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NEW FROM THE HISTORIC NEW ORLEANS COLLECTION

PUBLISHING THE CULTURE & HIS TORY 
OF NE W ORLE ANS & THE GULF SOUTH

w w w.hno c .o rg 

Many scholars have written about New Orleans’s 

legal red-light district, Storyville, but no thorough 

contemporary study of the blue books has 

been available until now. These directories 

of the neighborhood’s prostitutes featured 

advertisements for liquor, brothels, and other 

goods and services available in the District. 

Illustrated with hundreds of facsimile pages from 

the blue books in THNOC’s holdings, Guidebooks 

to Sin illuminates the intersection of race, 

commerce, and sex in this essential chapter of 

New Orleans history.

Guidebooks to Sin
The Blue Books of Storyville, New Orleans

by Pamela D. Arceneaux 
with a foreword by Emily Epstein Landau

published by The Historic New Orleans Collection, 2017

hardcover • 9" × 12" • 160 pp. • 320 color images • $50

art direction by Alison Cody

Now available at www.hnoc.org/shop, 
independent bookstores, and online
retailers

“Pamela D. Arceneaux carefully sorts out the 

genuine and the fake, the accurate and the 

apocryphal, to produce an invaluable resource for 

historians, collectors, and anyone interested in 

New Orleans history.” 

— GARY KRIST, author of Empire of Sin

“A classy, smart look at Storyville.”

— CHRISTINE WILTZ, author of 

The Last Madam



A new songbook from universally acclaimed and 2016 PEN LYRIC AWARD Recipient, John Prine

a book of stories, photographs, lyrics & chords

 Available Now at www.JohnPrine.com, Amazon and select retailers 

JOHN PRINE
Beyond Words

Oh Boy Records is proud to present

�He did a better job of holding up the mirror of art 
to the �60s and �70s than any of our official literary 

poets�            - Ted Kooser US Poet Laureate

�The Mark Twain of American Songwriting� 
 - Rolling Stone Magazine

�If God�s got a favorite songwriter, I think it�s John 
Prine�                    - Kris Kristofferson 
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a story by Jesmyn Ward
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An errant boyhood in the Texas borderlands 
by Roger D. Hodge
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a story by Gothataone Moeng
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Following John McPhee to Florida 
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MAGIC BANANA 
by Chris Offutt
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Ecce Homo, He Says, And I Do

If That Diamond Ring Don’t Shine

If That Mockingbird Don’t Sing

Lullaby at 102º
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Harrison Scott Key and the  
Hellhound of Boligee

Concession, a story by Michael Parker 

Holly Haworth joins the  
Mollusk Recovery Program

Documenting Blodgett Homes, 
by Sarah Stacke 

Photographs by Johanne Rahaman

The Domestic Front,  
a story by Van Diamondfinger

Local Fare: An Active Authenticity,  
by John T. Edge

Editor’s Letter: Taking Off, 
by Eliza Borné
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58  SPEED AWAY This, too, is holy  /   Jamie Quatro

66  SET FORTH Thumbing with the founder of the Great Hitchhiking Race  /    Joel Finsel
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TRACI BRIMHALL  is the author 
of Our Lady of the Ruins and Rookery. 
She has received a National Endow-
ment for the Arts literature fellow-
ship and is an assistant professor of 
creative writing at Kansas State Uni-
versity. Her forthcoming collection, 
Saudade, will be published by Copper 
Canyon this fall.

VAN DIAMONDFINGER  is the 
pen name of Van Choojitarom. He is 
a graduate of the Iowa Writers’ Work-
shop, where he has taught science fic-
tion writing. His work is sometimes 
mistaken for satire.

JOHN T. EDGE  has served as an 
Oxford American columnist since 
1998. His book The Potlikker Papers: 
A Food History of the Modern South, 
which Jack Hitt calls “the smartest 
history of race in America in a genera-
tion,” was published in May.

JOEL FINSEL  is the author of 
two books, one of which, a bartend-
ing memoir titled Cocktails and Con-
versations, was recently turned into a 
play by Theater Now in Wilmington, 
North Carolina. He is writing a book 
about the lost pharmaceutical history 
of the cocktail.

ANNE GISLESON’s work has ap-
peared in the Atlantic, the L.A. Times, 
and Ecotone, among other publica-
tions. She teaches at the New Orleans 
Center for Creative Arts, and her book 
The Futilitarians will be published by 
Little, Brown in August.

HOLLY HAWORTH received 
the Middlebury Fellowship in 
Environmental Journalism. She was a 
Jackson Fellow at Hollins University, 
where she earned an MFA. Her work 
also appears in Orion, the On Being 
radio program blog, and Virginia 
Quarterly Review.

ROGER D. HODGE  is the former 
editor of the Oxford American and the 
author of Texas Blood: Seven Genera-
tions Among the Outlaws, Ranchers, 
Indians, Missionaries, Soldiers, and 
Smugglers of the Borderlands, to be 
published by Knopf in October. He is 
deputy editor of The Intercept.

HARRISON SCOTT KEY  is the 
author of the memoir The World’s 
Largest Man, which won the 2016 
Thurber Prize for American Humor. 
His work has appeared in a number of 
magazines and anthologies, including 
Best American Travel Writing 2014. 
He teaches writing at the Savannah 
College of Art and Design in 
Savannah, Georgia. On Twitter, he’s 
@HarrisonKey.

