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Jon Tribble
Editor’s Prologue: Where Are You From?
In my second year of graduate school at Indiana University,
I answered a question I didn’t know would change my life. It was a
humid August evening in 1988 and I was sitting quietly on a brokendown couch at a house party where older graduate students greeted that
year’s new class, when a beautiful young African-American woman
walked over and sat down beside me and introduced herself. After
exchanging names, she reached out to shake hands and said, “I’m
from the Bronx, New York. Where are you from?” When I answered,
“Little Rock, Arkansas,” she pulled her hand back and declared, “Little
Rock Nine, Little Rock!?” There were many things I might have said in
that moment as a white Southerner but, as if by reflex, I responded,
“Central High, 1957.” And then I smiled and she did too. We have been
together now nearly twenty-three years since that night—nineteen of
them married.
That question, Where are you from?, is at the heart of identity in
America, a land where all but the indigenous peoples came to these
shores at one time or another moved by hope or need, opportunity or
violence. In the South, the question is often wed to either an invitation
and possible welcome—Who are your people?—or a preemptive
challenge where the answer is already presumed against you unless
you can prove otherwise—You’re not from around here, are you? Both
of these inescapably tag the individual with a history extending to
family, community, and the land.
My people came from northern Alabama and the southern hills of
central Tennessee most directly, but I was born in Little Rock, Arkansas,
during the Orval Faubus years (though most people don’t know that
after his national moment in 1957, by the 1960s he was receiving over
80% of the African-American vote). My parents left Huntsville behind
to work across the center of the U.S. teaching and providing social
services, and they settled in Arkansas for forty-one years.
Growing up in the late 1960s and early 1970s, I remember our
trips to Limestone County, Alabama, where the highways and byways
Crab Orchard Review
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of Arkansas, Mississippi, Tennessee, and Alabama, had a scattering of
filling stations definitely not run by the “The Man who wears the Star”;
instead, as my sister and brother and I looked out the rear window,
our station wagon or Impala might be met by a man or teenage boy
in coveralls whose eyes knew right away we weren’t from around
here. I learned to hate those drives because there was never a clean
bathroom to be found after Memphis, and I didn’t think at the time
the conditions might have been in part the result of the changes in
laws for public accommodations and the resistance burning hot and
cold across the region we traveled so often.
Coming from Arkansas, we were Yankees to many of our own
kinfolks—a label I also wore in south Texas when I lived there in 1986.
But the real divisions in those houses came from football, the AlabamaAuburn contest we encountered every Thanksgiving dividing families
into those cheering on “The Bear” versus the hated War Eagles. We lived
those wars ourselves when we returned home where the hatred for the
Longhorns and Darrell Royal inflamed the passions of Razorback fans
who had little else in common. And those passions did change the South
I grew up in. On September 12, 1970, when the University of Southern
California Trojans embarrassed the all-white Crimson Tide 42–21 in
Birmingham, primarily behind the efforts of African-American fullback
Sam “Bam” Cunningham, one of Coach Bryant’s assistants said, “Sam
Cunningham did more to integrate Alabama in sixty minutes than
Martin Luther King did in twenty years.” Of course, that wasn’t true,
but the South did change slowly then.
In Requiem for a Nun, William Faulkner wrote, “The past is never
dead. It’s not even past.” Pushing back the banked leaves from the older
headstones down the hill in the Madison Cemetery, I can’t help thinking
about the dead, the past—the stories uniting and obscuring both. It is
January 1993, and I have driven from Little Rock with my father back
to Limestone County to see relatives after the holidays have quieted
down. My wife and I are both teaching at the University of ArkansasLittle Rock and we spent the fall taking care of my parents’ house while
they traveled to Egypt to stay with my brother and his family in Cairo,
where the Navy had stationed him for two years. Perhaps Egypt and
the pageantry of ancient death is on my father’s mind because he insists
despite the unpleasant weather that we go to pay our respects today. He
even convinced his brothers Morris and Alonzo to join us so, after we
visit the graves of their mother and father, I ask about other family we
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might find here and the conversation turns to my great-grandfather,
Robert D. Tribble, whom I learn fought in the Civil War. The family
story claims that even though he was barely twenty during the war he
rode in the cavalry. When I am told his grave rests down among the
leaves collected about the older headstones, I head that way and after
a few wrong directions discover a small obelisk standing fairly strong
amidst other tilting and broken stones. It reads:
R.D. TRIBBLE
born
Nov. 7, 1841
died
Mar. 4, 1914
Blessed are the
pure in heart for
they shall see God
In block letters at the bottom of the obelisk, “TRIBBLE.” There are
more impressive headstones not far away with larger declarations of
“Tribble,” but this stone has done its job for nearly eighty years.
While my father and uncles come to see this marker again, refresh
memories beginning to disappear, I uncover a thin shaky slab on the
other side where I can barely make out, “Robert Tribble, PVT, CO (?),
4 ALA INF, Confederate States.” This makes more sense, of course—a
nineteen or twenty-year-old without land or a family of means wouldn’t
have a horse for cavalry service. My uncles and father are a bit surprised
by this, but as I clear away more of the clutter I find something that
surprises us all more. In front of the slab, an Iron Cross commemorating
Robert Tribble’s service, placed by the United Daughters of the
Confederacy. We wonder if we should do anything to preserve this
marker—much memorabilia of the sort ends up broken or stolen—and
my uncle Morris says he’ll talk to his son, Robert Wayne, and see if
he would like to get a plaster cast made of the cross and preserve the
original for his children.
When I drive across the South, I take a new road whenever
the opportunity presents itself. The interstates are the surest and quickest
way, I know, but the experience of driving through the Atchafalaya
Basin on a state highway paved with crushed seashells where the only
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companions are armadillos, opossums, and egrets; or curving through
the stands of loblolly pines keeping Arkansas winter green in the
Ouachita Mountains; or stumbling upon the Kentucky Music Hall
of Fame and Museum in Renfro Valley just because the possibility of
seeing what is south of Lexington was intriguing; or finding out that like
most Southern food, the debate about who fried the first dill pickles has
several claims, but a basket from the Hollywood Cafe in Robinsonville,
Mississippi, isn’t a bad place to start researching; or pressing on down
the Outer Banks past all the development choking the winds at Kitty
Hawk until the road runs out at Ocracoke makes the drive back worth
it; or passing Lake Junaluska on the way over and between the Smoky
Mountains; or cruising the Pig Trail through the Ozarks, or the Blue
Ridge Parkway, or the Shenandoah Valley, or the Cumberland Gap; or
edging into the Great Dismal, or the Big Thicket, or the Okefenokee,
or the Homochitto, or the Sabine makes the world primordial and
new at once; or even getting lost between western Georgia and eastern
Alabama until the dirt roads lead up and down Mount Talladega on
the weekend of the big race at the Superspeedway—but don’t mind the
cloud of fine red dust trailing behind since Big Bob Gibson’s is up the
road a ways in Decatur and it is the only place doing that original white
sauce right—all of this lost on cruise control.
I took my wife to Corinth, Mississippi, a few years ago as our
starting point to visiting Shiloh National Military Park. The new Corinth
Civil War Interpretive Center had opened in 2004 and the modern
National Park Service facility combined contemporary sculpture and
films and displays with the nearby site of a Union fort, Battery Robinett,
central to the Battle of Corinth. I knew there were destinations on
this trip—Oxford and Clarksdale, Mississippi, especially—far more
interesting to her, but I couldn’t resist going back to Shiloh. The place
haunted me ever since visiting when I was a Boy Scout and we hiked
nearly twenty miles in the park: the peach blossoms blanketing the
dead as the battle raged; the Hornet’s Nest where cannons and Minié
balls cut Union soldiers apart; the Lost Division, Fallen Timbers, and
the Bloody Pond.
There is no easy way to Shiloh from Corinth. The roads stretched
on and often seemed to be taking us away from where we wanted to
go. The difficulty of the drive did have an advantage for the historical
site: Shiloh National Military Park seemed to face less encroachment
than most of the other major Civil War battlefields. I remember how
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disconcerting it was at Fredericksburg to look down from Marye’s
Heights and realize the tracts of condominiums nearby were built on
fields where thousands were killed and wounded.
I don’t think either of us were surprised when right before we
reached the military park we came across a place that seemed to be quite
popular with motorcyclists, a restaurant and tavern made up to look
like an old general store with more Stars & Bars displayed than I had
ever seen in one place. There is Southern hospitality and then there is its
cousin, the ornery relative who makes it clear that accepting things on
his terms is the only option. Fortunately, we have reached a point where
most of the time it is possible to pass on by.
I could not have known how similar to my memories the visit to
the military park would be. When we reached the Shiloh Battlefield
Visitor Center, we waited for the orientation film, Shiloh: Portrait of
a Battle, and when the lights went down I realized this was the same
film I had watched more than thirty years ago—I suppose it had been
transferred from film to videotape. It even looked like all the original
film’s scratches and dirt had been preserved! Besides a few DVDs and
CDs and perhaps a few new books, the gift shop hadn’t changed much.
There were still little Johnny Reb and Billy Yank caps for the kids and we
saw boys outside wearing the gray caps as they ran around.
The gravity of the place had not changed, either. The monuments
marking the burial trenches, the rows of small headstones in the
National Cemetery, the artillery in the fields quiet now; I knew what
I had come back to see. This was the price for the pain which built the
South, the butcher’s bill which came due. When I looked up my greatgrandfather’s unit later I found the record of his service: “enlisted, aged
19; a farmer; wounded, Gettysburg, The Wilderness.” A long way from
home, but at least he returned.
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Lavonne J. Adams

Yesterday, four nurse sharks washed up
on Wrightsville Beach,
each about two feet long, each mangled—one trailing
loops of blue intestines, others brightened by patches
of ragged pink flesh. Morning light made their fins glow
coral, a shade too lovely for death. Further down the beach,
more pelicans and gulls than I have ever seen—seventy or eighty—
rode the oversized waves, were buried briefly beneath water and froth.
I was amazed they could be pummeled yet still cant skyward,
carrying the flash of fish, an occasional squawk the only sign
of discontent. I suppose those birds gathered to eat the fish,
and the sharks fed from the same school; but what happened next?
No fishermen tossed lines, no boat props churned the water.
Were Hammerheads or Great Whites devouring smaller counterparts
where I usually swam? As a kid, I never questioned
what stretched out around me. When the tide receded
from the Bolling Avenue bulkhead, it left a cuff of dirty sand
thick with razor clams. Each shell fit snugly in my palm—
blue-black tokens of peripheral lives, its language
the lapping of waves. In the distance, the county incinerator burned,
truck after truck backing up to the gray building
from which grayer smoke rose like the loneliness of prayer—
unanswered words tossed into air.
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The Dive
We dine underwater—blue walls, the undersides of hulls built
into ceiling,
a marlin on a line pulled upward away from us
settled on this sandy floor with flat beer, waitresses trudging past
the wreckage
of empty wooden tables, frayed nets and faded scuba gear…
This community hasn’t changed substantially since the ’70s,
a minnow carried up the sand by its proximity to bigger towns,
by the spirit of campgrounds and oceanside motels
now darting seaward as the tide recedes,
as development has moved to more secluded beaches
where the wealthy can insulate themselves
from RV hookups and boardwalks with amusement parks,
from motorcycle rallies and public access,
towns where a bar this unpolluted by the need for approval
would be converted into a boutique—
wisteria on a trellis purpling the gallery,
paintings of turtles nesting on long stretches of wave-manicured sand
undisturbed by the progression of feet
you can still own today
at the discretion of MasterCard.
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Amanda Auchter
American Plague: Early Stage
In 1853, New Orleans suffered its worst epidemic
of yellow fever, also known as “American plague,”
which killed approximately 9,000 people.
Everywhere, water, night pushing
its mouth into the humid,
sleeping bodies. Mosquitoes
in the ears, eyelids, bleed
from the heartpulse
of the neck. This is a city
in ruins, a bridge of ache,
nausea, jaundice. Houses filled
with netting, windows drawn
to keep out the dark
silence, the hot rhythm
of insects touching the glass,
the first child who walked
through the door, bright fingernail
scratches on her arms,
face. Her fever. Her flush.
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American Plague: Period of Remission
In the house, a man brings a bowl
to the table. The children watch
the bowl fill with water, watch a jar
empty of leeches, how each one unfurls
like a rotten tongue. In the bowl,
four tongues suspended,
unanswerable. Each girl
hooks to them, their skin a raspberry
bruise, ingested. Sunburn,
rope-sting, switch-whip. Tongues
and the subtle suck of fine hair
and flesh. In the bowl,
a mosquito dabs the water, glances rim,
table, wooden spoon, pale scalp.
For a while, the children taste rain, wildflower, sugared bread. For a while,
there is no fever, no fire beneath the skin.
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American Plague: Period of Intoxication
The “period of intoxication” is the final stage
of yellow fever.
Come holy, the hands anointing
the collapsed star of the face,
tongue. A house
filled with candles, frozen
breath. Soon, delirium,
the fevered sight. The body
lit to ash, suffering. The body
a flamed branch,
dead field. Come
hemorrhage, seizure, fingers
bird-wild, violet. Come, assemble
the last flight, the sun’s quiet
compass. The mosquito
that brushes eyelid, collarbone,
bruises the blood. The fever
made of tender wings, water,
dusk. Come, lay down in sleep,
the body’s bright tulip flush.
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Devreaux Baker
Going Back To Selma
In the dream you’re at the lunch counter again
pretending you don’t see the way white men stare
up and down your twelve-year-old legs.
Outside the sky is trying to leak through the front window
where all your friends are waiting for you.
You keep thinking that shade of blue,
trapped in white stares
was just like the color of your mother’s apron,
not a real blue, but washed through and through
until the fabric was pale as paper and just as thin.
Around one corner a smoking cross stands
dumbly quiet in your front dirt yard.
You are a whisper of brown in the sightless white fields
where cotton plants scratch a song against your legs,
those small sharp commas that you carry
stopping speech inside your head.
There is the distant sound of cicadas
pushing air between their wings
on the edges of the way you remember things.
The smell of burning houses pulls you out of this dream
to stand at the black windowsill of night
memorizing the way stars look like burning crosses
in the stillness of things.
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Richard Boada
Disaster on Dauphine Street
The apartment’s living room floor above
the Metro Café collapses. Furniture funnels
down. The sofa, a deadhead freighter,
crashes into the aquarium. Busboys and dishwashers
round up missing crustaceans. Shoeboxes full of letters,
matchbooks and complimentary bars of soap scatter.
The maître d’ and Fire Marshall rule out termites.
From the vestibule a materfamilias stares
at the ceiling’s cavity, wires dangling from pink insulation,
elliptical tenets, and her canceled reservation.
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Louisiana Fugue
The barber has been bankrupt
since the flood. The town’s bald,
men and women, no longer visit
since the lakes rose and stunned.
Combs prostrate in disinfecting jars,
once mitochondrial in his hands.
Dozens of tonics on shelves
multiply in lipid mirrors,
refracting electric lights.
The jilted shaving brush and razors
foul rust. The barber can only trim
his bougainvillea’s viscous petals.
There has never been winter,
and now red January sludge
anoints, lathers and steams.
Lathers and steams.
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D. Winston Brown
Jesus Age
I was born in the last sigh of
a weary decade waking from
futile dreams of amber waves
and level scales.
Mama tried to walk me out
at the State Fair, her second
pleasure to the world. First
air was gulped at Community
Hospital, a creation of the northern
nuns who learned blacks had no
hospital except the tiny
Children’s Home Hospital,
which resembled a shotgun
house more than a house of
mercy. But in a child there
is always hope, the world
looming like clay for molding.
But, while imprisoned during
freeze tag, I could always
smell the stench of ghosts, of
children killed before prayer,
their dismembered limbs
scattered beyond justice.
If at my birth I could have spoken of my
future, I would have said, He will
breastfeed in a home where Christmas
is not commercial; he will be a child
whose mother suffers migraines in her
quest for perfection; he will be a child with
a quiet suspicion of the world’s promises;
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he will struggle with a persistent unease
time reveals is an inherited rage. He will
at fifteen be comforted in the bed of a
woman recently divorced; he will smoke
marijuana, snort cocaine through twenty
dollar bills he earns cutting grass, and he
will dream of the three children aborted
before he reached twenty-one, then fail
twice at a neat and efficient suicide, be told
no once in a marriage proposal, and somewhere get a tattoo that extols the qualities
and sources of truth.
But there were no oracles sitting
in a booth below the Ferris Wheel
or next to the Spinning Barrel ride,
no prophetic composition in the
house of mirrors, no third eye insight
at the guess-your-weight booth.
Pregnancy can’t be measured in pounds, only
in hope. Not the ten toes-ten fingers-I only
want a healthy baby generic brand
of wishful thinking—rather, the no more
Emmitt Till and Cynthia Wesley late night
prayer. The carnival barker could never
imagine the span of my mother’s burden.
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The Fall of Vulcan
Bush Boulevard, anchored on one end by a small Methodist

College and on the other by a Catholic Elementary school, stretched
and curved for nearly two miles, past silent but conspicuous brick
houses, moderate houses that forty years ago were considered grand.
A wide and meticulously maintained median, constructed during
the reign of Birmingham’s first black mayor, snaked the length of the
boulevard, separating the two lanes of sporadic traffic.
Our house was no blind and idle bystander to the boulevard’s
traffic; from our back deck, my family could without strain witness the
cars and trucks, and the occasional walker. Most of those on foot were
children returning from neighborhood basketball duels, or from a run
to the corner store for a bag of Funyuns and a Yoo-hoo, and maybe some
Now and Laters or Lemonheads; a really sour lemonhead could make
a cute girl pucker her lips and allow some dreamy boy a moment to
imagine kissing his lips to hers. There were adults walking, sometimes,
men usually, rough and grimy from work, men who walked slow and
hard as they sipped from bottles nestled in brown paper sacks.
During the late summer months when school had begun and
the sun still lingered and lengthened the hours of our duels, the men
sometimes stopped at the basketball court on their way home. They
were different from my father. My father went to work in a suit, he ate
lunch with men in suits, and he ‘talked white.’ The men who stopped at
the court didn’t hold their bodies the same way as my father; they wore
their hard days on their hardened bodies. Their clothes were dirty and
their faces had stubble, which I saw on my father only when he was
sick and didn’t go to work. After they finished their beers, some would
run a full court game in their dingy jeans and scuffed work boots.
They played rough and talked worse, and I reveled in thinking myself
worldlier in their company, more of a man.
In my neighborhood, two things mattered: girls and basketball.
The main court was outdoors behind a small church, and games
followed a hierarchy. Younger boys like me played while older boys
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and men soldiered up around the court. They drank and talked, some
stretched old muscles, but mostly they strategized, scouted the young
talent on the court. At some point, the games turned into battles.
A team always chose me because I had handle, a decent jumper,
and I didn’t argue about deferring to the older dudes. I didn’t care
much about shooting or scoring; I reveled in knowing I was the only
boy my age picked. The men would say, “Hit me on the block,” or “Pass
that shit when I cut,” or “Don’t shoot that shit less we tell you to.” They
spoke to me like I shaved every morning, like I worked alongside them
daily; and I felt like a general deploying my troops. When I made a
good pass or stole a ball or nailed a jumper, I loved how they bragged
on me: “Little man fucked you up,” or “Little Smooth got you sucking
his nutsack,” or “Don’t leave your breadbox open around Little Smooth,
he’ll turn you to toast every time.”
Once, when some girls closer to my age happened to be watching, I
got stuck on the bad end of a pick, me being a little past five feet tall and
the guy I got matched up with being six feet two. Intent on backing me
down, he leaned his wealth back into me, pushing against me, forcing
me backwards. As I braced myself and resumed a defensive position, I
heard some girls moan as if they’d felt that considerable weight bang
into them. I absorbed his blow after blow as he kept muscling me closer
to the paint, but when he turned to shoot, I stripped the ball. Half scared
and far too drunk on the appreciative yells from the watching girls, I
sprinted down the court alone. Two defenders moved in front of me and
one closed in from behind. There was no one to pass to.
I pulled a crossover on the closest defender, sent the ball between
the next guy’s legs and met it on the other side. I jumped and fingerrolled. I watched the ball ascend. I heard the gentle thud when it met
the backboard, but before it fell through the rim, the hand of the third
defender swatted the ball back into the backboard sending it ricocheting
like a missile. One of my teammates caught the ball, took a step,
planted his feet, jumped and soared with the ball in one hand and his
arm cocked back like the hammer on a revolver. He slammed the ball
through the rim. The entire goal shook, rim to pole. The boys shouted
cool appreciation. The girls shrieked in delight. I tried to claim goal
tending, but the dunk had ended the game. I wanted those cheers, to
know the girls were shouting for me. The world narrowed for a moment,
me watching the gaping mouths and high fives. I felt robbed, like my
membership into manhood had been denied. Afterwards, I lounged on
the grass near my teammates; they even gave me a beer.
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The court didn’t have lights and the sun was slipping into the
late stage of dusk. As the other team left, my guys laughed and talked
trash, bragging about how Little Man stole the ball, how I’d almost
pulled an Iceman. One man who was missing a tooth and kept resting
his tongue in the vacancy called me Iceboy. I listened and laughed and
drank my beer. I moved nearer to my friends, all of us listening. I still
wanted to announce that I’d won the game, and that the girls should
have cheered for my lay-up, but I just listened.
When my friends and I stood to leave—our parents expected us
home before dark—one guy told me, “Aw-ight, Little Smooth, the Bush
Boulevard Iceboy.”
In my deepest voice, I responded, “Aw-ight.”
“You made my day,” said another guy in blue work pants and dirtcovered boots. “White man had me by the ass and balls all day, but
that steal was the shit. You won me some money, youngblood.”
“Cool,” I said, trying still to keep my voice deep.
The walk home was only seven blocks, but we took our time,
going up one side street and down another, passing under the long
and sturdy branches of trees.
Our neighborhood was an old one. My father had told me stories
about the streetcar that once ran down the middle of the street where
the median now was, and how the large brick houses along the hills of
the winding boulevard had once been where the white executives from
the steel plants lived.
With three blocks left, we moved to the median. We often did this,
ran down the grass of the elevated median, slowing or stopping only to
claim houses and to declare ourselves the president of some company.
Calloway picked a house first and claimed himself the president of
Odo’s, a neighborhood corner store, because then he could give us all
free Lemonheads. Near the end of the next block we stopped again,
and Darrick announced he’d be president of all the McDonald’s in our
neighborhood, which were two.
Sometimes their choices changed, but only in minor ways; the
7-Eleven instead of Odo’s, or Burger King instead of McDonald’s. They
changed houses too. But I remained consistent. The same brown brick
house on the corner of Eufaula and Bush Boulevard. As usual, I stood
silent, staring up the gentle slope of green grass that curved down to the
sidewalk, staring at the angles of the roof, and at the wooden door in the
brick archway that led to the neighborhood’s only swimming pool.
“This one’s mine,” I said.
18  u Crab Orchard Review

D. Winston Brown
“We know,” said Darrick.
“What company?” asked Calloway.
They already knew; I chose the same one every time. And Calloway
ridiculed me every time.
“I believe I’ll be president of SouthTrust Bank.” My father had
taken me there once while he did some business. The elevator felt like
it went up forever, and from the window of the office we went to I had
looked out over the whole city, and I’d loved it.
“Nigga,” said Calloway, “How many times I got to tell you my daddy
said ain’t no black man gone be president of no white folks’ bank.”
They never thought much of my choice, Calloway especially. I
changed it once to the President of the United States. Who could argue
with that? I’d thought. But Calloway had said his father told him he
couldn’t be President because the white folks would rather vote for
Reagan again rather than vote for a black man. Then Darrick had said
something worse, that I would have to go live in that ugly-ass house in
Washington. He’d gone to school with me until his parents divorced last
year, and we’d seen pictures of the White House in Social Studies.
Then another thought occurred. Darrick and Calloway went to the
same nearby public school but I went to a private school downtown, so
moving meant I’d not only not see my friends during the day but I’d
also lose my afternoons and weekends with them. From that day on,
I chose president of SouthTrust Bank, which meant I didn’t have to
move from my neighborhood.
“Did you hear me?” Calloway said. “Ain’t no way they‘ll let you
control all their money.”
His laughter sounded coarser than usual, more grating.
“How would yo’ daddy know?” I asked. “Ain’t he in jail?”
I knew I was wrong to say it; Calloway was sensitive to his father
being locked up. But I was tired of Calloway all the time telling me what
white folks wouldn’t let me do. I was the only black in a class full of
white children, and I’d won the Spelling Bee and the Science Fair. I ran
the fastest, and no one ever caught me when we played freeze tag.
“He’s only been there a year,” Calloway said, then turned to walk
away.
I was going to apologize; then he turned his back to us.
“Darrick told me,” said Calloway, “about the little white girl you
supposed to kiss when you go to Vulcan tomorrow.”
I turned to Darrick. He looked startled.
“My daddy also said don’t mess with no white girl unless you want
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trouble,” Callaway said, turning back to face us, “And I bet she won’t
even kiss you.”
I had him there. She’d written me a note, which I’d shown Darrick,
saying that she’d chosen me to be her “Kissing Buddy” when we went
to Vulcan. I told Calloway about the note, which Darrick confirmed.
“Well,” said Calloway, “she won’t put your thing in her mouth like
Angela did mine.”
This was Calloway’s trump card. For a half-empty box of Lemonheads, Angela Rice had let Calloway put his thing in her mouth and keep
it there until he counted to one hundred. At twenty, Calloway shook, she
swallowed, then said she was going home to brush her teeth.
Calloway didn’t use it always, but, when he did, that story ended
all arguments. We fell into reminiscing about how Angela Rice had
refused to let him put it between her legs, but said he could put it in
her mouth cause she’d seen her sister let a boy do it to her after school.
We laughed about how Calloway had looked scared. We talked and
walked down the median until one by one each of us hopped off and
walked alone in the darkness to our houses.
I crossed the threshold of our house with the dark birth of night
wrapped around my shoulders. I didn’t like to get home a moment
sooner. Schoolwork waited at home. My mother with her list of chores
waited at home. And my brother, whom I idolized, seldom waited for
me at home. He’d recently gotten his driver’s license, a new-to-him
Pontiac Satellite, and a habit of not coming straight home.
My brother, Huey, was tall and had an endless amount of friends. He
hung around guys that drove Escort GTs and Trans Ams, and whenever
they came over, I’d sit and listen and try to remember everything they
said about everything, and I’d wait for one of them to slip me a can of
beer. Times when my parents were gone, Huey and his friends brought
girls to our house; and I sometimes heard their moans and screams
through the thin sheetrock walls. The girls always thought I was cute;
they rubbed my head and kissed my cheeks. Sometimes they hugged me
so close that I could smell their perfumed breasts. When they hugged
me, I would nestle there as long as I could, feeling the warmth of their
bodies, the fleshy softness, and then they would disappear behind the
closed door of a bedroom.
My “Kissing Buddy,” Patricia McIntyre, was at the beginning
of that fleshy softness. I sometimes fell asleep thinking of the tight
hugs we sneaked at school, and I often dreamed about her softness. I
was thinking of this, and hadn’t been in the house two good minutes,
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when my mother delivered a kink. My father, who normally took time
off to go on school field trips, planned to go on this one, too. I wouldn’t
be able to slip away, not for a moment, not with my father there.
When my father came home, some time shortly after eight, I slid
farther down into the tub until my ears dipped below the surface and
the warm flood of water muted the voices in the house, leaving me in
a lovely closed-eye world, my mind a blank.
After my bath, as I walked downstairs, I overheard my father
telling my mother he wouldn’t be able to go on the field trip the next
day. I stopped on the stairs to listen.
“I just want to pack up her stuff and be done with it,” said my father.
“But Jacob is expecting you to go on his field trip,” my mother
said. “He’ll be disappointed.”
I almost yelled, No I won’t, but I kept quiet.
“I know,” my father said, “but her time to file the case will expire
soon.”
“Fuck her,” said my mother. “If she wanted a white lawyer she
should’ve gone to one first.”
Normally, my mother never spoke that way, never used profanity.
I felt as if I could hear the look on her face, her lips contorted into
anger, her eyebrows pinched together.
“Her new lawyer wants to meet tomorrow morning,” my dad said
resolutely.
“Her new white lawyer,” added my mother.
“What should I tell Jake?” my father asked.
“Tell him the truth.”
“He’s too young.” There was silence. “This is not his problem,”
continued my father, “not yet.”
“No,” my mother said, “it’s that black bit—“
“Let it go,” my dad said. “Just let it go.”
I knew in the silence that followed that they were close, that they
were touching, but I could keep still no longer and went bounding
down the stairs.
Almost immediately my father told me he couldn’t go on my field
trip; I pushed down the balloons being released inside me. My face
was all disappointment, at least as much as I could muster. I asked
him ‘Why?’ in a long drawn out way that held all the sadness of a black
rainbow. It was perfect, my performance. My father hugged me, asked
me about my spelling test—I’d made a ninety-four—about science—we
were dissecting frogs—and math—a grade still weak though I’d made
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a C+ on the last quiz. He told me to go study, and when he finished
eating he’d be up to help me.
In the middle of the dark stairwell, I paused, thought about the
way my father’s voice had sounded. There had been a change, though
I couldn’t define it. Maybe a subtle something I noticed in his voice.
Maybe his eyes had dulled slightly. He’d hugged me differently, like he
needed me close. But because I was a child standing on a dark stairway,
and probably too scared to think of my father as anything other than
deep-voiced with a strong handshake, I fled those thoughts, allowing
them to be replaced with the balloons rising yet again in my stomach.
I knew now I’d be able to kiss Patricia. “Patricia. Patricia.” The name
held more beauty with each repetition. As I studied math, and as I read
the first two chapters of To Kill a Mockingbird, I repeated and repeated
and repeated her name, softly, as she floated just behind my eyes.
The next day, when we arrived at Vulcan, Patricia and I stayed
on the bus, crouching behind the last seat. My brother had told me
that I could only get to first base if I waited until we got inside, but
alone on the bus I’d be able to get at least to second. He’d told me how
to open the door, that bus drivers usually walked off to pee or to smoke
a cigarette, and that I’d be able to catch up with the class later.
When everyone had left and we sat alone on the last seat in the rear
of the school bus, I didn’t know what to do or say, so I said nothing; I
just leaned toward Patricia the way I’d seen others do. Her lips met me
halfway; their softness parting to allow our tongues room to explore.
Everything inside me felt as if it were filled with helium, and rising;
my stomach felt like it was at the top of my chest, my lungs felt as if
they rested in my shoulders, and my heart felt as if it were beating in
the base of my neck. We kissed gently at first. Then our hands found
each other’s bodies; we slid them across necks, faces, backs; we pulled
each other close. Up under her skirt I slid my hand, tentatively, along
the warm outside of her thigh, until I felt the warm coolness of her
panties; she did the same up the inside of my khakis until she met
with the bulge in my pants. She followed its length, back and forth,
and I slid my hand around the edge of her panties until it rested on
the warm moistness. Confident now, I peeled aside the fabric and
slid a finger along the wetness. She breathed deeply and held it for
a moment, so I pulled it out some, then I slid it in again, and again
she breathed deeply. She tightened her grip on my arm and kissed me
deeper. I kept doing this, and her grip kept tightening, and I wanted
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to look, to see what it was I was doing, but I knew people kissed with
their eyes closed and I didn’t want to stop kissing, but then she grabbed
my wrist, not allowing it to move, and my eyes opened. Her eyes were
open already and we stared at each other as her body trembled, and
then her eyes looked as if they wanted to close. We stayed that way, our
mouths open together, my finger inside of her, until she exhaled a final
warm trembling breath out of her mouth and into mine.
I sat there not wanting to ever move my hand, not wanting to
ever release the air from my lungs. And I probably would have, but
somewhere nearby in the parking lot a horn blasted. We were both
startled. We looked around. She adjusted her panties, her skirt; I
adjusted the lump still in my pants as best I could.
We hurried from the bus, hoping no one had missed us. On the
walkway in front of us was a family with a little puppy. We split to
go around them, but as I drew even the puppy darted across my path
yanking its leash into a tight rope across my ankles. I tumbled onto the
concrete; the puppy yelped. I could feel a hole in the knee of my pants,
and my hands felt raw where they had scraped the ground.
I was still only a car’s length behind Patricia. I watched her zoom
through the door and I followed, determined to catch her at the elevator,
but something seized my arm and jerked me to a stop. I tried to wriggle
free. When I couldn’t, I noticed the hand on my arm. I tried to free
myself. Again I failed. That’s when I realized the hand was attached to a
security guard.
“Slow down, son,” he said, “and tell me why you chasin’ that pretty
little girl.”
Patricia had given her ticket and was at the elevator, looking back.
I motioned with my free arm for her to come back; I needed her to help
explain. She paused, as if to consider my request, and then disappeared
into the elevator.
“I asked you a question, son.”
At first, I could not focus on the guard. His voice loomed distant,
lost somewhere. He repeated his question, and, finally, I acknowledged
he was addressing me.
“I wasn’t chasing her,” I said.
The guard leaned toward me with a sort of smile, the same way
I smiled lukewarm when thanking someone for vegetables I didn’t
want. Barely taller than me, his hand on my arm loosened a bit, and it
felt more like a sweatband than a grown man’s grip. He was thin and
wore glasses with dirty lenses that covered half his face.
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“It’s okay,” he said. His tone was like a grandfather now. “Just tell me
what you were chasing after that pretty little girl for, and I’ll let you go.”
“Our class is upstairs,” I said. “We were trying to catch up.”
“You don’t go to school with all those white children,” he said.
Thinking it might convince him, I blurted out the name of the school.
He looked down at the hole in my pants; at the ketchup stain I’d
gotten on my shirt at lunch. He looked me up and down and said, “Son,”
he laughed to himself, “po’ niggers like you can’t afford no private school.”
I’d heard that word before. The men on the basketball court used
it often, but they usually sounded like one friend speaking to another.
My friends and I often greeted each other by saying, “What’s up, my
nigger?” or just, “What up, nigger?” My dad, however, used the word
rarely, and made it clear I was not to use it. But I liked using it; it made
me feel somewhere closer to being a man, included in a secret language
my father wanted me to move toward too slowly.
I stared at the guard. “I do too go there.” I didn’t know what else to
say.
He looked down at me, his face a self-pleased white circle, and
patted me on the shoulders. He chuckled, and the more he chuckled the
more I repeated my claim, until his chuckle turned into loud laughter.
The room was like a cave; it echoed his laughter. I heard it coming and
going, swirling from the front and from behind. Eyes turned toward
us and it seemed like they were laughing too.
I balled my free hand into a tight fist. The laughter was making
something swell inside my chest, some buried thing. The guard began
to walk, and when I didn’t follow he yanked me by the arm.
“Come on, boy,” he said, still laughing.
He had my left arm and when he yanked it again, I let the momentum
carry me slightly past where he stood. With my right foot farther away,
I planted my weight on it, set myself, then kicked my leg forward and up
between his knees. He jumped, trying to pull his legs together before my
foot made contact, but there wasn’t time. He slowed it, but the momentum
whisked my leg up until my shin collided with his crotch.
He released my arm.
That I kicked him surprised me as much as I could tell it surprised
him. Then I saw the surprise on his face twist. His lips pulled tight across
his teeth and his jaws tensed as if he were biting hard on something.
His eyes narrowed and his right arm rose up and out from his body
until I could see all the deep grooves that lined his thick palm; then he
disappeared.
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He was there, and then suddenly he wasn’t. I was staring now at a
broad back, my father’s, who stood now between the guard and me.
“Move out of the way, son,” the guard said to my father.
“This is my son,” my father said.
“Your son just kicked me in the nuts.”
My father turned his head toward me, and I hurriedly told him
how the guard had stopped me from going upstairs.
“He was chasing a little white girl,” the guard said.
I told my dad that we had been left behind and were only trying to
catch up.
“Be quiet,” my father told me, then turned to the guard. “Apparently,
there’s been some confusion. My son should not have—”
“He shouldn’t‘ve kicked me in my fucking nuts,” the guard said,
then tried to reach around my father and grab me.
My father knocked his hands away and made himself even more a
barrier between the guard and me. “Put your hands down.” My father’s
voice lowered, and he talked as if his teeth were clenched. “If you try
one more time to touch my son, I will kill you.” He said the last four
words slowly, precisely, and then he turned sideways as if offering the
guard a shot at me.
I puffed out my chest a bit, and when the guard suddenly lowered
his arm to his side, I flinched.
My father, in a low and private tone, leaned toward the guard and
told him something I could hardly hear, and the words I could hear were
beyond my comprehension. I did, however, recognize some legal terms
I’d heard at his office. I noticed the people walking past and around us.
They ignored us, averted their eyes, focused on the elevator door.
Whatever he said ended it. We caught the next elevator. The walls
felt close; the air still. I wanted to talk, but had nothing to say. My
father asked if I was okay, then asked again, as if I’d suddenly realized
something was wrong. When my father and I finally stepped from the
elevator, I recognized my classmates, their faces and hands all pressed
against the glass. My teacher, who was talking to a few students, noticed
my father and came over to us.
“Hello, Mr. Dargan,” she said. “I’m so glad you could make it after
all.”
“Hello, Mrs. Sanders.” My father’s voice was pleasant. He offered
no explanation, nor did he mention what had just happened.
“I’m sure Jacob is happy you could make it. He seemed disappointed
you had to cancel.”
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“Yes, I’m sure he’s happy I’m here.”
“We’re going to McDonald’s for lunch,” she said. “You’re welcome
to join us.”
“I think I’ll take Jake for a lunch someplace else so we can spend a
little time together.”
Mrs. Sanders thanked him again for coming, then re-joined the
class at the window. My father asked me did I want to join them, and I
told him I didn’t. We walked over to a pair of binoculars. He dropped
some coins into the slot. I looked all over the city, at least in the directions
we were facing, which was primarily west and north. I looked down at
the tall office buildings rising up below us; I saw cars zigzagging on I-65;
and the people on the sidewalks looked small enough to step on.
When my view went dark I said, “Time’s up,” and stepped down
to the floor.
I heard Mrs. Sanders asking the other children if they knew in
which direction were their houses. None of them pointed west, which
was where I lived. Most pointed south, some pointed east, others pointed
to some spot in between. I pointed west, and when Mrs. Sanders asked
me, as she had done my classmates, what neighborhood I lived in, I told
her Bush Hills. “White people used to live there,” I declared, “but they all
moved out when blacks moved in.” I didn’t know why I said it, nor could
I recall where that exact information came from; my father had never
put it in those terms. It was something I just, suddenly, knew. The other
children stood silent. Mrs. Sanders nodded and grinned thinly, as if she
wanted to say something. My dad, he just laughed. One by one, everyone
returned to gazing through the glass out at the city.
I left Vulcan without saying goodbye to Patricia McIntyre. I had
glanced at her a few times, but revulsion and anger at her betrayal had
forced my distance. Standing there, looking down at how the highway
divided the city, as it did so many of the streets, I wanted both to take
her hand in mine and to wipe from my memory our minutes together
on that bus.
When my father said, “Let’s go,” I asked him to wait while I went
to the bathroom. I didn’t enter any farther than the sink. I turned the
water on (the hot was not working), and I washed my hands until I
thought he would soon peer in to check on me. I scrubbed my hands as
if scrubbing were going to remove some thick layer of dirt, some old,
stubborn grime.
We drove away from Vulcan in silence. Mid-afternoon sun glazed
across the front of the window, distorting the world in front of me.
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I expected my father to ask what had happened with the guard. I’d
kicked someone, a security guard. I was in trouble and I knew it; I’d
probably be grounded. The strange thing is that I didn’t care. Being
grounded actually sounded good. I’d be alone. No one to bother me,
tease me about what had happened.
Then I remembered it was Friday. Basketball games began early
on Fridays. People just seemed to get there early. I wanted to play, and
I almost suggested to my father that we get some fast food instead of
eating at Nikki’s. But I said nothing.
Nikki’s was a Soul Food restaurant. In addition to food cooked, as
one of my aunts sometimes said, “the way black folks cook, with some
love, some pain, and a whole lot of hell yeah,” Nikki’s catered also to
the conversation, any conversation. No topic was taboo, no silly opinion
went unchallenged. We never went to Nikki’s when my father didn’t
stop at two or three tables or sometimes invite someone to eat with us.
He loved to talk and people loved to talk to him.
But this day we walked in and he delivered only modest and polite
hellos to those who spoke to him. The firm hand he’d rested on my
shoulder as we’d entered remained gripped there as we walked to the rear
of the line.
If he slowed, he increased the pressure in his grip to slow me. And
he only slowed, shared courteous pleasantries, halted for no more than
a long moment. It began to unnerve me, but I didn’t know what to say. I
assumed his anger was at a point where words lay choked in his throat.
He was waiting until we got home, I told myself, before he exploded.
When we finally sat with our trays in a booth, we sat across from
each other, but we didn’t speak. No words. He ate baked chicken; I ate
a pork chop. We both had green beans and corn. Peach cobbler for
dessert. When the food was gone and the glasses of sweet tea reduced
to clusters of ice and a sliver of lemon, my father spoke.
“That guard,” he said, “he called you a nigger?”
I nodded my head, then said, “Yeah. Yes, sir, he did.”
“Where did you kick him?”
I told him.
“Did he hurt you?”
I told him no.
“Next time,” my father said, “and I hope there isn’t one,” he paused,
laced together his fingers, “but if there is, hit him. Ball up your hand and
punch.”
I looked at him, shocked.
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“Do you understand me?” he asked.
“Yes, sir.” I said.
Nothing else was said. We left the table, paid, and walked to the
car. We rode into the afternoon sun and spoke no words. We took
side streets, rode through neighborhoods. We listened and nodded
our heads to Marvin Gaye. To Prince and Luther Vandross. To The
Temptations and Cameo. As the music played, I thought about my
father saying Next time. I said Next time in my mind a few times, as
if preparing myself. My father’s tone when he said it had lacked the
optimism of choice. He’d said it as if referring to a specific moment,
which might have been the next day, the next hour, the next year,
but a precise moment. Inevitability had filled the spaces between
his words, and that certainty settled now in my stomach—a weight
neither heavy nor light, just permanent, constant.
By the time I surfaced from my thoughts, we were passing our
house. I knew not to ask where we were going. I sat still. We stopped
seven blocks away, alongside the curb next to the church where the
day’s basketball was already underway. When we walked up, several
of the men in work boots and dingy Dickies greeted my father. I
thought they were just being nice. Then a couple of them used his
name, Andrew. And he knew some of their names.
We played in the next game, on the same team. I had never seen
my dad play basketball with anyone other than children, or horsing
around with my brother and his friends. I played point guard, and
Dad was the shooting guard. He ran the court in penny loafers and
suit pants, played hard and sweat stained his clothes, made shots,
missed some, but made more than he missed, moved without the ball
and waited on my passes. With each pass, each rebound, and each
fast break, that phrase Next time continued to harden somewhere
deep inside me, like clay in a dark hot oven, though, for the duration of
our playing, as I ran and evening began to smear its red and purple
glow across the sky, Next time also began to evaporate, or, maybe,
just lighten. I knew, without truly knowing, that it was standing pat,
would always be close as a whisper. But in the shadows of that dying
sun, as I raced up and down the neighborhood basketball court with
my dad, Next time seeped, alongside the sweat and salt, for those few
short moments, out of my skin.
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Red Devil Lye
There is a man, his wife, and their son. But the chemicals around