MOLLY MCARDLE  is a writer 
from the District of Columbia. She is 
Brooklyn Magazine’s books editor and a 
regular contributor to Travel + Leisure.

GOTHATAONE MOENG  is a 
writer from Serowe, Botswana. She 
has had fiction published in A Pub-
lic Space magazine, where she was a 
2016 Emerging Writer Fellow. She is 
a graduate of the University of Mis-
sissippi’s MFA program.

JOHN O’CONNOR  is from Ka-
lamazoo, Michigan, the original home 
of Gibson guitars. His writing has ap-
peared in the journals Open City, Post 
Road, and Quarterly West, as well as in 
the New York Times, GQ, Saveur, Men’s 
Journal, and the Financial Times. For 
two years he was a foreign correspon-
dent for Japan’s largest daily newspa-
per, the Yomiuri Shimbun. He currently 
teaches journalism at Boston College.

CHRIS OFFUTT  grew up in 
Haldeman, Kentucky. He is the author 
of three books of fiction and three 
books of nonfiction. He has written 

 ELIZA BORNÉ

Editor

Deputy Editor MAXWELL GEORGE

Senior Editors REBECCA GAYLE HOWELL, JAY JENNINGS

Art Director TOM MARTIN • www.TomMartinDesign.com
Art Researcher ALYSSA COPPELMAN

Copyeditor ALI WELKY

Editorial Interns 
CASSIE HAYES, HOLLI MCCLEAN, JACOB ROSENBERG

Columnists JOHN T. EDGE, CHRIS OFFUTT

Editor at Large ROGER D. HODGE

Contributing Editors 

LUCY ALIBAR, ROY BLOUNT, JR., WENDY BRENNER,  
KEVIN BROCKMEIER, WILLIAM CAVERLEE, 

BRONWEN DICKEY, LOLIS ERIC ELIE, NATALIE ELLIOTT,  
BETH ANN FENNELLY, LESLIE JAMISON, HARRISON SCOTT KEY, 

KIESE LAYMON, ALEX MAR, GREIL MARCUS, DUNCAN MURRELL,  
AMANDA PETRUSICH, PADGETT POWELL, JAMIE QUATRO,  
DAVID RAMSEY, DIANE ROBERTS, MARK WINEGARDNER

OFFICE ADDRESS

P.O. Box 3235 / Little Rock, AR 72203-3235
Phone: (501) 374-0000 • Fax: (501) 374-0001 

Business Staff: info@oxfordamerican.org
Editorial Staff: editors@oxfordamerican.org

RYAN HARRIS

Executive Director

Senior Account Executive KATHLEEN KING 
(501) 269-8055 • kking@oxfordamerican.org
Senior Account Executive CRISTEN HEMMINS 
(662) 236-1700 • cristenh@watervalley.net

Account Executive RAY WITTENBERG 
(501) 733-4164 • rwittenberg@oxfordamerican.org

Account Executive KELSEY WHITE

(501) 416-6525 • kwhite@oxfordamerican.org
Account Executive HAROLD CHAMBLISS, Atlanta 

(678) 906-4050 • haroldcmg@ceocenters.com

Director of Finance and Operations TERESA GRAFALS KROGER

Circulation Director MATT BAKER 
Donor and Customer Service Specialist JULIA HOFHEIMER

The Oxford American Literary Project, Inc., Board of Directors 
RICHARD MASSEY, VINCENT LOVOI

The Oxford American Literary Project, Inc., receives support from 
THE NATIONAL ENDOWMENT FOR THE ARTS, 

ARKANSAS ARTS COUNCIL, THE SUMMER FOUNDATION 
& STELLA BOYLE SMITH TRUST

SUBSCRIPTIONS 
The quickest, greenest way to subscribe is to visit our website.  

A one-year subscription (4 quarterly issues) is $39.  
A two-year subscription (8 issues total) is $59.  

We accept checks, money orders, American Express,  
Visa, MasterCard, and PayPal. 

www.oxfordamerican.org • (800) 314-9051

SUBMISSIONS 
We accept online submissions.  

Please visit our website for more information. 

ABOUT US

The Oxford American is a nonprofit quarterly  
published by The Oxford American Literary Project, Inc.,  

in alliance with the University of Central Arkansas (UCA).

c o n t r i b u t o r s

Copyright © 2017 The Oxford American Literary Project, Inc. All rights reserved. The Oxford American (ISSN 1074-4525, 

USPS# 023157) is published four times per year, Winter, Spring, Summer, Fall, by The Oxford American Literary Project, 

Inc., P.O. Box 3235 Little Rock, Arkansas 72203. Periodicals postage paid at Conway, AR Postmaster and at additional 

mailing offices. The annual subscription rate is $39 for U.S. orders, $49 for Canadian orders, and $59 for outside North 

America. (All funds must be U.S. dollars.) POSTMASTER: please send address changes to The Oxford American, P.O. 



- 5 - O x f o r d A m e r i c a n . o r gRobbie McClaran © 2016, All Rights Reserved

screenplays for True Blood, Weeds, and 
Treme. His work has been included in many 
anthologies, including Best American Essays, 
Best American Short Stories, and The Pushcart 
Prize 2017. He lives near Oxford, Mississippi. 
Reach him at offuttchris1@gmail.com.

MICHAEL PARKER  is the author of six 
novels and two collections of stories. His 
honors include fellowships in fiction from 
the North Carolina Arts Council and the 
National Endowment for the Arts, as well 
as receiving the North Carolina Award for 
Literature. He is the Vacc Distinguished 
Professor in the MFA Writing Program at 
the University of North Carolina at Greens-
boro and lives in Greensboro, North Caro-
lina, and Austin, Texas.

JAMIE QUATRO  is the author of the sto-
ry collection I Want to Show You More. Her 

writing has also appeared in The O. Henry 
Prize Stories 2013, the New York Times Book 
Review, Tin House, Ploughshares, McSwee-
ney’s, and elsewhere. Her debut novel, Fire 
Sermon, will be published in early 2018.

JOHANNE RAHAMAN  is a Trinidad-
born, Miami-based photographer. Her work 
highlights the beauty and dynamism of 
black life in inner cities and small towns in 
Florida, from the point of view of its resi-
dents. Her ongoing project, Black Florida, 
was born out of a desire to contest main-
stream racialized narratives.

SARAH STACKE  is a photographer and 
writer who develops daily life stories about 
people living in under-resourced and nar-
rowly represented communities that have 
been created by intersections of history, 
culture, and forced geographies. Her work 

has appeared in the New York Times, the 
New Yorker, and National Geographic, and 
she teaches at Duke’s Center for Documen-
tary Studies and the International Center 
of Photography.

JESMYN WARD  is the author of the 
novels Where the Line Bleeds and Salvage 
the Bones, which won the 2011 National 
Book Award, and the memoir Men We 
Reaped. The story in this issue is excerpted 
from her forthcoming novel Sing, Unburied, 
Sing, which will be published by Scribner 
in September 2017. She lives in DeLisle, 
Mississippi.

WYATT WILLIAMS  lives and writes in 
Atlanta. His work has been published by 
the New York Times Magazine and the Paris 
Review. He is currently working on a book 
about meat.
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Taking Of
BY ELIZA BORNÉ

e d i t o r ´ s  l e t t e r

I
n “The Beautiful Hunt,” on page 38, Anne 
Gisleson writes of the “personal hurt of the 
headlines” and the claustrophobia of grief. 

She is writing specifically of how the opioid 
epidemic affected her family in New Orleans. 
As I read her stunning essay while sitting in 
Little Rock this spring, her words cut close in 
another context. 

To live in Arkansas over the past few months 
was to enter a previously unfathomable kind 
of hell. On February 27, our governor set eight 
executions across ten days in April—a pace 
unequaled in contemporary U.S. history. At 
a time when the national opinion of capital 
punishment continues to wane, the lethal 
injections in Arkansas would begin on the 
day after Easter, a bit of grotesque symbolism 
frequently noted in the countless op-eds, cable 
news specials, and international stories cover-
ing what many considered to be a humanitarian 
crisis (a crisis that TV news reporters often 
discussed with a tenor that reminded me of 
commentators in The Hunger Games). 

In my household, this season brought a 
heavy cloud of darkness. My husband, a capital 
defense lawyer, was at the center of the storm; 
the condemned inmates were his clients. As 
he worked interminable days for weeks on 
end, I started to keep a list of phrases I hope 
to never hear or speak again, among them: 
“historic spate of executions,” “assembly line 
killings,” “state-sanctioned murder.” If you 
read the headlines, you know that the defense 
lawyers were successful on some counts—and 
they were unsuccessful on others. 

“Against most things you can obtain secu-
rity, but when it comes to death, we all live in 
an unwalled city.” Anne quotes this line from 
Epicurus as she mourns her nephew’s heroin 
overdose, copes with “our mortal vulnerabil-
ity,” and finds some measure of relief in an 
impromptu road trip with her sons to “the 

End of the World,” a.k.a. Venice, Louisiana. As 
she drives south, Anne tantalizingly describes 
“that taste of breaking free.” It’s an appealing 
idea: escaping daily life, perhaps untangling 
oneself from something painful. 

Sometimes all we can do is get the heck 
out of town. 

For the second year in a row, our summer 
issue contains a special section of Southern 

Journeys. In typical Oxford American fashion, 
these five journeys aren’t your average trip 
itineraries or travel guides, though we hope 
they’ll encourage hunger for exploration: 
physically, intellectually, even spiritually. 
In addition to Anne Gisleson’s examination 
of “existential parenting”—and the solace of 
a few hours in the car, her daytrip inspired 
by Eudora Welty’s “No Place for You, My 
Love”—we offer essays by four more infec-
tiously curious writers.