them are more important—their toxic fumes and caustic textures, the
ways they attract and repel and destroy each other at very basic and
unseen levels, the quantifiable ways they’re manipulated and burn and
drown in each other. The chemicals are why they’re out here in the
hollows.
Ricky runs tubes from cups to drip pans while his wife and son work
next to him. He fastens beakers of murky fluid across T-bars with clamps,
and drapes the hoses that run into those over metal beams. He imagines
this configuration resembles the half-decomposed skeleton of some terrible
Appalachian beast that once roamed these hills but died out during the
coal boom. He checks his supplies of acetone and liquid Heet. His ropey
arms move with confidence and caution as he places a Coleman flame
beneath a tin pot and stirs darker-than-blood iodine into ammonia.
Penny, his wife, pushes her scraggly blond hair out her face and
scolds him. “Jesus Christ, Baby. I told you I hate that smell.” She slaps
him on the back with an empty two-liter. “Told you to start mixing all
that crap when I’m outside.”
Ricky turns and faces her, yells, “Then go. If you’re not going to make
yourself useful for a goddamn change, get on outside.” She stomps out of
the camper and slams its flimsy door. Ricky remembers that he loved
her once, stops his work for a moment and squints out a window at
the sugar maples and dense rhododendron on the hillside beyond the
camp. He can’t remember what it was he loved about her, or for that
matter if this person before him truly even resembles the woman she
was. He wonders if she regards him in the same fashion, if they’re
held together by habit and familiarity.
He notes that she did have a point, though. The little pop-up
camper is stuffy and dank under the best of circumstances. The
mélange of chemicals Ricky has stocked it with makes it hard to
breathe inside unless the door is open and the window flaps are rolled
up. He says, “How those matchbooks coming, R.J.?”
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His son, Ricky Junior, is stripping the striking surfaces off of
hundreds of books of matches. The tiny amount of red phosphorous
from each is used in one of the final steps of baking down the
pseudoephedrine to its purest form. “Pretty okay, I guess,” he says.
“Wish this type of stuff was what they taught in science class. Would’ve
got an A on that last fucking test.”
Ricky snorts, and they look up from their work to share a rare
moment. He knows that he and his son have grown apart in the last
year. Before he lost his job as a loader at the Number Nine, he and
Ricky Junior had always made time for each other, no matter how
many hours he was working, no matter how weary or dirty he was
from working the line. He just showered the super-fine coal dust off,
threw on a pair of shorts, and he and his son made the best of the
evening light that disappeared especially fast for the people who lived
in the sparse towns and valleys and in-betweens of the mountains.
They threw baseballs and shot the boy’s .22 and barbequed more ribs
than such a small family could ever hope to eat.
But now, even though they have almost nothing but time, these
days Ricky Junior feels increasingly like a stranger to his father. Whether
this is due to the boy’s entrance into adolescence, or to Ricky and
Penny’s intensifying drug use, or to some deeper and irreconcilable
force, Ricky chooses not to venture a guess.
They go back to their work, and as Ricky ducks outside the camper
to haul in a large bag of Kingsford charcoal, he watches his boy and
knows the kid has noticed that he and his wife barely sell any meth
anymore. Ricky used to package the majority of their product for his
cousin to sell to a few scattered people throughout the county, but
that cousin has ceased even the pretense of calling to ask if Ricky has
anything extra to distribute. He, like the boy, knows that all of the
drug goes to Ricky and Penny.
He kicks a large bag of coffee filters out of the way as he drops
his skinny frame onto a stool next to his son. From a green metal
container he pours camp fuel into a metal pot, then pops pill after pill
into the liquid. The suphedrine and psuedoephedrine take little time
to dissolve and cook down in this type of stew, though Ricky knows
certain anhydrous solvents are more prone to explosion than the Nazi
and Shake-and-Bake methods of meth production.
As Ricky stirs the pot and R.J. continues ripping the striking
surfaces, a silence falls over them, one in which the fumes in the camper
seem to dampen the sounds of Spring in the woods surrounding the
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camper, as well as the sound of Ricky’s wife and R.J.’s mother quietly
sobbing on the ground.
“You know, your momma and me….” Ricky begins with no intention
of continuing. He knows that any way he’d finish that sentence would,
at best, sound like a lie. At worst, he’d be telling R.J. the truth—that his
parents are bad people.
“I know,” R.J. says, though Ricky thinks the boy only acknowledges
him so they won’t have to have an uncomfortable conversation. The kid
then quickly changes the subject. “Did you remember to get more lye?”
he asks.
Ricky knows that R.J. already knows the answer. “Oh, motherfucker.
No,” Ricky says anyway, dropping his long wood stir stick and hard
slapping his forehead several times. “I told you to remind me while we were
driving out here, when we were passing the hardware store. Shit!” He hops
up and takes his frustration out on the camper, kicking its paneled walls
and cursing himself.
Then, just to be sure, he opens and slams the camper’s cabinets for
any extra lye that might have been left over from the last batch he and
Penny and Ricky Junior had cooked. Lye is an essential ingredient in
manufacturing meth, and Ricky knows that without it their time and
money will have been wasted.
As he continues the search he knows to be useless, an image
forms in his mind, takes hold, becomes clear, forces out every other
idea, picture, or feeling. The image is of the bag of lye itself. The brand
they carry at the Ace Hardware in town is called Red Devil Lye. The
cartoon mascot under the name on the bag is a winking crimson imp
with a bowtie and pitchfork. Ricky gives up his search and storms out
of the camper, and the image of the Red Devil now seems to mock him
from a smug and far-off place.
Penny looks up at Ricky from the ground and he thinks her
mascara-streaked eyes both accuse and plead with him. “What is it
now, Baby?” she asks, her temper gone, replaced with a coquettish
purr she uses with him that lets him know she needs to get high.
“Damn R.J. forgot to remind me we needed lye, and it wasn’t
like you’d remember.” He says this less with spite than resignation,
knowing they need to hurry up and fix this situation before the whole
batch is ruined.
“You got any for the time being?” Penny asks.
“Yep,” Ricky says, then sticks his head through the pop-up’s open
door, sees R.J. sitting motionless staring out the flap toward the hollow
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beyond. “Boy, go wait in the car. I’ll be there in a sec, then we’re going
to the fucking hardware store.”
Ricky Junior doesn’t turn around. He says, “Okay. Hey, dad?”
“What?” Ricky says impatiently.
“You think we can get ice cream on the way back?” the kid asks,
his voice barely above a whisper.
In that moment, Ricky thinks he really knows what it is to be a
wretched man. “Hell yes, we can,” he says, trying to sound genuinely
excited at the idea.
Ricky Junior drops his final book of matches, rises slowly, walks
past his father in the doorway without looking at him. Ricky waits until
his son is in the long maroon Crown Vic with the door shut before he
wrestles the plastic bag of drugs from the pocket of his stained blue
jeans. Penny is already on her feet and entering the camper. She unties
the flaps that face out toward the car and lets the canvas and plastic
windows drop in order to give her and Ricky more privacy. He goes
inside and shuts the door.
Ricky looks at his wife, and though her shoulders and arms look
much bonier than they used to, he remembers back to a few years ago
and the sudden death of his father, how on the night the old man died
Penny held Ricky’s moist and salty face against her soft chest until
dawn broke through the curtains in their bedroom, how she cradled
his head in the pillowy crook of her arm and brushed the hair back on
his head so very delicately.
As Penny cuts the powder into lines with her driver’s license, he
wonders if she remembers his mourning like he does, or if like so much
else in their lives this memory has been relegated to some other place
that seems foreign and quaint.
They both eagerly snort all that he has, then wipe clean the inside
of the clear plastic bag with wet fingers that they rub on their gums
and tongues. It is during these times that Ricky remembers why and
how he loves Penny. He knows that neither of them are what they used
to be, but that there’s something so sexy about how ravenous she is
for the drug, for him, at these moments. While he realizes that doing
meth has the effect of increasing libido, this is something more. Her
need is the thing that truly arouses him, the look in her paler than pale
blue eyes, the way she licks her lips and teeth and swallows hard after
they’ve pounded a few rails.
They kiss, but Penny stops him from going farther, pushes his
shoulders from hers. “We can’t. R.J.’s in the car. He’d know. Besides, you
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got to get to the damn store and get back here before this all gets fucked
up,” she says, motioning toward the bubbling pot over the propane
burner.
Ricky nods and knows she’s right. He leaves without saying anything
else, resigned to the knowledge that her lust for him will never outweigh
her need for the drug.
Ricky Junior is just as they’d left him, sitting in the car’s front
passenger seat, staring up at the fickly billowing clouds that had from
time to time covered the hollow in shade that day.
Penny walks around to the passenger side and leans in the
window. She gingerly bows Ricky Junior’s head and kisses him on top,
leaving her lips sealed there for a long moment. Then she says, “You
know how much I love my two boys? So much. You all hurry on back
and when we get home I’ll fix us a great big dinner.” She kisses Ricky
Junior again, this time on the forehead.
Ricky jumps into the driver seat and shouts, “Hi-ho, Silver,” out
the open window to Penny as they drive away, and she waves weakly
in return.
The sun stings Ricky’s eyes as he tears up the dirt access road,
and he realizes he actually snorted more than he thought, and he
knows he’ll later have difficulty remembering anything really
concrete about his and R.J.’s drive, just the brightness of sky and the
crunch of the dirt and the shrieking notes from the radio and the
way his son furrows his brow just like the boy’s grandfather used to.
“Pretty day, huh, R.J.?” he says, running his hand though the kid’s
bright blond hair.
“Keep your eye on the fucking road, Dad,” his son says.
The road evens out, turns from dirt to gravel, gravel to pavement,
and then Ricky and Ricky Junior are in town, parking the mud-streaked
car in front of the Ace Hardware.
“Here’s a twenty,” Ricky says, palming a bill into his son’s clammy
hand. “Should be plenty.” Ricky knows that pharmacies and hardware
stores look for people like him—wild-eyed lurkers with missing teeth
purchasing way too much propane or ammonia or cold medicine, or,
in this case, Red Devil Lye. But no one’s on the lookout for a thirteenyear-old who says he’s helping his grandparents unclog a drain.
The boy gets out, his mood inscrutable to Ricky. He says, “Thanks,
R.J.,” as cheerfully as he can, but the kid cuts him off by slamming the
door, then disappears into the store.
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While he waits, Ricky’s buzz evens out and he tries to remember
if he was as taciturn and stone-faced as his son when he was that age.
Only for a moment does he allow himself to consider that he and
Penny are causing Ricky Junior profound and irreparable harm.
Then the kid comes out of the Ace with a white plastic sack
emblazoned with the Red Devil logo Ricky had concentrated upon
so deeply earlier. “R.J., alright, man,” Ricky says with an exaggerated
drawl. He hits the button to pop the trunk and feels the weight the lye
adds to the car.
Ricky Junior gets in the car and buckles his seatbelt. “You promised
me some fucking ice cream.”
The DQ is just down the road from the hardware store, and Ricky
finds himself inside and in line with Ricky Junior almost before he’s
realized they’ve arrived there. The sweet smell of the humming soft-serve
machines feels pure to Ricky and reminds him of coming here with his
own father twenty years earlier. Despite the nostalgia he feels, the long
Saturday queue makes Ricky antsy. He continuously shifts his weight
from one foot to the other and grinds his molars so hard he thinks it might
be audible to others. Several of the people in line and behind the counter
have known him his whole life and he wonders if they realize he’s high,
if they judge him. He only now realizes that they could have—should
have—gotten Ricky Junior his ice cream from the drive-thru window.
In a low voice the boy says, “Dad. Chill the hell out. There’re like
five people in front of us. Go stand somewhere else.” Ricky realizes
that Ricky Junior has become adept at reading his intoxication and its
potential for ignition, like the older men at the mine who were not able
to smell but nevertheless somehow sense when a pocket of methane had
built up in the shafts deep beneath the tipple entrance.
Ricky cannot control himself and leaves the line without saying
anything to his son. He walks to the other side of the store and stands
at one of a few islands stocked with straws and pink plastic spoons
and napkins. He yanks several napkins from the dispenser and
shreds them into tiny pieces that pile onto the marbled countertop.
Ricky sees the kid glare at him but keeps at his fidgety work.
Ricky hears his son order a chocolate-dipped cone and sees him pay
for it with what Ricky presumes is the change from the Ace. He leaves the
little mountain of white paper on the counter and rejoins the boy.
They sit in a rounded red wooden booth for a few minutes as Ricky
Junior gingerly eats the top from the tall tower of ice cream. Ricky
watches the other families in the DQ, how they laugh and squabble and
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how their words bounce harmlessly off each other, and he stares them
down in a way even he realizes is obvious and inappropriate. He hates
and envies their unfettered, untarnished love.
Ricky Junior kicks him under the table and says, “Stop eyeballing
everybody. You’re freaking them out.”
“Come on, R.J., we’re out of here.” Ricky is already up and walking
toward to the door.
A short time later, Ricky is losing his buzz as he and R.J. crest
the ridge in the old Crown Vic, and on the return trip the car’s battered
suspension makes Ricky aware of every chasm and acme on the dirt
road. A spate of recent rain has washed out and rutted parts of the old
access trail that leads over the mountain and deep down into the dark
hollow on the other side.
Ricky tells his son that Chesapeake Coal stripped the hillside
decades ago, and he gamely names some of the foliage that has since
covered the evidence of this mining. “Sugar maples there,” he says,
pointing with his cigarette at a patch of still-leafless trees. Then, as
they pass a patch of pink spring bloomers, “Dogwood there.” The kid
only laps at his soft-serve cone.
The car bottoms out and then jumps forward from a particularly
deep hole, and both father and son exclaim, “God damn!” Ricky struggles
to keep the car on the road while the boy takes pains to keep the ice
cream off the upholstery.
Ricky thinks about what a perfect spot he’d chosen for his lab.
“Nobody out here for miles,” he says to himself more than to Ricky
Junior. For even though the flora had begun to reclaim its territory
here out in the hills, and from afar the hills look lush and bucolic,
Ricky knows this land will be uninhabited by people for decades to
come. Coal sludge still seeps down the hillside, flooding and mudslides
are frequent, and chemical pollution still affects the groundwater. It
was at a mine not far from here that he’d worked.
Ricky had towed the camper near the bottom of the hollow a few
months earlier and left it in what he considered the perfect spot, where
the hillside jutted out almost over the pop-up’s roof, hiding it from the
state police helicopters that fly over this region looking for operations
like theirs.
“Hurry up and scarf that shit down,” Ricky says. “And don’t tell
your mom we stopped for ice cream.”
“Why?”
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“She’ll be all kinds of pissed at me, because she’ll think we were
gallivanting around town while she sat on her thumbs out here.”
The boy nods but makes no effort to eat faster. “She’ll probably be
pissed at you anyhow for one reason or another.”
Ricky shrugs and tosses his cigarette out the window as they roll
up to the campsite. “Probably.” The hollow has fallen totally into shade
and the sun in the west is now only a backdrop of light against the
western hillside.
They get out of the car, but Penny is nowhere to be seen. Ricky
thinks of shouting her name, but decides against it. When he hears
nothing as he approaches the camper, he firmly convinces himself that
his wife must be out in the woods somewhere, perhaps taking a little
walk. Like him, she grew up knowing the names of the plants and
animals of Appalachia, the contours and curves of these mountains,
and where the springs and creeks came from. As he calls her name
out into the woods, Ricky remembers with a small measure of joy that
this, her undiminished love and familiarity with these mountains and
the wild creatures and trees that live within, this is at least one thing
he still loves about Penny.
Ricky Junior eats toward the bottom of his cone and says, “Well,
where the hell is she?”
A pervasive feeling of dread, a feeling like nothing will ever be
okay again covers every inch of Ricky’s skin like that fine coal dust
used to by the end of a shift, and he itches dully and he finds that his
mouth is impossibly dry. As he mounts the few steps into the interior
of the camper, he himself feels like the drug—a complex substance
that’s being dumbly cooked down and then down again and then
again until it’s something undiluted and dangerous.
He sees the propane burner still blazing and shields his nose and
mouth with his shirt as he enters the threshold. Like the earlier sun,
the chemicals burn his mouth and nose and eyes, regardless of the
shirt. When he sees Penny’s body slumped over one of the little stools,
Ricky remembers that they never tied the flaps back up to keep air
moving through the pop-up. He lets out a quiet sucker-punch “ooof ”
when he turns her over and sees her blueberry-colored lips and cheeks,
the redness of her eyes like nothing he’s ever seen.
Hoping to feel her breath on his, he kisses her—but nothing. He
then puts his ear to her chest to listen for a heartbeat, and finding
none, he turns her back over so he doesn’t have to see her again. He
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wonders about her intent, whether this was something planned or
accidental. Ricky Junior yells something from outside, and though the
words themselves don’t register, the sound of his son’s voice rouses
Ricky to action.
“R.J., stay out there,” Ricky says, trying to sound calm. This
cooked down version of Ricky is suddenly aware of this scene’s every
potential outcome: he will lose his son, he will go to jail, he might even
be charged in his wife’s death. He will have nothing and be utterly
alone. Worse yet, Ricky Junior will be all alone, as well.
Ricky knows he has to act quickly. He knows that if these fumes
are dangerous enough to asphyxiate someone, they might also be
extremely flammable. A version of him that feels apart and outside
himself acts, and before he realizes it, Ricky’s knocked over the pot
of Coleman fuel he’s been using as a solvent. As it streams across the
floor, he knows that it when it reaches the flame it will catch the entire
floor of the camper. This fire will spread to both the propane tank as
well the fumes in the air. One or the other will ignite first, though he
isn’t sure which. Either way, he knows the explosion will be mighty.
For a moment Ricky considers staying there, until he hears his
son shout again. This time the words are tangible and comprehensible
to Ricky, maybe because of how scared and small his son’s voice
sounds—“Dad! Where is she?”
Ricky bursts from the camper and scoops up his son. The boy
feels so light, like a baby, in his arms. He races to the periphery of the
clearing with the kid to his chest. The explosion is concussive but not
massive or shattering, though Ricky throws himself and his son to the
ground anyway. They lift themselves to their elbows, turn and look
back, their faces smeared with the damp grit of the forest.
“You okay?” asks Ricky. The boy can only nod.
They help each other to rise and stand for a long while watching
the camper burn. It’s fully dark now, and flames still lick the treetops.
Ricky thinks of his wife, of the lye in his trunk.
He and Ricky Junior stand far apart in the darkness like cold and
isolated little planets. The star they orbit continues to burn and pop
out in the darkness, and the intensity of its acrid stink makes Ricky
believe he might never be right again.
Then they look at each other. Ricky takes a step toward his son.
Ricky Junior takes a step away from his father.
“R.J.,” the father says in a calm but urgent way that means he
wants his son to come to him. All he can see of the boy’s eyes are glassy
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flares reflected from the burning camper. Ricky shakes as he wonders
if the boy will run if he takes another step toward him. The smell of
ammonia chokes them both.
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Reclamation
The freight train’s no no no low
ghosting through the woods, wild
eyes wide-eyed in the shadowy
car, wheels grinding slower in a shower
of sparks for what should have been
just a brief stop in the lurching journey
forward instead of their could have beens
chug chugging clickety clack
into the future without them, leaving
only the boys, discarded by the wayside,
passed from the porter through the hands
of this town that now wishes that train
had stopped a few miles on ahead so they
would have been The Huntsville Boys,
legacy of astronauts and antigravity boots, where the young dream
of flying up and away only out of want,
instead of this legacy, superstore
of the derailed, of the bags that kept
moving though the one who could claim
them had long ago stilled, the separated,
unreturnable, misidentified and lost
finding themselves here, ninety days
late and emptied of what is missing
but still held dear: personal effects, wallets
and rings, empty suits unmoving in a single
file march down the long metal rows,
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a mummified falcon, rattlesnake,
suit of armor and wedding dress, all
here at the Unclaimed Baggage Center,
where folks come from miles around
to spoon freeze-dried ice cream and sip
gourmet drip while they browse, some taking
this as proof that nothing is ever really
gone, while others wander in wonder
at what the unluckiest lost.
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What I See Now
I see yucca and winter stubble along
their route, now and then markers
noting the sites where they camped,
singing hymns, keeping watch as the Ancient
Ones do in the Bibles they carried.
I take note of hay bales like those
I grew up seeing everywhere,
Billy’s Tire Center crumbling to nothing
beside a small graveyard with plastic blooms
bled now to white from the weather.
Montgomery waits straight ahead,
looking these days like everywhere else:
Walmart. Home Depot. Driving through
downtown, we tick off the fast-food chains.
Why not McDonald’s? We order
our coffee to go. Senior
discount: the girl at the register
rings it up, looking no older than
seventeen, her story holding
not much left of what happened
here
forty years ago.
Blue eyes,
I notice. Stark
purple eye shadow.
		

*
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My best friend at Finishing School,
as we called it while lifting
our lily-white pinkies
and pursing our lips for effect,
came from Selma,
a beauty queen born late
to parents who asked that their only child
not room with anyone whose shade
of iris bloomed darker than blue.
Smoking cigarettes, bold in the parking lot,
we watched a regiment of frat men
in Rebel duds raising the Bonnie Blue Flag
while their girlfriends stood swaying
in hoop skirts: a squadron of cheerleaders
urging them onward, their brave drunks,
defenders of white Southern womanhood.
Meanwhile her mother was driving
across the state line with a black woman
kept in the back seat to mind
many layers of pink lace and satin,
arriving in time for the ball gown
to be lifted out and ironed ever so carefully
down in the basement where
those not invited to Mayday
Ball, rapt as an ashram
of wannabes, inhaled
our Salem’s right down
to the filter and exhaled
our smoke rings,
observing them hang
in the singed air like ghosts
before fading away.
		

*
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Spanish moss hung,
my friend later told me,
from phony live oaks round the dance floor
while black waiters served phony champagne
(no alcohol within a 50-mile radius lest
we be banished, forevermore losing
our chance to be “finished”
like fine crystal ready to be rung
by just the right finger).
My friend’s gown came back
splashed with whiskey, a stain
that could never be washed from its pink
satin bodice. My friend did not come back
the next year. She transferred to BirminghamSouthern. I wonder what she saw
with those bonnie eyes when the 16th Street
Baptist Church blew, and the little girls pulled
from the rubble lay finished
beyond comprehension,
their role in this story I see now
as being a stubble field
close to the edge of an altered state
line I’m still
trying to cross
with an old
roadmap wrinkled
as yesterday’s
pink satin
inside my skull.
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The Polk Photograph of
George Washington Carver
You are holding a bowl wooden &
carved-out the way your fingers look.
The wrinkles across your forehead a migration of geese.
Or they are simply two lover birds
stretching their wings parallel in flight.
I wonder, George, what song you hear in your ear?
What musical process blooming like the flower
on your jacket? What scent released into air?
Clearly, you are in a laboratory at Tuskegee,
& wearing an apron like my mother would in the kitchen.
In the foreground, a sink-faucet is blurred by the photo
& the faucet appears to be your walking stick.
There is something you are turning in the bowl.
Some discovery beginning to form &
light hits your nose down the ridge all gloss.
Behind you, everything is luminescent electric
from what must be an open window shade
& everything in the room, George, even the tone
of your skin is luminous,
luminous, soft & light.
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Affrilachian
for the Black Appalachians
I
is the total black, being spoken
from the earth’s inside.
There are many kinds of open
how a diamond comes into a knot of flame
how sound comes into a word, coloured
by who pays what for speaking.
—from “Coal” by Audre Lorde

I be a nipple of coal
the savior’s blood on dogwood,
the sun-bleached blues of cow bones.
I am the hiding places
of slaves and poke sallet.
I praise the sugar tit and the cooling board,
the banjo’s black fingers, the winding road
in Bill Withers’ voice.
I praise the Ohio’s vicious salvation
and Were you there when they crucified
our Lord….Were you there?
Praises to Nina and Booker T,
and even Elvis’s Cherokee hips.
Praises be to Bessie
and Roberta and
the Lovings’ first kiss.
Like the conjure of the blue-black granny
or the whereabouts of gypsy graves,
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I am sacred.
I am a prayer, a holler, a ginseng root.
I am a secret
like the girl giving birth
										
in a tobacco field
wet, silent
the lingering sweetness
of Blue Ridge sunrise
surrounding her.
I be that warm
open place
at the root.
Praise this
lovely
black flame.
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Prayer
Then Job answered the Lord, and said, I know that thou canst
do every thing, and that no thought can be withholden from
thee. Who is he that hideth counsel without knowledge?
—Job 42:1–3
Without counsel, You burned the house of my grandparents,
set my grandfather’s mind against the oaks of his yard.
He burned leaves with diesel fuel.
As police chief, he hired a black man to his force with Bull
Connor down the road—Birmingham,
where Alabama and Auburn once met in the Iron Bowl,
the game televised for the faithful—
my grandmother and her buttered collards:
the cholesterol before the stroke.
Before the second and third stroke.
I miss the tiller, the pile of coal, the sewage runoff
that slopped through the backyard to the Cotler plant.
This man was my god—Fart on a log, shit on a stick.
God forgives the sinful. My grandfather was a deacon
at the Free Will Baptist Church that he formed.
Once saved, always saved.
After church, the men propped their shoulders on a new pickup—
Ole Maude, my grandfather named it, after his wife
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—the woman caught between rows of ditchweed.
She cut back kudzu with machetes and weedeaters
—anything with a makeshift blade.
Leftovers would pile in the kitchen, pecan and pumpkin pie
for dessert, a plate for the road.
And that particular Saturday, I don’t remember
whether or not Alabama beat Auburn, only that I
was asked to give my first prayer, eyes focused
on the game, while every head dropped in the comfort of pride.
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Where the Dixie Flag’s a Tail Light
Spite’s the handcocked mimic trigger
bound to a crossroad of stripes & queues
where stars bangle
empty civility’s bales
of “hey,” no longer
noosed by yessuh’s or yessum’s,
the ordained order
where Jim Crow’s brute
cast-iron, five o’clock shadow
uproots a thigh-high hemline
just below the fabricfolds where the Mason-Dixon
Line’s belted skirt warns
of this man whose balls swagger bull
of this man who has seen
the change of life.
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Southern Pot-Stickers
{Pre-heat}
Let’s start with the rib-stickers of waist-wideners that ward
off the cold lean of a belly’s grumble: back-fat and fatback,
with ham hocks, and bacon grease and lard-lined pans—“to
season” stews and pots full of vegetables: white acre and
black-eyed peas, lima and green beans make tongues live easy
and jaws clap in ovation to fill the empty gut.
Let’s continue with leftover Thanksgiving’s turkey carcass
boiled-all-day-down till its spare skeletal frame elbows the
pot’s brim, and swats at and ducks from the wooden spoon.
Just a spoonful of carnage helps the ingredients meld down,
in the most traditional way: gumbo, gravy, étouffée, chili,
barbeque, roux.

{Preparation of Main Course}
Vegetarians, like vultures, scavenge too for Earth’s tendrils:
umbilical fruits, parsnips, organic algae. Southern Vegetarians’
hands handle oyster knives, cut-up okra and tomatoes, yellow
squash and Spanish onions with a teat of brown sugar. Pillagers
they are. Harvesters in-season.
Vegetarians shuck then fry yellow and white corn kernels,
strewn with salt and black-pepper seasonings in a pan to plate
right next to Jiffy cornbread baked in 9-inch cast iron skillets,
coated in vegetable oil. Season-side-up, double-dipped in
buttermilk, deep-fried okra drowns paper towels lined in a
tinfoil cake pan.
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{Dessert}
Southerners jar jelly, fill lard-laden piecrusts, hand-patted
with flour, and then folded with fruit—been-out-all-week fruit
ripens on countertops, like bananas, apples, and pineapples.
Banana puddings, peach & blueberry cobblers, meld down
with sticks of butter. Cake heaven on holidays, passport us to
German Chocolate and Italian Cream; just a slice of cream
cheese pound cake, coconut or red velvet, tradition the most
Southern way.
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Lavaliered
“This place is such a shitbox,” Louisa said. “I think we’re the only
people who shop here.”
“It’s because of the new outlets,” my father said. “Everyone’s going
there instead.”
“Outlets are a scam,” my mother said.
We stopped at the Rockville Mall every summer, on the way to visit
my grandparents in North Carolina, to buy new suits for my father. It was
a neat little shopping equation, actually. The suits went on sale in late June
and our annual visit to my grandparents always coincided with the Fourth
of July. My father could get fitted for his suit on the way to the beach and
we could pick them up on the drive back home.
“I never should have come on this vacation, I’m losing a week’s
pay,” Louisa said. She had just graduated from college and was trying
to get enough money together for three months’ rent in New York City.
My parents said they would help her, but only after she’d secured a
job for herself—a real job, that is. Not waitressing. Not temping. They
wanted Louisa settled, with solid health insurance and a 401k. Louisa
just wanted to be with Andrew, her boyfriend.
The store where my father got his suits was located on the second
floor of the mall. You could take the escalator there or you could take a
lighted glass elevator. As a kid, I always made my family use the elevator
and sometimes Louisa would go on it with me while my parents shopped.
That day, we took the escalator. We walked up it, actually—we wanted to
pick out my father’s suit and leave.
As Louisa predicted, there were only a few customers in the store
and the clerks fell over themselves trying to help us. My mother enlisted
the help of an elegant old man. He wore a tape measure draped around
his neck and a gold ring on the pinky finger of his right hand.
“My husband needs a new suit,” she told him. “A three-season suit—in
black or gray. Single-breasted. Maybe a new sports coat, too. In navy blue.”
The old man nodded and ushered my parents over to a row of
suits, leaving Louisa and me standing idly in the middle of the store.
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“Want to ride the glass elevator?” I joked.
“Why not?” Louisa said. “Nothing better to do.”
It was well before lunch and the mall was mostly empty. Some of the
stores weren’t even open yet. The lighted panels inside the elevator were on
the fritz and they blinked like the set of some low-budget sci-fi.
“Some fun,” Louisa said.
The elevator deposited us onto a courtyard with a fountain. We
sat on the benches there and threw some pennies in the water. A coffee
stand was setting up shop nearby and Louisa considered buying some,
but decided it was too hot for coffee.
“I can’t go shopping,” Louisa said. “I can’t even look at clothes. Too
tempting.”
Across from us, a jewelry store was opening its doors. It was a nice
place, with portrait windows and a gold-lettered sign. Inside there were
long glass counters and arrangements of fresh flowers. A woman and a
man dressed in matching gray suits began to set up the window displays,
draping blue velvet busts with bright strings of diamonds and pearls.
“Let’s go in there,” Louisa said. “We can pretend we have money.”
Looking at jewelry seemed only slightly less boring than pitching
pennies into a fountain, but I went along with Louisa, anyway, because
it was so rare for her to show enthusiasm about anything that summer.
Louisa sauntered into the store like she would pay any price—
this despite the fact that she was wearing cut-off jean shorts and an
oversized button-down that must have been Andrew’s. I was dressed
more appropriately, if less stylishly, in one of her cast-off sundresses.
“Hello girls,” the gray-suited woman said. “Can I help you find
something?”
“I’d like to look at engagement rings.”
We were led over to a display of diamond rings in a glass case. The
gray-suited woman asked Louisa to estimate her boyfriend’s budget
and Louisa shocked me by naming a high figure.
“This is called the Princess Collection,” the gray-suited woman
said, unlocking the display and removing a velvet palette. A perfectly
straight row of rings was nested in its center, glittering softly. “They’re
all brilliant cut.”
Louisa selected one of the rings and slipped it onto her finger. She
extended her arm in front of her and waved her hand this way and that.
“Oh yes,” the gray-suited woman murmured. “Very classic.”
They began discussing the different kinds of engagement rings one
might receive. I was surprised by Louisa’s knowledge on the subject. It
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was obvious she’d shopped for diamonds before. I couldn’t imagine why.
When Louisa was in college she liked to make a show of her fight against
the patriarchy. She majored in Gender Studies, volunteered at Planned
Parenthood, and helped to organize her school’s ‘Take Back the Night’
rallies. She made almost no effort to appear feminine, eschewing makeup and haircuts, and wearing the grunge clothing that was fashionable
then—ripped jeans, flannel shirts, and slouchy dresses. She could get
away with it because she was beautiful, but my mother often lamented
her lack of grooming. “If only your sister would pull her hair back in a
bun,” she would say. “She has such an aristocratic profile.”
Louisa tried on at least a dozen rings before she decided it was
time to go.
“Are you and Andrew going to get married?” I asked as we left the store.
“Of course not. Andrew doesn’t believe in marriage. Neither do I.”
“Why’d you try on all those rings, then?”
“That was just for fun. You know—playing a role. Don’t you ever
have the urge to do that?”
I didn’t, and the fact that I didn’t embarrassed me. I worried that
it indicated a lack of imagination on my part.
“I guess I was also thinking of Mom. She was about my age when
she married Dad. But she never talks about her engagement—don’t
you think that’s strange?”
“They had a shotgun wedding,” I said. “Of course they don’t talk
about it.”
“You’re just as uptight as they are.” Louisa had recently taken to
calling our family uptight and WASPy—the influence of Andrew, I
thought. I had never met him, but from what I gathered he was quite
sophisticated, and certainly more worldly than anyone in our family. His
father was Nigerian, a professor of African studies at Columbia, and his
mother was French, and also an academic. She taught political theory.
“I’m not uptight,” I said. “I’m just saying people don’t like to talk
about pregnant brides. It’s unromantic.”
“You don’t know what romance is—you’ve never even had a
boyfriend.”
“I’m still in middle school!”
“Oh please, I had my first boyfriend when I was eleven—Brett
Santulli. We went out for three months.”
“Good for you—you get the first boyfriend award.”
My sister softened when she saw that my feelings were hurt. “I’m
sorry,” she said. “I’m just nervous about Andrew. I hate being long
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distance. When we were in school, it was so easy to be together. Now
everything is complicated.”
“When you get to New York it will be easy again.”
“Maybe. But it’s like he’s mad at me because I don’t have enough
money to move there right away. And I’m like, ‘Why don’t we move in
together?’ But he thinks it’s too soon. Which is crazy, because we were
practically living together in college.”
I nodded, but all I knew of adult love affairs was what I saw
between my parents and what I read in novels. Both had an element of
artifice that I couldn’t yet decipher.
“This is going to sound stupid,” Louisa said, “but sometimes I
wish I grew up in Mom’s generation. Because then at least you knew
where you stood with men.”
“That’s retarded,” I said, reflexively.
“Just wait until you’re my age, then you’ll understand.” Louisa began
to walk ahead of me, toward the tacky glass elevator. “Come on, we should
get back.”
We found my mother sitting in a chair outside the men’s dressing
room, watching the elegant old man mark my father’s cuffs. My father
waved to us in the mirror.
“They’re having wonderful sales this year,” my mother said to Louisa.
“I was thinking we should get you a suit, too. For your job interviews.”
“You don’t need to do that.”
“I want to,” my mother said. “I haven’t gotten you a graduation
present yet. This can be my gift.”
“I’m not really a suit kind of person,” Louisa said. “I mean, I can’t
imagine working in a place where I’d have to wear one.”
“You need one for the interview, at least. It shows you’re a serious
person.”
“Maybe I’m not a serious person.” Louisa folded her arms across
her chest.
“Just try one on. You’ll look like a million bucks.” My mother
beckoned to a salesgirl at the other end of the store. “Humor me.”
I couldn’t understand why Louisa was being so stubborn. Our
mother rarely offered to buy us clothing; in fact, that was one of our
chief gripes against her. Other mothers, we sensed, took a certain
pleasure in buying their daughters fashionable items. Not ours. We
wore hand-me-downs from our cousins, and when we were given
something new, it was always the most practical, long-lasting items
my mother could find.
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The salesgirl was a slight young woman whose name, Ruby, was
at odds with her yellow-white ponytail. She listened politely to my
mother’s ideas and then asked Louisa what she was looking for.
“Something really dowdy,” Louisa said. “I want to be taken seriously.”
“Not a pantsuit,” my mother told Ruby. “Pantsuits are for middleaged women, like me—women with varicose veins.”
Ruby began to pull suits from the racks in a practiced, methodical
way. After a few minutes, she and Louisa disappeared into the dressing
room. My mother sat down across from a bank of mirrors and patted
the seat next to her.
“She’ll change her mind once she sees how good she looks,” my
mother said. “Vanity, thy name is woman—that’s Shakespeare.”
“Actually, it’s Frailty, thy name is woman,” I said. We had just read
Hamlet in school.
“Is it?” my mother said. “I don’t like that as much, do you?”
“Clarity would be better than either of them.”
My mother smiled at this, as I’d hoped she would, and began to
fiddle with her lavaliere necklace—the one piece of jewelry, aside from
her wedding ring, that she wore regularly. It was a pendant shaped like
a figure-eight, with a seed pearl in the top loop and a large amethyst
resting in the bottom. She’d picked it up at a flea market when she
was in college. Only later did she learn that lavaliere necklaces had
a romantic meaning. A lavaliere necklace was like a pre-engagement
ring. To wear one was to be engaged to be engaged—or, more simply,
to be lavaliered. It was an interesting word, lavaliered, some bastard
combination of cavalier and lasso, and I imagined that the young men
who bestowed such necklaces were caddish, calling dibs on women
when they didn’t have the nerve to propose.
“I just don’t understand her attitude,” my mother said, after a
while. “Your sister is so…” But she let the sentence drift away, a habit
Louisa had labeled as passive-aggressive.
As my mother and I sat there together, I examined our reflections
in the three-way mirror across from us. I noticed that Louisa’s old dress
didn’t actually fit me very well—my legs were too long for the skirt and
my shoulders pushed past its cap sleeves like a broken coat hanger.
I tried to comfort myself by remembering how awkward Louisa had
looked when she was my age, but the exercise annoyed me; I was tired
of anticipating my future by watching Louisa. I didn’t want to be like
her, I realized suddenly—and rather unhappily; the judgment seemed
to ripple through me.
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“If you weren’t still growing I’d get you something too,” my mother
said—she had caught me staring at myself.
Louisa came out in the first suit. She looked fantastic. The suit was
navy blue, single breasted, and had gold buttons. The white shirt she
wore with it was crisp and bright and showed off her tan. Ruby must
have lent her an elastic, because Louisa had pulled her long blond hair
into a low ponytail.
My mother and I oohed and aahed. By then my father had returned
from his tailoring session and he joined the chorus of approval. Louisa
smirked at her reflection, then headed back to the dressing room.
In total, she tried on five suits. The best one was slate gray, with a
knee-length skirt and a long jacket that fell just below her hips. At my
mother’s insistence, she tried it on twice, the second time with a pair
of heels.
“That’s the one,” my mother said. “You can wear that anywhere.
To a job interview. To a party. To a funeral, god forbid.”
Louisa frowned. “I look like I’m thirty.”
“Thirty was a great age,” my father said.
“So I do look old!” Louisa pulled the elastic out of her hair.
“You look sophisticated,” my mother said. “I swear, you’re going
to love this suit. You’ll end up wearing it when you go out—on dates.”
“Andrew and I don’t go on dates, Mom. We’ve been together for
over two years.”
“Well, at some point in your life, you’ll go on dates again.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Nothing.” My mother brought her handbag to her lap. “Forget I
said it.”
Louisa stood there for a moment, not saying anything. Then she
turned back toward the mirror and spoke to my mother’s reflection: “I
hate wearing this.”
My mother returned my sister’s cool gaze. “Louisa, you just
graduated from college. You can’t dress like a gas station attendant for
the rest of your life.”
“I don’t want this suit.” Louisa let her shoulders fall forward and
toes point inward, so that the entire ensemble looked ridiculous. “I’ll
never wear it. It will just sit in my closet and turn into moth food.”
“If my mother had offered to buy me a suit...” But my mother
didn’t finish her sentence. Instead she stood up and walked right out
of the store, leaving my father, Louisa, and me staring at one another
in the mirror.
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We were late getting to my grandparents’ house and this caused
my parents to argue.
“Del, you’re driving too fast—we’re in a school zone.”
“It’s almost five,” my father said. “We said we’d get there before five.”
“So they’ll have to wait a few minutes to have their vodka tonics.
It’s not going to kill them.”
In the backseat, my sister and I swapped knowing looks. My
grandparents were fastidious about their cocktail hour; even when they
traveled, they carried their liquor with them in a special suitcase.
“It’s because we hit traffic,” my father said. “I knew we should have
left earlier.”
When we finally arrived, it was 5:20 and my grandparents had
already finished their first cocktail. They looked the same as always,
tall and robust, silver-haired, and dressed in pastel colors that didn’t
quite complement their ruddy complexions.
“There you are,” my grandmother greeted us in the foyer. “I was
starting to worry—did you have trouble checking into your rental?”
She meant the beach house that my parents had gotten for the week.
“We didn’t have time,” my father said.
“Do you need to check in now?” my grandmother asked.
“Don’t worry about it, Jean,” my grandfather said. “They’ll go
after dinner.”
“Don’t worry about it, Mom,” my father repeated as he leaned in to
kiss her on the cheek. He shook my grandfather’s hand. “How are you,
Pop?”
“Can’t complain,” my grandfather said. “It’s good to see you, Robbie.”
It always gave me a start to hear my father called by his first name.
Since high school he’d gone by Del, a shortened form of his middle
name, Delano. He said he’d changed it because there were three
Roberts on the baseball team, but my mother said he’d done it because
it made for a better-sounding byline in the school newspaper, of which
she was the editor.
“Look how tall you’re getting!” My grandmother gave me one of
her athletic hugs. “You haven’t filled out yet, though, have you?”
I winced at this euphemism and looked to Louisa for sympathy.
But she was busy deflecting my grandfather’s questions about her postgraduation plans.
“Look at the size of her feet,” my father said, pointing to my sizeten sandals. “She still has a couple more inches to go.”
“Del,” my mother said. “She’s not a puppy.”
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My grandparents’ living room was tidy and formal. The walls and
carpet were a creamy beige color, while in contrast the furniture was
heavy and dark, embellished with decorative scrolls and florets. There
was a china cabinet, a linen cabinet, a coffee table, and a grandfather
clock. On the walls were portraits of my grandmother and her sister,
painted by my great-grandmother. The ceiling was vaulted with
skylights, but it didn’t quite rescue the room from stuffiness.
My grandfather made my drink first—ginger ale with a maraschino
cherry—and I sat down at the far end of the sofa near the end table, where
my grandmother displayed her collection of ceramic birds. I liked these
birds because they seemed to be the one place in the room—perhaps in
the entire house—where my grandmother had allowed some of her own
personality to be expressed.
“So I guess your man Dukakis is gloating,” my grandfather said to
my father.
“You mean about Bush moving his lips?”
“I mean about him screwing the Republican Party. You should
never break a campaign promise. He’s doomed for a second term.”
“He’s got to balance the deficit,” my father said. “I feel for the
man—I go through the same thing every year with my school board.”
“You know I don’t like taxes,” my grandfather said, “but I’d still
rather have a Republican doling them out instead of some tax-andspend Democrat.”
“Well, my whole salary comes from taxpayer dollars, so I’m probably
not the best person to ask.”
“What about you?” my grandfather said to Louisa. “Were you a
Dukakis supporter like your father?”
“Actually, I voted for Jesse Jackson.”
“Jesse Jackson!” My grandfather turned to my father. “Did you
know this?”
“I would have voted for him,” my mother put in. “Except I wasn’t
sure about his stance on abortion. Plus, he made those anti-Semitic
comments…I can’t help questioning the character of someone who
says things like that.”
“The Hymietown incident!” my grandfather crowed. “That’s what
we used to call it. No one meant anything by it. The things we used to
say…we called everybody something. The Italians were the dagos, the
Puerto Ricans were the spics. The orientals were the chinks—or the
gooks, depending. We had greasers, hillbillies, brownies, crackers. It
didn’t mean a goddamn thing. Still doesn’t.”
Crab Orchard Review

u  59

Hannah Gersen
If you didn’t know my grandfather, you’d think he was a hostile
man. Maybe he was. But mainly he just liked to stir up “a healthy
argument.” And he didn’t come into much contact with men like my
father, his son—men he referred to as “the liberal elite.”
“I think that kind of language does matter,” my mother said. “It’s
a very straightforward case of belittling people, of putting them in
their place. Like when I go to get my car fixed, and the mechanic calls
me ‘honey’—except ten times worse than that.”
“Don’t get me going on sexual harassment,” my grandfather said in a
way that made it plain it was the next subject he’d like to get going on.
My mother wanted to say more, but my father gave her a look
that said choose your battles and she made a visible retreat, adjusting
herself so that she was sitting farther back in her wing chair.
Dinner was baked chicken with rice pilaf and green beans. There
were exactly six rolls and I missed my chance to get one because
everyone was eating so quickly. After ten minutes, my father and
grandfather were reaching for seconds, while I sat waiting for the
butter on my green beans to finish melting.
“Still a slow eater?” my grandfather said to me.
“Let’s get rid of these leftovers,” my grandmother said, scraping
what remained of the chicken onto my father’s plate. “I hate leftovers.”
The meal was, for all intents and purposes, now over, and my
grandfather adjusted his chair so that he could assume his after-dinner
pose, which was to sit with his body sideways to the table so that he could
comfortably cross his legs into a gangly triangle. It was a pose my father
often took at home, and the first time I noticed my grandfather assuming
it, I thought—so that’s where Dad gets it from. But my father never sat that
way when he was visiting his parents—when he was Robbie.
The conversation turned to Louisa.
“So, you’re a college graduate now,” my grandfather said. “What
are you going to do this fall?”
“I’m hoping to move to New York—Manhattan, actually.”
“New York City! And what kind of job do you think you’ll get there?”
“I’m not sure, exactly. But I think I want to work for a non-profit
that helps people, especially women with drug addictions.”
“You want to be part of the War on Drugs?” my grandfather asked.
“Actually, I want to help end the ‘War on Drugs’.” Louisa made finger
quotes to show her disdain. “People need to be treated, not punished.”
My grandfather looked at my sister over the top of his glasses, letting
them slide down his nose—his trademark gesture—and I could tell he
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was pleased to be offered this morsel for healthful debating. But he was
thwarted by my grandmother, who cut him off.
“That seems like a very good career for a psychology major,” my
grandmother said. “Now, you mentioned a boyfriend the last time you
were here. Are you two still together?”
“Yes. He’s starting law school in the fall.”
“Law school!” my grandmother said. “It’s always good to have a
lawyer in the family.”
I could see Louisa bridle at this assumption, and if my mother had
made the same slip she would have said something sharp, but with my
grandmother she only nodded vaguely.
“You should have brought him along,” my grandmother said. “There’s
plenty of bedrooms in your condo—or he could have stayed here.”
“He’s on vacation with his family now,” Louisa said. “They have a
house on Martha’s Vineyard.”
“How nice,” my grandmother said, but my mother looked stricken.
None of us had heard of this house on Martha’s Vineyard, and to me it
meant very little, but it meant something to my mother.
“And what’s his name?” my grandmother asked, weary of waiting
for Louisa to divulge it voluntarily.
“Andrew.”
“Andrew what, dear?”
“Andrew Amadi.”
“Any relation to the Amadis in East Glen?” My grandfather asked.
He could never resist the name game, especially if he could make a link
to East Glen, Pennsylvania, the place where he and my grandmother
had grown up.
“You’re thinking of the Amaris,” my grandmother said. “The
Catholic family that lived down the street.”
“Amadi is an African name,” Louisa said.
“Oh,” my grandmother said. “Is Andrew African, then?”
“He’s black,” Louisa said, “if that’s what you want to know.”
The simplest answer for my grandmother to give would be, Yes,
Louisa, that is what I wanted to know. You’ll have to forgive me, but
I’m very curious, having lived all my life in a segregated society. But
this simplicity wasn’t available to my grandmother, for a variety of
reasons, and so instead she turned to my father and said, “Have you
met this Andrew?”
“We actually haven’t,” my father said, with a kind of wonderment,
as if it had never occurred to him that he might want to meet Andrew,
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as if he and my mother hadn’t been nagging Louisa, for months, to
bring home “your young man” (my mother’s phrase) so that we could
meet him and see if he “passed muster” (my father’s).
My grandfather cleared his throat and I knew he was about to
make a joke. “Well, now I know why you voted for Jesse Jackson.”
My sister visibly colored. “I don’t find that funny.” She stood up.
“In fact, I find this whole family’s attitude toward race to be totally
ignorant and crude.”
“Take it easy,” my grandfather said. “I didn’t mean anything by it.”
“He was just making a wisecrack,” my father said.
“A bad wisecrack,” my grandfather added. “A dumbcrack.”
I laughed at this—at “dumbcrack”—and so did my father.
“Go ahead, laugh,” Louisa said. “And then you wonder why I
haven’t brought Andrew home.”
“Louisa, that’s not fair...” my mother began, and then stopped—
the passive-aggressive habit Louisa hated.
“I don’t have to stay here and listen to this!”
She was gone before any of us thought to stop her. We listened as
the front door, then the car door, slammed.
“Everyone’s so fucking PC these days!” My grandfather leaned
back in his chair and put his hands behind his head.
“Robert,” my grandmother said. She hated swearing.
“She’s right to be offended,” my mother said. “That’s an example
of what I was trying to talk about earlier.” She turned to my father for
backup, but it was clear he didn’t want to get involved.
I felt sorry for my mother and as I looked to her in sympathy I
noticed that the pendant of her lavaliere necklace was missing. Only
the long chain remained.
“Your necklace—” I blurted out. “It’s broken.”
My mother reached between her breasts, where the little figureeight should have been.
“Oh my god.” She backed her chair away from the table and looked
on the floor beneath her. “Where is it? We have to find it!”
“Don’t worry,” my father said. “It’s probably around the house
somewhere, it probably just fell off.”
“It could be anywhere!” My mother’s voice was already panicked.
“When’s the last time you had it?” my father asked. He’d gotten up
from the table and gone to the living room to look for it.
“I don’t know, I don’t notice it, I don’t even think about it anymore—I
always wear it.”
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“Which chair were you sitting in?” my father asked.
“It doesn’t matter—it’s not over there, it’s gone, I know it’s gone.”
Tears came to my mother’s eyes, the accumulation of all the things
she might have cried about earlier in the day, and I could tell that my
grandparents were shocked by this sudden display of grief—perhaps
more shocked than they were by Louisa’s accusations of racism.
“Annabel, go to the car and see if it’s there,” my father said.
I obeyed, happy for the excuse to escape, and went outside to
our station wagon. I found Louisa frowning in the backseat with
her Walkman on. Behind her, in the trunk, our luggage was stacked
neatly, with the precision my mother insisted upon. I was reminded
of Louisa’s departure for college, four years before—of the fights she
and my mother would get into over what Louisa should bring with
her to school and which classes she should take. I remembered, too,
how depressed my mother had been in the weeks after Louisa left. “It’s
over,” she said to me. “I did what I could and now she’s gone.”
“Did they send you out here to make peace?” my sister asked.
“No, Mom’s necklace broke—the lavaliere thingy fell off the chain.
Dad thinks maybe it’s on the floor here.” I quickly checked the front
seat and then sat down next to Louisa in the back.
“I was so stupid to come on this vacation,” Louisa said. “Can you
believe I was actually thinking of inviting Andrew?”
“Pop-pop wouldn’t have said that stuff if he’d been here.”
“That’s not the point.”
“But Mom and Dad aren’t like that.”
“I didn’t think so,” Louisa said. “But Mom has something against
Andrew—did you hear her in the store, saying I would go on dates
again? And then being all, ‘Oh, never mind.’ I mean, what was that?”
“I don’t know...” I shared Louisa’s sense that our mother didn’t
particularly like Andrew, but she rarely liked Louisa’s boyfriends, so
this wasn’t exactly noteworthy.
We heard a noise and turned to see our parents coming down
the front steps. Our grandparents remained inside, silhouetted in the
portrait window.
“Did you find it?” my mother asked, opening the front door and
looking on the floor beneath her seat. Then, realizing that Louisa and
I had been just sitting there, talking: “Did you even look?”
“I didn’t see it,” I said. And I found myself perversely hoping that my
mother wouldn’t find it in the car because then my lie would be revealed.
“Well, look again. I have to find it. I love that necklace…I bought
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it for myself…” My mother crawled over to the driver’s seat. “Open
your doors! Look around!”
Outside, my father was checking the front walk. “I don’t see it,” he
called to us. “Did you use the bathroom?” he asked my mother. “Maybe
it’s in there.”
“It’s not, I already checked.”
“I’m going to look again,” he said, going back into the house.
“He just wants to do damage control with his parents, that’s all he
can think of.” My mother opened the glove compartment, the most
futile gesture of all. “It’s gone. It probably fell off at the rest stop. Your
father was in such a hurry.”
“Stop blaming Dad,” Louisa said. “That pendant has been loose
for years—you’re always talking about getting it fixed.”
“That’s a nasty thing to say!” My mother peered into the backseat, as if
to confirm that Louisa had actually said it. “What is wrong with you today?
I’ve been bending over backwards to be nice to you and all I get is grief.”
“What’s wrong with me? What’s wrong with you—with this whole
family? Pop’s completely racist and you act like it’s nothing.”
“Louisa, listen to me: Your grandfather’s racism, if that’s what you
want to call it, is just him marking his territory at the beginning of our
visit. It’s not that deep.”
“I don’t buy that.”
“Fine, don’t buy it,” my mother said. “When you get out in the
working world you’ll see what I mean. You put two alpha males in the
same room and there’s always going to be a pissing match.”
“Are you still mad at me for not wanting that suit?” my sister said.
“I should have just taken it—now you’re going to hold it against me for
the rest of my life.”
“I’m sorry, but I think you’re being stupid,” my mother said. “You
have your whole life ahead of you and you want to waste it on this
Andrew,”—my mother made his name sound absurd—“who doesn’t
even have the decency to introduce himself to us.”
“I knew it—you are prejudiced against him. You’re just as bad as Pop.”
“If I’m prejudiced against him, it’s because he doesn’t write to
you, he doesn’t call you, he doesn’t invite you to his family’s house on
Martha’s Vineyard.”
“He calls me,” Louisa said. “He called me just before he left.”
“Only after you called him twice,” my mother said. “And why
hasn’t he written back to any of your letters—I thought you said he
was an English major.”
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“That doesn’t mean he writes letters,” my sister said. “God, you’re
so old-fashioned. Nobody writes letters anymore.”
“Your father writes me letters. Whenever he goes away, for any
amount of time, he writes me a letter—and he calls.”
“Lucky you,” my sister said coldly.
“He’s trying to break up with you. This is the way men do it—they
make you do the dirty work.”
“You think any relationship that isn’t headed for marriage is
doomed. You’re so uptight, this whole family is so fucking uptight.”
Louisa tipped her chin up, looking toward the ceiling of the car.
“I think the world is full of selfish young men—is and always will
be.” My mother turned to me. “Annabel, go back inside—I want to talk
to your sister privately.”
I thought I didn’t want to leave them, but as soon as I was out of the
car I felt better. I half-walked, half-ran up the front walk like the child
I still was, and when I reached the front door, I remembered that my
mother had gone to the other end of the porch when we first arrived,
to admire my grandmother’s hibiscus bush. Perhaps, I thought, she
had lost her necklace there. I went over to the potted flower and, sure
enough, the pendant was there, resting serenely on the closely packed
soil. There was something magical in the ease of my discovery, and
as I picked it up and turned it over in my hand, I remembered the
delight I used to take in the sound of the word “lavaliere”—how it
sounded like other words I liked, words I collected: lilac, valentine,
gondola, mesmerize. I wanted to show it to my mother right away, but
when I looked back toward the car I saw that she and my sister were
sitting with their heads bent toward one another, the car’s ceiling light
glowing warmly above them. I felt the ache of—what? It wasn’t jealousy,
although I had the sense that I should be jealous, that I should want
that intimacy, that sympathy, that special, feminine pain. Instead I was
met with what seemed like boredom—a kind of impatient resistance.
It was a low feeling, ungenerous and slightly detached, and it dulled
any triumph I might have felt, a few minutes later, when I returned the
antique pendant to my mother.
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The Sailor’s Horn-Book for the Law of Storms
It was only when Olivia started back to the house from the