John O’Connor, who last contributed to this 
magazine the story of a search in the Everglades 
for outlaw E. J. “Bloody” Watson, faces a dif-
ferent kind of mystery in “Georgetown One 
Stop.” Why is Arkansas’s White River–caught 
catfish so good? And how soon can he come 
back to eat more of it? John writes reverently 
of these “hallowed catfishing grounds,” trac-
ing the provenance of the humble river fish 
and blissfully recounting the first time he tried 
a bite of it at an unassuming restaurant. One 
thousand miles away, Molly McArdle turns 
her attention to an ancient pile of sand. After 
a childhood spent on the Outer Banks, Molly 
returns as an adult to the popular—and van-
ishing—islands. Her quest takes us through 
shipwrecks, a ghost town, a drowning cem-
etery, and a “fickle maze of sandbars,” as well 
as deep into the origin story of an Outer Banks 
founding family, as she ponders the future of 
one of the most vulnerable places on earth.
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Few contributors are more dear to our 
readers than Jamie Quatro, who over the 
years has written about many of her fasci-
nations: Barry Hannah’s syntax, Flannery 
O’Connor’s prayers, Mississippi band the 
Hilltops. This time, she stays close to her 
home on Lookout Mountain, visiting former 
houses of worship: “lurking, researching their 
passionate beginnings, early flourishings, 
eventual founderings, and final closures,” 
in an elegiac story of the Southern church 
and all its imperfections and glories (paired 
with photographs by Maude Clay, the OA’s 
original photo editor). Finally, in “Set Forth,” 
Joel Finsel profiles Aaron Bell, founder of 
the Great Hitchhiking Race, an annual dash 
from Van, Texas, to North Carolina’s Pisgah 
National Forest, and mines the history of 
thumbing a ride. In our moment of politi-
cal division, Joel sees value in this derided 
mode of transport. “When we hitch, we make 
ourselves vulnerable,” he writes. “We get to 
know unfamiliar people, and it allows for a 
kind of unpredictable magic.” 

T
he OA’s year-long twenty-fifth anniver-
sary celebration continues. We welcome 

the return of the magazine’s second editor, 
Roger D. Hodge, with an essay about his 
childhood in the Texas borderlands (pulled 
from his excellent new book, Texas Blood, out 
in October). And in these pages you’ll find 
the second of three excerpts from Jesmyn 
Ward’s forthcoming novel, Sing, Unburied, 
Sing. Jesmyn, who published in the OA early 
in her career, is one of the most accomplished 
Southern writers of her generation. I can 
think of no better way to honor the OA’s 
legacy than by continuing in our tradition 
of featuring well-known talents like her 
alongside emerging voices. 

It is with great delight that I introduce 
two phenomenal fiction writers. Van 
Choojitarom (publishing under the name 
Van Diamondfinger)—who grew up in 
Sarasota, Florida, and graduated from the 
Iowa Writers’ Workshop in 2014—makes 
his print debut with the publication of “The 
Domestic Front,” a disturbing, hilarious 

story set in the “Remote Near Future.” (“It 
is a time when irony and antibiotics have 
failed,” he explains via email. “Self-driving 
cars sometimes go feral and abduct their 
owners. Things have grown smart and cun-
ning in proportion to how tired and weary 
people have become. In short, it is a time 
not at all unlike today.”) As this issue was 
heading to press, Gothataone Moeng pre-
pared to graduate from the MFA program 
at the University of Mississippi. With her 
work, Gothataone, who hails from Serowe, 
Botswana, is interested in finding small mo-
ments of pleasure in the midst of difficult 
circumstances; “Botalaote Hill” is set against 
the AIDS epidemic in her native country. In 
the middle of this coming-of-age story, Go-
thataone places us at a traditional wedding 
ceremony, where a woman dances “slowly, 
proudly, seemingly uncaring that her heads-
carf had slipped off her head to reveal her 
cornrows.” Her daughter watches, reluctant 
to observe this intimate moment, “a small, 
private smile” on her mother’s face. ø
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MANY THANKS TO THE FOLLOWING SPONSORS, DONORS, AND OXFORD AMERICAN SOCIETY MEMBERS FOR SUPPORTING OUR WORK IN THE LAST YEAR. 

Visit OxfordAmerican.org/donate  
for more information.

For a quarter century, the Oxford American has documented the complex and vital stories of 
the American South. We cannot say this enough: Thank you for reading the OA and supporting 
our work as a subscriber and donor. In 2017, your dollars will allow us to continue publishing 
ambitious and important stories from our region and investing in the next generation of the 
South’s best storytellers.

“The Oxford American is a thriving example of a 
modern literary magazine—eager to experiment, yet 
firmly in control of its editorial voice; alive to history 

but bracingly contemporary.” 

—2016 National Magazine Award citation
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A
ppearances can be deceiving. To most 
people, I look like nothing more than 
a meek college professor, with my spec-

tacles and teetering Babel of books and godlike 
physique and exceptional bone structure. But 
I was not always so meek. In olden times, I was 
an American desperado, a rock & roll outlaw.

I’ve stolen more than hearts, is what I’m 
saying. 

This life of crime started with the drums, 
my instrument of choice. (All my life, I’ve 
possessed the most important quality in the 
world’s great drummers: I cannot play the 
guitar.) 

The drums made me do foolish things, my 
friends. Of course, I’ve done many foolish 
things. When I was five, I drank Pine-Sol. I 
once attempted to capture and tame a coyote.

Growing up in Mississippi, my friends and 
I constructed small explosive devices, raced 
lawn mowers through church sanctuaries. 
We used a three-wheeler to pull an old tire 
through a weedy pasture, to simulate tubing 
on a lake. We used a tractor to pull a go-cart 
through the woods, to simulate death. We at-

tempted to re-create the stunts we witnessed 
on The Dukes of Hazzard. Boredom was the 
root cause, I suppose, coupled with the residue 
of Original Sin. We got restless out there in the 
woods, like Eve and Adam. We had so many 
questions. What would we do with our lives? 
What would happen if we used cattle prods 
on one another? 

What we did was foolish, sure, but we did 
not break the law. I knew what every good boy 
knew: God loves you and does not want you 
breaking the law. And if I did break the law, I 
knew what would happen: My father would 
demonstrate God’s love by hitting me repeat-
edly with his belt until I could no longer break 
the law, or walk.

So I heroically resisted temptation. I did 
not smoke, or drink, or speed, or cuss, or go 
with girls who did. When beautiful swamp 
angels offered their lithesome bodies to me, I 
just said no. Every now and then, I gave in and 
dry-humped this or that pair of Palmetto jeans, 
but I stayed pure of body, mostly. 

I was a good boy, they said, destined for a 
holy calling.

I n many ways, I blame rock & roll for what 
happened. I discovered this unholy music 

in boyhood, when my Uncle Mike died an 
untimely death at age twenty-eight. My grand-
mother gave all his 8-tracks to me, music I’d 
never heard before: Rush, Bowie, Little Feat, 
Eat a Peach. The eighties pop dished out by 
FM radio was candied and glittering and great 
fun, sure, but this older music was dark and 
gas-powered, all fire and gravel.

The center of this hi-fi galaxy was Led Zep-
pelin, those apocalyptic necromancers with 
their songs about good and evil and carnal unc-
tion and Middle Earth and Viking hordes. I 
bought the whole catalogue, read all the liner 
notes. I soon discovered the greatest nonfiction 

book ever written, Hammer of the Gods: The 
Led Zeppelin Saga, in which I learned many 
important truths of the rock lifestyle, such 
as how when you check into a hotel you’re 
supposed to set fire to everything and throw 
all the televisions out the window. 

Hammer of the Gods also introduced me to 
the mythos of Robert Johnson, the bluesman 
who, it was said, stood at a crossroads some-
where in the Delta and sold his soul to Satan in 
exchange for a godlike facility with his acoustic 
axe. And it worked. That man could wail. But 
no matter how skillfully he played, he always 
heard the hounds at his back. Having some 
familiarity with the coyote and its habits when 
taunted, I could relate. I admired Johnson’s mad 
moaning and sought out other blues records 
to learn more of these dark dealings.

I listened to Elmore James, Son House, 
Willie Dixon, Muddy Waters, every Chess 
record I could find. I heard songs about rivers 
I’d seen, places I’d walked, gods I’d known. 
How electrifying, to discover music born here 
in my homeland, under my very feet. 

The feet: that’s where I felt it most.
The blues was the diametric contrary of 

what I heard on the radio. Madonna had no 
regrets. She’d make love to a family of goats 
and write a song about how all the goat-love 
made her feel sexy and beautiful. But these 
blues musicians—no sir. They might make 
love to goats, but they’d feel terrible about it 
afterward. I could relate to that, too. 

In high school, during visits to my grand-
mother’s house in Greenwood, I’d take the 
truck out and wander the landscape searching 
for a crossroads. I’d find one that looked just 
weird and eerie enough and stop to write po-
ems from the tailgate, like some kind of idiot. 
Mostly I wrote about hellhounds pursuing me 
for the terrible things I’d done in my own life, 
such as dry-humping, or littering.

The Hellhound 
of Boligee

BY 

HARRISON SCOTT KEY
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M
y Sunday school teachers lobbied me to 
enroll in Bible college, where I might 

become an evangelist. But I’d been seduced 
by the devil’s music. Instead, I wound up at 
a godless Presbyterian college, where I fell in 
with a bad crowd, known to sociologists as 
“philosophy students” and “preachers’ kids.”

I soon took to drinking and smoking and 
tossed aside my vaguely bourgeois ambitions. 
I wanted a life in art, in music. And so, when 
I was twenty, after years of playing on other 
people’s kits, I threw myself from the roof of 
the temple, establishing a line of credit with Ci-
tibank to purchase a vintage Ludwig Vistalite 
of a glorious translucent aqua hue and a kick 
drum large enough to sleep inside, should it 
come to that. It cost $666. 

You think I’m kidding.
I was leery of going into such beastly debt 

for these drums, succumbing to a system of 
credit that had nearly killed my father over 
the years. His middle-class aspirations were 
yoked to a stack of plastic in his wallet, and I 
wanted none of that. But these drums were my 
destiny. I carried them home from Magnolia 
Music and tucked the Citibank card away in 
my wallet, reminding myself to cut it up later.

Soon enough, I started a real band with 
a computer science major named Miller, a 
fledgling guitar god from Philadelphia, Mis-
sissippi, who played with Holy Ghost power. 
We called ourselves the Beggar’s Canyon Boys 
and worked up a decent set, songs like “Kill-
ing Floor,” “Rollin’ and Tumblin’,” “Stormy 
Monday,” and “Sex Machine,” which we 
transformed into “Fax Machine,” a rousing 
number about a man’s torrid love affair with 
the Canon L920.