We-Tote-Um on the corner that the realization of where she was and
the reason she’d been summoned there really sank in, possibly for the
first time since she’d arrived there.
The plastic-beflowered flip-flops she’d bought at the same We-ToteUm five days before slapped against the soles of her feet as she made
her way back to her grandmother’s house through dusk that smelled
of sun-warmed grass and citronella as if in defiance of the weather
report she’d switched off just before she left the house. Behind her, the
We-Tote-Um’s wide, oystershelled lot evoked a patchwork of things
she’d stored away and labeled as summer since her childhood: airless
evenings, Saint Augustine lawns waiting for more temperate weather,
the prehistoric look of mimosas flayed by wind as it picked up.
Weather predictions continued to spill from the radios of the cars
pulling around and past her as she walked. She stopped in front of
her grandmother’s house, took in, as if for the first time, the awnings
eyebrowing its windows; the almost-mysterious glow of whitewash
girdling the trunks of its pecan trees.
White-painted and past its prime, the house was clearly the last
home of a woman grown old without kin close by or a husband. Olivia
walked up the steps and pushed open the front door, leaving behind
the rhythmic ebb and flow of the traffic.
“Oh, Olivia,” her mother cried, looking up from the table in the
dining room as Olivia started down the hallway.
Olivia stopped; tucked the telltale packet of cigarettes she’d been
holding into the front pocket of her shorts. “I’m not really starting
again,” she said. “I swear. And I won’t in the house.”
She didn’t know how to explain to her mother that she’d held out
as long as she figured she could, that buying the cigarettes had finally
just seemed too easy: like falling back into the adolescent shuffle
forced on her by cheap flip-flops. That she’d stood in front of the worn
counter at the We-Tote-Um with the roll of strapping tape she’d been
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sent to buy and the remembered request—pack of Camel Lights in a
box, please—had felt like the answer to a burning question she hadn’t
even realized she wanted to ask.
You-all already got all your supplies? the clerk had asked her
languidly. If things turn out like they say, you’re gonna be needing more
than that roll of tape now, to get yourself through this.
The cigarettes, handed over, had felt like a talisman. As she
walked out of the We-Tote-Um, the clerk had admonished Don’t let
those matches get wet now.
It hadn’t started raining yet, but the storm, predicted but not
entirely predictable, was already arabesqueing and hesitating, hastening
toward them. Olivia stood in the hallway and watched her mother.
The weather, upgraded the day before, christened as Delia, was
a regal dowager about to bear down on them, her arms extended to
embrace all and cradle it close: white sand and wild water, palms lashed
by the wind. But for the moment Delia was still some other far-off
island’s problem.
Olivia’s mother looked down at the pieces of paper she’d spread across
the dining room table. “You’ll wish you hadn’t,” she warned Olivia, about
the cigarettes. “Don’t you remember how hard it was for you to quit in the
first place? And how much harder it would be to stop now? But I guess it’s
not up to me,” she answered herself, sighing. “I guess you’re grown now.
Do you think your grandmother went through all this,” she added, “every
hurricane season?”
Olivia felt grateful her mother had decided to change the subject
away from her transgression. “Do you think she had someone help
her get plywood up every time and she never told us?” her mother
rephrased the question. Olivia shifted her feet without answering.
“Did you gas up the cars like I asked you?”
“Yeah.” Olivia slouched in the doorway. Earlier in the day, she’d
made the drive from the house to the We-Tote-Um three times, no
wonder the clerk, who either worked back-to-back shifts or was the only
employee of the store who hadn’t already evacuated from some low-lying
area, was beginning to know her. First filling the tank of the Honda
she’d driven down from Chattanooga when her mother’s call had finally
come, expected for so long that in the end she’d forgotten to expect it.
Then the car her mother had rented a few days before that. And finally,
the black behemoth of a Chrysler that had been her grandmother’s, so
unroadworthy that everyone had preferred to throw away money on
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rental cars rather than drive it. Now, the three vehicles were parked
nose-to-tail in the long oyster-shelled driveway hugging the side of the
house like a continuation of the funeral procession that had neglected
to depart. Olivia joined her mother at the table. “What next?” she asked,
reaching for her mother’s list.
“The main thing now,” her mother said, “is just all this packing.”
Overhead, the house creaked like a ship bound for home. Beyond
the shutters Olivia and her mother had earlier struggled to pull closed,
the branches of overgrown bushes laid thick-fingered leaves against
the side of the house.
“Will it hold?” Olivia asked, contemplating the ceiling.
“Don’t be dramatic, Olivia,” her mother replied. “Of course it’ll hold.”
The narrow dining room was where Olivia’s grandmother had
retreated when frailty, recognized first by Olivia’s mother but fiercely
contested for months, left her unable to climb the boxy twist of the
stairs, and it was still cluttered with trays and bedpans, canes and
walkers, the sickroom history of a gradual decline.
“Are you hungry?” Olivia asked her mother. She pushed back her
chair. The dining room depressed her and the leaves rattling against
the floor-to-ceiling windows only added to the house’s air of neglect.
“Pull out those cold cuts,” her mother said without looking up. “I
don’t know how the two of us are going to eat all this stuff up before it
starts spoiling.”
The plywood Olivia’d nailed over the window above the sink
dimmed the high-ceilinged kitchen. She reached for the light switch.
The table was piled high with cardboard cartons she’d collected from
the dumpster behind the We-Tote-Um; the counters were covered
with Tupperware containers, nested each inside the next, bearing
the masking-taped name of their owners. She opened the refrigerator
hopefully, as if she already hadn’t had five days of the sort of congealed
salad that it contained.
There wasn’t a single thing in the world to stop her from making
another meal out of some next-door-neighbor’s syrup-soaked ambrosia.
She nudged the refrigerator closed with her hip and carried the dish
down the hall. “I set the tray of cold cuts on the table,” she called out as
she passed the dining room. “I’m going out to the porch to watch the sky
for a second.”
Something—she wasn’t sure whether it was long force of habit or
a desire to keep checking on the sky—kept pulling her out there. Even
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after all the recent traffic to the house, the porch’s floorboards were
still liberally floured with pollen, but it was where visitors had always
been met, where family arriving for their allotted slice of summer had
always been greeted. It was a relief to be able to sit down on the porch
swing, the bowl of ambrosia balanced on her lap.
The bit of sky that was framed between the porch’s columns
had gone the pale orange of cut melon. It was swathed with high,
wispy, quick-moving clouds. From over the bay Olivia kept almost
seeing the flicker of lightning. The wide planks beneath her feet were
enough like the deck of an oceangoing luxury liner that she might be
some indulged young wife, sent away to grieve, to recover her health
and forget things.
“Those clouds are moving fast,” her mother said from the doorway.
“I guess it was good Colin changed his flight and got out when he did.”
Olivia had been the one to ferry everyone who couldn’t afford to
be stranded to the Tallahassee airport when the weather—barometric
pressure, the latest news reports from the far side of Cuba, the advisory
flags fluttering over the bay—had begun to demand their attention.
You’ll be all right? Evan had asked her as they stood at the gate
waiting for his flight back to Chattanooga. The sky beyond the airport’s
plate-glass was calm and pale, marbled almost white, and Evan had asked
her if she would be all right so many times since the morning when her
water had broken months too early that she didn’t realize that this time he
meant because of the storm—and because for the next few days she would
probably be stranded in the same house with her mother.
And, I’m sorry, her brother Colin had said later, when she stood
with him at his gate, and she made the opposite mistake and thought
he was apologizing for the fact that he was ducking out early, handily
avoiding the domesticities their grandmother’s death brought with it.
“No,” he explained awkwardly, “I meant about what happened
with you and Evan. What with all this other stuff going on, I didn’t
even get a chance to say anything until now.”
No one else had said anything, either. “It’s all right,” she said, slipping
on her sunglasses.
Because she was the only daughter’s only daughter she had taken
two weeks’ leave at the news of her grandmother’s illness. She had
seen everyone off at the airport and stocked up on groceries, then
drove the sixty miles back to the house that had always been her
grandmother’s, even when her grandfather was alive, just as it had been
her great-grandmother’s before the death of her husband, and so on, in a
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confederacy of women who outlived their husbands that stretched back to
when the house’s foundation had been dug in 1887.
The day of the memorial service, when the family had walked from
the church to the banks of the river, Olivia had looked around and been
struck by the obvious: none of them knew the first thing about how to
eke a living from a small Florida town facing out toward the water. Life
had taken all of them elsewhere. Denver was the place Olivia’s uncle and
his wife called home; her mother had her own life in Birmingham, one
finally friend-rich and sociable after the lean years she’d spent there as a
divorcée. The members of what had always been called during Christmas
dinner conversations the younger generation were clearly content to
move in their own separate orbits. Colin claimed to hate the south and
had taken up sloppy, hiking-booted residence in Seattle. Olivia was in
Tennessee. In order to get here, her cousin Allison, the eldest, the one
who had majored in Classics and now waited tables, had had to take a
Greyhound all the way from Tucson, Arizona.
The house would have to be sold. As soon as Olivia had pushed open
the front door, arriving far too late for the good-bye she’d hoped for when
she left Chattanooga in such haste but early enough that she would end up
being the one who would drive to the funeral home to pick up the urn, she
had understood that. The humidity that had cracked the flagstoned walk
said it all, as did the insistence of the cicadas in bushes that had gotten so
overgrown they shrouded the porch in a perpetual, somnolent twilight:
going going gone. The bright afternoon light reflected from the house’s
second story made it seem newly-painted, was almost blinding, and for a
second fooled Olivia, standing blinking in the front hallway, into thinking
she’d arrived for the beginning of something, not its end.
A gust of wind hit the side of the house like a handful of gravel
tossed toward a window. “This house,” her mother sighed. “Tomorrow
we’ll have to start packing up all the dishes.” Olivia pushed the porch
swing higher with her foot and peered at the sky. Once she’d puzzled
over the invisible divide that seemed to exist between what she only
knew to call youth and true adulthood. She’d wondered if, when it
came, she would recognize the event in her life that marked the
inexorable slide from blithe to bowed down. She’d assumed—also idly,
for she’d been in her early twenties then, and though she told herself
she was eager to move ahead, to be wiser, to be older, she mainly
wanted only not to be asked for her I.D. in bars—that it would be a
transformation that came all at once, shocking in its suddenness.
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But she was thirty now, though still occasionally asked for proof
of her birthdate when she bought a bottle of wine. Five days ago she’d
driven south, goaded by the urgency of her mother’s phone call. The
interstate had been a dark, piney corridor whose purpose seemed to be
only to shuttle her as painlessly as possible from one place to another,
and by the time she reached the southernmost border of Georgia
she’d realized that the transformation to adulthood that had seemed
so hypothetical to her ten years before resided not in particular, lifechanging events but in the domesticity occurring between them.
There would always be dishes to wash, boxes to pack, phone calls to be
returned, long tiresome drives to be made matter-of-factly.
Earlier in the day she and her mother had scrubbed and siliconecaulked the old-fashioned tub and filled it to the lip with fresh water.
They’d swaddled the bulky television console in the living room in
plastic garbage bags according the instructions on FEMA’s internet site,
relayed by Evan, who’d called twice between lunchtime and dinner.
Now, the still air felt oiled; sponge-thick and heavy. “Can’t take a
bath,” she said to her mother. “Too much trouble to unwrap the TV to
watch it. Guess I’ll go up to bed.” She slowed the porch swing’s to-andfro arc. “Wind’s died down,” she added, standing up.
Her mother reached out and patted her shoulder awkwardly as
she passed through the doorway. “It’s good you could take the time
off,” she said. “Think you can sleep on the sofa?”
It was her great-grandmother’s clawfooted monster, legendary
for requiring, during its long-ago move into the house, that all doors
between it and the second-floor library be removed from their hinges.
The nap of its bottle-green velvet had long ago been rubbed almost
through to the backing and Olivia had never gotten a decent night’s
sleep on it before.
She shrugged. “Who knows how much sleeping we’ll get? Wake
me up if you need me.”
“All right,” said her mother. “You do that too, honey.”
By the time she reached the top of the stairs, she could tell her
mother had been up sometime before her: the way to the library was
illuminated by a plastic-hooded nightlight that ran fingers of light
along the hall’s dusty baseboards.
Its faint glow left the ceiling to velvety darkness, made her think
of long-ago visits when her mother and grandmother, tidying up after
supper, seemed to always wash grievances along with the soapy dishes
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in the sink downstairs, and Colin, the youngest, had translated the
sound of those slick, worn arguments into a fear of the dark.
The rules of the visits they’d made to the house every summer
were that children should be seen and not heard (children should use
their inner resources and ride fat-tired bicycles to be found in the
garage to the beach or the community pool every morning). During
those summers, she and Colin and Allison had sometimes dined on
hors d’oeuvres and said their goodnights during a cocktail hour that
would last for five more on the dim veranda; they’d been happy to be
banished to the sleeping porch that ran along the back of the house,
where they slept in three narrow beds with iron headboards. Amidst
all that was left—the elaborately-turreted dollhouse, a savaged orange
felt donkey leaking sawdust from mothholes, four bisque-headed
dolls slumbering in a grubby shirt box—of every child who’d ever
slept there before them.
During rarer winter visits, Colin slept on the sofa in the library,
and Olivia and Allison shared the hulking bedstead now dismantled
and ready for shipping to Denver; the bed where, the Christmas
Olivia was eleven, Allison had whispered to her a surprisingly precise
explanation of blowjobs.
Earlier in the afternoon, after scrubbing and filling the bathtub, Olivia
and her mother had contemplated the sleeping porch’s dormitory-like
expanse and realized there was no way Olivia could sleep out there, where
three screened-in walls were unprotected from weather.
Olivia fumbled for the lamp that stood inside the library door.
Her mother had already made up the sofa. Its cushions were covered
with slightly yellowed cotton sheets, the pillowcase on the pillow
plumped at one end flecked with a spattering of decades-old cigarette
burns. A flashlight was stood up on the coffee table beside the sofa
like the glass of water Olivia had demanded at bedtime when she was
a child. She picked it up and recrossed the room to turn off the light.
All these delicate ceramic things, so easy to stumble over in the dark.
How would she and her mother possibly sort them and pack them?
A sliver of light from the hall revealed the sofa’s high, curved
silhouette. Olivia got settled between the sheets. They felt longlaundered, worn almost slick; they smelled of chlorine.
The shutters enfolding the tall, narrow windows sealed her
away from what could just as easily be the gentle preliminaries to a
rainstorm. She hoped that it would be easy; her slide into sleep like a
quick graceful dive into a pool.
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In the end, it had become a rite of passage—to let the lifesaving certificate earned through hours put in at the pool lapse the
final summer before you started to college. Her cousin Allison had
begun the tradition the same summer she stopped shaving her legs.
Until their grandmother’s memorial service, none of the cousins had
been back to the house at the same time or for longer than a quick walk
on the beach since then.
But when they were younger, the trunk in the hall had contained
the plunder of the high seas, and the sofa serving now as Olivia’s bed had
been pressed into service, sometimes as a lashed-together raft—once or
twice as a galleon. Hurricanes were always just exciting possibilities to
be tracked on the map distributed by the Tallahassee news station. Every
summer Allison wished for an epic evacuation inland. Colin was mostly
interested in testing his crawl stroke in water where water should not be.
Olivia was the one who looked forward to hoarding food and
supplies, who liked thinking of the house as a boat with the hatches
battened down. She’d gained a propensity toward seasickness as she
got older, but even before that she’d always preferred land to water,
and hesitated on the sand before striking out from the shore.
Two days ago, when she’d sat in the church waiting for the
memorial service to begin, she’d realized that being in a snug darkpaneled building so much like a ship was probably as close to being
out on the water as she’d ever get now. The beams above her head had
been crafted to withstand things, and the bellpull dangling in the nave
slipped like nautical rope through the hands of the old sexton who
leaned and pulled and released and finally let the bell toll.
She knew any architectural similarities between the church and
a ship weren’t completely unintentional. The shallow spread of the
bay was only three blocks away, and each of the church’s stained glass
windows was curved at the top like a porthole and contained its own
representation of water in slices of opaque milky green glass. Two
blocks away in the opposite direction, on a knoll out of reach of any
Hundred Year’s storm, sat the old city cemetery, full of sun-scoured
headstones in a testament to all those things that could not be stopped,
like the weather. In its oldest quadrant, blackberries volunteered
themselves, to cover up the scarred ground, to mingle with the roses
planted for those who had drowned in the bay or died of yellow fever.
Olivia’s grandmother had believed she was doing them a favor with
her instructions. What the sea gave, she might well have said, it would
also take back for itself.
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She’d made Olivia’s mother promise to let things end at home,
and the last breaths she took had been like drowning. Nothing at all
like some gentle tide going out, her mother had told Olivia crisply.
Her hands were busy with the black plastic they were using to wrap
valuables away from the wet. She convulsively smoothed the plastic
stretched tightly over the top of the television set like a quilt on a bed.
To let go is a struggle.
Olivia sat up. From somewhere deep within the darkness outside
came a clanking, as if a garbage can lid had been rolled down the
length of the street. She couldn’t tell if she’d slept or not, only that
the darkness inside the house was more complete than it had been.
Somewhere, power lines had been blown down. Either that or the bulb
in the nightlight in the hall had just, coincidentally, burned out.
She realized that she and her mother had wasted precious time in
the afternoon, when they’d carefully wrapped a record player whose
next home would probably be the Salvation Army away from the
elements. FEMA’s guidelines had made it clear: concentrate on those
things that have the most sentimental value or might be worth most.
They’d forgotten the painting that had hung on the wall in the
library as long as she could remember. She fumbled for the flashlight
on the coffee table and let its beam slide over the frame above the desk
that had been her grandfather’s.
Now that she was older, she realized that the print, a reproduction
of Proserpina by Rosetti easily purchased at any of a number of
museum stores, wasn’t in the best of taste. But it was the one thing in
the house she’d studied as a child and believed to be high art. Its wood
frame sealed in a single patch of light and the gloomy folds of green
silk conjured from oil paint, and as a teenager she’d longed to possess
Proserpina’s sulky mouth, or at least her abundant chestnut hair.
There was still something arresting about the way the model meant
to be Proserpina looked back over one shoulder, the pomegranate that
would trap her in the underworld raised to her lips. Olivia stretched
to unhook the frame from the wall, then walked into the hallway and
leaned it against the doorjamb.
The survival of the larger painting in the hall, much beloved of
her grandmother, who had always claimed it as a superlative example
of the American Naïf school, was beyond her. But the others, a solemn
photograph of a mother cradling a infant in an elaborately-stitched
christening gown, the meticulous pen-and-ink Colin had done of the
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house when he was in high school, she could reasonably lift and carry.
She unhooked each of them from the wall and then paused at the top
of the stairs juggling the frames.
Somewhere, downstairs or next door, a screened door kept slapping
open and closed at the mercy of the wind. The light from her flashlight
jolted out over the carpet runner as she started down. In an art
history class she’d taken in college she’d read that Rossetti’s model
for Proserpina had been a friend’s wife with whom he had had an
affair; that her discontented stare had mostly been an indication of her
unhappy marriage. But when she and Allison took time out of a long
summer afternoon to examine the picture, she felt certain that languid
glare Proserpina leveled at them could just as easily have been that of
a teenager caught breaking her curfew, and for a moment she—fifteen
to Allison’s seventeen, and the two of them about to sneak down to
smoke a joint in the backyard behind their grandmother’s roses—had
felt her first faint flicker of pity for her mother, who in this house on
the ocean always had to be both mother and daughter.
She looked at the print as she started down the stairs. Its concern
still seemed not to be Proserpina’s journey into the underworld, but
the tenuous link between those who were taken away and everyone
else, seeing them off from the shoreline.
“Not candles,” she protested, walking into the kitchen. She leaned
her armload of pictures against the closest cabinet. The instructions
broadcast on the news had been adamant in their prohibitions against
open flame.
“There wasn’t but that one flashlight,” her mother said. She sat
serenely at the table. “And I couldn’t sleep.”
The flicker of the candles slid over the china arrayed on the table,
the plates stacked neatly in cylinders, the seemingly infinite supply of
saucers, a bulbous tureen.
“There’s that one I left down here,” Olivia said, feeling for the
extra flashlight on the counter and snapping it on. “For emergencies.
And mine to add to it.” She moved around the kitchen, snuffing each
candle with an economical gesture, her forefinger moistened, pressed
quickly to thumb. “Does that give you enough light to see by?”
Outside, rain drummed like fingers, like running feet, against the
boarded window. The flashlight’s beam was cooler than candle flame
and gave the china an almost toothlike luster. She pulled out a chair
from the table and sat down.
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“It’s enough,” said her mother. She tilted a plate so that it caught
the light and began to wrap it in a sheet of newspaper. With her foot,
Olivia nudged the box sitting open on the floor between them and
peered in. It was three-quarters full; each disk of plate paired neatly to
the bulge of a cup. She bent down for a sheaf of newsprint.
“The Haviland,” her mother said. “For Allison.”
The china patterns had been divvied up before everyone left for
the airport, a set for each grandchild, even though the three of them
had hung back, not wanting to choose.
“Guess we won’t have to worry about all this packing if the whole
place blows down,” Olivia said.
It all looked the same to her, these riotous clusters of flowers, and
garlands, and nosegays. She reached for a stack of cups and began to
bundle them up. Every painted bud was a fist, a pale delicate clot rosily
tinted. The rim of each cup was a thin band of gold.
“Those Victorians,” her mother said from the other side of the
table, “they sure did love their roses, didn’t they?”
The best ones, her grandmother had always insisted, were the old
ones, the hardy, sweet-smelling ones that smiled in the face of black
spot and Japanese beetle, the ones that survived.
It was one of the facts of Olivia’s upbringing that she knew this.
Every summer she and Colin and Allison had been pressed into
service, believing it a punishment for some mysterious transgression
they hadn’t been aware they’d made, required to go along in the back
seat of the Chrysler, and before that a forest-green Buick, with the
shears and baggies and quart jars full of murky willow tea.
The best roses, their grandmother would explain as she drove down
the county-maintained roads, were no longer so easy to come by. They’d
been replaced by frail temperamental beauties that had to be coddled.
But the old ones still outlined the bare spots where the foundations
of houses had been; had brawny, wrist-thick stems to attest to their age,
were named after women with singsong French-sounding names: Marie
Pavié, Clotilde Soupert. Were sometimes nameless, their provenance
swallowed up by time.
Her grandmother had discovered—from experience or book,
Olivia never knew which—that the old roses she sought grew most
luxuriously around the graves in old family plots left untouched by
horticultural fashion or fad. It was the job of whichever grandchild sat
in the back seat to watch for poison ivy, for snakes; to hold the shears
while she pondered where along the stems to make the decisive cut.
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Sometimes the roses were showy shrubs with exceptional
blossoms, and sometimes they were thorny puckered buds no one
now alive could remember the name of, but they had all bloomed with
equanimity. Their canes wandered over ornate markers huddling on
the shady lee side of defunct country churches; they flourished behind
bits of lumber strung together to fend off gaunt stands of encroaching
turpentine pines.
Olivia didn’t know if there were even graveyards like that anymore,
turning back into salt marsh or forest, where tradition kept graves adorned
with shells and mementos and bottles turned iridescent by sun; where she
had once been ten years old with sweat trickling between her shoulder
blades as she stood patient with the shears, and the sun had grazed the
tops of live oaks swathed with moss, and then swung even higher.
Her grandmother had stooped in front of the graves, her hands
careful on the stems, and explained how the marble-carved statuary tree
trunk was depicted as broken in two to indicate a life cut short. The shards
of blue-and-white plates scattered on a grave mound were placed there to
break any last chains between possession and owner. Lightbulbs planted
at the edge of a plot might light the deceased’s way to the next world.
The overgrown family plots contained a code that didn’t mean
a thing to Olivia: her thoughts were focused on getting to the beach
and on keeping her feet off the oblongs of dirt her grandmother so
carelessly knelt on.
Beforehand, Olivia had imagined a hurricane as something that
struck suddenly, the force of it swung at the house as deliberately as a
pick-ax. But outside the kitchen, wind rushed and paused, sounding
more like a crowd in a hurry to get off a bus. The rain was wrapped in
a roar that bore little resemblance to the sound of water, but there was
something else that ran thinly beneath that, a small, plaintive voice
that fretted and picked. Olivia eyed the plywooded-over window.
“Should we move into the hallway?”
Her mother was transferring the contents of the top shelf of the china
cabinet to the kitchen table. “We’re fine,” she said. “Don’t you think?”
“Is this the storm? Or just what comes before it?” It seemed
important to Olivia that they know for sure. “I’ll turn on the radio.”
“It’s not like we’re right on the beach,” her mother pointed out. As
soon as Olivia stood up, she handed her a cup.
The sound of the radio was worried at by the nattering voice of the
wind. What could it tell them that they hadn’t already learned? They
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knew not to be fooled by the storm’s calm eerie eye; to stay inside, away
from doors and windows.
In an unhurried voice the deejay was reading off the locations of
shelters. Her mother’s mouth worked nervously in a gesture passed
down from her own mother that Olivia had always sworn would never
be handed to her. “Your aunt Ginnie wants the Cinderella silver,” she
said, brooding over a plate. “She says it goes perfectly with her china.
But she’s not related by blood, and it’s all written down in the will. All
this silver goes to you and Allison and your brother.” These objects,
discussed, sorted, packed up, were all that was left. The house had been
built solidly, to last, to be handed down, but it would not be.
On the day of her grandmother’s funeral Olivia’s uncle had made
sure there was an off-duty police officer stationed at the house while
they were at church, but her grandmother’s wish to be cremated had
meant no procession from church to cemetery, had done away with
any need for deferential treatment from motorists who’d hang back
in respect for the dead as they passed. Once they walked out of the
church, they simply straggled on foot the three blocks to the river.
No one had stopped them. The priest had just stood at the lip of
the bank with the urn, his back to the water, and then her mother and
uncle had reached in and tossed, their gestures matter-of-fact.
Ash had spilled from their hands as if they were scattering seeds,
and then a current of air off the river no one had thought to plan for, a
gust that could have been Delia’s first precursor, had snatched and cast
it back toward the steep embankment. Olivia’s mother had stood and
listened to the priest as he continued the prayers. A little boy standing
in the shelter of his mother’s legs, no kin at all as far as Olivia knew,
had danced from one foot to the other in impatience and then, with a
grimace, yanked his shirt over his face.
“Once we sell the house, no reason to ever come back here,” she said.
Her mother put down the plate she was holding. Outside the
house, the wind called and chattered. Olivia swiped her face with
the tail of her shirt. It had always grieved—would always grieve—her
mother to see her cry.
With every small shift and creak, the house stiffened its spine,
fighting back against wind. Realizing the truth, that sorrow sometimes
moved through like a hurricane, Olivia reached for a plate and a sheet
of newsprint. The miracle wasn’t that it might be weathered unscathed,
but that after it passed anything was ever left standing.
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Fayette County Diptych
				

I

Cold-still as mealworms in oatmeal, fresh
from behind frosty gas-station glass,
the New River Gorge Bridge viewed
from the old lumber overlook, scrawled
with the penknife assertions of past pilgrims,
holds the same potential to squirm to life.
The locals will warn about wild hippies
doing God-knows-what in the lump hills
that took Hank Williams’ life, along
with the bourbon, B12 and morphine in back
of a powder-blue Cadillac, before he
could be outdone by some viaduct in Millau.
On bitter, January, moon-yellow nights,
his ghost comes to the bridge and cries out hurt.

				

II

There was a brown-headed prison guard
at Mount Olive Correctional Complex
who wore lip gloss and body spray to work
because something cruel in her liked to watch
large, ignorant, criminal-tempered men,
bodies scrawled with staple-and-graphite tattoos,
tremble and fidget with desire in her presence.
She’d joke with them, looking at their eyes.
When her shift was out, she’d un-tuck and slink
to the floodlit parking lot: her Honda immaculate
but for a balled-up Chick-fil-A bag from
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a special trip to Charleston for waffle fries
and sweet tea. Nights she’d go to Montgomery,
let off-duty cops buy her drinks and dance.
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Caernarvon, LA: 1927
Clouds roll in but they ain’t all rainclouds—
these we seen coming a long way off,
men sneaking around down by the levee
digging holes for dynamite, holding their
arms straight out to judge the distance
and lay of the land, how the parish lowlands
slink off downriver like a scoundrel.
They found it here, and clapped each other’s backs.
New Orleans took some water and we knew
what the men on the levee was looking for,
all their talk about relieving the river,
and when that dynamite went off
I heard the earth laughing deep down under
brown water. I thought about folks downriver,
and stood on the table to reach the attic. Knees
between the rafters, I prayed for this washboard land.
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Oak Ridge National Laboratory:
Unlock the Secrets of America’s Secret City!
You read, it’s only dangerous for children who drank the milk,
who ate the produce. Pears and apples, asparagus and peanuts,
rows and rows of lettuce, the eggs from chickens you raised
by hand. Snow cones. Milk shakes. Homemade ice cream with
blackberries and rhubarb.
Unbelieving, you point out your address: 710 Mabry Hood
Road. They’ve razed it. Now all that’s left are puzzle pieces
of cement where the foundation was laid. They meant to put
up a psychiatric hospital, but abandoned those plans. Now,
although that mangled rose garden is gone, you still can find
your fossil rock, where you hid in the shadows of trees.
Your neighbors’ ramshackle shack still stands, though your
neighbors (the wife who stabbed her husband, their sons who
brought you crates of stolen mangoes) have disappeared.
They never trusted the government men, in their dark suits,
their mysterious questions.
You remember the dogs—the sheltie that was stolen, lolling
with collie dogs, the sad beagle puppies. The bear that lived in
the woods, you thought you heard it when you were hiking.
The mockingbirds you tried to imitate in the morning, your
hands pulling at the tough vines of honeysuckle and morning
glory. You remember fishing, trout and bass pulling at the
corn on your line.
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The soft spring sky still lolls above ghosts of your old home,
seems to forgive the dank basement its crimes, the orangeand-avocado kitchen, now rubble. And still, fields where
strawberries grew yield them unevenly.
You drive past Oak Ridge, down Kingston Pike lined with
white churches. You drive past one hundred Cracker Barrels,
Ruby Falls, Cade’s Cove, green cool stretches like the wings
of green birds, rising irretrievable.

Crab Orchard Review

u  83

Jeannine Hall Gailey

The Robot Scientist’s Daughter in Spring
Things were blooming inside her.
Bruises and cysts and twisty organs:
extra this, not enough of that.
The blooms filled up her head, spilled
out of her—the petals pressed on her chest
showed rosy under skin. As a child she put her face
against the daffodils, cool and wet,
in the spring morning, she touched the lilacs
with her fingertips, and lay her head against
limestone, moss, damp violets and acorns.
Whatever went on in the great graphite arks at Oak Ridge
down the road or in gravel driveways or the ugly brick house
she could not hear it, not with cicada and cricket hum in her ear,
could not hear the atoms’ particles hurtling towards her,
seeking to tear her apart. No, she rested.
She trusted the flowers. Bloom, bloom, bloom.
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The Robot Scientist’s Daughter [recumbent]
She lies back on a floor of pine needles
looking up at a sky obscured by crooked branches.
But she can’t be back in Oak Ridge—
this must be memory, tricking her, her hands
on the damp violets and moss, the sharp shells of acorns
a mirage. If she could, she would once again
be part of this wood, her own cells the building blocks
of the next flower, the next kit fox.
Trace elements still exist inside her that call her to this place,
the skeleton of decayed leaves a reminder
of her own skeleton, marrow emptied out,
might emit the same markers, might show the exact same
chemical makeup. When she was young there were so many
daffodils, she could not pick them all—she ran her hands
along their frilled faces, she placed her face in their clusters
and smiled, covered in yellow pollen. Even the glue of their stems
on her hands smelled like sunshine. One more trick.
She lies back, and remembers perennials that no longer exist.
She will not die here in concrete. Her body belongs
there, in a flower-field tilled under, waiting,
vast and empty, for her to return.

Crab Orchard Review

u  85

James Gurley

FOR SALE: PHOTOGRAPHIC EVIDENCE OF
ANDERSONVILLE HORRORS FROM THE
JUST ENDED WAR OF REBELLION
Ex prisoner of war, Robert Kellogg, 16th Connecticut
Volunteers, visiting New York City, encounters
photographer A. J. Riddle, selling prints he took
at the notorious Confederate prison camp, June 1865
It’s all here in a Harper’s Weekly I pick up on the omnibus.
The shebangs and sinks. The deadline. The sutler’s wagon.
And Riddle’s name too. It must be him, that Confederate dandy
I saw that sweltering day last summer as we hoisted Bowers
from our squad onto the death cart. Riddle, another gawker
at the pigeon roost until he aimed a camera at us. It’s his hand
I shake in this stuffy parlor-like studio, his Southern
slur too easily confessing relief the conflict is over. It’s him.
He took these twisted carte-de-visites. Worthy subjects
he justifies, he doesn’t exploit. Yankees, trousers ankled,
squatting at the foul sinks’ rails. Men naked, wading
the knee-deep creek. Birdsell, Pimble, Roper, me, lined up
for rations as the chinstrap-bearded guard ladles rancid meat.
In the close studio Riddle fans himself like he did that day,
woozy from sunstroke, the stench, standing by Capt. Wirz,
both of them eyeing Burke, the 16th’s drummer, at a vendor
trading his last button for tobacco. So hot that day
we napped inside our shebang. It’s Riddle who profits on war’s
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most shocking aspects. He assures me the whole set’s a deal,
cost me less than a month’s Union pay, a bargain. For that
cool spring lightning unearthed. Its ambrosial waters. For guards
overseeing Negroes who fix a stockade wall the rains tore down.
For Roper and me, two curious heads peering from a tent.
It’s our war—Riddle claims—right here, in these eight prints.
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Sand
She said not to eat the dirt beneath
that willow oak, for long ago women buried
their birth waste and stillborn dead,
their sorrow beneath its roots.
Digging with a small fist as if he were a mole
or a mouse, he pushed himself from the sand,
taking in the milk-humid air. Naked,
not an infant, but a child alone.
Sand fell from his palms. Sand frosted
his matted hair and gritted his skin.
His eyes, two sand-polished stones, scraped
tree, well-house, house, and barn. The moon
frightened him but not the dark, not the stars
that seemed like sand, or the hooting owl.
Quietly, he climbed the wooden steps
and stood unseen outside the door’s screen.
From his hiding place, his eyes touched
and lit on shapes he did not know:
bed, armoire, steamer trunk, dresser.
Beside the hearth, a woman stitched a torn hem.
The child watched the needle’s drawing in and slow
drawing out. He smelled from the night’s shadow
the smoke-salt of her skin, listened to her hum-song,
and pursed his mouth as she did, though
no sound came. He moved his hands, weaving
an invisible needle and thread, but nothing
was gathered, or bound, or mended.
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Quietly, he turned and stepped away, walked
to the torn earth beside the willow oak, pushed
his body into the sand, into the clay, dug down
and deep. He curled his spine against the roots,
bound their fingers around his shoulders, settled
into sleep, no one’s infant, no one’s child.
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Pin Feathers
She holds a hen upside down by its stick-legs,
the hapless wings dangling slack,
splayed as wide as church fans while the slit
neck bobbles back and forth with indecision.
The feathers, scalded and slick with water, ease
their grip, and with a twist of wrist she strips
the shafts, yanking the quills free,
her fist pummeling the cooling breast.
It is not delicate work or clean or bloodless.
It is not quick-quick, this finger-pluck
and wrench of feathers, but a meticulous
and practiced violence. If a child
misbehaves, sling your belt. If a word
offends you, blunt it with tempered fists.
If fear uncoils before you, drive your hoe
downward and sunder the writhing spine.
In the front room, beside her hearth,
a woman plucks a chicken, tapering
a paper bag into a brand, lighting
its rough edge to sear the stubborn down,
filling the air with a stink like hot combs
and hair fried straight atop a kitchen stove.
The pouch of meat, pocked with blood,
she washes again, and with a butcha knife she splits
the gut, pitching the entrails into a pail for slop
and severing the carcass into breast, wings,
thigh, legs, and back. Nothing is lost; even
the grit-toughened gizzard she flours, even
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the rigored commas of the feet she boils, even
the leathery comb, red as flame, is saved
and passed down in story.
A slaughtered chicken is sustenance, so too
this labor, and so too the feathers soaked
and gathered to dry atop a tin roof, feathers
to swell pillow, pallet, tick, and bolster.
Nothing is lost, except for a few pin feathers
that loft upward over these plain lives, to drift
and fall to earth again, delicate fluff
that a child might pick up and blow away: ph-aff!
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Trash
New Orleans, Louisiana – December 15, 2005

Raymond Brown sits in the easy chair, staring at a large water
stain on his living room ceiling. He lowers his gaze, smiles at the young
couple seated across from him on the couch and says, “she’ll be out in
a minute. Now, please—don’t tell her I told you. Act like you don’t even
notice.”
The young couple stares back and nods stiffly. They glance toward
the bathroom door, expecting the worst and wondering what that
might be.
“It was never really a problem before,” Raymond confides. “But now
it’s like an obsession with her—ever since she had the baby.” He sips his
glass of wine and thinks about his wife Mathilda’s smiles and frowns. For
the past year he’s watched her moods rise and fall in irrational surges, as
if keyed to some internal tide pattern. When she was still pregnant there
was something endearing about it, like she was channeling the voice of the
child inside her, preparing him for things to come.
“But she’s so thin,” says the woman on the couch. “You’d never
even know she had a baby.”
“Just try telling her that. I mean it: just try.”
After the drugs wore off the first thing Mathilda asked him to do
was escort her to the bathroom and hold her arm as she eased onto the
scale. He knew she just wanted her “old self” back. But did she really
think that “baby weight” meant the weight of an actual child?
No, no, Mathilda shook her head sadly as she stared at the numbers
ticking on the scale. Of course not. But there was all that other stuff too:
after birth, placenta and whatever else, the accumulated weight of which
she somehow expected to come rushing out of her in a flood. When she
was still pregnant Raymond might have encouraged such delusions, might
have thought it best to humor her. But now that the baby is born there is no
way to dance around or sugarcoat it anymore. Really, it’s all just fat.
“Might be hormones,” the man on the couch says. “From what I’ve
heard they can hit pretty hard. Maybe she’s post-partum.”
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“No.” Raymond stares at the darkness beyond the living room
window, a hole created by a missing streetlight. “It started before.”
So many things he expected to get better have only gotten worse since
the baby was born. Every now and then his wife just seems to go berserk.
Just this morning, in fact: they had a terrible argument due to what
Mathilda called his “arrogant assumptions” as to what constituted
trash. He’d been going through old boxes in the attic and all he’d done
was tell her the truth—that he’d never really noticed how much junk
they’d accumulated in the course of their lives together until he had the
opportunity to go through it all piece by piece.
“Look at all this crap. What do you even need it for?”
At first Mathilda shrugged and muttered something about emergency
supplies, like a flashlight or flares. Things you didn’t use every day but
never knew when they might come in handy. It was only later that she told
him it was “none of his business,” that he had no right asking her to justify
things that, by his own admission, he never even noticed before. Things
that belonged tucked and hidden in some drawer—which was why she got
so hysterical when she looked out the kitchen window and realized he’d
taken it upon himself to set those things on the curb.
All of New Orleans is like that now: excavated memories dipped
in a fine layer of silt. Doors left hanging open, soiled curtains floating
stiffly through broken windows, watermarks cutting into the sides of
houses like bruises on a thigh. Yet somehow Raymond and Mathilda
are among the lucky ones. The truth is they are uptown and by the
river and therefore have suffered very little structural damage.
Right now Mathilda is standing naked in the bathroom, staring
at her own fleshy behind. She looks as though she forgot where she put
it and then just stumbled on it by accident, after not seeing it for years.
There is something about her expression that is too dull and glossyeyed to be properly called startled. But she can’t seem to tear her eyes
away—never mind that they have guests. For the moment Mathilda is
stuck, all twisted around, rubbernecking her own ass.
Through the door she can hear the muffled sound of voices coming
from the living room, her husband talking to the young couple that
bought the house next door.
“I try to tell her she was too skinny before, that I like women with a little
meat on their bones, a little junk in the trunk. But she doesn’t seem to care.”
“It’s hard for women,” the woman says. “Just look at the media these
days. We’re under so much pressure, not just to be perfect but to look
perfect too.”
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“Oh, she knows all about that. Her roommate in college was bulimic.”
“Somehow it seems to hit women who should know better the
hardest. College-educated, professional women—the ones who look like
they’ve got it all together. They’re the ones who suffer the most.” The
woman smiles consolingly. “I imagine that when you reach a certain age
it can really start to chip away at your self-esteem.”
Mathilda listens, trying to figure out why her new neighbors
irritate her so much. Until their arrival a few months before, most of
the new people in the city had fallen into easily identifiable groups.
First there are the witnesses, those motivated by reasons both personal
and professional to see the devastation of Hurricane Katrina up close.
The ones she watched as part of the small, observant congregation that
formed the second line trailing after the marching band that paraded
through the rubble of downtown a few days after their return. They
walked along the empty roads, cameras clicking as they went stumbling
over cracked sidewalks, broken tree branches, and streetlights that lay
overturned at what seemed to be every intersection.
Then there are the Mexican and Brazilian men who came to do
construction. They hammer on roofs, dump plaster on the pavement
and stare back at her with stoic expressions whenever she passes them
on the street. At night they sleep in abandoned cars in the parking lot
of a boarded up Popeye’s Chicken franchise and in the morning stand
in listless circles in front of the gas station on Claiborne, waiting to be
crowded into the back of pick up trucks with Texas license plates.
Finally there are the activists who have set up camp in various
locations around the city, offering free meals and Shiatsu massage beneath
a large white tent in City Park. Down in the neighborhood of Tremé they’re
staging rallies near St. Augustine’s, the oldest black Catholic church in
the city which, though it suffered little damage during the storm, has
been slated for closure due to “lack of attendance.” And just a few days
ago, when she and Raymond took two out of town visitors on a tour of
the muted sandstorm that was the Ninth Ward, the only sign of life was a
tall, dreadlocked teenager stepping out of a small lean-to, ducking as he
passed beneath a hand painted banner that read Common Ground.
The new neighbors are too white to be day laborers, too wellscrubbed to be activists, too content with the narrow confines of “the
Sliver by the River”—that uptown strip of high ground that borders
the Mississippi—to be witnesses. When asked, they told her that they
were from Virginia but spent part of their honeymoon here and visited
often, having good friends who attended law school at Tulane. When
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the storm hit they realized they wanted to invest in the city’s future.
It’s as simple as that.
“One thing about all that’s happened,” she hears Raymond say. “It
makes you realize what’s important. The stuff we lost—it’s just things.
You know? Just surface. Because then I think, my wife had a baby.
What could be more beautiful than that?”
Mathilda slips into her bra and panties. Just don’t start talking
about tiger stripes, she thinks. You fucking idiot.
“Even the stretch marks. I mean you should see them.” Raymond
sets his glass down on the coffee table and makes a gesture with his
hands, like he is pulling on a silken thread, so delicate and fine he has
to squint to see it. “They’re like these thin, shiny tiger-print slashes
running up and down her hips and thighs. She hates them, of course.
But I actually think they’re sexy.”
“That’s so wonderful,” the woman says. “I can’t tell you how
refreshing it is to meet a man who really appreciates the changes a
woman’s body goes through.”
Mathilda looks at a pair of blue velvet pants salvaged from the trash
heap earlier in the day. She wonders if it is possible that she simply misses
her old neighbor—a depressive photographer who drank too much and
lived alone with a rescued pit bull named Mollie. Too moody, too much
of an alcoholic to hold down steady work, he talked about moving for
years and finally resolved to put his house on the market just six months
before the levees broke. But it was only after, when the National Guard
was patrolling the streets in Humvees with rifles drawn, that he got
anything approaching what he considered “a credible offer.”
The house on the other side is, in contrast, still empty. The
Wilsons—a veteran of WWII and his wife—are in Arkansas now,
staying with a nephew. They lived in the house on the corner for
more than fifty years, having survived both Hurricane Betsy and
the so-called period of “white flight” in the 1970s, when the middle
class split in two—the whites heading West toward Metairie and the
blacks moving East. The day their son came to pack up their things he
confessed that that they were miserable in Arkansas—but the lack of
emergency medical care in the city still prohibits their return.
Of course, none of that is the new neighbors’ fault. Mathilda
wonders: does she hold it against them somehow, perhaps
subconsciously? Is she really that petty?
No, of course not, she thinks. Mostly what bothers her, she’s almost
certain, is the stink.
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“What I mean is, for me, it’s all good,” Raymond says. “I thought
she looked beautiful before but really she looks even better to me now.”
“Sure—it’s a natural process right?” the woman says. “These
changes are inevitable, so we might as well embrace them.”
The man on the couch pushes a pair of wire rim glasses up the
bridge of his nose. He’s wearing an oxford shirt and khaki pants. A
thick gold watch is balanced around his left wrist, which he checks. He
smiles, then turns to the woman next to him and pats her on the knee.
“Don’t worry, honey. I’m sure that when we make the decision to have
children, I’ll find it sexy too.”
“Sure,” Raymond says. He reaches for the bottle and pours himself
another glass. “Most men like a little ass.”
A drawer slams shut in the bathroom and, still holding the wine
bottle aloft, Raymond looks at the startled faces of the couple seated
across from him. It occurs to him that he has forgotten their names. He
has been discussing intimate details of his wife’s anatomy with near
strangers, people he barely knows. For a moment he feels confused,
drifting in a sea of self-doubt. Then a wave of lucidity washes over
him, their names coming back like lifebuoys in the mists of his own
disorientation.
Brian and Tandy, Raymond thinks. And they stink.
“She should be out,” he smiles, “any minute now.”
Mathilda steps into a pair of blue velvet pants. Everything is fine
until she gets half way up her thigh but after that all bets are off. The
stretchy material abandons its promise and cuts into her flesh like
those rubber bands her mother used to warn her not to wrap around
her fingers as a child. She wiggles, shakes and insists until at last they
seem to come to an agreement. She stands in front of the mirror with
her zipper hanging down and clutches the metal snaps together in the
fist of her left hand.
She drops to her knees, lies down on the floor and flaps her legs
open and closed like a small child making snow angels. Very slowly
the material works its way over her hips. She sucks in her stomach and
holds her breath, fingers straining to keep their grip on metal snaps
that resist each other like magnetic pieces with like charges.
Finally the snaps collapse on top of one another, the clicking sound
merging with her exhausted exhale. Still flat on her back she reaches
down and yanks the zipper over her pubic bone, wincing against an
ancient memory of a time in high school when, in the course of a
similar maneuver, she accidentally snagged some hair.
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“I always thought it was easier for black women,” Tandy says. “I
mean that’s what you always hear. You know, different standards of
beauty. Like with J-Lo and all those girls in the hip-hop videos.”
Raymond smiles. Bitch, he thinks. Then he thinks, What the fuck is
she doing in there anyway? Mathilda is the one who asked him to invite
them over—insisted on it, in fact. And then she locks herself in the
bathroom, abandoning him to the snow and ice of chitchat. Leaves him
alone to pick up the slack—and not for the first time, either.
“Well, now you see, Tandy, that’s a problem in this country—
trying to separate issues of race and class.”
He sets his glass down and reaches for one of the hors d’oeuvres
that Mathilda set out on a small tray before their guests arrived. Biting
into it, he is dismayed to discover they have not been given sufficient
time to thaw.
“It’s like with tipping,” he says. “You always hear that black people
don’t tip when really it’s people who aren’t used to eating in certain
types of restaurants who don’t leave tips. Everyone in my family was
always so careful about giving people their proper due that I never
really understood that particular stereotype until I started waiting
tables to pay my way through college. But, really, it’s like saying black
people are somehow genetically pre-programmed to have no class.”
Mathilda looks at herself in the mirror. She still remembers the
first time she tried the pants on, what a comfort it was to slide so easily
into a size four. Those were the days when she was still young and
streamlined, when very little was left to chance.
“Similarly, my wife is not some video hoochie mama,” Raymond
says. “She went to UC Berkeley, for crissakes.”
“Well, I certainly didn’t mean to imply—”
“No, of course not, Tandy. I realize that, of course.”
Mathilda turns around in the mirror, thinking about the old days
when everything was tight and flat. Pants had to be cut just right, not so
loose that they sagged in the back but not so tight that they became what
her college roommate correctly identified, in her frequent evaluations
of other girls’ wardrobes, as “unfortunate ass smashers.” Her college
roommate, clucking her tongue at other girls’ variously failed attempts
to impress or inspire envy. Her college roommate, whom she hasn’t seen
since graduation and hasn’t thought about in years. Everyone said they
looked like sisters. But then they had a falling out in the middle of their
junior year and never spoke to each other again. And now it was all so
long ago she can barely remember why.
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What she does remember is turning around and around in the
dressing room mirror the day she bought them, her roommate staring
with her mouth slightly ajar, heavy-lidded eyes full of that hot mixture
of jealousy and desire that is the mask her friend always wears when
she pictures her in her mind.
Look what I found, Mathilda said.
“I hope you didn’t take that the wrong way,” Brian says, coming
to Tandy’s defense. “I mean, it’s not really a race thing, now is it? You
have to admit there are differences, that some things are cultural.”
“Sure,” Raymond nods. “My concern is that these types of preconceptions can sometimes prevent people from getting the help they
need.”
Mathilda stares at the gelatinous rolls of fat dribbling over her
waistband, the soft mounds of flesh crouched in cowering folds below
her navel. Love has made her lethargic, she thinks. Has dulled the sharp
edge of her vigilance. She leans over the toilet and shoves two fingers
down her throat.
“You take that girl I mentioned before,” Raymond says. “My wife’s
college roommate. It just so happens that she was black. Or like my
wife anyway. You know: halfsies. Her father was African, a surgeon and
very successful entrepreneur. He invented something called the Fulani
pouch which apparently revolutionized gastric bypass surgery.”
“Is that a tummy tuck?” Brian asks.
Tandy pats Brian’s hand. “No, honey—a stomach staple. Makes
your stomach half the size. So you can’t eat.”
“That’s right, Tandy. And because of his invention, this girl was
quite wealthy. She grew up in Beverly Hills, California, soaking up all the
complexes and problems you might normally associate with rich white
girls. You should have seen her back in school. While some of us were
working our asses off to pay for college, there she was partying and dancing
all night. Sleeping with men twice her age that she picked up at bars, getting
high, snorting coke—always the life of the party, no matter what.”
Raymond shakes his head. “All the things going on in this world,
but for her it’s all just surface. Of course, it goes without saying that she
was painfully neurotic about being thin. You might think that given
her father’s vocation, his particular clientele, he would have had some
insight into his daughter’s condition. But no—he just let her run wild
and, for as long as was humanly possibly, everyone acted like there wasn’t
a problem. When I met her as a freshman she weighed 130 pounds. By
the time she was a junior, she was down to 92.”
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“How tragic,” Tandy says.
“The saddest part was that even after she was asked to leave school
they put her in a treatment facility for methamphetamines. They thought
she was addicted to drugs just because she took them. But, again, that
was just surface. Really, they were appetite suppressants—a means to an
end. The only thing that girl was addicted to was hunger.”
Another drawer slam shut in the bathroom but this time Raymond
ignores it. He stares at his new neighbors.
It’s the stink, he thinks. That’s the reason his wife hasn’t come out yet.
And, really, it’s not so much Brian and Tandy themselves as the garbage
they leave behind. They purchased the house as some sort of investment
and fly in for a few days at a time to initiate a flurry of activity on the roof.
In the afternoons sometimes they host gatherings in the back yard, what
appear from the living room window to be simple garden parties but
which Raymond is convinced are in fact meetings with other potential
investors like themselves. Men in suits drinking Chardonnay from plastic
cups, women in pink and yellow sundresses eating crawfish served on
paper plates. People with money. Clearly they have some larger plan for the
neighborhood that they have not elected to share as yet. And then, when
the parties are over, they stuff all their garbage into large Glad bags they
stack neatly along the curb in front of the house before they take off again,
sometimes for weeks at a time. All without realizing, he assumes, that
garbage is only being collected once a week these days—if they are lucky.
A simple lapse of judgment, he assured Mathilda the last time it
happened. He tried to get her to look at the big picture: Brian and Tandy
are contributing to the city’s footprint, a term he never heard before
Katrina hit but which now gets bandied about with great frequency.
The sudden arrival of Brian and Tandy is a good sign that things
will get better, eventually. A little stink—relatively slight, all things
considered—is only to be expected during a period of re-adjustment.
Mathilda flushes the toilet, pushes through a door and walks to
the bedroom to check on the baby. She reaches down and hoists the
still-sleeping child to her chest, then stares out the window above the
crib. She sees heaps of splintered wood set out on the corner, battered
roofs covered in bright blue tarp, a spray-painted sign smeared across
the front of the house across the street that reads, “DO NOT STEAL
BRICK.” She wonders if Raymond realizes that, for all his pity, her
college roommate always despised him. Get rid of him, she used to
whisper, even as she smiled and waved.
“So you’re an architect, right, Brian?” she hears Raymond say.
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“That’s right.”
“Well, I imagine this must be a pretty interesting place to be right
now, what with all the construction going on.”
“Of course—a very exciting time. And what about you two? Are
you planning to stay?”
“I think we’re like a lot of people right now—still weighing our
options. My job is here and given everything that’s happened, I consider
myself lucky to have one at all.”
“Were a lot of people at Bedlam and Stern let go?”
“Sure. They had to get rid of overlap and non-essential personnel. A
lot of people had to be purged. Of course, people are always surprised to
find out that they are non-essential when parameters are re-drawn.”
“Yes, the truth hurts. But what can you do? Everybody’s still
in crisis mode—no choice but to trim the fat. Sometimes it takes a
natural disaster to make people accept that.”
“But it wasn’t natural at all,” Raymond says. “Remember? The
levees broke…”
He looks up as Mathilda appears in the hallway, her arms
wrapped around a still-sleeping child. He sees the loose skin of her
stomach sagging over her waistband. Flesh of her thighs bunched up
in unnatural folds. Strained grip of blue velvet seams visibly splitting
around her hips….
All dressed up out of spite in a pair of too-tight pants.
“Don’t you look nice,” Raymond says between clenched teeth.
uuu

It was the insurance company that asked them to go through
everything that was damaged or lost, to come up with a plausible
estimate of its worth. Before that they always assumed they had more
to lose.
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The Ninth of Av
I climb into Richard’s phaeton, pulling my lame leg up behind

me with some difficulty as my boot catches underneath the edge of the
carriage. Richard has his watch out with the cover open. The horse
stamps its foot, as impatient to be underway as its owner.
Each morning my brother stops for me on the way from his
house to the German National Bank, where we are both employed.
Here on Vance Avenue and nearby live many of the merchants
and businessmen of the Israelite community. When we first came
to Memphis, all the new immigrants lived in the central business
district and walked to work each day and home for our noon dinner.
Now we measure our prosperity by the distance between its source
and our residences. Richard, of course, lives a few blocks farther up
Vance Avenue from me.
“Good morning, Louis. You’re late again.”
“Good morning, Richard. How are you on this fine August
morning?” This first exchange of the day is always difficult, as it
reminds me that walking out my door transforms me from the head
of my household to my younger brother’s underling.
“I despise August. It’s so unbearably hot, and the mosquitoes are
worse than ever this year.” Richard takes off his hat to scratch his
head and then adjusts it so the band can soak up the sweat before it
drips down his forehead. The day has barely begun and already his
clothes are nearly soaked.
The wisteria that climbs the pillars of the front porch is wilted
from the heat. In the spring the front entrance is hardly visible for
the purple blossoms, but today the dark wood of the door stands
out against the red brick that surrounds it. Last April when Minnie
turned four, she said the house was in its best dress for her birthday.
In August it hangs like a shroud.
As the carriage starts to move away, my wife, Rebecca, pulls the
curtains apart and looks out from the upstairs window. She waits for
Dr. Gibson.
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As we get nearer to downtown, the number of carriages
multiplies. One by one they enter onto the street until they are like the
carriages of a train, all following the same track. We nod our heads to
the other businessmen as they join us.
“Minnie had the chills last evening,” I say.
Richard looks at me in alarm. “In this heat?”
The conversation about town since July has been about nothing but
the cases of Yellow Fever reported first in New Orleans and now Grenada,
Mississippi. Half of Memphis is prepared to flee if the epidemic should
take hold here. The memory of ’73 is still with us when thousands died,
including our brother-in-law. Thankfully the rest of our family survived.
“Dr. Gibson is on his way to see her. I’m sure it’s nothing.” The
image of Minnie enduring that kind of suffering enters my mind and
I banish it quickly.
Drops of perspiration have escaped from under the band of
Richard’s hat and are traveling toward his nose. He looks as if he’s
about to say something, but doesn’t.
When we arrive at the bank, the bookkeeper is waiting. The
three of us enter and Richard relocks the door behind us. It’s darker
and slightly cooler in here. I wait in the teller cage while Richard goes
to the vault, opens the safe and brings the cash tray to install in the
drawer in front of me. There are chits to sign, certifying that we both
counted the cash. Record-keeping formalities completed, he unlocks
the front door and nods his head in my direction as he goes back to his
office and his mahogany desk.
Now there’s nothing to do but wait for the door to open and admit
a customer. I used to try to chat with Richard while I waited, but he
made it plain that I was bothering him. My younger brother is the Vice
President and I am merely the Cashier.
Perhaps, because we are sons of bankrupt immigrants, he feels
honored to be entrusted with so important a responsibility. He takes
care of this bank as if it belongs to him, when in fact he’s just a hired
hand. He will be a very old man by the time they elect him to the
Board of Directors or allow him to purchase shares in the business.
Finally, Friedrich Borgert, the pharmacist, my friend from the
German Cultural Club, approaches my teller cage. He relinquishes his
bag of cash and bank drafts.
“Wasn’t that a delightful picnic last Sunday?” I ask.
“Oh, yes. The cakes, the pies….”
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“The beer….” Like many of the other Germans, Freddy is overly
fond of his alcohol. “Is there anything else?” I ask when I’ve given him
his receipt.
He waves a small piece of paper in the air. “I have a bank draft from
New York. My father passed away nearly a year ago and it has taken this
long to settle his estate and send me my share—nearly one thousand
dollars. I’d like to have a word with your brother. He has a reputation for
choosing sound investments.”
“I’ve done a bit of investing myself,” I say. “I could make some
recommendations….”
“I’m sure you could, Louis. I’m sure you could.” He smiles and
winks at me, but I don’t get his joke. “May I?” he asks, motioning toward
the back office.
“Go ahead. I am sure he will be happy to help you.” Of course,
everyone thinks that Richard is brilliant at investments—they think
he is brilliant at everything.
By half past eleven I have seen only a few customers. This is turning
out to be a terrible day. Minnie might be ill, the heat is stifling, business is
slow, and now my favorite customer is coming in search of Richard.
I look at my watch for the hundredth time. A smile comes to my face
when I think about how Minnie likes me to open it so she can point to
the numbers and name them—such a smart little girl. May the sickness
pass over her.
I’m glad it is nearly time for the noon meal, but I cannot imagine
how I will pass the long afternoon without going mad. Just as Richard
and I are leaving the bank for the restaurant around the corner, my
stepson David arrives breathless at the door.
“Papa—you need to come home—quick!”
“What is it?” Richard asks before I can respond.
“It’s Minnie. Dr. Gibson thinks she might have Yellow Fever. He
said I should fetch you.”
I look at Richard, and he nods his head. “You go. I’ll take care of
the bank.” He motions me away with his hand. “Go.”
David has my carriage waiting in the street. He is now twenty-three,
four years older than I was when I left my family in Philadelphia to come
to Memphis, but he seems younger. By his age I was already the head of a
family.
I have been David’s papa for fifteen years, but there are times when
I don’t know how to speak to him. He has been silent since we started
toward home.
Crab Orchard Review

u  103

Rachel Unkefer
“Have you sent word to Mr. Haas that you will be late to work today?”
“I think he knows that by now,” he replies.
“Nonetheless, you owe him the courtesy of an explanation.”
“Yes, sir, I will take care of it later.” He wipes the sweat from his
forehead with his sleeve. “We need to get home first.”
I don’t want to think about what awaits us at home. “How are you
getting along in Mr. Haas’s business?”
“Honestly, I don’t enjoy being a bookkeeper, and I don’t enjoy
working for Mr. Haas either.”
This is the first I have heard of any dissatisfaction on his part.
“Uncle Richard has said he would take you on as a junior bookkeeper
at the bank….”
“Being a bookkeeper at a bank—how much different would that be
from being a bookkeeper at a cotton factor’s?” He shakes his head. “Did
you never want to be something other than a banker?”
“You forget I had my own grocery before I became a banker. If I
could be anything, I would be a musician. But there’s no money in it.
I have responsibilities. Soon you will too.”
He looks straight ahead as we approach the carriage house. Perhaps
I’ve been too harsh. Have I forgotten how I felt when my parents sent
me away from home to earn money for the family? Now I am a father,
like them, thinking only of duty and responsibility.
Minnie lies in bed with her eyes closed, covered by wool blankets.
Dr. Gibson, Rebecca, and my stepdaughter Lilly are standing in the
corner of the room speaking quietly.
“I have already administered castor oil, so she should purge her
bowels soon,” says Dr. Gibson, nodding to acknowledge that David and
I have arrived. “Put her feet in a hot mustard bath and moisten her skin
with a cool cloth as you have been doing. If her fever gets higher or retreats
completely, send for me at once. Keep her comfortable. She may have
cold water, or warm orange-leaf tea, but no solid food. I’m leaving you
these written instructions. Sometime between twenty-four and thirtysix hours her fever may break and she may seem to be getting better. That
is the crucial day. Send for me immediately when that happens.” Rebecca
reaches for the instructions. Dr. Gibson, after a moment’s hesitation,
gives them to her. He takes his bag and turns to go.
“I need to speak to you,” he whispers as he passes me. I follow him
into the hallway.
“Are you certain it’s Yellow Fever?” I ask, my voice trembling.
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“Well, it’s the right time of year, and there have been cases downriver.”
“Is she…will she live?” I close my eyes and brace myself for his answer.
“Too soon to tell. If it is Yellow Fever, well, I’ve seen children
recover, but not all of them do. It has to take its course—all we can do in
the meantime is try to make her comfortable. Some doctors claim they
have cures, but I don’t believe in any of it. God will decide.”
I nod, barely comprehending anything he has said.
“But there’s something else I want to talk to you about.” He strokes
his beard, and then purses his lips. “I’m worried about Rebecca.”
“Is she ill too?” This cannot be.
“No, it’s not that. I know you weren’t here when Morris had his
accident.”
“That was twenty years ago,” I say.
“Yes, well, after the accident….” He licks his lips and strokes his
beard again. “Rebecca…she tried to take her own life.”
I grope for the hall chair and manage to ease myself into it before
my bad leg gives out. “But she never said anything….”
“She was the one who found Morris on the ground after he fell off
the roof. He was in bad condition. There was nothing I could do for him.
He only lasted a few hours. She was young, with two small children, out
of her mind with grief. I don’t know if she would react that way again,
but should we take that chance? I’ve given her some laudanum—it
should put her to sleep soon. I’ll leave more for you to give her when that
wears off. Here are instructions for administering it.”
I put the vials and the instructions in my coat pocket. “For how long?”
“A few days at least. Until we see….”
Whether Minnie survives?
He starts down the stairs and then stops and turns back to me.
“Don’t leave the vials where Rebecca can find them.”
When I return to Minnie’s room, Rebecca’s eyes narrow as she
demands, “What did that doctor say to you?”
“He is worried about your nerves. He wants you to rest. We don’t
need two sick people in the family now, do we?”
“Mama, you do look tired,” says Lilly. “You were up all night with
Minnie. Just come and take a little rest.” The laudanum must be working,
as Rebecca’s resistance subsides and she allows Lilly to take her to bed.
Poor Minnie has awakened and her blue eyes are now red. The
brown curls that frame her face are wet with perspiration. David dips
a cloth in the washbasin and gently blots her face with it.
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“David, Dr. Gibson has given Mama something to calm her and
help her sleep. He says we should give her more medicine later. We’ll
have to find someone to help us take care of Minnie.”
“No, I can take care of her.”
“But Dr. Gibson wants us to protect Mama from too much agitation—
she’s not going to be able to help. You cannot possibly do this yourself.”
“I said I’ll do it!” His forehead is creased with anger. “Lilly will
help me. I’m not going to leave Minnie’s side.”
I shake my head. He underestimates what this illness can do, but
I haven’t the desire to argue. He will learn for himself soon enough.
I go into our bedroom, sit in the chair next to my wife’s side of the
bed and hold her hand while she sleeps. How could she have done what
Dr. Gibson says, nearly abandoning David and Lilly when they were so
small? Even if she did it then, I cannot believe she would do it again.
Her breathing is deep and regular now. Her face is peaceful and
betrays no worries. How I wish I could join her in sweet oblivion.
I have no idea what I should do. I go back to sit in Minnie’s room for
a while with David and Lilly, but can’t seem to stay in one place. I look
out the window for a while and then go back to the chair.
“Papa, doesn’t Uncle Richard need you at the bank?” Lilly asks. “You’ve
been gone for over an hour now.” She and David exchange a glance.
“We’ll take good care of her,” says David.
“It might be better for you to have something to do, Papa. You’re
so restless,” says Lilly.
I look at poor Minnie and listen to her labored breathing. I don’t
know how to help here.
“We’ll be fine. Go ahead,” says David, ushering me out of the room.
Richard has taken my place in the teller’s cage. “Business is
very slow this afternoon. You needn’t have come back.”
“There was nothing I could do at home.” I prop my walking stick
against the edge of the counter and wait for Richard to relinquish my chair.
“What did Dr. Gibson say?” he asks, standing up.
“He can’t be sure yet. He left instructions for her care and David
and Lilly are staying by her side.”
“What about Rebecca? Why isn’t she taking care of Minnie?”
“She’s suffering from nerves—Dr. Gibson said she should rest.”
Richard raises his eyebrows. “She’s not ill, too, is she?”
“No, he said she should not become too distressed.” I don’t think
he believes me, but I cannot tell him the true story.
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The rest of the afternoon passes slowly. There are a few more
customers, some of them talking about Yellow Fever, all of them
complaining about the heat. Twice I make counting mistakes because
I’m thinking about Rebecca and Minnie. Perhaps I should not have come
back to work. Finally it’s time to lock the door, count up everything, fill
out the proper papers, and ride back home, alone this time.
When I arrive at home, Rebecca is awake, but still in her bed. The
effects of the laudanum are evident. Her eyelids look heavy and her neck
seems to barely support her head. “How are you feeling?” I sit down next
to her and take her hand. I must ask her why she didn’t tell me about
what she did after Morris’s death, but this is not the right time.
“Sleepy. Lilly won’t let me get up and see Minnie. I’m worried—
someone needs to take care of her. Why am I so sleepy?”
“It’s just the medicine Dr. Gibson gave you. David and Lilly are
taking care of Minnie. Everything is fine.”
“But Dr. Gibson said she has Yellow Fever….”
“He said he can’t be sure yet. He said you shouldn’t get too excited—
you need to rest.”
“I need to see Minnie.” She moves as if to get out of bed, but I hold
her back.
“Let me go see her first and then I’ll come and get you.”
David is where I left him earlier in the afternoon, sponging
Minnie’s hot skin. He looks up.
“She’s still feverish. She says her head hurts and she’s thirsty.” Her eyes
are closed and she does not move as he brushes her wet hair away from her
face and looks up at me. He should be tired from sitting there all day, but his
voice is strong and his eyes are more intense than I’ve ever seen them.
I can barely breathe the heavy dank air. The windows are closed
and the curtains drawn to keep out the sun. Minnie’s perspiration
has dyed her wool blankets dark. David’s shirt clings to his body; his
wet hair is plastered against his head. The smell of the mustard bath
penetrates the thick air and stings my nostrils.
I go back into Rebecca’s room. “You can see Minnie now—she’s
sleeping. David is taking good care of her.” I help her get out of bed and
walk to Minnie’s room.
She can barely keep her head up, but when she nears Minnie she
becomes alert for a moment. She strokes Minnie’s arm and her cheek.
“Poor little Minnie. You’re going to feel better soon. You’ll see.”
“Mama, my legs hurt.” This is the first I’ve heard her speak today.
She is usually a boisterous child, talking and laughing and singing
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until my ears ache. Now, though I can barely hear her, the sound of her
voice is like the finest aria.
“Oh, my dear, I am sorry your legs hurt. They’ll feel better soon. Try
to sleep now.” Rebecca’s voice is expressionless, her face so slackened that I
hardly recognize her. I put my arm around her and take her back to bed.
She looks up at me with the face of a child. “I’ve had such pleasant
dreams. Fields of flowers and cool breezes….” She drifts off. Once again, she
is peaceful. If only we could all be with her, wherever she is.
I awaken an hour earlier than usual from an uneasy night’s
sleep and dress quietly so as not to disturb Rebecca. David’s in the
hallway. I ask if he’s slept.
“A little. Lilly and I took turns last night. I’m going to eat something
and then go back to Minnie so Lilly can sleep.”
Lilly is putting dry blankets over Minnie.
“How is she?”
“Still feverish, still has a headache and now aching in her legs and
arms. She cried out for Mama a few times last night, but we were able
to quiet her.”
“Shall I stay with her for a while?” I ask.
She nods. “I’ll take these blankets and hang them out to dry.
David will be back up soon.”
Minnie’s sleep is fitful. She makes whimpering noises and tosses
her head from side to side. I pick up the cloth and dip it in the basin,
but the water is warm and I have no way to cool it. Her forehead feels
like a stone baked in the sun. Her skin is hot and dry; she has no more
water in her for perspiring.
Her eyes flutter open. “Papa, I’m hot.”
“I know you are, my darling. Let’s take these blankets off. Does that feel
better?” A tiny smile barely appears on her lips as she nods and closes her
eyes again. A smile comes to my lips as well for the first time since yesterday.
David’s voice rings out from the doorway. “Why are the blankets
off her?” He rushes in and puts them back on.
“She needed some air. No wonder she’s hot, covered with blankets
in August.”
“It’s fever! She needs to keep the blankets on! Dr. Gibson said to keep
the blankets on!” He screams like a madman. I am speechless, frozen to
the chair. An eternity passes while he stands over Minnie, protecting her,
glaring down at me. I am no longer the father in this house, but a small
child who has been naughty.
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“I will be at the bank, then,” I say as I leave the room, my voice quivering.
Richard is waiting in the carriage for me when I leave the house,
putting his watch back in its pocket.
“How is Minnie this morning?”
I try to answer, but nothing comes out until I clear my throat.
“About the same.”
“And Rebecca?”
“Resting.” I pat my jacket pocket to be sure the one remaining vial
is still there.
“Louis, have you seen the newspaper?”
As the carriage starts to move forward, I can’t take my eyes off my
house. David is watching me from Minnie’s room. The heavy curtains
downstairs are pulled together to keep the sun out. I forgot to close the
front door in my haste to leave.
“No. Why?” I continue watching my house until it is finally out of sight.
“Yellow Fever. A Negro man who arrived here on a boat a few days
ago from New Orleans has come down with it.”
“One case doesn’t necessarily mean an epidemic. And we didn’t
get sick in ’73.”
“Except Simon.”
I nod. “I wasn’t forgetting Simon.”
“In ’73 I didn’t have two small children to think about, and one
more on the way. I would never forgive myself if anything happened
to them, or Tillie.” He wipes his brow with his handkerchief and I can
see the fear in his eyes. “We’re leaving.”
“Where will you go?”
“Cincinnati. I’ll cable today and arrange to rent a house. We can’t
wait too long or we may not be allowed in.” He thinks for a moment.
“What about the rest of your family? Has anyone else taken ill?”
“No. Everyone is fine.”
“Then you must come with us.”
Ever since he followed me to Memphis he has felt free to tell me
what I must do.
“What about Minnie?”
“We can wait a day, maybe two. No longer.”
I realize he’s been planning this since the rumors of fever began.
“What about the bank?” I ask.
“I’ll close the bank.”
“You’ll close it? But your position….”
He looks at me in disbelief. “This may be a matter of life and death and
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you think I’d worry about the bank?” He shakes his head and slows the
horses to allow another carriage to cross. “When we get downtown, I’ll go
to send the cables.” He hands me his keys. “You open up.”
“What about the signatures, checking the till…”
“Damn it, Louis—can’t you see what we’re up against? The paperwork can wait! Just open the bank. I’ll take care of everything else.”
I clench my teeth and look away. He’ll take care of everything else.
This morning, Minnie has the “black vomit,” which has that
name because it resembles coffee grounds.
By last night Minnie’s fever was calmed, so David went for Dr. Gibson,
as instructed. Soon after his arrival, she began to have stomach pains. He
attached a cup by suction to her abdomen by first lighting a candle to
burn the air out of it and then placing it on her so that it stuck to her
skin, but that did not still the pains. She became delirious and they gave
her some brandy. Dr. Gibson stayed with her all through the night and
David never left her side. I tried to stay up with them, but this morning
I find myself waking up on the floor of her room.
I can’t think of going to the bank today. I send Lilly to Richard’s
house to tell him.
In the middle of the afternoon, Dr. Gibson picks up his bag to
leave and I follow him into the hall.
He shakes his head. “I’m sorry, I’ve done all that I can. I have other
patients to see now.”
“Is she going to…?” My tongue is stuck to the roof of my mouth. I
can’t say the word.
“She could still pull through, but I don’t think it’s very likely at this
stage. I would pray if I were you. Maybe Hebrew prayers are stronger
than English since it’s the Lord’s own tongue.”
Poor Lilly is exhausted with preparing all the meals and helping
David. After she brings supper upstairs for David and me, I send her to
bed for fear she will be the next to succumb.
It is time to give Rebecca more laudanum. The vial is in the pocket
of my jacket hanging on the coat tree. I look at the amber liquid inside
and take the cork off. There is a strong smell of alcohol. I put the vial up
to my lips and tilt it back the slightest amount, but stop before the liquid
goes into my mouth. I shake my head and put the cork back in and take
it upstairs to Rebecca.
David and I sit by Minnie’s side eating our supper, not speaking to each
other. She is so still that we check several times to see if she is breathing.
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I want my prayer book. It isn’t downstairs in the parlor bookcase
where it belongs, nor in the secretary.
I limp back up the stairs. “David, do you know where my siddur
is? I can’t find it.”
“What?” He looks at me blankly.
“Prayer book.”
“Oh…yes. It’s here. I went to get it last night,” he says, handing it
to me. “But it only had Hebrew and German and I hardly remember
any prayers, so I just held it.” He sniffs. “I tried to pray in English.” His
lip quivers. I put my arms around him—the first time I have done so
since he was a small child.
“We’ll find something you remember and we’ll say it together.”
He is sobbing now and I feel a tear rolling down my own cheek.
I hold him in my arms until his body stops shaking and I hear his
voice quietly saying the one Hebrew sentence that every small child
learns—the Shema. “Hear, Oh Israel, the Lord is Our God, the Lord is
One.” He wipes his face and moves closer to Minnie.
Her pulse is very faint now. I don’t know whether I should wake
Rebecca so that she can see Minnie one last time. I look over at David
but he does not look back at me. He is watching Minnie so intently, as
if he can will her back to health just with his eyes.
I go and try to wake Rebecca, but she is still so drowsy she can
barely stand.
“Rebecca, can you hear me?” She looks at me but I can’t tell if she
knows I’m there. “Rebecca, you need to wake up now.”
“Louis?”
“Minnie is very weak and may not last the night. I’m taking you to
see her.”
She tilts her head and queries me with her eyes.
“I think Minnie may be dying.”
“No! Not Minnie!” She buries her head in my shirt and begins
sobbing. For several minutes we stand in our bedroom.
“Let’s go see her. Let’s say goodbye.” My voice catches on the last word.
We help Rebecca into the chair nearest Minnie’s bed. When the
fever left, it took the color from her face. She is as white and delicate
as the dogwood blossoms that were blooming the day she was born.
Rebecca lifts Minnie’s hand up to her own cheek and holds it there.
I open the siddur to a prayer for the sick—one last attempt to fight
off the Angel of Death. I use a clean cloth to cover my head, motion to
David to do the same, and begin to chant in Hebrew. “Mi Sheberakh…”
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Just before midnight, Minnie stirs; her eyes fly open quickly and then
close. She makes a choking noise, and then no more pulse. She is gone.
Rebecca lets out a scream and tears her nightgown over her heart.
I rip my shirt in the same place. David sits staring blankly.
“Why? Why?” Rebecca keeps repeating the word between sobs.
I hold her close, my tears washing her red hair.
The crying has exhausted her, so I take Rebecca back to bed. We
have no more laudanum to give her, but she lies as still as Minnie.
Minnie’s burial was this morning, with just a few hasty words
from the rabbi. We can’t stay at home to sit shiva—the seven days of
mourning—Richard says we must run for our lives and we obey. I no
longer have the will to argue.
Before we leave we must burn Minnie’s bedding and clothing—
everything in the sickroom that might allow the disease to greet us
when we return. I hesitate when I see the siddur on the table. It cannot
be burned; it must be buried in sacred ground. Besides, Minnie did
not touch it, so I replace it on the shelf in the parlor. The calendar on
the secretary lies open to the month of Av. Today is the ninth—Tisha
B’Av—a fast day, the day the temple in Jerusalem was destroyed and
the Israelites went into exile. The world is destroyed once again.
“I’m not going,” David says as we’re leaving for the train station.
He wipes his palms on his trousers and looks down at his shoes. “I’ve
asked Dr. Gibson to accept me as an apprentice.”
How can we be asked to give up two children in one week? “You
don’t know what you’re saying. Your mother needs you.”
“I’m needed here. There are going to be more Yellow Fever patients.
I’ve joined the Howard Society and I’ll work with Dr. Gibson until I
know enough to be on my own.”
Lilly and I hug him and cry as if to mourn him in advance. I don’t
know if Rebecca even understood what David said. Her face is a blank,
not from the laudanum, but from the absence of it. We will all live in pain
from this day forward.
The train is so crowded that we have to force our way on, Richard
leading the way.
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Wade Walton’s Barber Shop
Clarksdale, Mississippi, 1999
Day closes without sound or earthquake,
cloud settles into river—evening haze,
mask over burning bottomland. Easy to fuss
about goodbye, but little reward in it. Nothing
outlasts music. This is blessing, curse,
verdict, sentence. Throw stone at water:
stone sinks, water flows on without interruption.
No truth could be simpler. I’ve lived
here all my life, hammering out familiar beat
with razor strop—how many haircuts on credit?
How many times did I pull harmonica
from scissor drawer to make some stranger happy?
Forget money, we had ourselves a time:
play, drink, play some more, drink some more,
head home before things grow rough.
I’ve been waiting for a sign, turns out
there isn’t one. Every train whistle
sounds like the one before, the one after,
all that’s left to do is sweep up one last time,
lock door behind, walk out into this wonder
and smoke and silence of springtime.

Crab Orchard Review

u  113

Elizabeth W. Jackson
Arthur Ashe
launches himself on the serve, matchstick
body forward over the line,
feet lifted inches from the ground,
arm cocked back
impossibly far. It’s 1968,
the US Open, and he two-hands the trophy at the end.
He’d learned the rules, the court’s boundaries
separating out from in, and he’d practiced his shot
on the backboards
in Richmond’s dark. He knew
which restroom to use, learned not to dare
men and women from the other side of town.
He understood the clear consequence
of breaking form.
When his mouth ran wild
or he slacked from studies, he felt
his father’s belt.
In St. Louis, Blacks
played Whites, but Coach taught him
to call their long shots
in. Tamping his temper,
he quickened his volleys and pounded backhands
til they sang
through his sinews. Now,
above the shoulders of Monument Avenue,
sharing the street with Confederate fame,
he turns his back to the generals. But the sculptor
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has it all wrong: Ashe’s bronze hoists book
and racquet overhead, hesitating between
throwing down in anger or pumping high in victory,
as if he couldn’t decide.

Crab Orchard Review

u  115

Shara Lessley
The Beacon
Edenton Bay, North Carolina
From a temporary storage prop her dead
eye calls to the boats, watching through
a Fresnel lens as waves summon the shoreline, then break like glass across the pierside shamble of sea-lice. Anything
less would dissolve in such mist, lost
to the Sound’s dark appetite for fish-bone,
freshwater crab. When a barge sinks, it coughs
up foam; when a lighthouse is grounded,
it drowns. Surrounded now by tapered
hedgerows she drinks the tourists’
shadows, their cameras’ fainting spell
of sparks, ember glints like those that fell
from her hinges as Confederates scuttled her
40 dizzy miles up the Roanoke to thwart
another Union blockade; streams of men
and boys taking hold of her rectangular frame,
grunting and charging, charging then pressing
forward the thick pairs of stilts rising
from her base. No cry, but their pick-axes’
wind-streaked swing, the river licking
reeds down to the root-tip, baiting
a Northern Harrier into some darker harbor
where another generation will fight
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a quieter war for her history—drawing
metal and wood onto the auction block—
then haul the lighthouse off on a rented truck
toward the manicured grass of Memorial
Park where she’ll rest till funds are raised.
Under splintered sun, the brown-blue bay
baiting her back as her lantern turns
the color of fog; her clapboards becoming
the wind, becoming the wreckage.
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The Historical Process
Seedbed, hymnal.
Memorization, test.
The field trip to Monticello,
the children of doctors who, retired,
ran for governor and won.
Brick walls’ thickness
interpreted as caution,
moral strength, as if to circumscribe
a tornado’s force in a state
where tornados are shut out.
I was the byproduct
of irony, I learned later,
accepting the honor
of driving away, driven
away, to plains
parched blood-red
for reason. “Lewis was born
into influential circles
in the nation’s capital”:
begins the Wikipedia entry
devoted to the successes
and failures of my paternal grandfather,
whom I never met, predicament
I was left to unravel due to my mother’s
thoroughbred shame, and a tale
of romance a child could believe,
probably no one else:
tumblers of iced tea
on a tray, boxwood-shaded
summer and winter. One feature
of growing up Virginian
is the difficulty of abandoning
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belief in importance—
in one’s own stories, or diminishment
of possibility, the splitting
away of wealth from the father’s line,
its disavowal of encounters
at the University of Virginia,
an honorable institution
I did not attend, and my mother did not
attend, except to play piano
at a dance in 1955.
She was thin but middle-aged,
didn’t look it except
for the gray hair, the whole head
consistently iron gray,
the gray of irony.
The son of the influential Lewis
approached; drove her
to a party; I imagined the rest, sometimes
cruelly, after the fashion
of 1950s churchgoing ladies
who suspect wrongdoing
both directions but cast
eyes down, where the earth’s
utilitarian vermin do their work,
ultimately
burying us all. I made
things up, made the best
of it, read books about horses,
another Virginian tradition,
dreaming my face was scorched
and ashes smeared my shoulders,
as if I had led terrified horses
from a burning barn
and they had fought, as horses
are said to do, to rush back
into the former safety, haven
become inferno. I have not resided
in Virginia since I graduated
from college, and today
my alma mater appears depleted,
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confused, no longer a women’s
college, no longer much
of anything.
The campus seemed embedded then
in mansions, to be hewn
from their rock, the signature
of its founding’s social condition.
Their real existence was, in effect, over:
skeletons, shapely in their bones,
skin of chipped paint, white
planks, Monticello-styled
bricks and arches. “The site
where the summer home of the Lewis
family stood in Washington,
D.C. is now the site of the National
Cathedral”: the Wikipedia
footnote links to a photo
of the cathedral, not the summer home,
where I would not have been
welcome, nor my mother,
for all I know my father,
because for all I know it was already razed
by the time he was born:
there are limits to the research
I’m willing to do
because isn’t it to say they mattered
and of course I would want them
to say I mattered, not just because
if they had, it would’ve meant my life
differently defined—
as mattered in the Virginia of that era,
possibly even now—the place
defied change, vaunted
its history while disapproving of the act
of vaunting, loaded schoolchildren
onto buses and chugged up the mountains
to the home of Thomas Jefferson,
pastel paint eggshelllayered on walls
where the forefathers’ shadows gathered,
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their fires’ smoke etched
ghosts, madeira perfumed
the drafty chambers,
and the forefathers curled to sleep
in short beds
because they were not giants after all,
not the giants they spawned,
taller, well-fed generations
who would live no longer
on diets of smoked meat and Chesapeake
oysters. Virginia’s mountains
darkened like little men storied
as giants, whose homes were razed
for cathedrals, whose sons
raped the women they could—
slave women, poor whites,
unmarried women traveling
to survive—and married the women
they could—whoever
they were, I don’t know.
It was my fate and privilege
to leave for a world trampled by winds
like the builders shut out
of my childhood, or pretended to,
but they would not have shut out
these winds: nobody would shut
out these winds, this dust, this sun,
purpling the sky I didn’t know
existed in Virginia, where ugly
things and vast things were shut out.
“A 1987 editorial in the Washington
Post referred to Lewis
as ‘one of the most unprincipled
journalists ever to practice the trade.’”
Thus reads the last sentence
in the Wikipedia entry, the closing
section, “Legacy,” which mentions
U. Va.’s Cavalier Song, for which Lewis
wrote the words, and “his complete lack
of objectivity,” which he would’ve found
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useful today as he found it useful
in the 1950s, as brick walls are useful
and mountain laurel is not useful
and plates and cups on an oak table
are useful and the fearful
tendency of women to lie is useful
and the seemingly proud tendency
of fatherless daughters to drive to the plains
where even the animals are different
and the threatening weather
and politics and architecture,
so unlike the Virginian style, temporary
in heft, twiglike against the gale,
makes little difference.
If daughters in flight believe
themselves accustomed to hardship,
like moles digging down
from mountaintops, ghosts
wafting from burning barns,
houses that stand no more beneath
cathedrals that do,
they do not escape the manifestation
of a process that leaves no one unscathed.
The children step up the metal stairs
of the buses. They are carrying apples
and bananas in paper bags.
One or two have been given cameras
for this outing, to the estate
of the forefather, still spoken of
as a great man.
But the use of cameras is not allowed.
There are photos available
for sale in the gift shop.
Thank you for not using
your camera. The garden
is in bloom. The garden produced
all the food for the Jeffersons
and the enslaved families
who lived on the grounds. The hams
that hung in the cool cellar
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grew a green skin of mold.
The hams were still edible.
Horses pulled the carriages.
Nothing of value was destroyed
in the great fire. The daughters
walked free of it only a little
burned, on the face, branded,
as it were, as living in a particular
time and place, which would eventually
go down, in the sense of faltering,
disintegrating, brick
reverting to clay, also the sense
of inheritance, handing down,
brutality whispering strategy
into latter brutalities,
justifying itself in the blame of innocents,
not even consciously exploiting
the way we cannot recall what we did not see,
but something would linger,
an odor or a jostle as of an elbow in darkness,
in the words of those who wrote
their stories and the stories of others
whose words were not burned in turn.
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Still Life: Cumberland Settlement
Already the landscape is repeating itself:
The trees are cleared. Their trunks
stack themselves in the southern corner
of a square of green, bound by loose rope.
Moss and lichens slowly climb.
To the northeast the river goes up
and down again, its water carried
away in buckets and stoppered barrels.
Again the families grow large and brim
with babies, their eyes rolling back
and forth in their heavy heads.
This is the abundance of the end
of winter. The settler folds his harvest safe
into the barn, lays hay in stalls.
His wife weaves and cooks, she sifts lye
in the ash hopper. From time to time,
she looks at the settler and smiles.
But even as the barn door flaps recklessly
in the wind, the wife stops sleeping,
the current rushes strong, the babies wail and grow
hungry, and the tree stumps put up greedy shoots.
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Fever
Winter descended in knives, it slept
in the warmth of our bellies,
long sheets of ice stretched
around me burning, sleeping.
She cooled my forehead
with a damp washcloth, sucked
clogged breath from my throat
under cover of lightning,
cattle moving. We waited
to fall out of the night. Once
I woke to a color like paper
folded up in ovens and smoked to ash—
the moon stuttered its light
over a darkness falling, colors
reversed, skywriting. Showed the wind
untuck the hair from behind
her ear. We watched the storm come
undone again. Each night
I lay down under the air of
wingbeats, watched the sky bend—
defiant—surviving the nightfall.
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The Incredible Magic Gun Trick
Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr. had been assassinated the day