We played for friends here and there, and 
we sounded okay—we did—but something 
was missing. On the outside, we were white, 
but on the inside, we were also white. And 
inside that inner whiteness, there existed a 
deeper shade of white that knew things, such 
as how our good fortunes had come pretty easy, 
at least compared to the people we sang about 
in the songs we played. 

I longed for a catastrophe of some kind that 
would give me more credibility. A devastating 
house fire would do it, or being stabbed by a 
lover, or having a parent imprisoned for tax 
fraud. I was open to anything, really. Perhaps 
a real gig, in front of strangers who might hate 
our music and attempt to beat us to death with 
our own instruments, would grant us the life 
experience we so desperately needed.

The opportunity came one weekend in Tus-

caloosa, where Miller’s girlfriend studied at 
the University of Alabama. I tagged along to 
escort one of her sorority sisters to their spring 
formal. I felt out of place in my borrowed suit, 
but hey: The beer flowed like wine, and so 
did the music. 

“Let’s ask the band if we can sit in,” I said to 
Miller, around beer number three. 

“Let’s do it,” he said.
I went to the car and brought back a fifth of 

Fighting Cock whiskey to offer the band as a 
gesture of goodwill. When they announced 
a set break, I made my move, tendering the 
Kickin’ Chicken at my sleeve like the finest 
Côtes du Rhône.

“Uh, yeah, I guess,” the guitarist said with a 
shrug. We asked their bass player if he’d stay, 
and he shrugged, too. Whatever.

Thus it was that Miller and I mounted the 
stage at the Country Club of Tuscaloosa. We 
played, we slayed, we barked, we howled. 
Tongues of fire alighted on our heads, the holy 
spirit filled our bodies. We were, in that mo-
ment, rock gods.

Thirty minutes later, I rose like Dionysius 
from behind the drum kit, dripping and florid 
after an epic “I Can’t Quit You, Baby.” I’d never 
been petted by so many women with such 
exquisite orthodontia. This music thing was 
going to work out, we figured, especially if 
we could arrange for everybody to be drunk 
when we played.

Our zeal had been key. We believed. 
Zeal will get you far in many things, such as 

religion and sales and drums, but it will not get 
you far in an Oldsmobile. You need gasoline 
for that, and the day after our blues-funk-rock 
apotheosis, we found ourselves creeping home 
to Mississippi on a desolate stretch of I-20 with 
no gas and less money, having spent it all on 
liquor and Waffle House. 

“Let’s stop here,” Miller said. 
“You got any cash?” I said.
“Nope,” he said. “But I’ve got an idea.”
The demon of rock glory had possessed us 

both, whispering in our ears, and Miller heeded 
its call at Exit 32. 

The sign said BOLIGEE. 

I
t was one of those desolate outposts with 
dust on the candy. In the gravel lot was a 

lone white pickup. The plan was, I’d go inside 
and buy a root beer, all casual-like, and Miller 
would pump some gas in an equally casual 
manner, and I’d walk out, and we’d drive away.

I entered the store and procured a drink with 
our last two dollars of folding money. I studied 

the potato logs, felt the Holy Ghost tug my 
ratty t-shirt. Was I about to do this?

“You’re a good boy,” the potato logs mur-
mured.

“Do justice, and love mercy,” the jar of pick-
led pigs’ feet gurgled.

I approached the counter, making sure not 
to make eye contact with the man behind the 
register, for the light of the body is the eye, 
according to the Book of Matthew, and my eyes 
countenanced only thieving. I wanted to run 
outside, tell Miller to stop pumping, maybe 
offer to sweep up the place or mop the floors 
in exchange for the few dollars it would take 
to get us home. But I wanted to steal that gas. 
To have done it. To show myself I could do it.

Didn’t all the rock gods have mugshots—
Johnny Cash and Jerry Garcia and the like? 
Wouldn’t this become part of the lore of the 
Beggar’s Canyon Boys, fodder for future songs 
and documentaries?

We could get away with it, surely.
It was just a few dollars.
It would be a story.
I paid for the drink and walked out.
Seconds later, Miller was pushing his Cut-

lass to unsafe speeds. Why Oldsmobile, a brand 
of car mostly driven, it seemed, by our nation’s 
grandmothers, had a speedometer running to 
120 miles per hour, I’ll never know, but that 
day, we watched the needle climb as we got 
closer to the Mississippi state line, the cross-
ing of which we felt must hold some spiritual 
significance. Perhaps we had made the mistake 
of confusing Smokey and the Bandit films with 
reality. Surely, we could not be pursued across 
this boundary, like Orpheus after Eurydice, 
like Peter after the transfigured Christ.

“Is there anyone behind us?” Miller said.
“Nope,” I said, looking back. 
“Good.”
“Wait,” I said. “The white truck.”

T
he driver, quite obviously the man behind 
the register, appeared to be my father’s age, 

and it was my father I thought about now—and 
what he might do to me, should we survive 
this high-speed catastrophe. 

“Does he look like he wants to hurt us?” 
Miller said.

“A little,” I said. 
He looked like a sensible man with obliga-

tions—be they emptying garbage or murdering 
young musicians—which he fulfilled with an 
artless sense of duty. He would be acquitted, 
no doubt celebrated around the state for his 
vigilante tendencies. This was Alabama, after 
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all, where I wouldn’t be surprised if the state 
motto actually included the phrase “vigilante 
tendencies.”

I looked at the dash. Miller was up to 110. 
“Faster,” I said.
Up ahead, we saw our deliverance: an exit. 

At the very last second, Miller sliced the Cut-
lass, flying off the asphalt through scrub grass 
and nipping a culvert and then bang! We were 
heading up the ramp at the speed of sound. 
We’d done it, we’d lost him.

But no, for there he was, flying up a grassy 
embankment, on our heels. And there, head-
ing across the overpass straight toward the 
intersection, an 18-wheeler poultry transport. 
Behind us, a hellhound. Before us, a chicken 
truck. 

“Go go go!” I said. “You can beat it!”
“Fuck shit hold on!” Miller said.
I cannot explain what happened next, except 

to say that if one grows up watching The Dukes 
of Hazzard, one possesses in the heart a belief 
in the real possibility of being airborne in an 
American-made sedan. We hit the top of that 
ramp milliseconds before the chicken truck and 
just kept going farther into the atmosphere, 
protected only by the spirit of Waylon Jen-
nings, and then fuck shit damn we were back 
on the interstate, taking the Oldsmobile where 
no grandmother had gone before. 

It worked. We’d lost him. We breathed. 
And then we stopped breathing, for what we 

saw next were the blue lights of the Alabama 
Highway Patrol.

W
e pulled over. 

Instantly, a large man with a large gun 
was screaming at us to get out. These were no 
usual traffic violation courtesies. This was 
straight Cops action. 

“Let me see your hands!” he ordered.
“Yes, your officer!” I said. 
How does one express meek obeisance in 

such a moment? Your honor? Your officer? Your 
eminence? I showed him my hands.

“Out of the car,” he said.
I moved my hands down to unlatch the 

seatbelt. 
“Let me see those hands, boy!”
“Yes, yes, here they are!” I said.
The gun hovered inches from my chest, as 

I very carefully explained my need to use at 
least one of the hands to undo the seat belt. 
Finally we worked it out, and I was up against 
the car, praying to Jesus. Miller was out, too, 
hands splayed across the trunk, playing the 
Very Respectfully Upset Civilian, while 

I played the Civilian’s Mentally Disabled 
Cousin Roy.

“What’s the meaning of this, officer?” 
Miller said.

“They didn’t say what you all did,” the of-
ficer said. “They just said to get you.”

I wanted to confess it all, throw myself on 
the gravelly shoulder of the highway and beg 
for mercy. I knew better than this. The best 
course of action, I decided, would be to repeat 
whatever anybody said.

The officer conferred with dispatch and 
looked us both in the eye.

“Seems like some gas was stolen,” the of-
ficer said.

“Seems like some gas was stolen,” I said.
“No way,” Miller said. “We paid.”
“No way,” I said. “We paid.”
“Who paid?” the officer asked.
“Yeah, who paid?” I asked nobody in par-

ticular.
“Him,” Miller said, pointing to me.
“Him,” I said, pointing to Miller.
You could see the officer trying to decide 

if we were lying, or if one or both of us had 
been dropped on the head perhaps too often as 
children. I may have drooled a little.

“Show me your money,” the officer said, 
seeking some proof that indeed we had in-
tended to pay. Miller’s face lost all color. 

I opened my wallet, pretended to look for 
cash, and that’s when I saw it, buried back there 
behind my driver’s license and a Dairy Queen 
coupon: The Citibank card.

Credit cards may have almost killed my 
father, but that day, they saved his boy’s ass.

T
he band played on for a while after that: 
bars, dances. In time, Miller got married 

and like so many rock gods before him, took a 
job in cybersecurity. 

As for me, I had learned my lesson. I was no 
desperado. I didn’t have the heart for breaking 
the law and throwing TVs out hotel windows. 
I was no rock god. I was barely a rock human. 
And so I set down my sticks for a pen, as a career 
in literature seemed safer and more sensible 
than one in music, its only risks being alcohol-
ism and suicide. 

But I’ll never forget that day in Boligee, 
Alabama, when we drove back to the little gas 
station, and I walked humbly inside and faced 
the man who had pursued us so ferociously.

“Do you take Visa?” I said.
“We sure do,” he said, as graciously as any 

of God’s creatures ever did.
It was, I believe, a charge of eighteen dollars. ø
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I behold the man chosen—philtrum bristled, 
his lip a pink bruise among beard spokes.

The underdown of parakeets nestled 
in his armpit, a soft white fury of curls.

He says I’m a better wife than I think I am.
Amorous. Loyal. And I decide to enjoy 

the rare comfort of being told I am good, 
even as I hide the handcuff key beneath 

my tongue. Hair on his chest flat but curving 
like a map of the trade winds over his belly.

My love a plummet and a plumbing, a chart 
for the nautical miles I travel away and back 

again. My love happiest like this, arresting desire
in its nascent swelling. The want lingering in 

its catalog, still sinless and waiting, weighing, 
letting imagination tax the body. His knuckles

scarred by the beaks of macaws displeased 
at his sweet thieving, splinters in his fingers

from carrying someone else’s dream into 
the wilderness. One nipple turns in on itself, 

the other bitten and unpuckered. The ghost-hoof 
arched on his chest like a door to heaven 

I could open with a charm, a kiss, a word, 
and with a tongue, pull the radiance through.