before and Charlotte’s mother didn’t feel safe, so she decided they would
flee from the pandemonium in Memphis until the city settled down.
Charlotte’s mother handed her a brown grocery bag from a pile she
kept between the refrigerator and wall. “You can take whatever toys you
can cram in here,” she said.
It was a time of stress and her mother let the cuss words fly, calling
Charlotte’s father ugly names, like pissant, for leaving them.
When the bag was full, Charlotte brought it into her mother’s
bedroom and set it on the bed next to the maroon Samsonite. Charlie
McCarthy’s plastic head with its brown grooved hair was wedged in
between her Chinese checkers and ventriloquism record. Charlotte
couldn’t remember if her grandparents had a record player or not.
She decided Charlie would have to travel without his top hat, but she
carried his eyeglass in her pocket.
In the kitchen, her mother poured a pot of coffee into a thermos and
added it to the deviled ham sandwiches and bananas in the cardboard
box on the counter. While her mother readied their provisions,
Charlotte sat at the table and watched the riots and looting unfold on
the TV. The reporters, backlit by flames from a burning building, spoke
of the loss of a dream, wondered about the South’s ability to recover from
this catastrophe that would likely widen the ever-growing chasm between
blacks and whites.
It was past Charlotte’s bedtime when they left. Too excited to sleep,
she watched for pandemonium through the window. Her mother said
they would take the back roads since there was a dusk-to-dawn curfew.
She dared anyone to stop her. They sped down the highway, a steady
pattern of shadow and light dancing on Charlotte’s legs and the vinyl
seat. Thunder and lightning split open the black night and their Chevrolet
splashed through a flooded highway, muddy puddles covering the tires
and flecking the side windows. Around Nashville there were snipers lying
in wait on the overpasses. Charlotte’s mother whispered Hail Marys.
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Or so it seemed to Charlotte that these things happened. She
couldn’t really be sure that the late night voices from the radio hadn’t
interwoven themselves with her dreams to create new adventures.
When Charlotte felt the car slowing down, bouncing and kicking
up gravel, she opened her eyes and saw her Grandma’s face peering at
her through the window, a dark hunched figure against the dawn. Her
mother jumped out of the car and disappeared in the bear hug of Poppy.
Charlotte saw her mother’s back shaking, from crying she supposed. It
seemed to Charlotte that the time for tears would have been in Memphis,
not when they were finally safe in Kingsport. But Charlotte’s mother
was full of opposite reactions, crying recently when she saw Charlotte
had cleaned the kitchen, but laughing in a high-pitched tone the night
Charlotte’s father stood in the middle of the hallway, clutching his small
black suitcase.
Charlotte sat up in the seat. She rubbed a small circle of condensation away and looked past her grandmother. Aunt Geneva and cousin
John Mark stood staring, still in their pajamas, silhouettes against a
squat house of contrasting shades of gray. Grandma Ruth reached into
the backseat and pulled Charlotte to her. A vapor of mothballs and
mildew enfolded her as Charlotte heard the muffled voice of her aunt,
“Y’all must be exhausted.”
Her eleven-year-old cousin answered, “Obviously.”
Aunt Geneva, Uncle Tommy, and John Mark lived in a faded gray
house with bright yellow shutters, just a few hundred yards up the
hill from Charlotte’s grandparents’ house. Over the next few days,
Charlotte was surprised to learn just how many questions could be
answered by John Mark’s favorite word, “obviously,” and she was
relieved he had to go to school during the day.
That Thursday after they’d finished lunch, Charlotte and her
mother sat with Grandma Ruth and Poppy around the kitchen table.
Charlotte’s mother was smoking, which Charlotte had never seen her
do. A portable television was shoved into the corner of the counter so
the adults could monitor the news while they played cards. Charlotte
sat on a stool next to her mother, Charlie McCarthy on her lap, and
looked over her mother’s shoulder, trying to dodge her exhaled
smoke. She watched the cards her mother collected and discarded.
Occasionally the adults’ casual conversation stopped and Charlotte
knew it was so they could focus on the reporter’s shaky voice and
watch the pictures flashing across the screen. Throngs of people march
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shoulder to shoulder down city streets, placards bobbing overhead,
Dan. All morning the guardsmen have used fire hoses in an effort
to disperse these riots. Charlotte watched sprays of water knocking
people down, sending them skittering across asphalt, like the stones
her father once taught her to skip on their neighbor’s pond. The smell
of cigarettes was starting to make her feel sick.
“Four thousand National Guardsmen! Barbara, you can’t go back
there.” Grandma Ruth’s cards lay face up but no one other than Charlotte
seemed to notice that she had the queen of spades.
Poppy’s discard made a click as he laid it on the pile. “No, she’ll stay
right here for a while. No hurry.”
Charlotte watched policemen on TV holding sticks and plastic
shields in front of their faces. Her mother still had not looked up, but
picked up Poppy’s discard.
Aunt Geneva came in through the back door, talking loudly, refilling
everybody’s cups with coffee as she complained about a lady she worked
with at the Levi’s factory. Charlotte stared at Aunt Geneva’s hands as
she emptied the ashtray at Poppy’s elbow. Charlotte watched her short,
yellowed fingers collect the Pall Mall butts that had spilled out. Geneva
had told her last summer that she could sew thirty-two pockets per hour
on the back of jeans. Charlotte pictured her hands pushing the thick
denim fabric under the machine needle.
Geneva turned and looked at the screen. “Somebody at work said they
heard they’re putting barricades around the city, declaring martial law.”
“Shhh!” Her grandmother pinched Geneva’s arm and frowned.
“Charlotte, why don’t you take Charlie and go out on the porch and
practice making him talk.”
“You can watch for John Mark’s bus,” her mother agreed. She still
had not looked up.
Charlotte listened to the wailing sirens through the screened door
and prayed God, please don’t let it be Daddy that’s hurt, even though she
knew he was thousands of miles away.
Charlotte felt the suspension of time, a static that charged
the increasingly warm April days. She discovered differences between
her summer visits and this, her first spring visit to Kingsport: the cool
air that floated from up under the porch when she sat on the steps,
the damp soil under her bare feet, how pork chops frying in the slight
chill of an April afternoon smelled different than they smelled in the
heat of a July afternoon.
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Charlotte spent afternoons out on the glider, Charlie McCarthy
on her lap, practicing the alphabet. As it turned out, her grandparents
did not have a record player, but she used her book Ventriloquism in
a Month, with the illustrations of where to place her tongue to sound
out the letters. She and her father had gotten as far as L before he left; it
was something they practiced at night before she went to bed, and now
she was up to the letter P. Sounds were substituted for sounds, nothing
as it really seemed—an h for the f so fool became “hool,” feel became
“heel,” geh instead of B. After a lot of practice you should be able to say
words. But instead of banjo, you were really saying “geh-njo.” The book
said that everyone is a born ventriloquist and anyone who studied hard
enough could learn the act of deception. The letter Y would prove to
be the true test. When you can manage without seeing any movement,
as you stand before the mirror, then you will have mastered a great
difficulty, the book assured Charlotte.
Right now she needed to practice her breathing exercises in front
of the mirror, pinching her nose closed and saying a list of words on
page 11, but then she wouldn’t be able to hear the kitchen conversation,
the real talk that only happened when she wasn’t in the room. And if she
was going to find out anything about what was going on at home, she
should keep her post just outside the porch door.
She watched for John Mark’s bus, every once in a while pushing off
with the toe of her shoe to keep the glider moving. Careful to keep an
ear tuned to the kitchen, she could hear the adults’ voices rise as they
all talked at once, and then quiet down. Sometimes she could make out
a few phrases. She thought when her mother’s voice sounded mean she
was probably talking about Charlotte’s father.
She heard a loud hissing of air, followed by the squeal of brakes,
and saw John Mark walking down the hill from the road. From
this distance he looked younger than eleven. Charlotte had boys in
her class who were taller than him. He’s just small for his age, Aunt
Geneva liked to say. She had a hard time finding pants that fit him, so
she made most of them. Today he wore a pair of blue jeans that were
too short. A strip of red-striped fabric had been sewn to the bottom
so that they almost reached the top of his shoes. He read his book
as he walked closer and closer until finally, when he walked up the
porch steps, Charlotte could see it was a comic book, Mandrake the
Magician.
“You like magic?” He pushed his glasses up on his nose with his
middle finger.
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She looked over at Charlie. “Ventriloquism is magic in a way.” She
didn’t like to practice in front of people and propped Charlie in the
corner of the glider. He stared ahead vacantly, one hand in his lap and
the other hanging limply off the edge.
“No, I mean real magic—where things disappear, like coins, rabbits.
Stuff like that.”
“Sure. Why?”
“Come on.”
Charlotte’s mother hadn’t let her leave the house to explore the
fields and old buildings that made up what had once been a large
working farm, so Charlotte now grabbed Charlie McCarthy up under
her arm and anxiously followed John Mark down the path past the
back pasture, where a swaybacked horse grazed. Her cousin swished
a long stick side to side in front of him to move the overgrown weeds,
still brittle from winter. As they walked, John Mark told her how
lucky she was to get out of school. She was surprised to hear him
saying more than “obviously” in his conceited voice. She didn’t mind
school, she told him, and would rather be back home in Memphis. She
missed her friends and she still missed her daddy; it had been a long
time since she’d seen him, and even longer since he’d moved out.
“Why’d he leave you?”
She had never thought of it that way—him leaving her. He left the
house, maybe her mother, or he just decided to move. One day she had a
father, one day she didn’t.
The night Charlotte saw her father in the hallway with his
suitcase, he wore his dark striped coat like he was dressed for church.
When he turned around to pull the door shut behind him, he spied
Charlotte peeking from the front coat closet. He walked over to her
and squatted down. His face was framed in the narrow opening of the
door.
“When I come back I want to hear you say the whole alphabet, with
Charlie, okay?”
“Where are you going?” she asked, but he was already walking
down the hall.
Afterwards, when her mother had come out of the bathroom, she
sat Charlotte down and told her that it was just for a while, that he’d be
back soon.
That had been at the beginning of the school year and now it was
already April.
“My mom said he’s already got a whole other family.”
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“You can’t have two families.” Why would her aunt say that?
Charlotte’s mother had said Aunt Geneva was a gossip and a busybody.
“See that old barn?” he pointed up ahead. “Don’t come here unless
you’re with me.”
Charlotte could see there was only the back half of the building left
and a pile of wood where the front had been. She followed him inside the
barn’s shell, through the shafts of late afternoon sun coming through
the slats. John Mark went to the farthest corner and moved a piece of
plywood propped against the wall. He sat on the floor and pulled an old
wooden box from the dark hole. Charlotte sat next to him.
“I’ll show you real magic.” He held up a stack of cups that held a small
rubber ball. She saw there was a deck of cards with a string attached and
some other small objects resting among the dirt collected in the corners.
“And here’s my wand.” The wand was a long black shiny stick, each end
tipped in white. A few months ago her class had Talent Day and a boy in
her class had dressed as a magician and carried a wand like this one. He
had tried to pull a quarter out of the teacher’s ear but it had fallen out of
his sleeve and on to the floor. When the class laughed, he ran into the
hall and cried. He had been wearing a top hat like Charlie. Charlotte
planned on doing her ventriloquist act at the May Talent Day.
“Can you pull a quarter out of my ear?” she asked him now.
“That’s for amateurs. I can do the Incredible Magic Gun Trick.”
He pulled out the ace of spades. “I’m Mandrake and here’s my bullet.”
Next, he fanned out the deck of cards and told Charlotte to pick a card,
any card. He talked in a nasally voice, trying to sound like an actor or
somebody famous.
“Don’t forget what card it is, and slide it back into the deck now,
little missy.” After Charlotte replaced the card, John Mark split the deck
in two and wedged the top half of the deck between the rest of the cards,
so it made the shape of an L.
“See, this is my gun.” He pointed it at Charlotte. He picked up the
ace. “And this is the bullet. I just load it into the bottom of the gun….”
With the palm of his hand, he punched the card the rest of the way
into the deck and when he did, the card Charlotte had chosen earlier
shot out into the dirt.
“BANG!” He laughed when she flinched.
“That took me a whole year to learn. But that’s nothing….” He
reached back into the dark hole in the wall and pulled out something
wrapped in a yellow towel. He laid the bundle in the dirt between them
and eyed Charlotte warily. “Don’t ever touch this, hear?”
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“I won’t.” She didn’t even know what it was. He took two fingers
and gingerly peeled back each corner of the towel until Charlotte saw
a black gun.
“Is that even real?” she asked him. He had always been a showoff
and she wouldn’t be surprised if this was a toy thing he was trying to
trick her with.
“Obviously.” He leaned forward until his nose almost touched
Charlotte’s, drawing out each syllable slowly, as if she couldn’t understand.
She had never seen a gun in person before, only on the news or on
the Dragnet show.
“I’m going to do the Bullet Catch like Mandrake.”
“Whose gun is that?”
“I found it under my daddy’s bed.”
“And he let you have it?”
“No, stupid. He doesn’t know.” He picked it up and pointed it out to
the field, one eye squinting. “Are you going to tell?” he dared her.
She shook her head no. As an only child she had never had anyone
to tattle on.
“You can be my assistant, Zatanna.”
“What would I have to do?”
“You shoot the gun and I catch the bullet…,” he paused for effect,
“…between my teeth.”
“I can’t shoot a gun. I’ll get in trouble.” Charlotte picked Charlie up
out of the dirt, brushing off his jacket. “You didn’t even tell your mom
where we were going. We better go.”
But John Mark kept talking, describing how Mandrake’s assistant,
Zatanna, shot the bullet through glass first so the audience would know
it was real. “She can do magic, so you’ll have to learn.”
Charlotte walked out of the barn, then stopped and turned around.
“Are you coming or are you going to stay here all night?”
That evening after supper, Charlotte stood next to her mother
in the bathroom, watching her in the mirror as she jerked the hair
brush in swift, sharp strokes. Charlotte traced the ridges of her mother’s
fishnets with her fingertip. She liked watching her mother get dressed
up, and how she acted different when she wore her going-out clothes
and makeup. Not that Charlotte thought her mother was ugly the rest
of the time, because she wasn’t at all. Her thick black hair hung to her
shoulders in pretty waves and she had soft, white skin. Charlotte’s was
freckled just like her father’s.
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Her father thought her mother was pretty, too. Charlotte had seen
him come up behind her mother one time when she was washing dishes.
He had swooped up her hair with one hand and, with his head tilted
sideways, kissed the back of her neck. Charlotte imagined the skin had
been soft and reached out now to touch it, her fingers stretching out over
the edge of her mother’s collar.
Her mother shrugged her shoulder when she felt Charlotte’s tickle.
“Where are you going?” Charlotte asked her.
“I don’t know. Just out with Aunt Geneva and Uncle Tommy.
Why?”
“Because I don’t want to be here with John Mark all night.”
“What kind of thing is that to say about your cousin? Grandma and
Poppy are going to take y’all to Mayfield’s for ice cream.”
Charlotte put one hand on her hip and imitated his voice. “Obviously.”
Her mother stopped brushing in mid-air and stared at Charlotte.
“He’ll say it all night.”
“Sometimes when I look at you, it’s just like looking at your father’s
face.” She started brushing her hair again. “I guess that’s what I’m in
store for the rest of my life,” she said quietly. She gave herself one last
look-over in the mirror.
When they walked into the kitchen, the grown-ups oohed and
aahed over Charlotte’s mother. Her cheeks reddened and she smoothed
the front of her skirt. Charlotte walked behind her, inhaling the White
Shoulders perfume—the smell of her parents going out dancing or over
to a neighbor’s for bridge.
Charlotte would be allowed to stay up until nine o’clock, but wasn’t
to give Grandma any trouble after that. And they were sure to have fun
because John Mark would be staying over on the sofa. Poppy would take
them for ice cream and maybe Grandma would make Jiffy Pop later.
Her mother and aunt walked out the back door, turning to blow kisses
to Charlotte and their mother, and yelled for Uncle Tommy to hurry on
out. Charlotte watched their car go down the driveway, standing on the
porch until the taillights were pinpoints through the trees.
After they went to Mayfield’s, John Mark asked if he could go
up to his house and get a book he wanted to show Charlotte. Grandma
told him to take Charlotte with him so he wouldn’t be alone. It wasn’t
quite dark yet, but he took a flashlight for the walk back.
Instead of heading to his house though, John Mark walked past
it and continued to the barn. Charlotte followed close behind John
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Mark, trying to mask her increasing concern about what he had
planned. When they reached the barn, John Mark stopped at the
entrance, even though there were no walls, just sticks of wood where
a wall used to be. He flashed the light around once, settling on the
hole where he had pulled the gun from just a few days before, now an
opaque and shallow O.
“We’re going to practice the bullet trick tonight.”
“NO!” Charlotte turned to go, but stopped when she saw the
ominous shadows layered behind her.
“Stop being a baby, Charlotte. We’ll use blanks. Even Houdini
didn’t use real bullets.”
He walked over to the corner where he kept the gun. He squatted
on the ground, his flashlight just a pinpoint where he’d laid it in the
dirt. Charlotte stood at the door, cloaked in the murky gray of evening.
When John Mark turned around, a line divided his face in half and
she saw the bulky black shadow in his hand.
“We need something to shoot at.” He looked around. “Something
that’ll stop the bullet.” He reached out for Charlie.
She screamed and hugged the doll to her chest. “Stop! You PISSANT!”
It didn’t sound like her voice.
He laughed at her.
She turned to run back to the house. The road wasn’t very long,
but was lined on both sides with tall oaks, whose sinewy arms now
threatened to pick Charlotte up and kidnap her. Behind her, the arc of
the flashlight bobbed up and down with John Mark’s running. When he
caught up with her, he pulled her arm to stop her.
“Here,” he shoved the cold object at Charlotte. “Hold this for a minute.”
He put the flashlight under his chin while he leaned over and tied
his shoe.
Charlotte stood awkwardly, the half of her body holding the gun
leaning slightly to the left.
He stood up next to her and pointed the flashlight in her face.
“You’d better come back up there with me and put that gun back. And
don’t think about telling ’cause you’ll get in trouble, too.” His face was a
lopsided smirk. “Obviously, since you touched it, too.”
They returned the gun and started back down the hill, walking
faster in the dark now, the house’s yellow windows still a distance away.
It seemed as if it had been hours since they told their Grandma they
were leaving. Charlotte’s heart hammered loudly in her ears and she
struggled to catch her breath as she walked and ran every few steps to
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keep up with John Mark. He waved the flashlight to and fro over the
weeds and warned her to watch out for skunks.
When they came in the back door, John Mark ran into the den
where their grandparents sat watching television.
“Charlotte cussed at me,” he blurted out and plopped on the couch,
pretending to watch TV. Charlotte stood in the doorway, looking down,
embarrassed she had let that word slip. She heard her grandmother tsk tsk
and say she’d have to tell her mother when she got home, Charlotte had
left her no choice.
Later that night, Charlotte woke up with a start, her pajama
top sweaty around her chest, her eardrums ringing. She looked at the
ceiling and remembered where she was. She walked to the window and
opened it to cool off. She checked for flames that might be at the edge of
the sky, listened for sounds of rioting and looting. Who knew? Maybe
chaos and pandemonium were headed this way, marching right up
Interstate 40 even as she slept.
Wrapped in the folds of the heavy damask drapes, she felt invisible
when the car pulled into the driveway, followed by another one. She
watched Aunt Geneva and Uncle Tommy walk into the house. In the
other car, the inside light came on and she saw a man get out from behind
the wheel and walk around to the passenger’s door. He opened it and
extended his hand. A lady climbed out of the front seat and Charlotte
saw it was her mother. She put her hands through the man’s arm, resting
her head on his shoulder.
Charlotte’s stomach had that sour feeling she got when she had her
ears pierced last year. Was she going to faint? She never had before, but
had seen enough women do it in the movies to think that maybe this
would be the feeling they had before it happened. Outside, her mother
and the man were silhouetted, their bodies a large shape with only a few
slits of light between them. She couldn’t see her mother’s features, but
heard her high-pitched laughter, the low mumbling of a man’s voice.
Charlotte, not trusting herself to breathe, let the air escape through
the slit of her mouth, as if she were forming the letter “geh.” Then she
held her breath, counting in her head to fourteen before she felt her
lungs about to scream.
Below the window, her mother turned her face toward him, and
their heads met. Charlotte watched them kiss. Charlotte turned away
but got caught in the thick fabric and twisted and turned. She tried to
find the opening. When she finally did, she saw her mother’s face, then
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the man’s, as they pulled apart and looked up at Charlotte. Her mother
stood staring for a few seconds, then started walking quickly toward the
house. Charlotte jumped across the bed and scrambled to climb under
the covers.
After what seemed like hours, she finally heard the car start,
gravel crunching under tires, the engine sounding smaller till it faded
completely. Then Charlotte waited for the click click of her mother’s
furious heels. She drifted off, her arm crooked over her eyes to shut out
the hall light.
“How long were you spying on me?”
Charlotte jumped out of her sleep for the second time that night.
Her mother loomed over her. She moved Charlotte’s arm away from her
face and stared down at her.
“I wasn’t spying.”
“Don’t lie, Charlotte! I saw you in the window.”
Charlotte’s heart stopped, or she felt that it would. She had never
seen her mother’s face this angry, this close. Her eyes were wide, her
lips were tight, the skin on her neck twitched. She sat down hard on
the bed.
“Can’t I have any fun?”
Charlotte lay still, holding her breath.
“You can bet your father is out having fun.”
Her mother continued staring down at her. Charlotte watched her
nostrils flare as she inhaled and exhaled, she tried to focus on those,
resisting the stick of her eyes.
“Go to sleep.” her mother hissed and lurched off the bed. She
pulled the door to, leaving Charlotte in the thick darkness. From where
Charlotte lay, she could still feel the heat from her mother’s thigh, where
it had been wedged against Charlotte’s leg.
Her stomach hopscotched back and forth. She was ashamed of
herself because her mother was. She felt like this was something she
should keep a secret.
One day after her father had left, Charlotte had been invited by
a friend to go to the movies, but she’d left the money her mother had
given her on her dresser, and had run back down the street to get it
while her friend waited. Charlotte’s mother was out on her Saturday
errands. When Charlotte came in the back door, she smelled her
father’s after shave even before she saw him. She walked into the study
and saw him going through the desk drawers. It already felt strange
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to have him standing here in this room, even though he’d only been
gone for a few weeks.
He didn’t see her standing there. When the lady walked out of the
hall bathroom and into the study, her father was shaking his head, and
Charlotte heard him curse her mother. The lady had red hair and was
wearing a black cape and walked up to Charlotte’s father and started
rubbing his back.
He turned around and saw Charlotte. Then he put his fingers to
his lips, and whispered “Shh, don’t tell your mother you saw me. This
is our secret.” He gathered up some envelopes and papers, brushing her
cheek with his hand as he walked by. He was holding the lady’s hand.
Charlotte heard the back door softly click shut.
The next night Charlotte’s mother went out again, but this
time without Aunt Geneva and Uncle Tommy. She waited at the kitchen
table for her date, rearranging the salt and pepper shakers and pill
bottles, first lining them all up, then putting them in a circle. Charlotte
waited next to her and watched her mother’s face break into a grin when
she heard a car pull up. She got up to greet him and held the screen door
open while he walked up the front porch steps.
“Charlotte, stand up and come here,” her mother whispered out of
the side of her mouth as he walked through the kitchen door.
Charlotte stood in front of him and looked up. He was tall, much
taller than her father. He had very greasy hair and she could see thick
black lines on his head where he had combed it back. His cheekbones
were sharp and he had tiny pinholes all over his bumpy nose.
“This is Mr. Zarcotas. He’s Greek,” Charlotte’s mother announced
proudly.
“Call me Pete.” He reached down to shake Charlotte’s hand and she
smelled his cigarette breath and a fried smell that reminded her of the
carnival. Her mother went upstairs to get her purse and Pete squatted
down next to Charlotte.
“I like your mother.”
She nodded in agreement. He smiled and she saw one of his front
teeth was a dark brown.
“I want to see a lot of her.”
“We don’t live here,” she pointed out.
“I can come visit you. Would you like that?”
Charlotte nodded her head yes to all his questions until her
mother came back down and they left. After her mother had left,
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she’d stayed on the stairs listening, or she guessed her mother would
call it spying.
Her aunt and grandmother talked about Pete and his being Greek.
They thought he was an excellent cook and very talented, could do
almost anything. Even owned his own business, had that nice big
house, very successful. Her mother had known him a long time ago,
before she even met her father. Then her aunt said how things would
be different if Barbara had married Pete instead.
As Charlotte walked up the stairs to go to bed, she heard John
Mark whisper to her from below. She had not been alone with him
since he’d told on her. She ignored him all day and even offered to
help with the dishes so she wouldn’t have to watch TV with him after
dinner.
“My mama said Mr. Zarcotas might be your new daddy.”
Charlotte kept walking up the stairs, unintentionally dragging
Charlie behind.
“I heard he killed somebody.”
“You’re such a liar.” She stopped, but still did not turn.
“How do you know? You’re not even from around here,” he
accused her.
John Mark told Charlotte that Mr. Zarcotas shot his first wife
and put her in their swimming pool to make it look like she drowned.
Charlotte had watched Dragnet enough to know that didn’t make sense.
She turned around now.
“Obviously that wouldn’t work, John Mark, because they’d still see
the hole from the bullet.” She affected her best know-it-all voice.
“You’re not as smart as you think you are, Charlotte. He made it
look like a suicide.”
Charlotte left John Mark standing there and went to bed. In the
dark, she pulled Charlie up next to her and practiced P through Z,
then tried to say “Pete” without moving her lips. It came out like
“teat.” She tried substituting other consonants for P. She thought
about these things now and found it hard to turn off the images of
the past few days that sprang before her eyes, even when they were
clamped tight. She would like to be back in her bedroom in Memphis,
with her pink wallpaper torn in one spot next to her bed, and her
friend Mary Beth down the street, and her father. That night it took
Charlotte a long time to get to sleep. When she finally did, she slept
hard and heavy.
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The next day, the last day of their visit, Grandma Ruth talked
Charlotte into giving them a demonstration of her ability to speak
with still lips. The adults had decided it was safe for Charlotte and her
mother to return to Memphis and so they would leave first thing the
next morning. She expected her mother to be sad, worried, but she
was happy, so happy because Mr. Zarcotas would be driving them
down to Memphis, then would fly home at the end of the week. He
and her mother wanted to spend some more time together getting to
know each other, to see what might happen, they said.
Charlotte moved a stool out to the porch after lunch. When
everyone was seated, she drew an imaginary circle with the toe of
her tennis shoe. “Don’t come any closer than this.” It was necessary
to keep the audience at least fifteen feet away. She turned her back
and practiced her breathing: inhale slowly through parted lips, hold it
as long as possible, exhale slowly through the nostrils. She felt calm.
She felt calm even though Pete Zarcotas scared her. She didn’t know
any other Greek people. He didn’t fit in this picture on this porch with
her family, and he wouldn’t fit in Memphis, either. Didn’t her mother
know her father was coming home? But Pete Zarcotas was sitting on
the porch now watching Charlotte. And her mother sat next to him, her
hand on his knee.
Charlotte’s stomach was like a Mexican jumping bean. Earlier
that morning, while everyone was doing the laundry and fixing
lunch, Charlotte had snuck through the high, dead grass to the barn
and had quietly gone to the back wall with the loose board covering
the dark hole. She sat on the ground for a long time, in the dirt,
trying to talk herself into leaving without the gun, but she had not
been successful. She had reached far back into the hole, with her eyes
closed, and groped until she felt a lump of cloth. She drew out what
she hoped was the towel with the gun wrapped inside. It was heavy
and when she peeled back a corner of the yellow terrycloth, she saw
the black metal and quickly covered it again. She put it in a bucket
and delicately carried it back to the front yard.
She had already put the bucket in the back seat of their station
wagon, with her bag of toys on top to hide it. It would safely wait all
through the night, and be there for their ride back home. Who knew
what pandemonium and chaos Pete Zarcotas might bring with him to
Memphis?
She turned around now and hopped up on the stool, carefully
placing Charlie McCarthy on her lap, crossing his arms. She looked
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out at her audience, a smile plastered across her face, her lips parted
just enough to let the air escape. Today she would use the old man
and old woman routine from page forty-seven of her book, and she
would make her mother laugh. Unlike a magician who just deceives
the audience by sight, the ventriloquist must deceive her audience
both optically and orally. This would be her real test, but she would
master this great difficulty. And she would be ready when her father
came home, as she knew he would one day.
In the back, John Mark held his hand up in the shape of a gun,
pointed his finger right at Charlotte, and pretended to pull the trigger.
His lips slowly mouthed the word “BANG!” and she could almost hear
the shots being fired.
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Maple Ridge
It rains and rains here. Steady.
In fits and starts. The rain bounces
off the screens like tentative bees,
like tacks pelted by an unseen hand.
We haven’t left the house for forty days,
jokes Pastor Vince from his slick
deck next door. Every lawn
on the block has melded together,
grown to a meadow punctured
with delicate ecosystems of fungus
and calamity. The other neighbor’s
boy runs through our yard shirtless,
with a flower-shaped bruise
where his arm meets his chest.
His stepfather chases him down,
stops to show us a matched one
yellowing near his own shoulder—
recoil from the AK, he says proudly.
He was wantin to fire a 12-gauge
shorty at the range, but that woulda
been too much for him. Gavin
is almost nine, so Give-UsHelp-From-Trouble, O Lord,
Sunday’s sermon at Pastor
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Vince’s congregation on bringyour-weapon-to-church day:
“God, Guns, Gospel, & Geometry”
says the message board outside
Tried-Stone, his parishioners packing
in the pews while we get on our knees
to tear out yellow networks of flowers
which outpace our violent efforts,
white and purple clover
that smell like wind and sugar
when they’re beheaded by the mower.
We smooth things over
slowly. Children! Don’t rush.
The month of May has arrived.
Now the rain is harder. The house
tears at its seams, vinyl-siding
stretching to accommodate
air, water, elemental gravities
that seep in while we sleep.
The wind does not howl.
It surgically dissembles
each set of metal chimes
we hang from the porch eaves.
It nods the tall grass
then tramples it like a pack
of roving dogs. Our small son
learned to open doors on his own
some time ago. When the rains stop.
When the rains never stop.
Somewhere a boy has a pistol
blazing a hole in his pocket
the size of the moon. The door
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howls like the wind does not.
This boy has an automatic
assault rifle. Flecks of rain
freckle his face. Careful.
The drops are not neutral.
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Rooted to the Land
I mourn the mahogany glades, rocky pine knolls
Scorched for asphalt boulevards with strip malls
That flash to electropop grooves in neon nights.
Mourn the cemented toads, poisoned snail kites,
Tar-globbed tortoises, the pumped-out aquifer,
Sweetwater lost to salt’s invasion from shore.
Mourn those vast avocado groves along the ridge
Now razed to gauche condos where feral foliage
Is pursued and quelled with atomized atrazine,
Paraquat. But shreds of rural Miami remain.
Stranded among pastel tract houses with stucco
Eaves that shade Santas skating acrylic snow
In late December, slash pines huddle on a slab
Of karst, c-sections agape with resinous scabs,
Clay cups strung to pewter gutters gnawed by rain,
Chippers’ shed blown to tin scraps in hurricane
Weather, work boots petrified to stumps, the long
Blades that hacked heartwood decayed in dung
Of rust, those years before WWII when Miami
Was twanged with schwas, children noosed manatee,
Skinned salt crocodiles, and men toiled piecemeal
Collecting gum for turpentine stills, Jacksonville
To Port St. Joe. One hundred years prior, the first
Pioneer clans, chippers’ kin, through cloudburst
And quicksand, wagoned down the Seminole Trail,
Settled at river’s mouth—Biscayne Bay—in a gale,
Buried their dead, dug wells, sowed corn, dressed swine
For Easter, built stilted houses from dense pine—
Rough-hewn—no nails, just mortise and tenon
Joints, ironwood pegs. Some homesteaders, at dawn
Of day, speared tarpon and bluefin, dove for red
Coral, crabbed, or sponged in shallows. Rogues bet
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On easy life and sailed toward Gulf Stream cays
To loot storm-stricken ships wrecked on the seaway
Between the Spanish main and New Orleans.
God-fearing boys wed young, begat broods, stayed clean
On their bluffs of saw palmetto and coontie cycad,
Tap roots that wind like coral snakes in the limerock,
Milling arrowroot starch with a grinder rigged
From a large cypress log cut with shoe-nail grids,
While those few bachelors who remained honest
Took to chipping pines or mining gold out west.
By the 1890s, Henry Flagler’s East Coast Railway
Brought thousands more fleeing the snowy, gray
Farmyards of childhood, some migrating as far
As Seminole land, its hardwood isles felled, scarred
With hard peat, swales and sloughs drained with muleDriven pumps for outposts like Kendall, Goulds,
Perrine, Naranja, and west of the railroad tracks,
Colored Town, the one unclaimed space where black
Folk, mostly Bahamians, could build a rough-cut
But tidy shack on a footpath without lights, a glut
Of refuse, fetid pools for disease to breed, sprawl,
Yet a surplus of churches to hymn, praise the gospel.
Women worked as nursemaids, cooks, cleaners,
The men porters, tanners, draymen, a few chippers
Hired by homesteaders, crackers, like Big Dan
McIvor, my schoolmate’s grandpa, to sap his stand
Of slash pines, now a strip mall off south Perrine,
But in 1970 a vacant homestead surrounded by pine
Woods where we killed brown rats to feed his python.
I envied the boy, a blond, blue-eyed American
Rooted to the land, unlike us Cubans, castaway
Coconuts bobbing in mangroves, memory’s bay
Ripples of nostalgia that knead our callused clay.
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Baseball on the Radio
Daddy listening, leg slung over the arm of his chair,
cigarette ashing a long gray tube, his hair standing
up in a mop, just washed, smelling like shampoo.
A swing and a miss! Noise explodes from the radio,
people hollering, booing, and he’s cussing and cussing.
I love this Saturday baseball, Daddy smoking and cussing
and drinking bourbon, Mama in the kitchen frying
hamburgers, slicing onions strong enough to kill us.
And me listening, soaking it up on the Olsen Mills
rug we saved our woolly winter rags to send away for.
Now, time out on the mound, and Dizzy Dean praises
the hound dogs he used to know in Lucas, Arkansas,
how they’d run a course in the woods until they had trees
just full of mean old coons, then raise the most joyful noise.
He declares, That’s when I knew there was meat in front
of them dogs, boys!
And that’s when I knew I had the holiest family
stuck in a dip-shit town, listening to spiritual baseball
on the radio, listening to cussing, to frying hamburgers,
to slicing strong onions joyfully, all of us glistening
like the sweet precious blood of bourbon!
While all about me shone
the glory.
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Old Crow
Bird on my daddy’s liquor bottle,
big beak, eyes like Groucho Marx,
I was surprised he tasted so good
in Coca-Cola. Then my mother
flurried in to jerk the drink away,
guilt molting like feathers.
I don’t know why I’m bothering
to think of them on such a pleasant April day
as from mulberry trees to oaks to the flimsy cedars,
crows check perimeters, take pains to let me know
how obnoxious I am drinking on my porch in plain view
of their business and it is the first business
of crows to complain.
Kentucky straight, only kind he could
afford, keeping him until pay day
and that great Rebel Yell. Pleased me
for him to have it, kept him mellowed.
Just as I liked these crows better
in the winter when their wings shadowed
the snow. Now they glow purple-black,
black-blue, the bruises on a man’s face,
and, my god, do you hear the wind
in their wings, like hard breathing
it seems, or the slow flap of really
tired things?
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George Jones’s 4th of July Party, 2000
						
Out of the shagbark hickories circling his barn,
he appeared in a customized golf cart
more suitable for an oil-rich Saudi prince
than a member of the Grand Ole Opry.
Buckshot tires, roll bars, jacked chassis,
it hulked toward us from the fescue below
like the wide steel prow of a destroyer
and there I was, stuck next to his umpteenth nephew
removed, tables of cold potato salad, rib tips,
pies overflowing with foxfire-white meringue.
All around, the A-frames of his extended kin
sat like miniature, vinyl-sided pyramids
on the buxom Tennessee hills. As he neared,
I wasn’t sure which version I’d meet—
“White Lightning”’s stuttering crew-cut,
the smoke-tinted groom of Nixon-era duets,
the coked no-show, or the born-again,
sober-throated populist. I waited,
terrified by delight, listening while relatives
recounted the man’s mythic facility for divorce,
the three days in 1980 he went Donald Duck
and only spoke in a low, quackish kazoo-language.
148  u Crab Orchard Review

James Thomas Miller
When he topped the rise, everyone quieted,
not in pride or reverence, but as if he’d heard us.
Lard-tan, silent as fear, he was just a possum,
crowd-spooked and cornered on a dark screen porch.
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Progressive Auto and Tractor Parts
Slow days we launched potatoes from an ether-filled pvc pipe
until Larry, the owner, rained yam on an eastbound Cadillac
driven by the most respected corrupt judge in our county.
The store employed two people, Larry’s brother Gary and me.
I sat low rung on the totem, drudge to the clientele with
gummed-up fuel pumps and hydraulic hoses that bled
sap-slashes of hazel across concrete floor I swept at five.
My job was simple, easily performed by the comatose or insane.
I enjoyed free reign of the snack machine and odd weekends off.
Gary, ersatz survivalist, kind as a wounded Unitarian, worked
the counter. Thirty with a hazardous red bouffant, he espoused
the death penalty, NRA and less-secret cabals of the Illuminati
to any customer who’d listen or didn’t know that Gary still
lived with his parents, liked to call himself Captain Badass.
Larry craved finance, respectability. Oldest, married for a decade,
he was Gary’s opposite, dad-handsome, reliably crew-cut,
articulate both to Ohio lug salesmen and local mechanics.
Baby on the way, he bought into every pyramid scheme available:
vitamin diets, gourmet emu meat, a semi-legal cousin of dynamite.
For all his MBA and half-priced alternators, he walked the place
into the dirt. His wife miscarried, left town a month later, then
divorced him by mail. When the letter arrived, he put it on his desk,
strolled outside and began picking up garbage in the parking lot.
Gary and I didn’t notice him gone, so when closing time came
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we clocked out and locked the doors, oblivious to layoffs,
riven wombs, how fragile ends, until Larry stood, holding
a bird from below the plate glass window. Limp, tea-cup small,
the swallow fit in his palm. He pointed at the store’s façade
and said, They been dying out here all day while we’re busy inside.
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God and Tennis
He asked if he could share the bench
with me. His name is David Crawford
and he wanted to know what I was reading.
William Blake. Poetry. Do you get into
spiritual things, he asked. Sure, I replied,
still not seeing what was coming.
Do you mind if I share my beliefs with you,
and he continued with the usual—finding salvation
through Jesus Christ, the Bible as God’s word,
and so on. I had looked hard
for a bench in a secluded area
with no luck and settled on this one
alongside the walking path
in the busiest section of the park. As he talked
I watched two teenage girls play tennis.
I asked him who he thought was better,
Venus or Serena Williams. He said
he doesn’t follow tennis. He said he is a student
at the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary.
I asked who he thought God was talking to
when he said, “Let us make man
in our image.” The thock, thock from the tennis court.
The laughter of children from the playground,
the squeal of a swing set.
He said it was Jesus and the Holy Spirit.
He wanted to talk about atonement.
I tried to engage him in a conversation
about metaphor when a tennis ball landed at his feet.
He looked at it as if he had never seen a tennis ball before
then chucked it back over the high fence.
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In September
Year after year, cornfields—the stalks
drying brown, slow rattle of leaves.
As my car creeps past, I look at them
caught in sunrise.
Farther along the road, I notice
cotton in the field, cloudlike.
I can barely stop wondering who worked,
wailed there—what voices whispered.
For a stretch of miles,
the tobacco: yellow, drooped.
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The First Black
for Claudius B. Claiborne
I didn’t start when we played
in South Carolina and Alabama
where confederate flags
waved in the down-south sky,
and racists threw eggs at our bus.
But when we competed against Temple
and Michigan State, I started—
the other guys couldn’t guard “them.”
Alumni said they needed “us”
in the ACC, back in 1965.
But can you imagine
what it was like as I drove the lane,
not even thinking about a rebound?
Can you imagine how prejudice bounced
against me, hook shot its orange orb?
Can you imagine what rampant
hostile vibes stunned the court
as I simply dribbled and wove
through obstacles that picked me?
The athletic directors didn’t
want us: at Maryland,
at Duke. But things had to change.
Thirty-nine years ago,
the significance
didn’t flick off the rim of my mind
as light glossed the dusty gym.
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Self-Reliance
The hardscrabble blue of the house had faded,
sea-changed by years of rain, the dishpan-scour
of wind, until the roughhewn planks
had worn through, deadwood-gray—
color of ramshackle barns—barely held together
by eight dollars worth of nails and the sheer will
of a single mother with two children to feed.
Between the three of them, they owned
five dresses pieced and stitched from bargain store remnants,
three pairs of Salvation Army store jeans, six radio-station give-away
tee-shirts, hard-won at the payphone of the corner Piggly Wiggly.
Bellwether Saturdays, they rummaged country roadsides
for wild carrots and poke salat, sassafras to boil for medicinal
cups of tea, ginseng to sell to Wallace Turnipseed, local root-doctor,
windfall apples, acorns, walnuts, pecans—ingredients
for recipes she’d learned at her granny’s knee, recipes
all labeled in the same fragile hand—
“How to Feed a Family from Scratch and Tribulation.”
Her vinyl kitchen floor gaped, a fist-sized hole, large enough
for winter to crawl through, snapping at their heels,
an ill-tempered Chihuahua. Sometimes she wished
she had the gumption to marry Roy Goodman, paunchy and balding,
with no sense for seduction, the social skills of a cabbage.
He’d had faith enough to ask her,
as if she would bloom into someone new,
as if all it would take was scrubbing her mouth out with soap,
baptizing herself in the Duck River, softening the pure peroxide
brass of her hair. But she refused him, bone-sure
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she’d end up in some back-alley hotel, dress puddled
onto the floor, a rhinestone-talking rascal cupping her breasts,
his honey-dusk voice pretending
to memorize her phone number—snake-threaded through gapped teeth,
“I promise baby gal as soon as I get settled, I’ll send for you.”
Maybe if she were colorblind, the world a black-and-white
photograph, she could ferret details she always missed—
lightning cracks in the road, in the walls, in the ceiling.
								
“Idiot girl,” she told herself, “God gave you two good hands.”
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Drawl
Somewhere on the drive down I-71, I lose my diphthongs. I know
that I have them with me when I leave my new home in the Midwest,
but they’re always gone by the time I reach my childhood home in
rural Arkansas. Perhaps they blow out when I roll down the window
and pop in The Judds’ Greatest Hits as I cross the Arkansas state line,
or perhaps I toss them out, knowing I’ll pick them up on my way back.
No matter how they take their leave, one thing is certain: If I were to
say “I try” at home in Arkansas, and someone hit pause at the moment
I finished either word in the sentence, my mouth would be positioned
such that a medium-sized moth could fly in.
A course I’m taking in American English dialects has taught me
that the process by which I reduce a two-part vowel, or diphthong, to
a one-part vowel, or monophthong, through the elimination of the
glide is called monophthongization. This is the process that allows the
moth to fly in. I was fluent in this process long before I knew its name.
That was before I knew that the language I spoke and heard all around
me was considered vernacular. It was before I knew my language was
considered non-standard, and it was long before the weight of the
negative connotations of those terms was palpable. I could do a decent
job of explaining the sociohistorical and linguistic factors that influence
my homespun speech. Peppering my argument with citations of credible
scholarly sources, I could argue that no dialect is linguistically inferior
to any other. But my y’all has become you all. And I don’t dare step into
a classroom without my diphthongs.
I’ve learned that there are terms for many of the features of what I
deem, affectionately, the drawl. The textbook (which refers to the drawl
as the Southern dialect) is awash with references to pronunciation
as well as grammatical and lexical features that are specific to the
South. I learned that when someone asks me if I can go out on
Friday, and I say “I might could,” I am using a double modal. When
a person says, “I was so embarrassed, I liketa died,” she is making a
counterfactual statement. Using cain’t instead of can’t is an example
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of the transparency principle, which, in this case, serves to ensure
that negation is clear. According to my textbook, these features are
exclusive to the drawl.
Invigorated not only by my new insights into the language of
my culture, but also by its presence within my course of study, I have
focused almost obsessively on my dialect in all of my homework
assignments. When I commented in jest on my twenty-seven-year-old
brother’s impending senior citizen status, my dad replied “Well, you ain’t
no dead-durn spring chicken, neither!” I analyzed the origins and
social implications of his statement in a formal language observation.
I bought a birthday card in the humor section that featured a onetoothed man dressed in overalls and holding a pig; the card read “Me
and Emma’s plum tickled it’s your birthday.” I did field research on
usage of and attitudes toward plum as an adverb, and wrote another
formal language observation. I have started cataloguing Southern
expressions for my final project: my parents and I came up with over
one hundred in about an hour on my last visit home. The drawl is a
rich dialect indeed.
Though I’ve worked hard to put my culture in an academic
conversation, I can’t help but feel a little sad. I know I’m grasping
at what may be my only chance to bring home to school. And home
doesn’t seem to belong. Some people in my hometown fly rebel flags
on their trucks or in windows of their homes to display Southern
pride. Though I have always been embarrassed by this practice,
I think I understand the impulse. It could be that these people are
proud of their Southern heritage, and they want everyone to know it.
They are firmly grounded in the South, and they dare others to scoff
or to make fun. Or it could be that they want to make everyone think
that they are proud, even themselves. My homework may be my own
little rebel flag.
I learned in class that a “shibboleth” is a linguistic password of sorts
that is used to determine group membership. Interest piqued, I looked
for the origin of the word and found that it comes from a story in
the Bible. Two tribes, the Gileadites and the Ephraimites, had a
great battle. The Gileadites claimed victory and set out to capture
the remaining Ephraimites. To do this, they blocked passage to the
River Jordan, where the Ephraimites tried to flee, and asked each
person who wanted to cross to pronounce the word shibboleth. The
Ephraimites had no sh sound in their dialect, so they pronounced
sibboleth. Certified by their own tongues as the enemy, they were
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slaughtered. The shibboleth was a sure test to determine friend or foe,
us or them. It was quick, easy, and seemingly foolproof. I wish I knew
a test like that.
The same visit home where I gathered the Southern expressions,
I overheard my Dad making suggestions to a carpenter who was
working on my parents’ house, and the sensitivity I’ve honed in my
American English course kicked in. My dad said, “What a man might
do is lower that window a couple feet.” My ears perked up. “You know,
a man might go ahead and work on the color of this brick, too.” Why
did Dad use “a man” rather than addressing the carpenter directly,
and how did that usage function rhetorically? What kind of ethos was
Dad trying to create? In what context was this usage common? I have
never heard “a woman” used in a similar way—why not?
These were the questions I asked my dad after the carpenter left. He
sat in a rocking chair with a glass of iced tea for almost an hour talking
with me. I ignored the look of “Why does any of this matter?” on his face.
Finally satisfied, I let out a sigh and commented on how interesting that
usage was. Rising from his chair to go work on the house, my dad said
“Sure, if you want to look that deep into it.” A pang of embarrassment
shot through me that was followed by the slow rise of something like
resentment. I did want to look that deep into it. The questions that I
asked do matter.
My resolve weakened, though. The embarrassment lingered. Should
I spend so much of my time thinking and talking about language? Does
any of it really matter? Is graduate school a waste of my time? When I
was little, the word Daddy had three syllables. I turned a monophthong
into a diphthong, which is a process called vowel breaking. It came out
“day-uh-di,” which sounds an awful lot like deity. Considering how I’ve
always regarded my dad, that’s not too far off the mark.
“The thing I love most about this girl is that she’s a Southern
belle, but she’s super-educated, too,” said my friend from Philadelphia
when he introduced me to a stranger. He was trying to flatter me. I
think I smiled and let an anxious giggle slip out (that’s what Southern
belles do, right?), but my mind was reeling. Neither label accurately
introduced me. I knew my friend was trying to be complimentary, but
his words reinforced the chasm between home and school that I had
been trying to either bridge or deny completely. The either/or of his
statement loomed large: I cannot be both clearly Southern and clearly
educated. I must be one or the other. I know this is faulty (I learned early
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in graduate school to question binaries), but I also know that my friend
merely implied without malice a widely accepted shibboleth: if you hear
a drawl, expect ignorance.
Thus, when I moved to the Midwest to attend graduate school, I
found my diphthongs. Without allowing myself to be wholly conscious
of the transition, I began to sound less Southern and move closer to
Standard American English. Before my American English course, I
changed only the most obvious features because they were the only
ones I was aware of. Now, I can hear and describe many more of the
features of my dialect. I’ve been given the tools to eliminate it almost
completely. What could I possibly need it for?
On my last visit home, I went to a football game at my old high
school. In smiling silence, I walked toward the bleachers where I had
spent countless Friday nights. I ran into old teachers and classmates,
all of whom still live in or around my hometown. I heard about my
classmates’ jobs, I met my classmates’ children. Without fail, each of
my old friends and acquaintances smiled and nodded politely when I
said that I had moved away, that I’m still in school. Yes, I like it there.
No, I’m not married. Well, no, I won’t be moving back soon. I have
a few years of school left. English, I study English. The same curious
combination of embarrassment and resentment that I experienced
with my dad only hours earlier crept upon me again as I saw myself
reflected in each pair of eyes. I had no rebel flag to display, there was
no trace of pride. They didn’t know that I listened to The Judds on
my drive, or that all my homework was about the South. Using a
shibboleth of their own, each of them asked me “Do you make it home
much?” With as much fervor as I could muster, I said honestly, “I try.”
I made sure to leave enough room for the moth to get in.
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The Real New South
Two hours southeast of Atlanta lies Milledgeville. The town
sits right in the center of Georgia and is part of rural Baldwin County,
the soil red clay, the streets once walked by Klansmen, and what
was once the world’s largest psychiatric institution—Central State
Hospital—hovers on the town’s outskirts. If any true consideration
can be given toward reimagining the South as the “New South,” I
suggest one starting place is whether an Asian-American, someone
not already part of the predominant African-American and white
binary, can permanently reside here.
Seven years ago I walked to the main intersection at Hancock
Street and Wayne Street, looked both ways, and scrutinized how the
primary businesses extended only a block in all four directions of
the compass. Could such a small town (officially designated as a city)
become my home? Earlier that day I had gazed almost reverentially,
like a tourist in awe, at grand historic homes with broad white
columns; black iron plaques in front of each address designated the
dates of construction and what venerable families had lived in each
house and for how long, most of the initial years from c. 1800–1830.
The eternal acknowledgements prompted the thought that the myth of
the Old South was still very powerful, and that such a myth would not
give way easily to attempts at being rewritten and becoming recast as
a part of the New South, which would include the likes of me.
But, putting our fears aside (since her family was in Atlanta), my
wife and I eventually chose to move to Milledgeville from Houston,
Texas. I told myself that my presence as part of the 1.5% Asian
population out of 18,000 Milledgeville residents would matter and be
significant. I hoped to become a racial pioneer.
To learn the town required knowing the streets better. What I
discovered, like a diligent surveyor, is that when you drive down from the
north, proceeding on Highway 441, otherwise known as Columbia
Street, national retail and restaurant chains abound. There’s a glut
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comprised of Walmart, McDonald’s, Arby’s, Wendy’s, Ruby Tuesday,
Starbucks, Walgreens, CVS, Ace Hardware, Lowe’s, Dollar General,
Kroger, Blockbuster, Office Max, K-Mart, as well as Honda, Toyota,
and Chevrolet dealerships. The large signage and sense of uniformity
is ugly and somewhat numbing. You have to ignore the longest stretch
of highway to keep from getting a headache, but to me this retail
zoning is also a sign of the outside world being kept out, of the town
controlling its identity.
But what is that identity? The subsequent stretch, closer to
Milledgeville, is filled with hard-times financial profiteers. Crammed
together in less than a mile, one sees Speedee cash, Pawn and Wholesale,
Rent-A-Center—“No credit needed”—Titlebucks Title Pawn—“We
Give More! No credit check!”—Spires Auto Sales—“No Credit
Check”—Penny’s Title & Pawn, Northside Loans, and finally the
offices of Get Cash Fast—“Tax Refund Loan.” Two massive billboards
along the road proclaim: “Titlebucks Title Pawn, We Give More! No
Credit Check!’ and “Wilkinson Title Pawn, No Credit Check! We Loan
More For Less!” It is no coincidence that a sizable section of lower-class
African-American homes are adjacent to these high-interest predatory
businesses, and the irony does not escape me how one of the cross streets
is Martin Luther King Jr. Drive. Right after this, railroad tracks cross the
highway, which then thins into a single lane road.
Soon one encounters some of the older historic homes, and reaching
the Georgia College campus, you can observe how the town proper
does not allow any large-scale chains. This is quaint, idyllic small town
America with antique shops, restaurants called Buffington’s, The Brick,
Velvet Elvis, Aubri Lane’s, Kuroshika, and Amici’s. The independent
Blackbird coffee shop, Scoops Too (an ice cream parlor), Bayne’s
Army Navy, and the Whipple Office Equipment Company exemplify
small private businesses as well. The Baldwin County courthouse,
Milledgeville City Hall, a visitor’s center, and the U.S. Post Office
are also located downtown, and the city slogan, “Capitals, Columns
& Culture,” appears proudly on signs and in storefront windows.
The word “capital” must be included since Milledgeville was the
antebellum capital of Georgia, and there is even a bed and breakfast
called the Antebellum Inn.
But if one drives south on Elbert Street, where Route 112 becomes
Vinson Highway, the landscape alters rapidly and becomes much
less prosperous, the houses situated close together, many with rusted
tin roofs, some boarded up, with peeling paint and weedy yards and
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long standing “For Sale” signs. Trash obscures some of the lawns, and
a trailer park has been bestowed with the ill-fitting name, Chateau
Village. The road soon leads by Central State Hospital, almost all
of the brick buildings abandoned, decaying, the windows still with
bars, the mood haunting and eerie like the set of a horror film. Rivers
State Prison follows—it is said to have served as the inspiration for
Milledgeville native Flannery O’Connor’s character, The Misfit, in
the story “A Good Man Is Hard to Find.” On water towers, turkey
vultures perch en masse, as unpleasing as gargoyles to the eye. Yet
this part of town is where I ended up living for my first year, renting a
small house just off Route 112 on Perry Drive.
Real estate agents do not show prospective white buyers this
neighborhood because most of the residents are from lower income
brackets. Nevertheless, my wife and I lived there on a modest black and
white street where I was the only Asian to be found for miles. The year
of renting there and learning the geography of Milledgeville confirmed
what I had believed while growing up in New York. Although one can
discover many stories of pockets of other races residing in the South—
even of Asians living in Mississippi—the Old South was, by and large,
black and white, segregated by law, and the legacies of this binary still
abound, although politicians in the past, and as of late, would like to
claim otherwise.
My readings tell me that the phrase “New South” was originally
used directly after the Civil War to describe a South with an economy
no longer tied to slavery, an economy that would rival that of the rest
of the industrialized nation. In an 1889 address to Boston’s Bay Street
Club, the editor of the Atlanta Constitution, Henry W. Grady, gave a
defiant speech filled with excessive regional pride:
We have got the biggest marble-cutting establishment on
earth….We have got a half-dozen woolen mills…, and iron
mines, and iron furnaces, and iron factories. We are coming to
meet you. We are going to take a noble revenge, as my friend,
Mr. Carnegie, said last night, by invading every inch of your
territory with iron, as you invaded ours twenty-nine years ago.
During the Civil Rights Movement in the 1960s, racial conflict
renewed the South’s backward image nationally because of the insistence
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by many on compulsory legal segregation, but still, in 1957, governors
like LeRoy Collins of Florida, known as a spokesman for the New South,
were promoting an open-minded attitude toward integration. Since then,
others like Carroll Campbell, Jr. of South Carolina, and Lamar Alexander
of Tennessee have followed, embracing progressive ideas on education,
supporting economic growth and furthering integrationist goals.
Yet more recently the New South is being heralded as more
global, more cosmopolitan, as well as being ethnically diverse. Prior
to the current recession there was also a reported economic boom in
the South, while the Midwest suffered tremendous job losses. Atlanta
claims the third most Fortune 500 companies in the nation, trailing
only behind Houston and New York. In this New South, banking and
auto manufacturing are on the rise, and one of the more humorous
expressions I have heard, inspired by the BMW plant now located near
Greenville, South Carolina, is how BMW stands for “Bubba Makes
Wheels.”
But on Vinson Highway in my real New South, some local residents
say—with a particular gleam of pride in their eyes as if knowing a
greater truth—that they’re from “the Dirty South.” On Vinson
Highway, Milledgeville builds no new parks and fails to invest in the
rejuvenation of large-scale public spaces. The development of new
businesses is rarely encouraged, unlike downtown or to the north of
the city. Young African-American men often walk out into the road,
brazenly straddling the solid white stripe of the breakdown lane,
frequently causing drivers to swerve. These rebellious gestures are
expressions of pride and ownership, signs of masculinity and control,
and of frustration over institutionalized poverty. The low—one’s
street bravado—trumps the high of any vehicle of status, defies anyone
regardless of income. Who owns the road? Only these young AfricanAmerican men do. It is a constant protest that all is not well. As sad as this
leaves me, I have observed the same behavior while driving through the
rest of rural Georgia, and parts of Florida, Alabama, and South Carolina,
where economic segregation—like an old sore—still exists.
Of course division can be found in the North, but the North does
not insist on renaming itself. And in terms of ethnic diversity, as far as
our Asian population is concerned, whether on the downtown streets
of Milledgeville, or at Georgia College where I’m an English professor,
I often ponder how I see fewer Asians in a year than I can glimpse in an
afternoon at any urban airport. My first year here I kept my own “Asian
watch,” the total ending at thirty-six. This left me feeling isolated, like
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some kind of rare bird or endangered species. Georgia College, as
well, is classified as a P.W.I., a predominantly white institution. Only
12% of the students are students of color. Minority recruitment, the
administration says, must be a priority.
The predominant myth of the Old South, of course, is not
of integration, but of the South’s stately traditions that give rise to
connotations of grace and elegance and refinement, with specific
behaviors like Southern charm and hospitality. Think mansions,
porches, and being offered iced tea or a mint julep. But too much
old grandeur was interwoven with slave plantation economies and
therefore doomed to failure. In terms of the greater consciousness
now, or what lies within the minds of the New South’s citizenry, the
Old South’s unfavorable racial premises and principles are—except
within the minds of an ignorant and radical, out-of-step minority—
fortunately dead, done, and gone, buried like a patriarch.
So we have the New South that I consider becoming a part of,
which is clearly not a reality because of lingering economic segregation,
but more like an ideal or a guiding principle.
Mythical Southern hospitality, however, still remains, though
less associated now with grandeur than promoted by individuals.
Unparalleled graciousness still exists, in other words, apart from all
the flawed premises of the Confederacy.
My father-in-law, Bobby Dodd, Jr., the son of legendary Georgia
Tech football coach Bobby Dodd (who was actually Robert Lee Dodd,
named for General Lee) could not have been more welcoming: That I
married his white daughter has never mattered, my Chinese background
not so much as a topic of discussion. We go fishing, like to watch football
together, and six years ago after he happened to catch a nice speckled
trout, I asked for his daughter’s hand in marriage. He has continually
offered to help decorate our houses with furniture from the Dodd
family antique business. My mother-in-law, Margie Dodd, encouraged
that my wife and I be married in her backyard garden in Decatur, and
on the day of the wedding, graciously welcomed my entire AsianAmerican family into her home.
Likewise here in Milledgeville: The people who work the counter
at a local bakery, the Goodie Gallery, noticing my affinity for custard
pie, told me that I only have to call in the morning and they will
bake a fresh pie and save it for me. A retired conservation officer,
Marion Nelson, allows me to hunt undisturbed on a large parcel of
Crab Orchard Review

u  165

Allen Gee
his property; I go for the peace and quiet, to restore myself from the
demands of teaching, mainly watching wildlife, rarely taking a shot.
Along the same vein, John Baum, a descendant of an old Milledgeville
family, has taken me fishing on the local waters of Lake Sinclair for
several seasons. A longtime friend, African-American poet Sean
Hill—who I met while studying at the University of Houston—grew
up in Milledgeville. After he read here recently, his family invited me
over for a steak and crab dinner.
As much good as there is in the South, at the same time I am
continually asked about how much racism I have experienced.
My first day at a local bank, carrying my driver’s license, Social
Security card, passport, a newly-signed lease, a power bill with my
name on it, and a copy of my birth certificate, I asked to open a checking
account. The woman at the customer service desk eyed the passport,
however, and proclaimed, “You can’t get an account with that!”
She was rushing to judgment, assuming I was one of Georgia
College’s international students, newly-arrived from abroad—forget
that my grandfather came to the United States in 1908. Normally I
am not quick to speak up in public, but that morning at the bank,
defensive because I was uncertain about making my way in the Deep
South (there is even a local realtor here called “Deep South”), I said in a
loud, masculine and harsh voice, “Why can’t I open a checking account
here? I was born in the United States—I have my birth certificate, my
Georgia driver’s license, and I was just hired at the local college as an
English professor. What does it take?”
Silence ensued throughout the entire bank. The clerk proceeded
to apologize. Her racism was a form of ignorance and assumption, a
reminder that nothing can be taken for granted on a day-to-day basis
for a person of color, not even in contemporary America.
Likewise, each semester whenever I enter a classroom for the first
time—especially if I’m teaching a core class like World Literature
to non-English majors—I confront apprehension on students’ faces,
their nervousness almost palpable about whether I’ll be capable of
speaking clear English or not. A time or two I haven’t said anything
for a moment, smiling to myself, enjoying the students’ discomfort,
letting them dwell in the bias of their limited perspectives until finally
I’ll say a few introductory words, and hearing their relief escape in
long breaths, I’ll shake my head and wonder: What if I assumed they
were all as ignorant and racist as some of their fellow Southerners?
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In April 2007, after the tragic shooting spree at Virginia Tech in
Blacksburg, Virginia, I received a telephone call from the Georgia College
newspaper, The Colonnade, asking if I would make a comment about the
shooting. I wondered what possible association or connection the student
reporter could be making between me—a hard-working, well-adjusted
forty-four-year-old Chinese-American creative writing professor—and
Seung-Hui Cho—a senior undergraduate creative writing major who was
born in Korea, who had been declared mentally ill by a Virginia Special
Justice and accused of stalking two female students, who had just shot
and killed thirty-two people and wounded many others, committing
the deadliest shooting rampage by a single gunman, on or off campus,
in U.S. history? Why had the reporter contacted me, instead of another
creative writing program faculty member? Was the reporter asking if
I knew what it was like to go mad, to become murderous and crazy,
in a small Southern town? I told the reporter that for an overarching
statement he should speak to Martin Lammon, the director of our
creative writing program, who is a white male from Ohio.
On another level, if I happen to be eating in a local Chinese
restaurant like Lieu’s Peking or if I’ve ventured out for sushi at Little
Tokyo, I’ll glance up and notice white people staring, watching how
well I use chopsticks. They can’t help themselves; it’s like a form of
voyeuristic Orientalism—unfettered curiosity about what seems
foreign, strange, the exotic right there in front of them. Not to mention
how I’ll often be the only Asian person eating in an Asian restaurant
here; my presence must be like a barometer of whether the food is
good or not. I often joke with the restaurant owners that I should be
charging them for my endorsement.
All of this is dwarfed, though, by what I heard one morning
downtown. I asked an older white man who is a barber about what he
thought of Barack Obama’s presidential candidacy. The man erupted,
his voice spewing, telling me he was glad as hell they’d gotten that
bitch Hillary Clinton out of there, but that Obama was nothing but
a slick talkin’ nigger who belonged to a heathen church. Here was the
ugly Old South, still alive like a boxer with a swollen eye, beaten,
nearly down for the count, but still able to throw a vicious punch;
here was underlying hate, still lurking, not far beneath the “Bless your
hearts,” and the “Yes, sirs” and “No, sirs,” just below the surface of the
unparalleled icon of the Southern gentleman. Southern hospitality
not withstanding, I have not returned to the man for a haircut since.
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Racism, I am glad to say, though, will not determine whether
I remain in Milledgeville. I believe my sense of cultural isolation will
be the most crucial factor.
Since we moved to Georgia to be closer to my wife’s family, in this
way I was partly adhering to the Chinese tradition of living for one’s
family rather than prioritizing one’s individual needs. Another aspect of
being Chinese-American for me is that I grew up in a Chinese restaurant
family; my grandfather ran a Chinese restaurant in the Bronx and
held interests in others in Chinatown, New York, so food occupies an
important part of my cultural memory. My father grew up cooking in
our family’s restaurant, and each weekend during my youth he cooked
traditional Cantonese meals.
But here, the Chinese restaurant voted the best by Milledgeville
residents is Lieu’s Peking, which is located in a shopping mall. The
first time I met the young Asian man who runs the front counter,
Bob, I knew he wasn’t Chinese. He told me that no one had ever
questioned his ethnicity before and admitted, with a downward look
of embarrassment, that he is Korean and grew up in Des Moines, Iowa.
The menu at Lieu’s quickly reveals to the knowing eye, also, that they
don’t serve “authentic” Chinese cuisine, but what I call Chinese junk
food or palatable cuisine for less adventurous white people. There are
the predictable sweet-and-sour dishes, chow meins, lo meins, egg rolls
and won ton soups, and varieties of fried rice.
When I long for the food of my childhood, I ask Bob, “Do you
have any juk or chow fun today?” He tells me that they don’t serve
that, meaning they don’t cook rice porridge or flat rice noodles. And
if I am in a sarcastic mood I might ask, “How about some steamed
sea bass with ginger? Bob will always reply that he can’t make that
here, and then he’ll look at me as if I’m being far too unreasonable and
demanding. I suppose, to him, that I am. But for me Lieu’s Peking is more
indicative of the potential difficulty of my staying in the New South. In
the same way that the menu is watered down and authenticity is lost, I,
too, will be asked to keep subtracting more and more of my true self.
To find authentic Chinese food these days, I must travel two and
half hours to the north side of Atlanta to a restaurant called Canton
Cooks; this is where I drive for Chinese New Year’s or to eat dim sum
(little steamed dumplings) on the weekend. In Houston, I frequented a
restaurant in one of the two Chinatowns there, Ocean Palace, for dim
sum with Asian friends up to three times a month, and I ate weekly
at a place called Canton Seafood five minutes from my home. Once
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after catching a limit of flounder in the Texas Gulf, I brought two fivepound flounder on ice to Canton Seafood, and the owner, Sam Siew,
in the spirit of celebrating fresh food, had his chef prepare both fish in
the restaurant’s large steamer. When the fish were brought out upon
decorative silver platters, infused with slices of ginger and scallions,
served Chinese-style, head and all, I beamed with sated joy.
If I tell someone here that I grew up in New York they will,
harking back to the old divide between North and South, either in a
casual or more serious tone, remark, “Oh, you’re a Yankee.”
What intrigues me about this is that I have never felt responsible
or to blame for any of the long-standing geographic confrontation or
for any of the racism and mistreatment between blacks and whites.
My immigrant roots separate me from this tragic history: ChineseAmericans didn’t contribute to slavery. In fact, while Africans were
forcefully being brought here, Chinese wanted to immigrate but
became the object of anti-interracial marriage laws and deportation
campaigns, particularly in the 1800s in California, where slogans
arose like “The Chinese Must Go!”
While I’ve already recounted some of the racism I experience
from whites, at the same time I’m constantly surprised by AfricanAmericans, who upon hearing that I was born and raised in America,
make offhand remarks such as, “Oh, so you’re basically white.”
Their inherent assumption that I would want to think of myself as
white strikes me as silly. Why would I want to be white, especially in
the South, when that association here includes intense racism with its
history of slavery and lynching? More importantly, why would I want
to deny my own Chinese history and culture?
I think that those African-Americans who like to assume that I have
white privileges, or the upper hand of lighter skin pigmentation, aren’t
aware that some whites, especially in the academic arena I work in, view
me as a fierce source of competition, fearing I’ll match the stereotypical
Asian prodigy, or be the diligent hard-working immigrant. One white
male writer once complained to me in a jealous tone, “I wish I had a
cultural background like yours to draw upon!”
I replied, “I think you have plenty of models for white success like
Hemingway, Faulkner, and Fitzgerald, and later on, well, how about
Raymond Carver, Richard Ford, and Tobias Wolff? And now there’s
Jonathan Franzen. I think white men can still do just fine.”
While I do consider myself hard-working—which stems from my
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family’s original blue-collar Toisanese farming roots in China—my
determination stems more from desiring to live the most involved
writing and teaching life possible, for the sake of wanting to fully
explore the life of the mind.
So for me, being Asian in the New South means occupying a
unique space, the territory of my own, neither black nor white. While
my features often serve as ethnic camouflage because whites will
often unknowingly make extremely racist comments about AfricanAmericans in my presence believing I’ll remain complicit or that I
might hold the same beliefs, if I hear such prejudice then I abruptly
cut those ties. And although some African-Americans believe I have
advantages because my complexion is lighter or supposedly more
acceptable and might also view me as a competitor vying for limited
claims to minority status, they have not walked far enough in my
shoes and would certainly be surprised to know how much we share
in common, as different as we are.
Time, I have learned, seems to pass more slowly in central
Georgia; in fact there is almost a sense of timelessness. The seasons are
far more defined and distinct in other parts of the country: here I only
endure the cold bleak grayness of winter from January to March—
without any adhering snow—followed by the warmer weather of April
and May, and then there is the blazing, stifling heat of summer from
June to September. From October to December, the leaves barely change
so spectacular foliage and below-freezing nights are only a memory.
One consequence of this lack of strong seasonal distinction is that
there isn’t always a feeling of urgency, as if I’ve become disconnected
from all of the feelings and associations that used to warn or signal me
that a year was passing. Sometimes I’ve felt suspended in time, since
my mind and body used to be set according to repeated rituals like the
first day of trout season in upstate New York on the first day of April,
when as a younger man, bundled up in the thickest jacket and hat and
gloves, I would drive to a stream or river and fish even if the banks
were covered with snow and the pools were edged with ice.
After our first year of house renting on the south side of
Milledgeville, we moved and bought a house in Carrington Woods on
Oliver Hardy Lake, just off Highway 441, on the way into town. The
house had been owned by only one family and had not been renovated
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do citizens had lived on the street, Pine Valley Road, but over time
most of the upper class had passed away or moved further north,
so now Carrington Woods was more lower-middle class. To my
surprise, on our street I found African-American families, an Indian
family, a Mexican family, many white families, and there were older
neighbors—a retired white couple to our left, and a ninety-four-yearold retired woman to our right. For me, the diversity of the street
embodied what the New South might become. So while Milledgeville
is arranged in a way that seems to assign poverty to the south side of
town, our new street in addition to being more diverse was, for a time,
like a precedent or a futuristic peaceful symbol of potential.
We lived on Pine Valley Road for four years, but as the recession hit,
crime escalated. An organizational meeting was held at City Hall
to form neighborhood watch committees. My ninety-four-year-old
neighbor, who was deaf without her hearing aid as well as succumbing
to Alzheimer’s disease, fell victim to two burglaries within a year,
the first thief simply kicking down the door while she was still in her
house. Men who were supposedly fishing on a small nearby piece of city
property—a highway drainage creek—were using the spot as an access
point to trespass and break into as many vulnerable homes as possible.
Out of concern for the elderly retirees on both sides of me, I attended the
meeting and spoke, requesting “No Fishing” signs, citing prevention as
more important than allowing for more crime. I did not call for a ban
on all public fishing on Oliver Hardy Lake, but only for two locations.
Over two hundred neighborhood residents were in attendance, and
when my request received the largest round of applause, city council
members assured me they would contact the city lawyer. Signs would
be posted. Up until that point, I had never participated in a democratic
process to such a public extent, or felt as much a part of the Milledgeville
community.
In my search for other metaphors to describe what being part
of the New South means, I have considered looking at the mother in
Jhumpa Lahiri’s novel, The Namesake, who dreams and sees being
an immigrant as akin to being pregnant—always expectant and
noticed. I have also thought about Flannery O’Connor’s story, “The
Displaced Person,” in which a Polish immigrant, Mr. Guizac, who
has been working on a farm is run over and crushed by a tractor
because the farm’s owner would rather that he feel beholden to her
than ever leave. Guizac—if we apply O’Connor’s sense of Orthodox
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Catholicism to the story—is Christ-like, an ultimate martyr figure,
suffering for us all.
But I’m not inclined to compare my relocating to the South to
pregnancy or religious ascension, so I would like to draw some parallels
from what my mentor, James Alan McPherson, in his collection of essays
A Region Not Home: Reflections from Exile, has written in tribute to
Ralph Ellison. McPherson writes in “Gravitas” about seeking to define
Ellison’s sense of being an American in comparison to how Aeneas
in Virgil’s The Aeneid leaves Troy bearing his father, Anchises, on his
back. At the same time, Aeneas holds his son, Ascanius, by the hand
and leads a small community of people who will centuries later lay the
foundation for the communitas of Rome.
Virgil, in writing The Aeneid to Augustus, teaches that it is piety
toward the ancestors, toward the gods, and toward the family and
community that has in the past, and will in the future, keep Rome
vital. When man is in harmony with all these forces, McPherson
writes, he may have “weight” and “consequence”—the intrinsic quality
called “gravitas.” By comparing Ellison to Aeneas, McPherson points
out that Ellison was by no means a “Tom,” nor a mythologized literary
wanderer and icon, nor a fatted calf, but a human being who lived his
life with an unveering style and a recognizable commitment to the
experiment and ideals of American democracy.
Though I will never possess the gravitas of Ralph Ellison, I aspire
to have piety toward my ancestors, my family, and community. My
move to the South, if successful, might also be viewed as a sign of
what is possible for the communitas of America. Can the New South
eventually lay claim to white, black, and yellow (as well as red and
brown)?
Much has also been written about Ellison being the only AfricanAmerican member of the Century Club in New York City and being
rebuked by his own people for it. This showed the risks of being a man
who aspired to journey from his Oklahoma lower-class roots to the
highbrow status of membership in a New York institution. My move
to the South, by contrast, has required foregoing a vibrant Houston
literary, visual arts, and music scene, which has been replaced by the
more blue-collar pleasures of not only hunting and fishing, but also
eating fried catfish lunches for $6.75 at Polly’s Café in nearby Macon,
or going hiking upon national forest land in nearby Bartram Forest.
If I am contemplating my belief in American democracy, staying
in the New South for me involves, I suppose, constantly asking the
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question of whether it is worth it to endure cultural isolation for the
sake of being a part of an evolving American idealism (rather than
living where that democracy already feels more fully realized)?
To stay requires my having to want to say, “I was one of the first
long-time Asians in Milledgeville,” long before I will be able to say, “I
was one of many.”
Last April in 2010, we moved for a third time, but to the far
north side of Baldwin County because of the increase in crime and
because of how the recession had caused many more houses to become
affordable on Lake Sinclair. My wife and I also wanted to raise our
newborn daughter on the water. I looked forward to taking her fishing,
swimming, boating, and to feeling steadier breezes, welcoming any
relief from the perilous Southern summer heat.
The north side of the county is where robust development and
fancier construction had been occurring for the past decade because of
all the lakefront lots and undivided property. I had not, however, fully
considered the implications of race when we purchased our new home.
I found, to my displeasure, that almost all of the houses on the
water are owned by whites. Integration seemed lost. Entirely absent.
One could almost believe that race was not something on
peoples’ minds at all. But when I took my boat, a Carolina Skiff, out
to explore the lake’s shorelines, I noticed statues of African-American
fishing boys on one dock after another. These statues, while “cute” or
merely decorative to some, can be thought of as being as derogatory
as lawn jockeys. They perpetuate the stereotype of African-American
laziness, the phrase and slur combined of “nigger fishing,” of being
a black boy and sitting and wanting to do nothing rather than being
able to do something.
I have wanted, since I first noticed these statues, to go outlaw some
night and steal them all and sink them, deep-sixing them to the lake
bottom, to have the pleasure of causing every ignorant or racist owner
dismay. These statues almost make me want to move back closer to
town, to Pine Valley Road. And living farther out, I also don’t frequent
in-town restaurants as much, so I’m no longer an Asian man mixing as
frequently as before with African-Americans and whites.
Why stay in the predominantly white area in the New South? I
think, once again, that I’m being a racial pioneer, and I would like
to suppose that, in some small way, like Ralph Ellison, I am defying
expectations and have now gone to my own Century Club.
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And if I stay in Milledgeville for good, this also requires
that I face the ultimate question: Would I want to die here?
What would that entail? In Chinese tradition, one’s death should be
preceded by having children, by living for family and making sure one’s
name continues. While I have two daughters, my youngest brother has
two sons, so the Gee family name has never been a concern.
Yet my memory of Chinatown funeral parlors is that they are steeped
in tradition, preserving the practice of very distinct rituals. At a Chinese
wake, pungent incense is burned. Sour hard candy is passed out to
reinforce the sadness of the occasion, and coins are given in little packets
of white paper so that a mourner can buy something sweet later to be sure
to recall a happier time or a more pleasant memory of the deceased. We
also regularly leave items like cigarettes or bottles of rice wine on burial
plots, or we burn paper money there so the deceased will have plenty to
spend in the afterlife. We might even place a whole simmered chicken by
the gravestone so that the departed will have something delicious and
more substantial to eat, as if there is never a last meal.
In Milledgeville, there are white and African American funeral
homes, one aptly named White Columns—you can guess who’s buried
there—and another is the People’s Funeral Home, which sounds more
downhome and inviting, certainly more civil. But being neither black
nor white, I remain unsure.
If I stay in the New South until the end, and don’t follow traditional
burial customs, won’t my spirit become lost? My cultural sense of
being further diluted? I think that I’d prefer to trust the Wah Wing
Sang Funeral Parlor on Mulberry Street in Chinatown that buried my
grandfather—they should take care of my remains. My body would
have to be shipped north. So can I ever truly call the New South home?
Yet as of now, I stay on, like a guest at a decent hotel. Time passes
slowly. I try not to think of the morning at Hartsfield-Jackson Airport
in Atlanta, when a license and boarding pass inspector upon seeing
that I was from Milledgeville asked me, referring to Central State
Hospital’s heyday, “Isn’t that where all the crazy people are?”
“You’re right,” I told him, shrugging, trying to stay upbeat, and
I hope—that as part of the grand experiment of democracy and to
continue avoiding any association with shooting sprees—that in the
grand scheme of life from now until I die, I’m not one of them.
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Then the River
Standing alone in the kitchen with one wall
some of the dishes stacked since the storm
unwashed so mold was growing on them
she looked out into a field beyond it all
and stood beside the pipes from the sink
where her window used to be
and pictured the curtains and the walls
so she put her hands before her face
like blinders on a gelding
to see only what she would have seen
had the wall been there still
and the curtains and the window
so the field was her own again
and she believed the window immaculate and clean
and kept her eyes on the field in the distance
and let them unfocus
so that the grasses
were a haze of green and yellow
and suddenly she saw the walls
as they had been before the storm
and saw the framed picture of a woman
in a dress washing clothes in the river
and thought
let it begin like this
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Psalm 79: and there was none to bury them
After the floodwaters fall back,
a brown metal casket sits
crosswise on vacant Interstate 10
blocking both lanes
as if washed ashore. Still doubled-up
with friends in Uptown she sees
the image on someone’s blog, wonders
if it rose up
from a grave not dug deep enough
or drifted over
from St. Bernard Memorial Funeral Home’s
top of the line
casket display, there so you can choose
before you die.
The big lake & sister river have nuzzled into
their muddy beds
willows unbend, egrets appear as two-legged
apparitions
gauze hankies flapping in the lowlands.
She imagines
voices in the live oaks’ stripped limbs:
How long,
Lord? Wilt thou be angry forever?
remembers how
in 1735 the Ursuline Sisters imported
young ladies
from French convents for men needing
suitable wives
to round out the fresh-built houses.
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Their casket—
a government issued chest of linen
& clothing unmatched
to the city’s heat & simmer, its musty wet.
Now the dead
have been gathered & marked, settled
into crypts
but months after the storm they’re still
showing up—
one nosed out by a search dog in attic rubble,
another, trapped
stench below swollen porch boards.
She gives up
watching the 6 o’clock news & packs to go
home, believing in
the river’s dark smoking body, its blessed
source & mouth,
finally cleansed, quiet, reflecting
any hint of light.
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Holy Week, Acadiana
One whole holy week no air moved in town.
The ladies brought their boys to kneel
& fan them. We lit votives for the four men
lost out on a deep sea rig
& watched the flames inside the airless chapel,
still as stained-glass saints. They wavered only
when the congregation stood or kneeled,
when we sang in unison
the gospel’s final hallelujah. Hard to know,
that long hot week of noon mass, the hours
at the stations & the passion, how to pray
the right words.
The oilmen brought back three bodies
& the lost man’s wife swore
he was out there somewhere breathing, still.
But if we wished the lost man risen,
where was he? And what would he have seen?
One rule was
you couldn’t wish away the sorrow
the Lord saw fit to grant you
because even sorrow was His hand.
I folded my head against my folded knuckles
& whispered the only sure safe words I knew.
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All at once the air became
a fist. Then it was a palm.
It slapped me down.
And when I rose I was wailing
& speaking. The Lord a light
inside my ribcage. My tongue
a tongue of fire. At the wrong season.
The women called
for cool damp cloths. The priest was wearing
the wrong shade robe for prophecy.
The men quieted & carried me
out the wide church doors. They lifted
by the ankles & the shoulders,
they laid me out. The Lord’s words
now a rustle of grass beneath my palms.
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Revisiting Liberty Warehouse
There’s a padlock on the door
at the Liberty Café. I peer
through the window
under a forever-dark neon sign—
the counter’s gone, the sink
pipes capped. I remember
the call—Country
sausage, links or red hots?—
when I ate breakfast here while
Goodyear worked on my
car. Clatter of dishes, tang
of frying liver mush.
I pull away from the window,
walk past the drive-on-in
door where men chanted
Sold L&M, sold American.
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Looking for Blind Boy Fuller’s Grave
Fulton Allen, aka “Blind Boy Fuller,”
Piedmont blues musician,
b. Wadesboro, N.C., 1907, d. Durham, N.C., 1941
Children play, cars drive
by on the four-lane,
joggers and bikers
pass on the Tobacco trail.
There’s one marker left,
part of the cemetery’s
paved over in front
of the daycare.
He lies here—hey, Blind Boy,
step it up and go—put
a dime in the jar—
play those blues, boy—
for the farmers with
bankrolls, the long
green, last cash money
till next year’s auction.
Blind Boy is gone,
the warehouses torn
down, cigarette machines
stilled. The factories
are condos; God’s acre
is a parking lot.
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Swallow a Southern Cure
Told to turn south, to go back home
they bundle their babies and leave the flat of Wisconsin.
But even mountain laurel can’t cure their syndrome.
Ten years ago, she came to his mountain tent a technical virgin.
They buckle their babies in the backseat to flee the flat of Wisconsin.
Ignoring signs for hair-pin curves and falling rock,
they drive up Old Rag Mountain to unearth the honeymoon sins
but the humus of love has dried dense as clay; they suffer Yankee shock.
They ignore warning signs, marvel over blue granite rock.
Ten years ago they were baptized in Mineral Springs.
But their hearts froze hard, they wane weak, drop into shock.
Tarnish engraves those wedding rings.
Ten years ago, some preacher dunked them in Mineral Springs.
She wore her mama’s wedding dress: hoops, crinoline, layers of lace.
Now a dark tarnish stains those white-gold wedding rings.
The dress carried a curse; it was no saving grace.
The dress is dated: hoops, crinoline, layers of lace.
They leave Virginia seeking a stronger cure in rooted live oaks,
but they still can’t latch on to saving grace.
The babies fuss as day fades; moss rings the trees in smoke.
They seek the heat of Georgia, the haunt of live oaks
but roots and blooms of mountain laurel can’t cure their syndrome.
The babies bawl as day fades; moss clouds the trees in smoke.
They turned south but still can’t find their way back home.
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Vice
We couldn’t walk barefoot
over that linoleum floor,
the tawny argyle
of a copperhead’s back.
We wouldn’t touch
anything—not the mirror
that swung or the Precambrian
Vaseline, wouldn’t ask
about the Country Crock tub
with overripe banana peels
on the back of the commode.
We didn’t want to think of them
gray and naked in there—
her behind frosted glass
or him sunk in the tub.
I drew the curtain
so Jesus In a Jar wouldn’t look
while I peed. Bent down
to the floor, I crossed my eyes,
backed away from the dangers
of this geometry, waiting
for the magic-eye, the image
to jump out.
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I-77 North: 2009
The blue ridge is a breve
for vowels sung in mountain,
the highway’s long da capo
like a ballad you tried
to teach me. All day
I drive, taking breaths
in viaducts, tasting slack,
dry throat, valleys split
for blackness. A bridge
arches beneath me, pure
drama, bowing. This breve’s
meant to hold—over
noisome runoff below—
or, as in language, to collar
words, as in distance
shortened. If you were here
you’d say next to
nothing and make us sing
instead: about this cedar
ridge, fit for cutting
dulcimers, bodies
the shape of mountain’s
depth and range. Hum:
hollow below, its mine
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that tracked dark across
your granddaddy’s heart
and lungs, breath always
short until he closed
up in hardwood. I drive here,
this place you come from.
It grips, asks me to learn it
by stench. Here is the bend
where the colliery tank
turns: a radio’s knob,
loud, louder where
I hold, round the curve.
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A Length of Hemp Rope
Begin with a human figure—a silhouette of a human figure,

for the moment, backlit by sunset—a human figure walking down
a road. The road is a dirt road, hard-packed reddish-beige earth.
Down its center runs a pair of bare ruts, where passing cars and
trucks and tractors have flattened, hardened, and buffed it to a kind
of ceramic sheen. The person in view, however, does not walk in the
rutted center of the road, but in the gravel on its narrow shoulder.
One’s first interpretation of this fact might be that he—for let us now
deploy the masculine pronoun—walks as he does for safety’s sake; but
any traffic in a place as remote as this would be obvious even from a
great distance, and if he so chose, he could walk the center of the road
without danger either to himself or to the animal he leads on a length
of hemp rope. It is more likely that his position is a concession to the
animal than to any merely human consideration. The old brown mule
follows the man at a distance of about six feet, walking entirely off the
road, from where it stops often to snatch a mouthful; when the mule
stops, the man stops, in a sort of enforced symbiosis of which the mule
most often appears the dominant component. Still, the rope is long
enough that the man could, if he chose, walk the center, and let the
mule still graze the shoulder. Surely it would be easier to walk along
one of the ruts, flat and hard as a sidewalk, than in the gravel along
the road’s edge; yet surely walking as he does is a choice—dictated
perhaps by a deference that precludes his seizing the center.
Though more than fifty years have passed since the time of which
I write, if you stood today in the place where I locate the lens of my
memory, the scene would be remarkably similar. Both man and mule
are decades dead, the road remains still unpaved and fundamentally
unaltered though likely now it is in worse repair than it was then.
About the length of hemp rope, who knows?
There are questions about everything I have described here.
About the road, for instance, it is worth wondering when it came to
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be here, and how, and especially why. It is a rural road maintained—
however intermittently and poorly—by the county board of supervisors,
and yet it serves, almost entirely, a single farm. The road is an ovoid
loop appended to a slightly wider main road that runs several miles
before terminating in a blacktop road that extends another fifteen
miles to the nearest (tiny) town. The loop was a three-mile detour, so
to speak, through the farm, and was used by almost no one other than
those who lived there—all members of one extended family plus their
employees. Is it usual for county governments to build and maintain
roads for such constituencies and narrow purposes?
And the mule: how old is it? In my memory the mule is about as old, in
mule years, as the man in human ones; but is that an accurate recollection
or an embellishment? And, objectively, just what is the ratio of mule to
human years? The mule could be a sort of litmus test of memory if it were
possible, now, to retrieve any real information concerning this particular
animal. What is the story of a mule’s life? Has it known the work of the
plow? Can I see, through my well-placed lens, bare patches on its shoulders
where years of a rubbing harness would have worn the hair away? Or is
that one of memory’s appended footnotes, phrased in the subjunctive?
This particular animal, in truth, is generations dead. And what is
done with a mule, on this particular farm, when it dies? Most likely it is
left in the field where it falls—or if it collapses near a house, it is dragged
to some more remote spot—and becomes client to the good undertaking
of the earth and its assistants, the beetle and the buzzard. The pastures of
this farm are littered with bones—bones of cattle, or horses, the delicate
bones of cattle egrets, the once quick bones of rabbit, squirrel, fox. Bones
from fresh deaths are found all together, waiting for a naturalist to wire
them back together; older, dryer bones are scattered—rib here, skull there.
Nobody bothers to bury animals here, not even the “noble” species.
I once found, in a grove a mile behind a house, the skull of a dog
with a clean bullet-hole in its skull, and understood that here lay our
English pointer Daisy; she had grown old and infirm and was assisted
to her end. Another day, walking a farther field, I found the body of
a black Angus heifer, dead of unknown causes, swollen to half again
her normal size. Approaching her from the back, I noticed armies of
insects coming and going, those leaving burdened with imponderable
bits of matter. I circled her at some distance and saw a gaping cavity in
her belly, out of which stepped, as I stood there, one of the lords of the
underworld at his leisure: a huge turkey vulture who had been entirely
hidden inside her and came forth now to my view like the issue of a
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Caesarian birth: grand and otherworldly, as Elizabeth Bishop writes of
her hierophant moose, one of the royal family of Otherness.
And the hemp rope? Long gone to dust, one might be tempted to
think, thrown on some trash heap, dropped in a ditch, exposed to the
action of water and light, the moral equivalent of vultures to a piece of
rope. But in other circumstances—left in a barn, or even the ruin of an
abandoned house—it might well endure, might still exist, unknown,
unused, unrecognized, an Ariadne’s thread for memory if memory could
only locate it.
But now the children are coming. From the west side of the
road, invoked from pecan tree shade by the figure of the man and mule,
two come; from the east side of the road, drawn from oak shade, two
others, all of them running. The western two are blond, the eastern
two dark-haired, and if one could trust to the evidence of narrative
juxtaposition, one would conclude that the influence of pecan trees
generates blondness, that of oak the opposite—a train of reasoning
that does not trouble the man or the mule. The man sees them coming
as he rounds the bend in the road, or more likely hears them coming—
for all are shouting his name—and he stops for them.
The first child to reach him is the oldest of the four, the taller of
the blond pair, a boy who is on this particular afternoon nine years old,
a boy thin as bee-wire, almost painfully thin, each of his ribs clearly
etched on his torso. He is not thin from any scarcity of food in his
parents’ tiny house, which always smells overpoweringly of something
cooking—it is from pure disposition. There is a tension in him, an energy
apparent usually as some degree of anger, which propels his every step,
every gesture, every expression. So driven, he reaches the man with the
mule well in advance of the other three children. He stops, wordless and
scowling. The others, still yards away and charging, are shouting the
man’s name, but this boy stands silent, wearing nothing but a pair of
dirty shorts, staring up with his clear blue eyes, his anger hovering like
an aura, his very being a silent demand: an order.
And the man obeys. He stoops and scoops the boy up, his hands
under the boy’s armpits; he swings him up and sets him squarely on
the mule’s back. By the time the other three children arrive, this boy’s
mule ride is already half over.
I wrote of the lens of memory, the lens of my memory, creating
a simultaneous lapse and overlay of time. Placing the lens on its tripod
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of ganglia, I observe what it reveals and I record it, one might assume.
It would be pretty to think so. So much is swept away in fifty years, not
only from the world but from memory as well—and there is so little
correspondence between what is swept away from the world on the one
hand and from memory on the other—that the relationship between
what I remember and anything we might call “fact” is profoundly
problematic. The problem, of course, is both commonplace and
insoluble, and I do not propose to solve it or even more than glancingly
address it here. Better minds than mine have foundered on this issue,
and I have nothing original or incisive to add to the account that
has run at least from Augustine’s Confessions through Wordsworth,
Freud, and Proust down to our own moment, whatever a moment may
be. Memory is not my subject, but it is inevitably my medium. Just
as a filmmaker cannot escape the fact that—do what he or she may
to disguise it—the camera is always and forever a filmmaker’s point
of view, so mine is the lens of memory. Each has its power, its virtue,
its flaws, its fatal limit. The camera is relentlessly external; however
much it may “desire” to penetrate a consciousness, it is by definition
left outside. For memory, obviously, the situation is the opposite. Facts
are no more the business of memory than they are the business of
poetry. Memory, indeed, is the original poetry.
As to fact: there are certain sources that might verify or deny
some aspects of the poem of the past I embody: research that could
still be done, interviews that could be carried out. The “facts” I might
discover thereby would in reality be nothing more than the contents
of other peoples’ memories, compounding my own illusions with the
illusion of corroboration or correction.
The shameful truth is that I am not interested in facts. What
concerns me is the traces left in me at the remove of half a century
of the world in which I then lived, a world which now—no matter
how similar it may appear to a carefully framing, squinting observer
seeking out the appearance of identity and just as carefully screening
out difference—is completely and irrevocably vanished.
What to make of this disappearance—and not its causes but its
effects—is my true subject. Czeslaw Milosz has written repeatedly of
his native Lithuania, which, when he was born there in 1911, was still,
he says, medieval, and which he saw destroyed several times over in
the course of his lifetime by successive invasions, both military and
ideological. For him, the destruction of this “native realm” was a disaster,
or a series of disasters, and an irrevocable loss. There is a considerable
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portion of his vast canon given over to a passionate and thoroughly
convincing nostalgia for that destroyed place, that inundated time. It is a
nostalgia which is utterly unsentimental, charged with emotion though
it may be. The condition is imperative, and it carries a vital duty. Milosz
serves it encyclopedically. He is required, like a sort of anti-Adam, to
name all the creatures of a vanished Eden—or, a better metaphor, he
unpacks himself like the ark of Noah, disgorging everything that has
survived the Flood by being inside him. It is a monumental exercise,
dependent on an impervious being and an infallible faith in his own
memory—for if memory is suspect here, then the exercise is useless.
The vessel must be perfect, numinous, in a sense divine. However
earthly, twisted, and corrupt the materials of which it is made—and
Milosz takes a certain delight in recording this side of himself—the
vessel as such must float, upheld by a transcendent spirit. Otherwise,
when they come down off the ramp onto dry land—these landscapes,
these villas, these rivers, these beautiful young women and eccentric
brilliant men, these lapdogs, these peasants, these mountains, these
victims—they will have been merely made up, not saved.
My situation is different from the one with which Milosz was
fated to contend—is, in many respects, its polar opposite—and the
nature of selfhood therein, and hence the nature and role of memory,
while equally crucial, is likewise wholly other. I evoke a world whose
disappearance I must not merely approve but celebrate: it is gone, it
needed and deserved to go, good riddance to it, to every human shred of
it good riddance. It was a world that was corrupted by its fundamental
principles, and that corruption extended to all its creation, including
its children: including the child I was. I am not the safe miraculous
vehicle that rescues the things of that world; I am rather, in a sense
more than metaphorical, their destroyer.
That man with a mule was a black man. He was a tenant farmer
who had given his entire life to working for a family of white people,
being rewarded for his labor with very little money and less respect.
Or so I assume. The truth of the matter is that I know almost nothing
about him. All I have at first hand is this memory of his apparently
endless circuit of that farm—which now let us locate in Mississippi,
circa 1955—and his encounters with us children. Even his appearance
is lost to me: when I try to see him, I see a blur, not really a face.
Even the day that I have evoked here is not really a singular
memory but a composite: it must have been more or less so because it was
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more or less so many times in those years. How many times? I haven’t
a clue. The man with the mule would walk past our house; we would
run out expecting—indeed demanding, albeit little demanding was
needed—to be given a ride. Each of us would be lifted up, would ride
the mule perhaps ten yards, and be set down, replaced by another child
until everyone had been given a turn. Then the man and the mule would
walk on, disappearing around the next bend in the road; but by then we
children would have forgotten them.
Forgotten?
How often did I ride that mule? I have absolutely no idea. All
such instances have been compressed in my recollection, by the
sedimentary weight of 50 years, into a single fossil. I rode the mule
once. That can’t be true: I must have ridden it many times. But I can
reconstitute only one ride, undoubtedly a composite of—how many?
Six, a dozen, twenty, a hundred? On the day I have invented, I was
five years old, the youngest of the four boys who ran out. I was the
smallest of the dark-haired, oak-stained ones. The oldest, the blond
boy, was my cousin from across the road. He lived in a pecan tree.
No, he lived in a tiny cinderblock house full of jealousies and angers
which he internalized seemingly at birth, and continues to embody to
this day. No, he died in Vietnam. No, he died of polio. No. No. No.
And who was I? What house did I live in? Did I go to a war? Was
I ill? Did I live or die?
The mule is generations dead: mule generations certainly. The
black man with whom he walked is dead; his bones no doubt lie in
some graveyard, unlike those of the mule, though what graveyard I
have no idea. Even his name is lost to me—his real name. I remember
the name by which he was known: we called him Stump. Everyone
did. Old Stump and his mule. Not Mr. Stump. Stump. We children
came shouting, Stump, Stump! Our shouts were a presumption and
a demand. Did we ever ask politely for a ride? Did we ever say thank
you when he set us down? I don’t remember, but I doubt it. We were
white children. We were the children of Mr. Glenn and Cap, one of
the names by which my father was known: not cap as in hat, but Cap
as in Captain. Did we want a ride on the black man’s mule? The black
man would give us a ride. My cousin was our leader; I did not have
the courage or the presumption or the angers that drove him, but I
followed. I followed in his demand, and I, as Whitman put it, assumed
what he assumed. This is who you are: you are a white boy.
The man with the mule never hurried. He never seemed either
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out of sorts or happy; he never seemed either glad or angry to see us.
Such, in any case, is the memory I make of him. Is that true? I don’t
know. It is the trace of him that survives in me: patience, at least the
appearance of a disinterested kindness, regularity. In fact, his life was
obviously complicated, full of trouble and joy, pain and need and
passion, everything. I knew, and know, nothing of that. He was Stump.
He lived on our farm. He walked with a mule. Whose mule? Did he
own the mule, or was he its caretaker or simply its companion? He did
not own the fabled forty acres; did he at least own the mule? And what
about the piece of rope: did he at least own that?
I do not know who he was. Not knowing who he was, I do not know
myself. I am forever destabilized by that ignorance, which was willed.
He was there to be used, not known. He was there to be a flat character
in the narrative of the round characters. The world that used him that
way no longer exists except in the memories of those of us who were
there and who want to remember. For the most part, in my experience,
the people who were there have no stomach for remembering it—or
they are incapable of it. But then, who is capable? Certainly I am not.
What remains most true for me from that time is the culpability
I first inherited, and then the ideas I embraced, at least for awhile.
We were the masters of a world other people built on our behalf. Our
happiness was based on their sweat. We know that. Our knowledge
of that has become one of the clichés of that place. But it is important
not to let it sink entirely to the level of the cliché. What we did because
of who we thought we were had real consequences, however difficult
they may be to recover.
A piece of rope. It’s something: something concrete. Used
properly, a piece of rope is a little length of power: it can control, it can
possess, it can capture, torture, kill. Rope is the weapon of the lynch
mob. In the Japanese art of rope bondage, kinbaku, rope is an aesthetic
medium and a tool for ecstasy. Rope connects things. It holds things.
It can sustain and it can destroy.
I am not an ark. I am a piece of hemp rope, one end tied to what I
know of myself, the other end lost in a cloud of ignorance.
The piper plays; the rope uncoils and rises into the air; the piper
climbs the rope and vanishes. That vanishing is my destiny.
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Zahr-e-mar, The Memoir of a Girl-Snake
In As I Lay Dying, young Vardaman says, “My mother is a fish.”
I believe him. But I am some sort of Southern girl. My mother is a story.
She was born in Nayriz, a small town in southern Iran. My father was
born in southern Michigan. I was conceived in the South Pacific and
born in southeastern Oklahoma. My younger sister was born in Augusta,
Georgia. We all spent the end of the last millennium in the American
South—in North Augusta, South Carolina. Dichotomies and paradoxes.
And yet we are not wholly of our places. And I’m not sure if this is
really my mother’s story or even my family’s, if I can trace my points
of origin. And while I wish to tell you our story, I know it’s not a
traditional story, though as time progresses, our minor apocalypses
become evident: light, water, illusion. And all I can promise is that you
will be able to picture us eventually.
When my sister and I were little girls, my mother told us the
story of two lovers, Qays and Leyli. Both their fathers were chieftains.
Both families were very rich. However, Qays was known for his
madness. Leyli’s father would not let his daughter marry Qays. The
families fought and refused to let their children see each other. On
their final parting, Qays gave Leyli his ring.
After only two days, Qays missed Leyli so much that he could not
eat or sleep. He abandoned his family and fortune to set out across the
city toward Leyli’s home. The city’s streets confused Qays. He became
delirious. The sun fell away, unable to watch any more of the drama.
Darkness added to Qays’s bewilderment. Candles burning in windows
looked like low and uncertain stars, none of them bright enough to
see by or high enough to wish on. He cried and screamed. The police
thought he was a criminal. They called out to Qays, who believed they
were hired by Leyli’s family to kill him. The police cornered him and
beat him, left him bloody but alive. Perhaps Qays’s idealism—his talk of
true love and happiness with Leyli—appealed to their sympathies. The
police nicknamed him “Majnun,” meaning “crazy for love.”
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Majnun eventually got up and began to wander the alleys again.
In the darkness of the ninth night, he came to a high wall made
of white stone. Delirious, Majnun thought the wall was the final
boundary, the ultimate test of his love. The wall surrounded the city
garden, and he believed Leyli was on the other side.
Before their fathers had fought, the lovers met every day. They had
gone to the city garden and lain on the grass among the flowers and the
trees. Leyli still went to the garden. She would think of Qays and turn
the ring on her finger. Sometimes she would place the ring in her palm,
close her hand tightly.
One of these nights, Leyli’s mother followed her to the garden. Leyli
held the ring in her hand and cried because the night before she had dreamt
Qays was dead. Her mother, who could not stand to see her daughter cry,
rushed to her side. Leyli was shocked to see her mother in the garden. She
stood quickly and dropped the ring. She could not tell her mother she
missed Qays. She told her mother she felt sick, and it was true enough.
“You cannot come here at night by yourself,” her mother said.
“I must,” Leyli said. “I am happier here than anywhere else.”
Leyli kneeled before her mother, this time to look for the ring. Her
mother looked down and thought her daughter resembled a wilted
flower. She took Leyli home.
The next night, as Majnun climbed the wall, Leyli was in the
garden looking for the ring again. She was on her hands and knees,
searching the ground. Roses, white as sand, covered the garden. The
roses watched Leyli cry upon the same ground their roots slept in, the
ground through which they knew rain and food and life. The roses
could feel and taste the tears Leyli cried. They didn’t taste like rain,
and the roses understood the difference.
Even though he was weak, Majnun climbed the wall by placing
his feet in the grooves, which from a distance appeared as vines on the
wall. As he began his descent, he slipped. He fell into the rose bushes
that lined the inside of the garden wall. The thorns stabbed his eyes,
yielding bloody tears. Majnun cried out, and Leyli heard him.
She ran toward the sound of his voice and found a battered man
she could barely recognize. Leyli knelt by Majnun. He knew it was
Leyli before she took his hand. He sensed her presence in the way the
air smelled different, the way his blood ran faster, the way his wounds
felt good.
“I am here, my love,” Leyli said. “Where have you been?”
“Here,” Majnun said. “Always here.”
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I used to think the story of Majnun and Leyli was true, that
my mother spoke of people she had known. Later, I realized it was
fiction but thought ultimately that the tale was my mother’s creation. I
loved her because of that story. Until I heard Eric Clapton’s song. The
line “Got me on my knees, Layla,” sung long and deep, haunted me
with its similarity to my mother’s story. There’s a line in the song about
Majnun “saving” Layla from her father. That theme was not emphasized
in my mother’s version. And if you read the famous poetic versions of the
story, mainly Nizami’s, you will see how different my mother’s version
is. She says she based hers on The Seven Valleys and the Four Valleys, a
religious book by Bahá’u’lláh, the prophet of the Bahá’í Faith, a religion
which, like my mother, originated in Iran. Bahá’u’lláh, like Nizami
before him, adapted the love story for a spiritual model. In Bahá’u’lláh’s
version, however, the story of Majnun and Leyli serves only as a loose
background for the work. In her version, my mother provided a strong
narrative. Also, when she told it, the story didn’t connote spirituality
because I heard it in the context of Western fairytales and found it hard
to look beyond the romantic love.
The bit about the mother finding Leyli is, I think, a unique plot
addition. Beyond this, what remains beautiful for me is the imagery my
mother creates or develops with her rendition: Majnun staring at the city
and seeing only candles in windows, the roses, the engraved wall. Of
course, I could not tell you definitively if these are exclusively my mother’s
images. Now, when I ask her, she cannot confirm or deny. She has forgotten.
She says, “Suzi, go read the book.” When I ask her which one, she has no
answer. She says, however, that many stories have been written about the
lovers. Once, I asked her if I should just go read Shakespeare’s Romeo and
Juliet. That prompted her to hand over a copy of The Rubbaiyat of Omar
Khayyam. Such a silent gesture, but it meant “I do not understand your
question,” “America cannot have you,” “I have so little left of my country,”
“The answers to your questions lie in books, not with me” and also “Leave
me alone.” I accepted all these as her motivations and accepted all these as
love, a pure love that yields harshness.
When my sister was six years old, an episode of Little House
on the Prairie flung her into turmoil. Someone died. Or Mary went
blind. I cannot remember the plot of the episode, only that my sister
began packing the few belongings she cared for. I repeatedly asked
her what was wrong and told her it was a television show and not
real. But she kept packing, sobbing. For food, she took potatoes and
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a jar of pickles. I laughed hysterically at this, and that stopped her.
She laughed with me. It was the first of many times my sister had a
disproportionate response. My role was always to talk her down, knock
some sense into her, tell it like it was. Now, I write stories. My sister left
for New York, “ran away” to New York when she turned eighteen and
has only returned to our home in South Carolina for short visits.
Persian is my mother’s language. But I do not know it. When
I was younger, she often slipped into Persian. I know jan for “dear,”
khub for “good,” bala for “yes,” che for “what.” And various foods,
like lubia polow which is a dish of green beans, tomatoes, and chicken
mixed with rice. Seasoned with cinnamon.
And zahr-e-mar, “poison of the snake,” which my mother used
whenever she was angry with me. She enunciates initially with a forced
exhalation, so that the first syllable comes out both breathy and harsh.
The second syllable is shorter and accompanied with a quick inhale,
a soft sucking in of air. The last syllable recalls the first’s vowel but is
spoken with more solidity and volume. The word sounds like a snake.
I told her once that I wasn’t evil, and she said she meant instead that I
was sneaky. How was I being sneaky if she knew enough to yell at me?
I am not ignoring my father. But he was absent for a majority
of my time in my mother’s womb, so he deserves to be introduced
late. He volunteered for the Peace Corps and thought the time spent
on the Marshall Islands in the South Pacific would serve as a suitable
honeymoon. They would be there for almost a year. That’s a long
honeymoon. It was also a fulfillment of their duty as Bahá’ís to go
on a one-year religious pilgrimage. So efficient. I was conceived only
four months in. My mother, a nurse, managed just a few weeks of
pregnancy before she insisted on flying back to the U.S. She did not
trust the medical facilities on the Marshalls.
In the U.S., she lived in Okmulgee, Oklahoma, with my father’s
parents while he finished out his time on the islands. He arrived in
Oklahoma just weeks before I was born. The doctors wrapped me in
tin foil to keep me warm after the delivery, and my father has never let
me forget it. I am a baked potato, a potato head, a spud. Yum. Humor,
proof of his presence.
For several years of her childhood, my sister had a vomiting
problem. After going to bed, she would awaken and throw up. Then
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she would not be able to stop. This happened quite a few times, and
twice my parents even took her to the emergency room. There, the
doctors hooked her up to an IV so she would not become dehydrated.
That was all they could do because there was nothing else wrong with
her. I was never able to help in these situations, though I was always
there in our bathroom with her, talking calmly. In the end, she had to
outgrow the problem, and the problem was more than vomiting. And
the length of outgrowing—well, she’s working on it.
Since I could not help her, I stopped trying. I had always been
so quiet as a child, so calm in trying to fix things. My sister realized
before me that I was of no use. Once I realized this, too, I began to talk
more. Incessantly. And I got louder and louder. That is how I measure
the progress of my life: in volume.
I know some Marshallese from reading a journal my father
kept during part of his time on Wotje. Hello is a cry, Iowke, which
means You are a rainbow! Jakaro, a fruit drink. Lolos, a chicken. Kouj,
the North Star. The sunset is—aibojoj. Kwou jab koje bein ak means
“Do not break a bird’s wing.” The phrase is used to chide those who
refuse a gift. The ak is a bird that soars high. The Marshallese expect a
great wind when the ak flies.
When my mother was younger, she claims she was fearless.
She was ready for bears or tigers. She walked on her family’s garden
wall, high and long. She played with the boys, who liked not only her
courage but also her silence. Boys don’t like girls who talk too much.
But when my mother was eight years old, she lost her bravery.
Often, her father had company. And like the boys, men liked her
because she was fearless and quiet. She was allowed to linger when her
father had company. This night when she was eight years old, the men
were testing her. “There is a bear in the area,” the men said. “It has
killed much livestock already.” Then, her father, laughing, asked her to
go close the front door so the bear could not get in. And as she did so,
my mother became afraid. She tells me she isn’t sure what changed that
night. When I push for an answer, her experience as a nurse makes her
claim it was growth, hormones shifting. Now, she talks all the time. Is
this proof of an unshakeable fear and, if so, of what?
Once, on a trip to Myrtle Beach, my sister, then nine years old,
threw up in the car. My parents and I were all exasperated because we
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knew the vacation was over. Now, that reaction is so clearly heartless.
Then, it was justified by the context. We couldn’t afford to go on many
vacations. My parents worked so hard. I had never been to Myrtle Beach
and had heard so much about it. When I look back, though, all I can see
is her sadness. I’ve heard much about sadness from my adult sister, but I
often wonder what the sadness was back then, when she was a child.
The Bahá’í Faith is a monotheistic world religion that originated
in Iran in the mid-nineteenth century. My mother’s family was
involved with this religion from the very beginning. My father was
a Bahá’í before even meeting my mother because the religion had
spread, had perhaps fled Iran as my mother did in her own life. The
religion is what bonded my parents.
When I think about the Bahá’í Faith, it reminds me of my parents,
devout followers: those who are simultaneously close to me but also
distant, simultaneously human but also (even to me at my most
cynical) somehow not human, maybe even divine. I can accept my
parents’ contradictions and my own, can believe in religion without
believing in God—and vice versa. The question: Which came first?
Whenever I encounter those few who speak of the Bahá’í Faith as a
cult, I think they must know nothing of either history or newness.
My family moved from Oklahoma to Athens, Georgia. We remained
in Athens for six years in the Dearing Street Apartments. Our building
was named H 20, which we transformed into H2O. Whenever we refer
to Athens, we refer to the building name: “Remember H2O?” City and
state name omitted. A family joke, and the humor is enough to make
us proud of this space. We remember by water alone. Last time we
were happy. Last good joke we told.
The journal my father kept while living in the Marshall Islands
is impersonal, consisting mainly of observations. I have changed his
journal slightly, into a story. Here’s part of it:
In an hour, we’d covered eight miles along the reef to Orenj.
This island is one-fourth the size of our Wotje, but many people
came here to Orenj when the Japanese occupied Wotje. Most of
these exiles have returned. Now, Orenj has more bomb craters
than inhabitants.
When we landed, we were greeted by a senior family
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and offered jakaro, a drink, that was a day old and partially
fermented. None of us could take more than one sip. Afterwards,
we walked the length of the island and back. After a picnic
lunch under a breadfruit tree, we got ready to return home.
As we pushed out on our boat, we saw The Militobi leaving.
…This distraction almost led me to step on a fluorescent light
tube. I picked it up and looked at it as the P.C. boss, Mr.
Hazelett, started up the engine. The tube was unscratched.
Such a delicate thing had survived the sea. I was still thinking
of the unlikelihood when we stopped on a small island to view
the huge hulk of a ship that sank years ago after running up on
the reef. We’ve all heard the story: no survivors. The abandoned
bridge of the wrecked ship looms above the water, even at high
tide, at just such an angle that it looks constantly ready to set
off into the sky. Things get stuck in this life. But is the sea or the
reef to blame? Is light all that will escape?
In Iran, there is a lake in the Fars province very close to
Nayriz called Lake Bakhtegan. My mother tells me it is brilliantly clear
but the incredible depth counters the translucence. Layer upon layer of
clear water creates an opaque surface. If you wanted to see through the
water, you had to cup a bit in your hand.
Bakhtegan means “luckiest.” In 2000, a severe drought caused the
lake to dry up. You could finally see to the bottom. I’m sure the lake
has returned, though.
Legend has it that two men and their wives drifted to the
Marshalls from an unknown place and were the first to settle there.
This story is called Ribetok. The inon—the myth—is the Marshallese’s
oldest. I have thought about it a great deal lately. Strange for a myth of
origin to include people arriving from another earthly locale.
There are pictures of my mother in short dresses, smiling at men
who are not my father. My picture of my mother is one in which she
stands on a lakeshore. The sun, barely above the horizon, adequately
outlines my mother’s profile. My mother stands still with her arms
behind her and her shoulders back, looking beyond the edge of the
picture. This picture forces me to believe in the beauty of my mother,
in her ability to look lovely and to love.
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How can I explain my father to you? He never told me stories.
Every time I asked him questions, I received facts. A lesson in the tidal
patterns of the ocean around the Marshall Islands. I tuned my father
and his facts out. I didn’t care how water moved.
My father clung to facts because he was an idealist. When he was
younger, he was an observer, an explorer maybe. He believed each vista
could offer peace. However, his idealism was most strongly evident in
his belief in religion and divinity. He lived the proper Bahá’í lifestyle.
For a while, he was at peace. Yet, he changed when he was drafted.
Bahá’í commandments forbade him from dodging. But because he
was a Bahá’í , he was a pacifist. Even though he managed to get medic
status, he could still suffer in war. It wasn’t right. My father never had
to travel to Vietnam, but his ideals were conflicted. I think they began
to cancel one another out.
Growing older sucked the rest of his idealism right out of him. The
facts are a loose translation of the explorer role, observations without the
human element. There is no translation of idealism, but there are many
translations of failed idealism. These are mainly barely audible, barely
uttered. And my father wrote in order to make up for the silence.
When I was a child, I wanted to learn how to type because my
father typed constantly. He was working on a book. I wished to read
the story. Years later when the book was accepted for publication,
I learned it was a theological study of selected surrahs of the Koran.
And years after when my father received a letter from the publisher
rescinding acceptance—when religion was again at the center of failure
and disappointment—I learned just how stoic my father could be.
In Persian, my name means literally “young tree” and figuratively
the hope you have at the beginning of things. The name implies
weakness and fragility but also potential for great strength. When I
was younger, I expected my name to change as I grew, to become a
name with different letters, vowel sounds, meanings—to match me.
My name has not changed. What people call me has. In third grade,
I decided to go by my American middle name. For years, I had two
names, one at home and one at school. Now, my mother calls me
“Suzi” all the time.
My father attended law school in Oklahoma. In the Marshall
Islands, he served as a public defender. He did not practice law long.
He quit because he was too good at defending. In college, my father
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had fancied geology. But once I was born and my sister soon after, it
was too late to revise his career. Or his life, for that matter. He spent
twenty-five years employed as a desk worker for the Internal Revenue
Service, a job that satisfied none of his idealisms.
Last year, my mother told me a story about my great-grandmother, Parijan. She and her entire family were Bahá’ís around 1909,
when survival in Iran depended upon being Muslim. The shah then
was Mohammed Ali. He was under pressure to fix the mistakes of his
father, to abolish the constitution his father had signed. Mohammed Ali
Shah had to prove himself, to make strong moves to compensate for
the weakness and frivolous spending of his father. The Constitutional
Revolution left Mohammed Ali Shah and his country unstable, so he
decided to attack the Bahá’ís, members of a fifty-year-old monotheistic
religion. In a religious upheaval, Parijan’s father and husband were
killed because they were not Muslim, because they refused to even
pretend. They were tied to posts and left to rot in the sun.
Parijan had two children, a boy and a girl. The boy was my
grand-father, Abdu’l Sami. Parijan left her children with the Muslim
women in the city because she knew that even if the women were not
sympathetic they would not betray children. Parijan and her mother,
who was fifty years old, fled the city because they knew the Shah’s
soldiers would find them.
They set out across the Iranian countryside. Parijan and her
mother spent three weeks walking dirt roads, eating wild fruit, and
sleeping on the ground. Soon, they came upon a huge farm surrounded
by a dusty white wall. Parijan and her mother could see the tops of fig
trees behind the wall. They climbed over the wall and began to eat the
figs that had fallen to the ground. The figs were just small enough to be
covered by a woman’s hand.
The owner of the farm, a Muslim, had watched from the window
of his house as the two women climbed the wall and ate his figs. He
got his gun and went to tell the women to get off his land. When he
reached them, he began to doubt his judgments and intentions. Parijan
had a huge bruise on her forehead and the dried blood of her husband
and father on her clothes. Parijan’s mother looked worse; she was
weakened from an entire lifetime of horror. The farmer could not tell
them to leave.
When Parijan and her mother saw the farmer, they ran toward
the wall. Both women were exhausted, though, and just lay against
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the wall, helpless. Parijan’s mother began to pray and Parijan began to
weep. They both knew that this was the end of the journey.
“You’re welcome to eat my figs,” the farmer said. “To stay in my home.”
“I have a son and daughter,” said Parijan, “in the city with Muslim
women we trust.”
“We’ll send for them,” said the farmer. “My wife loves children. I
would be honored to have your family live here.”
Parijan, her mother, and her children moved in with the farmer.
His family protected them until it was safe for them to leave. They
moved back into the city but visited with the farmer and his wife
frequently. When the farmer and his wife died five years later, my
grandfather, Abdu’l Sami, bought the land. He never lived there, but
he paid workers to keep it up. My grandfather had bought a house in
the city for his family and one for his sister and her husband as well.
Parijan lived with Abdu’l Sami until her death. During that time, his
wife give birth to nine children. The first child was named Parivash.
The second child was my mother, and she was named Fatemeh.
When the oldest of his children was twenty-three and the youngest
was four, Abdu’l Sami took them all to the farm. My mother said they,
the children, had heard the story myriad times, had long since accepted
it. But the farm seemed magical and new when she finally saw it.
My grandfather led them to the fig trees. He told his children the
story again, and it was the last time he ever told that story. Afterwards,
Abdu’l Sami went to the wall, touched it with his hand and then kissed
it. He turned to his children. “Here,” he said, “is the garden of misery
and happiness.” Then, they ate figs.
Once when I was home visiting, my mother read one of my stories.
She had never read one before, had never asked. She did not ask this
time either. Later she told me it was shameful. The story involved a
woman with breast cancer who died, and my mother’s younger sister
had also suffered from breast cancer. But my aunt was alive—is still
alive. I told my mother that stories were not voodoo. Then again,
voodoo isn’t voodoo. In Haiti, voodoo is traditionally practiced by
declared Roman Catholics—not as a separate religion, but as rituals
that specifically show respect for dead ancestors. And the rituals are
innocuously traditional compared to false American interpretations
that feature sorcery and zombies. Maybe my stories are real voodoo.
Maybe my stories are holy. What do I know?
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You would think my parents loved each other. My mother
is always telling me about the love letters she and my father sent each
other before they were married. I finally read them last year. But
the words they use in these are so large, so unreal. On the back of
a postcard: “My love Vinson, I thought send you a gift for Ayyami-ha because affried going to be busy and forget. I am doing fin and
studying hard, and love you harder and harder everyday.” Then, she has
written something in Persian and translates: “Noora said Take my
love, life, my light, my companionship at day and night and forever.
Life without you dose not have joy and pleasure.” In the copy of The
Rubbaiyat of Omar Khayyam that I was given is an inscription to my
father from my mother: “Dear Vinson, ‘Every created thing in the
whole universe is but a door leading into his knowledge a sign of his
sovereignty, a revelation of his names a symbol of his majesty, a token
of his power a means of admittance into his straight path.’ Bahá’u’lláh.
Oct 28-74.” You can see how she doesn’t use her own words much. You
can see how religion dominated. It is this way with my father as well.
And the fervor of their pens was borrowed like the words themselves.
So much repetition. I wish their love were unique and imperfect, like my
mother’s English.
By the time I left for college, I was unable to help my sister.
She had learned to cope with her emotions by talking incessantly, and
my loudness only shut this down and made things worse. She never
agreed with what I said anyway. I had to learn to listen. Which I have
been slow to learn.
You, Charles Wright, esteemed Southern poet, declare in
“A Journal of Southern Rivers,” “What hast thou, O my soul, with
Paradise…is where I began, in March 1959—my question has never
changed.” You progress through your trilogy of trilogies, nine books
of poetry, toward paradise, toward the Dantean divine. The artistic
endeavor makes no sense—what does was your departure last night.
Virginia is awkward terrain in harsh moonlight. But you make
your way, gray hair absorbing luminosity and eyes—eyes that wander
from underbrush to North Star. Where is Dante? you wonder. He is in
the underbrush, exhausted from picking wildflowers with Matilda.
I join you, and we trudge through mountains and valleys, Blue
Ridge and Shenandoahs. Yes, there is more than one. But upon none
do we make a stand. We are going home.
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Approaching Pickwick, Tennessee, we meander down too-familiar
roads. Perhaps this soothes you, but remembrance has always unnerved
me because of its ease in coming. The Pickwick Dam cannot hold it
off. You speak to me for the first time. “My mother will love you.” And
the women murmur as we cross the river. Your “Appalachian Book of
the Dead” has begun.
Your mother does love me. But she cries when I tell her that I hate
the South. Still, she serves me the sweetest iced tea. And you manage
to wipe her tears away. Your mother, having recovered completely, tells
me I have eyes that remind her of Scarlett O’Hara.
My copy of The Divine Comedy belonged to my father. He has
notes in the margin in red ink. When I took notes, I did so in red ink—
and I always thought my younger sister was the one given to idolize.
Do you remind me of my father? No, you are the opposite of my father.
Unless you climb into the attic of your home, affix one end of a strong
rope to a wooden beam and the other end around your neck, put your
feet through holes of a cement brick, then jump. Your mother would
cry again. Please do not listen to me. Your mother brings me flowers
she picked this morning, says, “Smell, they’re divine.” One sentence
out of two. The rapidity is a symptom of your presence, which has
made her sick in the worst way. You speak straightforwardly out of
the side of your mouth, as all the elderly Southern men I’ve known:
“Divinity is a place, Mother.” And we go.
Further into the inferno to South Carolina, where I grew up, just
north of Georgia and the Savannah River. Yes, those Southern rivers.
I do not miss it, but you miss my home as much as your own. So, we
journey. You carry your mother’s scent—something between powder
and pine.
At the end of your “Appalachian Book of the Dead,” you lie flat on
the ground and wait for the right word to kill you. At my home in North
Augusta, you remain upright, looking around. You test my chair in the
kitchen. The one by the window. Just right. My mother would give you
something to eat, but she’s outside in the backyard, wandering. She’s
been there since the jump. You feel sorry for her. Oh, Charles, she will be
okay. I take you down the hall, show you the bloodstain on the carpet.
You are surprised as I was to realize that hanging results in blood from
the mouth. You sit with me in my room, which became his office after
I left. Well, I say, this is it. What do you think? I am trying to sell all of
this to you. At a fair price, of course. In the end, you said you could not
“write” paradise. Instead, you gave me “The Appalachian Book of the
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Dead.” Well, it’s not enough. Your fervor is wasted in the repetition. And
you refuse my offer because I refuse yours.
We return to Charlottesville. You feel inspired to write another
poem. I can tell. But when you try to hug me goodbye, you sense I
am afraid. In Dante’s Inferno, those who committed suicide are
transformed into trees. My name means “young tree.” You embrace
me then, tell me that names are not like words.
When I return to South Carolina, I, too, am inspired. I will give
you my answers. I will write them down as stories. But I can’t get it
right. I feel that instead of giving, I am, like Scheherazade, avoiding.
I wish I had kissed you now. I wish I had sucked the right word out
of you. Because you are like my father. Your fervor is wasted in the
repetition. Your question—a connection that cannot be made. I will
have no questions.
I can’t remember most of the stories my mother has told me
about my family. They are usually about our family’s involvement in
the Bahá’í Faith, the initial stages of the religion and the persecution
of its followers. There are many martyrs amongst my ancestors.
Nayriz is the site of two significant “upheavals” in which Bahá’ís were
massacred. I don’t understand why they, these scholars and historians,
call them “upheavals” rather than “massacres” because that is what
they were. I told my mother about this, and she repeated “upheaval”
slowly, and then said, “I don’t know what that word means.” The story
of Parijan and her mother is connected to one such upheaval. There
are more stories like it, but I cannot remember the details. Maybe
that is why I now make my own stories. Except mine are not about
sacrifice or belief. My stories are not holy. They are shameful in being
full of shame—at having forgotten, at not having loved well enough, at
not having believed in my family’s god, at not speaking in the way or
language I should. The blood in my stories is banal.
My sister decided to go to business school. She used to have
her own idealistic streak, used to be a self-declared anti-capitalist, a
socialist. But she is going to business school. Maybe her conflict of
ideals will work out. It would be the greatest proof of control, which
she has always wanted.
Years ago, as an undergraduate, she spent six months in an exchange
program in Italy and took photography lessons. My sister took pictures
of hands. Playful hands in action so that the viewer cannot choose
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between the hands and the action, still image or motion. So typical of her
to refuse her viewer the simplicity of just one thing. I looked at these
photos for the first time and told her I was glad she’d found a passion.
She said she didn’t want a passion. I wanted to tell her that you cannot
deny reality by saying or writing otherwise. I have tried to do so and
learned my lesson.
The last pictures she ever took were of her own naked body, the
camera held at simultaneously awkward and stunning angles. My
sister is beautiful in that way. I thought just that one day as I hugged
her in her living room and looked at these very pictures in frames on
the wall behind her. Never just one thing.
And when she was going to run away so long ago, it was both to
seek and run from love. These dueling motivations are, in short, the
most appropriate definition of grief. And love.
Snakes care nothing for the country through which they
wander. All that snakes care about is the form of the terrain, the sense
of the place—and only then insofar as they can displace it for their
own movement. Their blood runs cold or hot with the world around
them. Snakes know this world through their tongues. There is the
greatest shame in all of this.
I hate the South, but that doesn’t excuse me from it. And I yearn
for Iran, a country I have never been to, a country I cannot go to. This
is something different from what my mother must feel.
My greatest confession: Despite my yearning, I have never loved
a place. You see, in the end, I hate both places, my mother’s first
country and my own. All of my life, I have attempted to displace the
South rather than allow it to displace me. To displace all those places,
including Iran, that define me. There are so many ways to displace.
And I am ashamed.
I never believed my mother when she said people here in America
were cruel to her because she was a foreigner.
In 1986, we moved to North Augusta, South Carolina, and we
have been there ever since. We are separated from Georgia by a very
short distance and the Savannah River. At the Medical College of
Georgia in Augusta, my mother worked three twelve-hour shifts
each week, two over the weekend so she could be home most of the
time during the week to fulfill the basic duties of parenting. She came
home from these twelve-hour shifts exhausted and angry. My sister
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and I usually waited up for her because we couldn’t sleep until she got
home around eleven o’clock.
One night my mother came home, and by the time my sister and
I had climbed out of our beds and entered the living room, she was
collapsed in an armchair, sobbing, with my father kneeling next to her.
I had never seen either of them so sad. She told us people at work had
been very mean to her that day. I was distressed because it was only the
second time I’d seen her cry. The first was when her father died. No
one had died here. And I don’t think that then, when I was thirteen, I
understood the word mean, even though it was in my own language.
Dear Family,
We should never have been a family. Our individualities
do not work together. Our ideologies are at war within us and
amongst us. But all we want is goodness. Why can’t we have
that together? We should have been people who met in line at
a grocery store and laughed over a good joke about standing in
lines.
Mom, remember the bird story? By the Persian poet
Attar? Okay, thirty birds walk into a bar…I’m just kidding. I
remember. Many birds are told that Simorgh, a holy figure, is on
the mountain Qaf. So, they go to find him and encounter many
tribulations on the way. At the end, the thirty birds prevail but
are faced with a mirror, not a god. They are Simorgh. The word
means “thirty birds.” But there were many birds that went on
the quest. Only those thirty survived.
We are lost birds, those without the unity of the mirror.
Maybe we can find a lake with a calm surface and be satisfied
with seeing ourselves with no inflections of divinity. Maybe if
we could at least see the treachery we have in common, we could
live together well. As things are, I love you harder and harder
every day. But I am afraid of what that means for all of us.
Sincerely,
The Tree That Never Grew Up
My father never published his book, but he did publish long
ago when he was young in World Order, a Bahá’í magazine. In the
second volume of 1967, my father at sixteen was the youngest person
to ever contribute to the magazine. His article titled “Will We Land?”
argues that the issues surrounding extraterrestrial life connect to
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those of world war. He says our questions will not be answered until we
end war because no friendly alien race would contact a world at war; nor
would any race capable of space travel have achieved such a thing without
coming to terms within themselves on their own planet, without having
obtained peace. He writes, “the question is not whether ‘they’ will land,
but whether or not we will land—land, that is on our own planet earth. We
have exploited it, polluted it, and lived on it; but we have never really made
it our home. For all practical purposes, we are hostile aliens on our own
planet.” At the end of his life, that is truly how he still felt except about our
home, not merely the world at large, and he himself was the planet.
In the same issue, there is a poem by William Stafford called “The
Only Thing Pure Water Says is ‘And’”; I believe this explains what it is
to be my father—or was. Stafford writes,
Just listen to the river, its long story
dragged all summer over the earth: “There are
things I could tell, and then at last
those terrible deserts in the south.”
.................................
A river can reason with anything, the way
I’d be if I knew enough. But the deserts
back of my story mean more than just “and,”
and at crucial times my voice breaks off.
If we unravel all of our connections, we will find such pain as my
father did. We will choke our voices right out of our bodies, right out
of this world.
Mother, you told me that zahr-e-mar meant “poison of the snake,”
but now I’ve discovered it means more than that: “May the poison of
the snake send you to death.” Well, you got your wish. Except that I
am back to slither around in all your hidden places. Watch out. All of
you. My skin is smooth, but my mind is sharp. And the tongue—it’s
beyond your ken to comprehend the power of my tongue. You better
make me love you.
Isfahan, Iran, is a city of premier architecture. During the
Safavid period and the reign of Shah Abbas II in the 17th Century, a
palace first conceived almost a hundred years earlier was completed
in this city. The interior is decorated to dangerous excess with mirrors and
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paintings. Outside, a veranda. Pillars which are covered with a thin coat
of white paint and tiny pieces of reflective glass. In the water, the pillars
remain real, three-dimensional because of these bits of mirror. The palace
is called the Chehel Sutun, which translates to “Forty Pillars.” Yet, there
are only twenty pillars. The Persians who named the structure counted the
pillars and their reflections, what is there and what is illusory.
My mother told me about this structure when I presented her with
an old postcard she’d sent to my father. The postcard does not portray the
Chehel Sutun but instead a painting that is displayed inside the structure.
So, I searched the Internet to actually find a picture of what I thought
would look like the delightfully elusive building my mother had told me
about. The pictures are all disappointing. Or else the effect cannot be
photographed.
Do you get the picture? Our house in North Augusta was puke
green for years, now yellow—a small three-bedroom. Sod never took to
our front yard, so we eventually just started parking there. I remember
a Chevy Nova, electric blue, that we had for years. At the end of its run,
the seatbelts were gross, stiff and sticky with remnants of food and
drink spilled by my sister and me. When we turned a sharp curve near
our house, our father would let us take off the seatbelts and slide. Just for
one second. We had that car for seven years. The next car we bought was
an Oldsmobile, and we had that one for fifteen years. Nothing fun about
that car. My dad drove it to work, and he told me that one evening while
he was stuck in rush-hour traffic, he had a sublime view of the sunset on
the reflective rear of a tanker truck. He meant it, too.
Later, he got to drive a newer Buick, which was technically my
mother’s car. She had cataract surgery on her right eye, and it didn’t go
so well. She lost most of her sight and couldn’t drive or work. Then, she
got depressed. After that, my father escaped, I guess you could say. And
being alone didn’t help my mother. She still cannot drive and is in that
house alone.
The latest Persian word I have learned is akhy, an expression
of sadness. To be said with an exhalation that is either forced or
gentle—Take your pick. If you need help with the pronunciation, go
to my house. My mother may make you tea, smile at the novelty of
company, but eventually akhy will return. She will want to tell you
her sad stories. That’s no good. Leave while you have the chance.
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Lake Pontchartrain
 or the first time since the BP oil spill began, oil reached Lake
F
Pontchartrain Monday in the form of tiny tar balls.
—Eyewitness News, July 10, 2010
no other lake has this particular color,
slate-blue solemn, as if it knew
how important it was to those
who grew up with it, its body
marking the days and months and years,
this blue water with a trace of gray
that I walked along every day
in the summer, where a boy once
asked me to marry him, these bluegrayed waters where our family ate seafood
Friday nights at restaurants that used to jut out on piers
that smelled like crabs, creosote and beer,
in whose holy, mildly polluted waters
I swam and skied and fished with my brothers
who loved this wounded thing, this resting place
for boats and restaurants hurricaned to its bottom—
now comes new colors, things like huge clots
of blood, or the misshapen organs of some
misshapen body, and more: rainbows
of death, my family calls the slicks,
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and I wonder what color the lake will turn
			
			
			
			

which memories will correspond
with which colors, and which wash away,
disappeared with the blue, the breath,
the gray.
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Six of Swords: Crossing the Atchafalaya
our boat cuts through muddy water to black,
water with oxygen to water without
and back again, winding around giant stumps
of old growth cypress, all that’s left
from when this swamp was logged to almost
nothing a hundred years ago
if you close your eyes you can imagine them:
thousands upon thousands of living trees
thousands of years old, mute shades
that haunt this almost empty stretch of water
they would have risen twenty-five times
taller than us into the heavens
the air would have smelled like cypress
their lime green leaves
would have ceilinged the sky
								
bald cypress lives long
								
		
but grows slowly
					
						
the small trees that dot the Basin now
						
might be a hundred years old, not yet
						
mature, though big enough, some still think,
						

for garden mulch

still there is life here: crawfish burrow in water
		
around cypress knees, ospreys build nests
			
on top of dead trees, woodpeckers peck,
				
barred owls nest in tree cavities,
					
herons, egrets, and Cajuns fish the brown water,
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bear and deer, possum and bobcat,
fox, coyote and armadillo hunt the edges,
beavers and otter, snakes slither everywhere
the swamp is hemmed in with levees,
bayous are damned and the river can’t move
like it once did, so some days the water goes black
and kills everything caught in it
Greg’s crawfish traps are almost empty with the dead today
					
					
						

we boat from trap to trap, black water he says
as he pulls up another trap of dead ones
no air in the water, he says, drowned

					
we know what else lies under these waters:
						
massive trunks of ancient cypress
							
honey-yellow and auburn,
					
thick as three alligator bodies, trees felled
						
from a time when loggers took
					
everything, and if one fell into the water,
						
well there was enough to waste
just a few of the giants still stand
in a secret place you can find if you ask
we visit them at sundown after the day
of dead crawfish, the waters bloody
from the sinking sun, Spanish moss
glinting silver on the limbs of trees—
		
silent and dark guardians
		
of this rich graveyard, mothers
		
			
of the disappeared
					

their song haunts me to bone
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Kevin Vaughn
New Way Cleaners
Athens, Georgia
From bumper stickers to counter talkers
Boosting the conservative candidate,
My dry cleaners are gray siblings:
A thin-haired bachelor & sister with a smile
Straight as the racks stretching into the dark.
Liberal, but teaching the art of thinking
In a red state’s only blue town,
With dry cleaners & freshmen,
I dodge politics. Desperate as the entire
Country for elevated air, I ask the sister
About the best mountains. They cross
The north. Every pick-up afterwards
I shutter, do not confess my fear of O’Connor’s
Caution: Sun ought not set on a Negro
In the north Georgia mountains.
Change arrives—late & destitute,
A seven-decade business ends—
On the front page of the BannerHerald. I tell the sister I will miss her smile
& blame not seeing the mountains
On poverty & lack of a car.
  They have no heirs who want
To inherit both a laundry & Georgia heat.
And, she says, smoothing my shirts,
You want to do things while you still have time.
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Southern Living, 1957
for M.P.B.
I thought whoever had me by the head forcing my face into the
water was going to drown me because he kept yelling at me
as he splashed water in my eyes. The doctors say the National
Guardsman saved my sight after those white boys shot acid in
my eyes. All that fear and trouble, and I didn’t even graduate
from Central. Faubus closed the school. He shut down
Black businesses. And I can tell you truthfully, it hurt when
disapproving glances came from my own people. My mother
lost her teaching job, and I had to leave Little Rock because
the segregationists said they aimed to skin me alive; I was a
teenage girl, who when she closed her eyes at night, couldn’t
stay in bed for seeing snarling faces. Between the angry mobs
and the animosity coming from our Black neighbors, I had
to go. I took a flight to California. When I got to the airport
there, a mob of white people was waiting, and I said, Lord,
what’s going to happen to me now? My body went numb as
they swirled around me like drifts of blowing snow. Ended
up, they weren’t there to taunt me, but to welcome me. When
I think back on my life in Little Rock, I remember my family
the most. During the worst times, my grandmother always
asked me, what blessing came to you today? And my parents
were like soldiers. My mother would take me to school, kiss me
good-bye and drive away. I’m not sure I could drive my kid up
to a school where there was a mob waiting and drop her off.
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John Willson
The Good Appetite
Lowcountry, South Carolina & Georgia
Be it after the barbecue shrimp over creamy
grits, topped with cheddar, scallions,
and applewood-smoked bacon,
or the crab-stuffed
black grouper with Vidalia onion sauce;
be it after you have speared the last peach
fritter or told your waiter
I think I’m ready for a box;
there comes a moment, between setting
the napkin beside your plate
and the scraping of chair legs on wood
as you push away from the table, a moment
accompanied by a sigh or a soft
clearing of your throat, when you know
that you have eaten, bite following bite, one
entire meal; and even as you melt
in gratitude for this place that filled
one portion of your life, this place that served
as home, you are ready for all
that remains unfinished:
you are ready to go on.
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Blacksmith
Philip Simmons (1912–2009)
Charleston, South Carolina
Long fingers interlaced in your lap,
hands that steadied iron, swung
the hammer, you sit on a sofa, just shy
of ninety, master of gates, your cottage
a stop on the Gullah Tour.
When I speak of a stop on Wentworth,
the gates of your memory
swing: Yes, a big white house,
set back from the street.
By the sidewalk you measured the space
between white walls of the driveway,
envisioned your signature
scrolls balanced in the gate’s halves,
spirals tight as those of whelk shells
across the harbor on Sullivan’s Island,
the beach where your ancestors entered
this country as cargo of the Middle Passage.
If you see it curve like that, it’s either
two hundred years old, or I done it,
you say of your scrolls, wrought one
above another, gracing the property line.
Centering your gate, parallel,
hammered ripples rise: twin paths
minnows might leave, startled upward.
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P. Ivan Young
Gullah Women
The Charleston Market is ripe with bangles:
candles with shells, sand dollar necklaces,
the scallop figurines. But wait on the corner
where old women weave their baskets,
listen to the guttural gullah as they laugh,
and beauty becomes a dark thing—spiced
shrimp over a fire while men sit in frayed chairs,
smoking, singing R&B over the measure of marsh mud.
On James Island sea oats quiver tidal creeks,
crabs crawl the sulfured air, a skiff protrudes
from pluff as if half forming itself from decay.
The world collapses on rising tides.
Something resonant and hard drifts the moonlit brine.
It is in the knuckles of the old black woman
who knots reeds into shapes, intricate, painful.
She pulls a curl straight from the weave in her lap,
drawing something from inside her, shaping
this thing her fingers know better than she can say.
’Cla’ to gawd, she says. The women shake
their heads at tourists photographing themselves
in stocks outside the old traders’ building.
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Neighbor Trim, Also Awake
Of course Trim is not his mama-given, birth-recorded name.
Officially, he’s a William, same as his daddy, his daddy’s daddy, his son
and who knows how many others dangling from the branches of the
Smithson family tree. Regardless, once this particular William “shot
up,” nobody (birth mother included) called him anything but Trim,
shunning namesake traditions in favor of nicknaming according to
the look of a beast. On the country road turned state road alongside
which Trim grew up and continues to reside, his neighbor-by-a-halfmile Stumpy came to be known as Stumpy because of an exaggeratedly
short neck. As can be surmised, Trim was trim. Started trim, stayed
trim. It’s a lanky man who stretches on the Barcalounger, one light of
a three-light pole lamp illuminating his kneecap, the rest of him and
that late-night room effaced by shadow as the earth spins round and
round and round.
I’m not peeping in Trim’s window. I’m projecting, one coast to another,
his kinswoman-in-wide-awake. I know the kind of night that eddies up
against the solitary. I know how darkness can turn claustrophobic. I’m
familiar with the melancholies of sleeplessness. The man has my sympathy
in some respects—not all.
Many times, from many sources, I’ve heard how Trim “locks
himself up” inside his house at night; how any driver taking the night
loop, Shawboro to Sligo, Sligo to Shawboro, sees, despite the drawn
shades, the leakage of illumination that proves Trim’s “in there watching
that smut that got him in trouble in the first place.”
Porn on cable, they mean. Simulated sexual gymnastics via satellite
dish.
About that watching, about Trim’s engagement with the broadcast
in progress: somehow I can’t quite envision a riveted Trim. I can believe
he’s half watching, maybe as little as a quarter watching. I can believe
he’s pointed toward a TV screen, eyes trained in the direction of that
image flash. But the viewer himself? Animated? Revved to the point of
jack off? I have my doubts.
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In serving the cause of a Southern Baptist morality tale, nothing
bests weaknesses of the flesh, but I’m inclined to blame Trim’s woes
on loneliness because for the last fifteen years or more that loneliness
has been manifest. He feeds, and refuses to have neutered, a mongrel
pack of dogs, a multiplying base of companion curs. He clips his box
shrubs and mows his “skint to dirt” lawn several times a week. Long
before his clapboard house has begun to weather, Trim’s up on his
stepladder, scraping and priming but constantly glancing around,
using his paint brush to wave and hail and flag down anyone willing
to stop and jaw.
Trim’s original, benign reputation reflected a gift for gab, but now,
according to Shawboro opinion, both the man and his reputation have
“gone astray,” a process that has been episodic (in incident), and cumulative
(in harms done).
In summary: he publicly threatened his ex-wife with a rifle. He
quarreled and broke with both his children, a son and a daughter. He
quit his upholstery business. He sold off several parcels of inherited land.
At the age of sixty-eight, he was arrested and accused of fondling two
teenaged girls. Convicted of those crimes, he announced he had throat
cancer and hovered “at death’s door.” Then he announced a miraculous
cure. “One hundred percent cancer-free.”
“That Trim,” many people have said on many occasions. “You
cain’t listen to Trim.”
Nevertheless, the Dubby Meads family listened to neighbor Trim,
welcomed the diversion of listening to him, the evening he came to
pay his respects to the dead. Freshly bathed and shaved, crewcut oiled
and glistening, he started talking on the front steps, slug slow and
backwoods twangy, telling my brother and me what a fine neighbor
our father had always been in times flush and troubled.
“When Billy shot your dog, any other man in Shawboro would
have held it against him and me,” Trim said, referring in the first
instance to his son, in the second to Dubby. “But your daddy, your
daddy didn’t hold it against us. I wanted to get you another dog but he
wouldn’t hear of that either. Said: ‘Trim, your boy didn’t mean to kill
the dog. Nobody’s holding him to blame.’”
If my father did say that, he fibbed. I held Billy responsible, as did
my mother.
“Who shoots under a dark house when a dog’s in heat?” she asked
when it happened, incredulous, incensed.
“That’s just the kind of man your daddy was,” Trim told Dubby’s
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two children on Dubby’s front steps, February 1985. “Never treated
me or Billy any different. Never once.”
When grief combines with shock, a person can go through the
motions required of her and still be in a fugue state. I was in a fugue state.
I knew Trim was talking and I was hearing him talk on that unseasonably
mild February night but for all intents and purposes I had succumbed to
time warp, reverted to the kid I’d been, devastated by the death of a pet, not
a parent, standing alongside my mother, facing neighbors Trim and Billy,
come expressly to our front steps to apologize.
And Trim saying to Billy: “Go on, now. Say what you’ve come to say.”
And Billy saying: “I didn’t mean it. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hit
your dog. I was just trying to run him off.”
And Trim saying: “Let me get you another one. Whatever kind of
dog you want, you just name it and I’ll find one. Puppy or grown. You
just tell me what you want.”
And my wanting my dead dog and only the dead, not an inadequate
replacement, crying because I recognized the futility of that wish, all
wanting aside.
And while I cried and leaned against my mother’s hip and Billy
held his elbows and hung his head, Trim talked and talked, trying to
make amends that couldn’t be made. That morning, startlingly so, the
sky stayed blue and the grass stayed green despite my dead dog, just
as on that winter night in 1985, the moon shone and the swamp sang
without my father there to see or hear.
Invited in, Trim extended his condolences to my mother, then
settled himself, arm stretched across the back of the couch, head cocked
to the side, free, after acknowledging our sorrow, to reminisce about
happier times. Dubby and Trim had grown up within sprinting distance
of each other and when they married built homes and started families
in closer proximity, on Meads and Smithson family land, respectively.
They’d been country boys together, amusing themselves in country
boy fashion, swinging naked from swamp vines, attempting to drive
borrowed roadsters across canal beds. Clearly enjoying the reverie,
Trim told tales on my father, my uncles, himself. “I remember that time
your Uncle Carl was drivin’. Flipped me right out of the backseat. I
tell you what, I hit the dirt running, did that. Peelt the skin right off
the soles of my feet,” Trim regaled us, and my brother and I laughed,
relieved to be reminded that there remained a past safe and inviolate,
unthreatened by oblivion, immune to take away. Neither winded nor
sleepy, tireless Trim talked on and on. If we hadn’t eventually turned
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him out, I suspect he would have stayed on our couch, spinning tales
till night acquiesced to day.
Back on the steps, drawing out his departure, he said: “I’ll tell your
mama later, but right now I’m telling you. Anything she needs and I can
help her with, I’m right down the road, happy to do it. And if she needs
something done and I cain’t do it, I’ll find her somebody that can. Your
daddy would do anything for a neighbor and wouldn’t take no money for
it neither. You tell your mama I plan on doing the same for her.”
My brother and I thanked him for the offer, thanked him for coming
by, both of us fairly certain our mother wouldn’t be calling on Trim to
help with a clogged drain or flat tire. She’d go to certified family first.
Nonetheless we appreciated the sentiment and its charity. Trim would
have helped out our mother if she needed help, if she asked. She just
wouldn’t ask.
An example of the kind of seized upon and senseless calculating that
keeps me awake while others sleep: if I waved to Trim every time I left the
house in Shawboro, as a kid, as a teenager, as a visiting adult, how many
times in my lifetime had I waved to Trim?
Even as a kid, walking to the bus or to the mailbox or riding by on
my bike, I knew to put some speed on, crossing Trim territory. He’d yak
at a child as soon as he would an adult. He’d talk about his yard or garden
or dogs. He’d ask after my grandmother, her yard, her garden. He’d tell
you exactly who that hour had come and gone along Meads Road by bike,
tractor and car. He’d ask about my plans for the rest of the morning or
afternoon, update me on his kids’ doings. He’d chat about weather, yellow
flies, the quality of the crops in the field across the way. Any topic you
mentioned he’d latch onto and run to ground, conversationally. Never the
first to break off any exchange, he’d discuss shoestrings for five minutes if
you didn’t turn heel and flee.
Rather than calculating the number of times I’d waved at Trim, I
should have been mulling the reason Trim was so often at home in
the middle of the day even back when I was a kid and he was gainfully
employed, married and the practicing father of two. His business wasn’t
failing or threatened with failure. By local standards, it counted as a
smashing success. In addition to Shawboro clientele, he did upholstery
work for the Camden crowd and a percentage of the Elizabeth City trade.
At one time or other, he refurbished every one of our living room chairs
and probably did the same for the majority of Shawboro households. He
also reupholstered car seats to rave reviews: “Looks ’xactly like new. No
one’d ever guess it’d been redone.” The only mini-threat to Trim’s business
222  u Crab Orchard Review

Kat Meads
monopoly, short-lived, came from the Shawboro Women’s Club. For one
of their winter projects, under the direction of the Home Extension agent,
members were taught the rudiments of chair upholstery. My mother carted
to the Community Building the rocker in which she had sung lullabies to
both her babies. Not at all satisfied with the results of her own handiwork,
she called in the professional. Trim came to the house, measured; they
discussed and chose a fabric (based less on beauty than durability), and
the chair survives today in Trim’s version of revamp.
I was still short enough to stand on the front seat of the family’s ’51
Ford when Dubby quit the Ford Plant in Norfolk, Virginia, to work as an
electrician for Shelton Simpson. Trim’s wife, Eva, also worked in Shelton’s
Shawboro appliance store in the dual role of bookkeeper/receptionist.
Having a job outside the home made Eva unusual among Shawboro
women. Since Trim’s upholstery shop prospered, their family didn’t
absolutely need a second income. During that era, Shawboro wives and
mothers toiled outside the home to help keep their family in clothes, food
and shelter, not to prevent themselves from going mad. If Dubby hadn’t
quite finished for the day when we arrived to collect him, Mom parked the
Ford and visited with Eva.
Like her husband, Eva talked slow. Unlike Trim, she drawled more
than she twanged. “Hayyyyyy,” she’d say. “How ya dooooo-in?” She
worked eight to five at a metal desk alongside Shelton’s display stock of
General Electric appliances. While Eva and my mother chatted, I skipped
up and down the row, opening refrigerator and oven doors to ogle the
plaster of Paris food inside. Green beans, yellow corn, a ring of biscuits,
a slab of ham, a full-sized “cooked” turkey, waxy brown. Eva surely noticed
the coveting because once Christmas rolled around Dubby brought home
the lot, beans to turkey. For years I played with those blocks of painted food.
Years. The paint chipped, the edges cracked and crumbled, and still I laid
that bounty on my make-believe dinner table in my mostly make-believe
playhouse—straw for rugs, sticks for doors and pine cones for decoration.
When Shelton retired and closed up shop, Eva took the civil service
exam. Initially she assisted my Aunt Vivian in the post office. After Aunt
Vivian also called it quits, Eva took over as head post mistress. Standard
wisdom in Shawboro: you couldn’t do better than a civil service job. Good
benefits, good pension and, as post mistress, half a day free every Saturday.
When Eva left Trim, she didn’t ask him for money. She’d accumulated
enough on her own.
Eva’s decision to leave seemed to shock the community as much as
the abandoned husband. Couldn’t believe it, never saw it coming.
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“Just beside himself,” the stunned said of the stunned Trim. “Talks
of nothing else.”
In quick succession Trim quarreled with his son (who took his
mother’s side) and with his daughter (less partisan). He quit the upholstery
business and dissolved the father/son partnership. He began to spend not
just a portion of his days but all day every day at home, aggrieved, sulking,
blaming one woman for that unhappy manner of being. He upped his
grass mowing to every other day and then, one afternoon, grass shorn to
the nub, he took his rifle and headed for the post office.
The post office in Shawboro, as in any small community, is a social
hub where more than mail gets picked up. To spark-fire gossip, Trim
couldn’t have chosen a better locale to threaten his wife of record. A trip
to the post office might take ten minutes or thirty, depending on who
else bought stamps or loitered in the parking lot. The afternoon Trim
and his gun made their appearance, there were several Shawborians on
the scene, natives who knew Trim and didn’t in ordinary circumstances
fear him. But on this occasion, besides looking as if he’d given up
sleeping, he looked wild in the eye and jittery in the hand.
Not a promising combination: a loaded gun and jittery.
Those unlucky enough to find themselves at the post office with
Trim realized fairly quickly—and no doubt with accelerating alarm—
that he was “in a state” and unlikely to respond to reasoning. I would
also guess that some of those observers started shimmying toward the
door before Trim “took it into his head” that he wanted community reps
to hear what he had to say to Eva—witnesses in Trim’s mind, hostages
as viewed by the law. Since he hadn’t locked or otherwise barricaded the
door, other unsuspecting souls wandered in to join the witness/hostage
pool, including the preacher of Providence Baptist Church who, Monday
through Saturday, drove to the post office to pick up his personal mail
and the church’s mail in a two-for-one run. Once inside, he saw Trim
primarily pointing a rifle at Eva behind the counter but also swinging the
barrel in other directions, which meant that the preacher found himself
negotiating to save God’s children in a context other than church, on a day
other than Sunday. The preacher, Eva, or the preacher and Eva working
in tandem, must have succeeded in calming the stressed because no one
got shot point blank or grazed during the standoff. After an hour or so,
Trim agreed to surrender both himself and weapon to the authorities.
“Once they got him out of there, truth told, he looked right
pitiful,” it was said of Trim, a man who’d lost his wife, the support of
his children and after that stunt the respect of most of his community,
224  u Crab Orchard Review

Kat Meads
Dubby gone and fewer and fewer of those who remained inclined to
treat Trim “no different.”
Trim blamed medication for the boil up of emotion. “Confused in
my head. Dwellin’ on grievance,” he told anyone who’d listen.
Eva took out a restraining order, hired a better lawyer, got a
quicker than scheduled divorce and set up house in Elizabeth City,
ten miles distant from Trim and his firearms. A self-protective move,
a wise decision, but it left her ex-husband at looser ends.
When I visited home, post-Eva and Trim split, to get to the house
my mother also lived in solo, I had to drive past Trim’s. The grass stayed
skint, the hedges clipped, the shutters painted, but Trim sightings
became something of a rarity. He must have undertaken his mowing
and painting near dawn or twilight because he no longer hung out in
the yard the way he used to in the bright of day. No question he was in
residence. His truck was parked in the driveway, its tires leaned on by
curs, staring back at the starers who passed.
Following the post office incident, perhaps out of pity, his daughter
attempted a reconciliation that didn’t stick. Son Billy kept to his nocontact policy, that cut-off, in time, taking on a whiff of self-righteousness.
People understood the whys and wherefores of Billy’s position and
hostility, but his prolonged shunning of Trim didn’t endear him to the
community. A father is a father. A son is a son. Ever after, evermore,
regardless. To a Southerner, that’s an unshakable fundamental.
So Trim was left with his dogs, his Barcalounger, his satellite dish,
empty days and emptier nights. Eventually he paid a forty-two-year-old
Walnut Island resident, Glenda Marline Harley, to bring in company: first
an eighteen-year-old female, then a sixteen-year-old female.
The “nature of the offenses involved mostly fondling. Sexual
intercourse was not performed,” Currituck County Sheriff Susan
Johnson told the Elizabeth City Daily Advance, leaving Advance readers,
including Trim’s former wife, son, daughter and neighbors, to speculate
whether that failure of penetration resulted from lack of interest or
lack of member ability. Also unreported: the amount Trim paid his
procurer. Glenda Marline Harley was, in any case, of little interest to
the Shawboro contingent of Trim watchers and commentators. An
accomplice, a co-conspirator in sexual transgression perhaps, but a
secondary character in the unfolding Saga of Trim.
“Who’s this Glenda Harley?” Trim’s neighbors inquired of one
another in a tone of don’t much care.
“Never heard the name.”
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“Must not be from around here.”
“Must not.”
Nothing beyond that give and take was required to terminate the
topic of Glenda Marline Harley, wherever and however she had made
the acquaintance of native citizen Trim.
It was the sixteen-year-old who notified the police. And it was
the sixteen-year-old’s complaint that led to the investigation that led
to charges of two counts of second-degree forcible sex, one count of
promoting prostitution of a minor, and one count of performing a crime
against nature.
All of the above occurred during the month of March. March is
a bleak month in eastern North Carolina, spring promised but spring
denied. Shawborians go a little stir crazy in March; they ride the roads,
on the hunt for buds, blossoms and cloud breaks in an overcast sky.
If they have to use the car or truck heater to take the chill off during
those expeditions, they gripe and grumble.
“Havin’ to run the heater. And here it is March.”
“In both cases,” the Daily Advance reported, “Harley was either
driving past or taking the girls somewhere else when she made up an
excuse to stop at Smithson’s house in rural Shawboro.”
Was the heater on in Harley’s car?
I wonder.
Was the TV on in Trim’s house?
I wonder that too.
But that’s as far as I’ll follow the wonder in a scenario involving
two teenaged girls locked in with sixty-eight-year-old Trim.
Convicted on all counts, Trim eluded jail but not an ankle monitor.
Given the man’s habits, house arrest couldn’t have imposed too great a
restriction. To keep his client out of jail, Trim’s lawyer argued ill health
and Trim followed up that successful plea with the throat cancer bulletin
that presaged the cure bulletin that resuscitated the Shawboro refrain:
“That Trim. You cain’t listen to Trim.”
Trim Smithson, his trials and tribulations, wouldn’t commingle
with my night broods if I didn’t connect the loss I mourn above all
others with one of his own. When my father died, Trim was stripped
of a different kind of baseline comfort: a tolerant, forgiving friend.
Tell you what though, as they say in Shawboro. If I were Trim, I’d
be glad Dubby Meads hadn’t been around to hear a sixteen-year-old
testify about sexual coercion behind a locked door in his neighbor’s
home. I’d be thankful the man expired before his friendship.
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Doors
Their monument sticks like a fishbone
in the city’s throat.
—Robert Lowell, “For the Union Dead”

Spring came to Tuscaloosa, a brief two-week season between

the forty-degree winter and too-humid summer, and the trees have
all blossomed. I can’t see any of that, though. When I look around the
building I’m in, Foster Auditorium, the only thing I find is all the proof
of its neglect and decay: paint peeling off the walls, falling on to the dusty
floor. Loose ceiling tiles wobble precariously as air barely circulates
around the room. All the doors, except the one I’ve just walked through,
have heavy chains and locks around them, and two orange bars form a
cross on the top of each basketball hoop, keeping them from play.
If I’d attended the University of Alabama forty years earlier, I
would have come to register for my classes here in Foster Auditorium.
Now I’m not here to do anything but look around, which is pretty
much all anyone does with Foster anymore, since no one seems to
know what to do with a building with a history.
All the history of Foster Auditorium can be reduced down to
a single day, June 11, 1963, when Governor George Wallace, fulfilling the
promise he’d made in his inaugural speech that January, attempted to block
two black students from enrolling for the summer session, and thereby
integrating the university. Nicholas Katzenbach, acting as the official
representative of the Kennedy administration, and with the backing of the
federalized Alabama National Guard, ordered Wallace to stand aside and
allow Vivian Malone and James Hood to enter the building and enroll.
Wallace acquiesced, and the moment became another victory for
the civil rights movement, the latest in a long string of successes that
had started only a short drive down the highway in Montgomery, where
Martin Luther King, Jr. had led the boycott of the bus system eight years
earlier.
After the integration of the University of Alabama, the civil rights
movement experienced other, bigger events: the March on Washington
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and the “I Have a Dream” speech, Freedom Summer ’64 and the murder
of three civil rights workers in Mississippi, the march from Montgomery
to Selma, the passage of the Civil Rights Act and the Voting Rights Act.
The spotlight shifted away from Tuscaloosa and the university. Foster
Auditorium remained, marked by the events that had taken place in
front of it for a few hours on a hot June day in 1963.
I have three classes that I want to register for, two for my
graduate program, and one just for fun, or, I guess, something a fifthyear graduate student would think was fun. I meet with my advisor,
and we talk about what I need to do to earn enough credits to graduate,
which gaps I need to fill in with which classes. She gives me the numbers
I need to register. There are a few ways to register now: online, on the
phone. None of the methods require me to go anywhere particular.
None of the methods require a building.
Forty years after Wallace stepped aside for Malone and Hood,
Foster Auditorium is a footnote on campus, almost completely abandoned
and unnoticed by the student body. Other sites at the university are more
prominent, like the President’s Mansion, an antebellum home, and the
remains of Franklin Hall, buried under a mound after the Union Army
burned it down, along with most of the campus, in the waning days of the
Civil War. And of course, there is the football stadium, a great god visible
all over town that watches over the campus.
Foster Auditorium isn’t on the campus tour for freshmen, nor are
there any signs that might lead a tourist to it from the main streets,
like there are for the Paul W. Bryant Museum. The only proof of its
role as a setting in the civil rights movement is a medium-sized plaque
next to the door Wallace blocked, carefully worded to avoid upsetting
and offending any group:
SITE OF THE STAND
IN THE SCHOOLHOUSE DOOR
Foster Auditorium is the site of the June 11, 1963,
‘stand in the schoolhouse door’
by Governor George C. Wallace in defiance of a court order
requiring The University of Alabama to admit AfricanAmerican students Vivian Malone and James Hood.
President John F. Kennedy placed the Alabama National
Guard under federal control to enforce the court order
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as Wallace refused to obey. Wallace then stepped aside
and the students registered for class. That night, President
Kennedy went on television to declare civil rights no longer
simply a legal issue but a moral issue and appealed to the
nation’s sense of fairness. One week later, he submitted a
comprehensive civil rights bill that became the foundation
of the Civil Rights Act of 1964.
Foster Auditorium, for years a functioning facility for the University
of Alabama, the place where the basketball team played, the place where
touring acts played, the place where thousands of students registered for
classes, has, sixty-five years after it was built, been reduced to a door and
a marker, a monument with a giant empty building attached to it.
When I was an undergraduate at Kansas State University,
another large state school, registration took place in the chemistry
building, a hall I never went to except for those two times a year when we
signed up for our classes. We registered based on how many credit hours
we’d obtained, seniors and juniors before sophomores and freshmen.
When, after reaching the front of the line that snaked up and down
the hall, I would reach the registration room, I would sit down at a table
with an old woman (and strangely, all the people who did the actual act
of registration were old women, whose connection to the university I
never understood), who would enter my class numbers into a computer,
and confirm the openings in the classes I wanted to take.
That system, that group experience made up of individuals, is gone
now. Like most every other school, Kansas State does its registration
for classes online now.
At the fortieth anniversary of the marking event, the president
of the university assures concerned parties that, despite its near-vacant
status, Foster Auditorium will not be torn down. He tells them that
he is committed to forming an administrative unit that will focus
on multiculturalism, and that it will be called either the Office of
Multicultural Affairs or the Office of Diversity and Inclusiveness. He
tells them that he is asking Malone and Hood, among others, to be on
the advisory committee. He tells them that he plans to submit Foster
Auditorium as a candidate for National Historic Landmark status,
which would mean that it would be preserved forever. He tells them that
he would love to see the building renovated into a multicultural center.
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Behind the President’s Mansion are three buildings generally
believed to have served as slave quarters. On the campus, somewhere,
are the unmarked graves of slaves owned by the university itself. He
tells the concerned parties that he plans to memorialize those as well.
The trouble is that there is so little money available for a project
of the magnitude of renovating Foster. Later, the graves will have
been found and marked, and the slave quarters will be pointed out
to tourists who know enough to ask, but Foster Auditorium will still
be empty, alone with years of dust that has blown in through broken
window panes and underneath Wallace’s door.
What registration is—more so than actually attending classes
or studying or anything we might regard as the real core of attending
college—is the moment at which the student is recognized as an
individual human being by the university, and, by extension, the state
and society.
Wallace blocked Malone and Hood not from entering the classroom,
but from establishing their identities officially, from forcing the state to
admit their humanity. Think of the famous signs carried in the Memphis
sanitation workers’ strike: “I am a man,” not “I am a worker.” If Malone
and Hood wanted to be students, they could have entered the classroom.
What they wanted was to be real in the eyes of the government, and to
become that, they needed to enter Foster Auditorium.
In 1956, after the Supreme Court ordered the desegregation
of public schools, Autherine Lucy integrated the University of Alabama
for the first time. On the third day of classes, as she left Smith Hall,
she was taunted and jeered at by students and townspeople and people
from out of town who threw rocks and eggs at her and her police escort.
The university promptly suspended her, claiming that they could not
guarantee her safety, and later expelled her for claiming, through her
lawyers, that the suspension was racially motivated.
While Malone and Hood became known as the first students to
integrate the university, Lucy is the true first, the tentative foray into
history-making. A combination of national and state politics, a civil
rights movement not yet as confident and assured as it would eventually
become, and a fully segregated university system throughout the South
turned her into a footnote, a forgotten chapter of a school’s history and
a movement’s failings.
Smith Hall now holds the Department of Geological Sciences, and
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students file in and out of it all day long. In their offices, professors work
on whatever their latest projects are. Something happened outside of
Smith Hall in 1956, but history did not deem it important enough to
put a plaque there, to set it aside for future generations to observe as
a relic of its time. History has not turned it into a vacant building.
History, in its forgetting, has kept it alive.
Every student became real in the eyes of the establishment at
the moment of registration. The careful construction of the schedule,
the checking and re-checking of the lists of closed classes, the waiting
in the endless lines, and finally, the reception of the confirmed
schedule: all this was, for each individual student, his or her moment
of recognition by the university.
In this computer age, when I can register for my classes at home
or in the car or in a coffeeshop, what do I lose by not going through
that process? What did the interminable line preserve that the phone
line abandoned?
Foster Auditorium is not completely abandoned. There are a
few offices there, mostly faculty in a small department that has its main
office in another, newer building. When these people pass through the
building, they appear like strangely real figures in a ghostly landscape,
surprising and obtrusive.
One day, finding me standing in the middle of an empty basketball
court, one of them tells me a story. Every year, he says, on June 10,
landscaping crews come and beautify the front façade of Foster. They
wash the dirt off of the yellow brick, shine up the plaque, and plant flowers
in the beds, red and white ones for the university’s colors. On the 11th, the
President of the University, the provosts and deans, the administrators,
the press, and various people the university wants to impress arrive. They
give speeches in which they declaim their support for diversity at the
school and express their unswerving commitment to multiculturalism.
They re-enact Wallace’s stand, but this time open their arms to minority
students, rewriting history and erasing the sins of the past.
They do all this, the faculty member tells me, and then the very
next day, the landscaping crews come back and pull the flowers out of
the beds, load them back into their trucks, and drive them away. They
undo the beautification of two days before, the effect of the single day
each year when Foster Auditorium finds itself in the present, instead
of simply a memorial of the past.
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I imagine that if they knew how to put the dirt back on the walls, they
would, the faculty member says, ending his story, and he vanishes into
the hallways of the building.
The act of registration is so powerful that it can create a real
person out of nothing, like God forming Adam out of the dust of the
prelapsarian Eden. Take the case, possibly apocryphal, of the four
students at a Midwestern university, who, in the days of punchcards,
managed to register a fictional student. They took turns taking his
classes, passing his tests, and, four years later, graduated him with
a degree in economics. Now, almost thirty years later, this unreal
alumnus receives reunion notices and solicitations for donations in
the post office box that his four creators still maintain.
No wonder Wallace wanted to block Malone and Hood from
passing through the door of Foster Auditorium. The creative act of
registration would have given the idea of the African-American scholar
far more reality, far more equality in the public sphere than almost any
other action. It’s one thing to earn the same wage, to ride in the same
section of the bus, and another entirely to have the same legal, official
status as the great-grandchildren of slave owners, to sit next to them
in a classroom and stand in front of them in the registration line.
We all focus on the door: Wallace’s door that could not be
opened without the intervention of the federal government, Malone
and Hood’s door that was closed to them for so long, the door by
which the carefully-worded plaque has been installed, the door that is
cleaned off every year for the dignitaries to pose in front of. We focus
on the door and only the door, and never the passage from the door
into the auditorium.
Not far from the door into Foster Auditorium, a second Alabama
door holds its place in history. In the Birmingham Civil Rights
Institute, the cell door behind which Martin Luther King, Jr. wrote
his Letter From a Birmingham Jail, a plain iron door stands. If you
visit it, you can look right through it, can reach out and touch the
bars worn smooth. There is no inside/outside to this door, no mystery
lying behind it. Because what gave this door history occurred behind
it, then we must look through the door to understand it.
The history of the Foster Auditorium door, however, comes from what
took place in front of it. To enter the building is unnecessary, perhaps
even discouraged, because the building itself has become unnecessary.
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Once inside Foster Auditorium, among the bleachers and orange
hoops, the same hoops that I find locked forty years later, what
would Malone and Hood have found? The important part, the door,
stands behind them; in front of them is the regulated order of school
registration.
Imagine then, a gymnasium filled with students, the air stifling in
the Alabama summer. Everyone waits in line, papers in hand perhaps,
patiently moving toward a table where they pay their tuition or collect
their scholarships. It’s not the most exciting of scenarios inside the
building; it certainly doesn’t lend itself to a heroic mural or interpretive
exhibit. All the drama is on the outside.
How, then, should we make Foster Auditorium necessary?
What place should we give the building in the history of university
integration? After all, Alabama was the last state to integrate its
schools, holding out after all the other strongholds had crumbled in
the face of lawsuits and federal marshals. Foster Auditorium was not
the key battle, but rather the final surrender of the old guard.
How do we judge a site’s historical importance? No one died at the
University of Alabama as two had when Ole Miss had been integrated
the year before, when governor Ross Barnett called the Kennedy
administration’s actions an “invasion” of his state.
Must blood be spilled, tempers flared, epithets shouted and
stones thrown to justify a monument? In the time between Ole Miss
and Alabama’s confrontations, South Carolina’s Clemson University
was peacefully integrated, an eye in the middle of the South’s stormy
realignment of itself, and it, like Autherine Lucy, has been relegated to
minor importance by the historians.
Then, finally, the sheer number of sites in this region defies our
ability to preserve the past. If we were to mark every site where something
occurred here, then we should find ourselves surrounded by plaques and
markers, crowded into a forest of memory. If history removes utility,
then this whole region would quickly become unusable.
Because of Spanish exploration and conquest, the South has
the longest history of European and African presence in the United
States. So much has happened here—exploration, expulsion and
extermination of natives, the antebellum years, the Civil War,
Reconstruction, the civil rights movement—that the South has, more
than any other region, been forced to find a way to function despite all
of its history.
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Nothing ever dies in the South; it rarely freezes or snows, so plants
grow lush and thick, overgrowing telephone poles, fences, entire buildings.
This makes Foster Auditorium the perfect representative of Dixie and its
history. It will not go away. It will not keep itself to an easily managed
space. It will not disappear and become the past, and instead, it will leave
uncomfortable reminders of its presence in our daily lives, wounds not
fully healed, ghosts not completely vanished. We wish for a door and find
ourselves stuck with an entire building, an unwanted memory.
Eventually, after all this rumination on registration, I call
the phone registration, and a mechanical voice walks me through the
process: entering my campus-wide ID, followed by the individual
numbers of each class that I wish to take.
The campus-wide ID, an eight-digit code, replaced the usual Social
Security number in the aftermath of a university election scandal a
few years ago in which several hundred students’ SSNs were stolen and
used to vote for a particular candidate online.
So now the University of Alabama’s students find themselves in the
odd situation of having a new number replace the old number by which
they were known. We’ve exchanged one form of anonymity for another.
Punching the numbers into the touchtone phone, I think anyone
could do this. Anyone could be me. How much fuss would be made if
Malone and Hood could have phoned in their registration? What door
could Wallace possibly have blocked to symbolize his opposition to
integration? The door to Foster Auditorium would have simply stayed
a door like any other, as anonymous as whoever’s pressing the pound
key to skip to the main menu.
One more door. In Memphis, at the site of the Lorraine Motel,
a wreath hangs on the fence in front of the door to a second-story
room. In April of 1968, a little less than five years after Foster’s door
swung open, a single bullet killed Martin Luther King, Jr. in front of
this door, marking it for preservation.
And so it came, years later, when the Lorraine Motel was nearly
closed and under consideration for demolition, that a group of citizens
and investors stepped in, bought the building, and saved it. Now,
the former Lorraine Motel is the National Civil Rights Museum, an
enormous facility that tracks the history of the movement from its
beginnings to King’s death. Its emotional climax comes at the room
King stayed in the night before he died, the room he’d left just before
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he was shot. From behind plexiglas windows, visitors can see into the
room, see the bed and nightstand and the door through which King
passed, unknowingly.
Across the street from the Lorraine Motel/National Civil
Rights Museum stands the boarding house from which James Earl
Ray supposedly fired the bullet. Toward the end of the century, this
building faced development into luxury condominiums, and it too
was purchased by the Museum. It has been preserved, and turned into
a second museum, one that chronicles the assassination’s aftermath—
the investigation, the pursuit, the trial, even all the conspiracies.
It has saved all the evidence: Ray’s fake passports, his registration
card from the boarding house, his receipt for the rifle and the rifle
itself. Unremarkably placed in the middle of the evidence is a small,
mangled bit of metal: the bullet.
Like King’s room, the bathroom from which Ray fired is walled
off with plexiglas, so visitors cannot stand in front of it and see the
balcony where King died. But they can stand in the street, outside of
the buildings they must pay admission to enter, and see the reasons
for the millions of dollars and thousands of hours of labor that have
preserved and renovated these buildings.
A window, a door, and the path between the two.
I have walked away from Foster Auditorium, leaving it to
the dust and cobwebs and the rocks that fly through the windows
sometimes, spilling broken glass onto the unused parquet floor. I cross
the street that runs alongside the building, walking toward the center
of campus. On the fringes of the campus, construction workers build
new structures, luxurious dormitories and classrooms with wireless
access, residences designed to keep students living on campus for all
four or five years of their time in Tuscaloosa.
Dust means one of two things: neglect or genesis. On the edges
of campus, the dust kicked up by earth movers and cranes symbolizes
newness, of the evolution of the college campus. But at Foster
Auditorium, that vestigial organ of the university, the dust lies thick
and undisturbed, like the dust of a tomb, like the dust on top of a book
unopened in this century.
In the summer of 2003, Bob Riley, the governor of Alabama,
spoke at ceremonies commemorating the fortieth anniversary of the
integration of the university. Both he and the previous speaker, Vivian
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Malone Jones, stood in the exact same spot that Wallace had forty
years prior. In the middle of his remarks, a summer thunderstorm let
loose. The assembled group moved into the closest building in which
they could find shelter, through the door into Foster Auditorium.
On the other side of the door, while technicians scrambled to set up
the public address system, everyone found themselves in the forgotten part
of Foster. They saw the dust, the broken windows up high, the pushed-in
bleachers and the basketball goals with rim locks fastened to each one.
For a few hours, while Riley gave his speech and the ceremony concluded,
Foster Auditorium lived again as a working facility instead of the empty
monument it normally is, as something more than just a door.
After the speeches, though, everyone left. And if the story the faculty
member told me was true, the next day, the landscape crews came and
took out the flowers, and Foster Auditorium slipped back into history.
It’s possible that one day the money will come through and Foster
Auditorium will become the multicultural center that the school
promises. It’s possible that the cracked parquet floor, the bleachers,
and the goals will be torn out and replaced by a gleaming new facility.
It’s possible that one day the building might be a place where people
come to understand the struggle to integrate the schools of the South,
to remember Ole Miss and Clemson and Alabama the way that King’s
life and death is remembered in Memphis.
But no one spends the night in the Lorraine Motel, and no one rents
a room in the boarding house across the street from it. Just the same, no
one will use the renovated Foster Auditorium for any of the thousand
purposes that gave it its quotidian history, its history inside the door and
outside of the door.
When the day comes that the governor and the president of the
university preside over Malone and Hood, or perhaps Autherine Lucy,
or perhaps some of their children, cutting the ribbon that opens the
new Foster Auditorium Multicultural Center, the building will begin
to accumulate its new history, a history of memory. But something will
have been left out of the informative exhibits and self-guided tours; no
band will ever play Foster again, no student will ever wait in line to
register for classes, no team will ever sink a shot at the last second to win
the game for Alabama.
This is the problem with preservation: something is always lost.
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the Sacramento Poetry Center Press Book Award for her manuscript
Bluster, scheduled for release in 2011.
Jacob Newberry is pursuing a PhD in creative writing (poetry)
at Florida State University, where he has received the University
Fellowship. He has also received a Fulbright Fellowship in Creative
Writing to Israel. His poetry, fiction, and nonfiction have appeared or
are forthcoming in the Iowa Review, Granta, Rattle, Drunken Boat,
and River Styx, among others.
Sara Parrell was awarded first prize in the Poetry Center of Chicago’s
2008 Juried Reading for five poems from her series, Psalms of New
Orleans. Her work has appeared in Qarrtsiluni, Wisconsin People
and Ideas (including winning poems in the 2007 poetry contest), the
anthology Lake Wingra Morning, and other journals. Her collaboration
with photographer Thomas Ferrella was reflected in her essay “Beyond
Ekphrasis: Collaboration as a Journey” in Verse Wisconsin, nominated
for Dzanc Books’ Best of the Web 2010.
Colin Rafferty received his MFA from the University of Alabama and
now teaches nonfiction writing at the University of Mary Washington
in Fredericksburg, Virginia. Recent essays of his have appeared or are
forthcoming in Fourth Genre, Bellingham Review, and Witness. His
new favorite place to visit in Tuscaloosa, Alabama, is Malone-Hood
Plaza, right in front of the renovated Foster Auditorium.
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Nancy Reddy’s work has appeared or is forthcoming in Linebreak,
Anti-, Cream City Review, Memorious, and elsewhere. She holds
an MFA from the University of Wisconsin-Madison, where she is
currently a doctoral student in composition and rhetoric. She is also
the reviews and interviews editor of Devil’s Lake.
Tony Reevy is senior associate director of the Institute for the
Environment at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. He is
a graduate of North Carolina State University, UNC-Chapel Hill, and
Miami University, and he is a David P. Morgan Award winner (2006)
and a Pushcart Prize nominee. His previous publications include poetry,
non-fiction and short fiction, including the non-fiction book Ghost Train!,
and the poetry chapbooks Green Cove Stop, Magdalena, Lightning in
Wartime, and In Mountain Lion Country. He resides in Durham, North
Carolina, with wife, Caroline Weaver, and children, Lindley and Ian.
Jenna Rindo worked as a pediatric intensive care nurse for seven years
in Virginia, Florida, and Wisconsin. She now lives in rural Wisconsin
where she teaches English to Arabic, Chinese, Hmong, Vietnamese,
and Spanish students. Her poems have appeared in: Chest, the official
Publication of the American College of Chest Physicians; Frontiers: A
Journal of Women Studies; the American Journal of Nursing; and
Shenandoah.
Elizabeth Lindsey Rogers is from North Carolina. She completed her
MFA from Cornell University, where she is now a lecturer. Her poems
appear on Poetry Daily and in Field, AGNI Online, Seneca Review,
Asheville Poetry Review, storySouth, Comstock Review, Chautauqua
Literary Journal, and several others.
Sheryl St. Germain directs the MFA program in creative writing at
Chatham University in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. Her most recent
book of poetry is Let it Be a Dark Roux: New and Selected Poems. She is
co-editor of a forthcoming anthology of essays entitled Between Song
and Story: Essays for the 21st Century, due out in Summer 2011 with
Autumn House Press. She is currently in France working on a new
poetry manuscript based on the history of a French Creole family.
Rachel Unkefer is president and a founding member of WriterHouse,
a nonprofit community writing center in Charlottesville, Virginia.
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Her stories have been published in Shaking Like a Mountain and The
Hook. “The Ninth of Av” is adapted from a chapter of her unpublished
novel “A Useful Life.” She is at work on her second novel.
Kevin Vaughn is a doctoral student in English and creative writing
at the University of Georgia. He also holds an MFA from Columbia
University. His poems have appeared in Mississippi Review, PANK,
Naugatuck River Review, and other journals; and the anthologies
Killer Verse: Poems of Murder and Mayhem and The Southern Poetry
Anthology, Volume V: Georgia. A former Fulbright Fellow to Poland,
he is currently at work translating the national poet of Poland, Adam
Mickiewicz.
Jeannine Dorian Vesser, originally from Tennessee, received her MFA
from the University of Missouri-St. Louis. Her stories appear or are
forthcoming in New Southerner and the Southeast Review. She works as a
Writing Specialist at St. Louis Community College.
Cheryl Whitehead’s poems have appeared in Callaloo, Measure, Calyx,
International Poetry Review, and other literary journals. In 2009, she
was a finalist for the New Letters Poetry Award. She received her MFA
from the Sewanee School of Letters in Sewanee, Tennessee.
John Willson is a recipient of a Pushcart Prize and awards from the
Academy of American Poets and the Artist Trust of Washington State.
His poems have appeared in the anthologies Spreading the Word:
Editors on Poetry and Under Our Skin: Literature of Breast Cancer;
and in journals including, Cold Mountain Review, Louisiana Review,
Many Mountains Moving, Northwest Review, Notre Dame Review, Poet
Lore, Roanoke Review, and Sycamore Review. A two-time finalist in
the National Poetry Series, he lives on Bainbridge Island, Washington,
where he is employed as poetry workshop instructor and as a bookseller at
an independent bookstore.
P. Ivan Young is a 2011 recipient of an Individual Artist Award from
the Maryland State Arts Council and was nominated by Blue Mesa
Review for Best New Poets 2011. His work has recently appeared in the
London Magazine, Blue Mesa Review, Barnwood, Fogged Clarity, and
Buzzard Picnic.
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Crab Orchard Series
In Poetry
2011 OPEN
COMPETITION AWARDS
Announcement
Crab Orchard Review and Southern Illinois University Press
are pleased to announce the 2011 Crab Orchard Series in
Poetry Open Competition selections.
Our final judge, Yusef Komunyakaa, selected In the Absence
of Clocks by Jacob Shores-Argüello and Huang Po and the
Dimensions of Love by Wally Swist as the winners. Both
winners have been awarded a $2000 prize and will receive
$1500 as an honorarium for a reading at Southern Illinois
University Carbondale as part of the 2012 Devil’s Kitchen Fall
Literary Festival. Both readings will follow the publication
of the poets’ collections by Southern Illinois University Press
in June 2012.
We want to thank all of the poets who entered manuscripts
in our Crab Orchard Series in Poetry Open Competition.
Crab Orchard Review’s website has updated information on
subscriptions, calls for submissions, contest information and
results, and past, current, and future issues. Visit us at:

CrabOrchardReview.siu.edu
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&
Southern Illinois
University Press
2012 Crab Orchard Series in Poetry
Open Competition Awards
final judge: Cynthia Huntington

Two winners – $3500 and publication each
All unpublished, original collections of poems written in English by United
States citizens and permanent residents are eligible* (individual poems may
have been previously published). (*Current or former students, colleagues, and
close friends of the final judge, Cynthia Huntington, and current and former
students and employees of Southern Illinois University and authors published
by Southern Illinois University Press are not eligible for the Open Competition.)
Two volumes of poems will be selected from an open competition of manuscripts
postmarked October 1 through November 16, 2011. The winners will each
receive a publication contract with Southern Illinois University Press. In addition,
both winners will be awarded a $2000 prize and $1500 as an honorarium for a
reading at Southern Illinois University Carbondale. Both readings will follow
the publication of the poets’ collections by Southern Illinois University Press.
All submissions must be accompanied by a $25 entry fee. For complete
guidelines, send a self-addressed, stamped envelope to:

		
		
		
		
		
		

Jon Tribble, Series Editor
Crab Orchard Open Competition Awards
Department of English
Southern Illinois University Carbondale
1000 Faner Drive
Carbondale, Illinois 62901

the Crab Orchard Series
in Poetry
2010 Open Competition Award

Series Editor, Jon Tribble

The Black
Ocean
Poems by
Brian Barker
“Barker creates a harrowing world
threatened by the inescapability of its
own complex, often dark history, a world
on the brink of chaos and collapse.
Though these poems are frequently
dizzying and threatening, they are also
distinguished by technical dexterity,
sonic complexity, and a truly visionary
sensibility. The Black Ocean confirms my
belief that Brian Barker is one of the most
ambitious and talented young poets at
work in America today.”—Kevin Prufer

“‘Death is the mother of beauty,’ Wallace Stevens
contended, and Brian Barker’s lovely, heartwrenching poems glow with the vision, the
poignant vanishing light, of last things. They
scroll down the page with a lyric grace, a sacred
rage, a spooky, apocalyptic power, and a visionary
gleam.”—Edward Hirsch, author of
The Living Fire: New and Selected Poems
Copublished with
Crab Orchard Review
80 pages, $15.95 paper
ISBN 0-8093-3028-8
978-0-8093-3028-7

Available at major retailers and independent bookstores, or from

southern illinois university press
Orders & Inquiries • TEL 800-621-2736 • FAX 800-621-8476
www.siupress.com

the Crab Orchard Series
in Poetry
Series Editor, Jon Tribble

2010 Open Competition Award

Smith Blue
Poems by
Camille T. Dungy
“Loss inhabits these poems–palpable,
less spiritual than common though no less
devastating, spoken by one not afraid ‘to
hear what quiet really sounds like.’ And
what has been lost?–lovers, landscapes,
poets, none replaceable with the easy
distractions of iPods or NPR. What
remains? Words. Lyrically adept yet coolly
self-conscious, these poems engage loss
to ‘recall / how we smelled before this end
was begun.’”—Michael Waters, author of
Darling Vulgarity, finalist for
the Los Angeles Times Book Prize

“Exquisite moments of intimacy caught
in the meshes of history, of human
depredation registered in language as
plainspoken as it is rich in implication,
Smith Blue by Camille Dungy is a gorgeous
and powerful book, one of the best I’ve read
in recent years.”—Alan Shapiro,
author of Old War and Happy Hour
Copublished with
Crab Orchard Review
88 pages, $15.95 paper
ISBN 0-8093-3031-8
978-0-8093-3031-7

Available at major retailers and independent bookstores, or from

southern illinois university press
Orders & Inquiries • TEL 800-621-2736 • FAX 800-621-8476
www.siupress.com

the Crab Orchard Series
in Poetry
2009 Open Competition Award

Series Editor, Jon Tribble

Strange
Land
Poems by
Todd Hearon
“Todd Hearon’s engaging, inventive
language penetrates to what he calls ‘the
dark of your memory,’ a region where
dreamlife and language overlap, where
occulted feelings find the chords and
discords of speech.…This is a first book
of rare mastery.” —Robert Pinsky,
former U.S. Poet Laureate
“These are beautiful uncompromising
poems.”—David Ferry, author of Of No
Country I Know: New and Selected Poems
and Translations
“At once inventive and elegant, hungering and
assured, immediate and literary, visceral and
visionary, the poems of Strange Land range
broadly across the idiomatic and the oracular
with a lyric economy that is as deftly accomplished
as it is exhilarating. Strange Land is an
exceptional first book, ambitious and necessary.”
—Daniel Tobin, author of Second Things
Copublished with
Crab Orchard Review
88 pages, $14.95 paper
ISBN 0-8093-2966-2
978-0-8093-2966-3

Available at major retailers and independent bookstores, or from

southern illinois university press
Orders & Inquiries • TEL 800-621-2736 • FAX 800-621-8476
www.siupress.com

the Crab Orchard Series
in Poetry
Series Editor, Jon Tribble

2009 Open Competition Award

Threshold
Poems by
Jennifer Richter
“Threshold weaves domestic details
—children, neighbors, ordinary
moments—into an extraordinary account
of pain and survival. But what appears
to be, at first, a fractured narrative of
turmoil, heals in the craft of these poems,
into an account of a mind growing in
and through language.”—Eavan Boland,
author of Domestic Violence: Poems
“Throughout this lovely book, the
music of survival and transcendence
undergirds a song of the body in its
changes.”—Natasha Trethewey,
author of Native Guard
“Threshold sparkles with a shaped brilliance.
Each poem is intensely believable because there
isn’t a decorous flare of language here. To cross
the threshold is to (pro)claim the metaphysical
that resides in the everyday.”—Yusef Komunyakaa,
author of Warhorses: Poems

Copublished with
Crab Orchard Review
88 pages, $14.95 paper
ISBN 0-8093-2965-4
978-0-8093-2965-6

Available at major retailers and independent bookstores, or from

southern illinois university press
Orders & Inquiries • TEL 800-621-2736 • FAX 800-621-8476
www.siupress.com

Crab Orchard Series
In Poetry
FIRST BOOK AWARD
Rookery
Poems by
Traci Brimhall
“With a stunning mastery of
metaphor, linguistic precision, and a
soulful determined vision, Brimhall’s
work reveals an artist tuned to the
significance of everyday experience,
from the panicking heartbeats of
birds to the spiking pulse of mice.”
—Dorianne Laux, author of Facts
about the Moon
“This emotionally articulate, intense
debut gives us the myth of self in its
various incarnations: elegiac, surreal,
meditative, erotic, dreamlike. I love
[Brimhall’s] luscious verbal texturing
and lyric slipperiness, an assertive
voice, a sensuality, a glow. A beautiful
book.” —Ilya Kaminsky, author of
Dancing in Odessa
80 pages, $14.95 paper
ISBN 0-8093-2997-2
978-0-8093-2997-7

Copublished with Crab Orchard Review

2009 Winner

Available at major retailers and independent bookstores, or from

southern illinois university press
Orders & Inquiries • TEL 800-621-2736 • FAX 800-621-8476
www.siupress.com

the Crab Orchard Series
in Poetry
Series Editor, Jon Tribble

2009 Editor’s Selection

Persons
Unknown
Poems by Jake Adam York
“Elegiac and epic, these poems
broaden the limits of the American
imagination on the subject of
Jim Crow, an era as worthy of
mythologizing as the War of
Independence or World War II.
I am grateful that York is applying
his prodigious talent to this history
and I am profoundly shaken by
the result.” —Anthony Grooms,
author of Bombingham

“Jake Adam York’s beautiful poetry reclaims the voices of America’s disappeared. This
elegant victory of memory offers us a map to justice and hope if we but heed the call.”
—Susan M. Glisson, author of The Human Tradition in the Civil Rights Movement
“These poems are corrosive, blunt, historical as photographs we know from frontpage news, but they have also the depth and tang of sweet dawn before anything has
happened, before the lynchings, the blood…. Persons Unknown is bravely done work
and Jake Adam York is, now, a necessary poet among us.”—Dave Smith, author of
Little Boats, Unsalvaged: Poems, 1992–2004

Persons Unknown
Copublished with Crab Orchard Review

104 pages, $14.95
paper, ISBN 0-8093-2998-0
978-0-8093-2998-4

Available at major retailers and independent bookstores, or from

southern illinois university press
Orders & Inquiries • TEL 800-621-2736 • FAX 800-621-8476
www.siupress.com

“A magazine writers admire
and readers enjoy.”
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Crab Orchard Review, the national
literary magazine from Southern
Illinois University Carbondale,
has received awards from the
Council of Literary Magazines
and Presses and the Illinois Arts
Council. A subscription to Crab
Orchard Review is $20 for two
issues. Subscribe now for some of
today’s best new writing.

Fiction
◆

Poetry
◆

Essays
◆

Book Reviews

Crab Orchard Review is supported, in part,
by a grant from the Illinois Arts Council,
a state agency, in partnership with
the National Endowment for the Arts.

Subscription to Crab Orchard Review

___ 1 year ($20)			
2 years ($30)			
3 years ($40)			
Single copy ($12)		
Single copy International ($22)

___
___
___
___
___

Supporting Subscriber ($35/yr)
Donor ($70/2 yrs)
Patron ($100/3 yrs)
Benefactor ($300/Lifetime)
1 year Subscription Intl. ($35)

Name
Address
City/State/Zip
Please begin my subscription with Volume

Number

Send payment to: Crab Orchard Review, Jon Tribble, Managing Editor, Dept. of English,
Mail Code 4503, Southern Illinois University, 1000 Faner Drive, Carbondale, IL 62901.
Phone: (618) 453-5321		
Fax: (618) 453-8224

A Call for Submissions
Special Issue: Due North
Crab Orchard Review is seeking work for our Summer/Fall 2012 issue focusing on
writing exploring the people, places, history, and changes shaping the states in the
U.S. that make up the Northeast (Maryland, Delaware, New Jersey, Pennsylvania,
New York, Connecticut, Massachusetts, Rhode Island, Vermont, New Hampshire,
and Maine) and the northern Midwest east of the Mississippi River (Ohio,
Indiana, Michigan, Illinois, Wisconsin, and Minnesota).
All submissions should be original, unpublished poetry, fiction, or literary
nonfiction in English or unpublished translations in English (we do run
bilingual, facing-page translations whenever possible). Please query before
submitting any interview.
The submission period for this issue is August 17 through November 5, 2011.
We will be reading submissions throughout this period and hope to complete
the editorial work on the issue by the end of April 2012. Writers whose work
is selected will receive $25 (US) per magazine page ($50 minimum for poetry;
$100 minimum for prose) and two copies of the issue. Mail submissions to:

Crab Orchard Review
Due North issue
Faner 2380, Mail Code 4503
Southern Illinois University Carbondale
1000 Faner Drive
Carbondale, IL 62901
USA

Address correspondence to:
Allison Joseph, Editor and Poetry Editor
Carolyn Alessio, Prose Editor
Jon Tribble, Managing Editor
For general guidelines, check our website at:
		

CrabOrchardReview.siu.edu/guid2.html
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