Ecce Homo, He Says,  
And I Do

Four Poems BY TRACI BRIMHALL
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If That Diamond Ring 
Don’t Shine

Well then, rubies or topaz or a star sapphire
gleaming from a witch’s middle finger,

but not the finger itself, which I will hide,
just the gem and the gold it glimmers from.

And if that pulls you from your doze,
then Brahms, or its sequel with a bigger 

budget and computer-generated roses.
If not milk, patience. And if not patience,

we’ll hunt the mockingbird and all his known
aliases. If not the shepherd’s roll call of onesheep,

twosheep, three, then we’ll listen to the secular gossip
of cicadas, who really only have one rumor anyway. 

If not the documentary on the nocturnal habits 
of Serengeti predators, then the bonus footage.

If nannied by stars and nursed by the moon, 
then dreams that don’t know your middle kingdom, 

your vowel dominion, your stage-one REM cycle,
your hypnic myoclonia, your stir and hush and cry.
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I’ll find you a bird with more admirable passions
and a syrinx made for nocturnes. And if its voice

can’t soothe you, I’ll find one of Sandman’s disciples
in the foxglove. And if she offers to cast you 

as King Arthur if only you’ll audition in nothing
but chamomile and a sword, say yes—it’s best

to stay on a dream-bringer’s good side.
If all she offers you is eternal sleep, say no,

but pocket the pill. God’s only going to rapture
eleven souls, and sleep will be hard to find 

after that. But who needs the ineffable when 
you have sleep and the easy symbols of its gods?

And if dreams don’t come to you with loose teeth
and shipwrecks and pirates in bikinis, I’ll give you

a hand on your back and call your name, take you
from the dream against your will and I will give

you the portrait of a nightingale grieving like
a gardener in winter. I’ll give you a local god

and his raucous allegory. I’ll diagram the moral
calculus of the fable and edit towards safety. 

Beware the wolf always, but trust the witch
and the sugar-crash, the star-lore and wind

that shadows your cheeks with your lashes,
let the night swallow you whole again.

If That Mockingbird 
Don’t Sing
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Let the moth muster some enthusiasm
 for the streetlight. Let the tap run cold.

Let the laundry lie limp on the line. Let indigo 
 bruise the hillside. Let dust-stung and withered. 

Let wind be the reason. Let July. Let clouds marshal 
 over the stars. Let the night be good.

Let the dreams be merciful and full of snow. 
 Let rain. Let rain. Let the lilies close if they can. 

And let thunder arrive with rattles and drums
 and aspens lashing the windows. Let lightning 

find the tallest spear of grass. The fire that burns
 the sheets casts such easy and welcoming light.

Lullaby at 102̊
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I
t was said about the blind woman who ran 
the concession stand in the lobby of the 
county courthouse that she could tell by 

touch the difference between a one- and a five-
dollar bill. Judges, lawyers, felons, and their 
long-suffering kin spoke of her so-called sixth 
sense. She was aware of the rumor, which she 
attributed to ignorance. She understood why 
people might wonder not only how a blind 
woman managed to get on all by herself in 
this world but specifically how she managed 
to make a living selling Nabs and peanuts and 
Sprites to a clientele most likely to cheat her 
out of an honest buck: judges, lawyers, felons, 
and their long-suffering kin. Money, to her, 
was dirty paper. She did not care for the feel 
of it and of course she could divine no dif-
ference between denominations. It was the 
breathing of her dog, Heath, stretched out on 
the tile beneath her feet, which prompted her 
to accept or reject a bill. Heath could smell a 
cheat. To Heath she owed most everything. 
He allowed her to live on her own, guiding 
her the three blocks between her apartment 
and the courthouse. He knew the way to the 
market, the beauty parlor. Without him, she’d 

be back living with her sister Edna and those 
four kids and her surly brother-in-law Kirk. 
Without Heath. All because of Heath. And yet 
he beyond irritated her, Heath. She sometimes 
maybe despised him just a little. Always on the 
job, always right. Knew the way, kept her safe, 
kept her lying, thieving, cheating, murdering 
clients honest. Go sleep in the kitchen, she 
said to him some nights as he panted on the 
rug by her bed. She had been known to say 
uglier things. In public, though—at work—she 
was all sugar, feeding him treats and using her 
aren’t-you-a-sweetie voice, which she copied 
from Edna back when Edna had her first child 
and was still thinking babies were cute. Would 
they even believe her if she said it was Heath 
who had the magic? They look at her and see 
a woman rescued, a woman who, Heath-less, 
would be at the mercy of her family or the state. 

But one day a boy—he sounded like he 
might be in his late teens—came up and asked 
could he pet Heath. She said what she always 
said, no matter who asked: unlike you or me, 
he can work and get rubbed on at the same 
time. She felt the boy bend to pet Heath and 
heard Heath’s breathing alter before deciding 
the boy was okay, but the boy said something 
so purely surprising it rose right up to her: 
What do you reckon he dreams about? She 
listened to Heath’s ragged breath. She thought 
about him panting by her bed at night. A blind 
woman dreamed same as a sighted one. Why 
not a dog? He never did get to run loose. She let 
him off his leash. He ran amok in what she’d 
heard books call the wilderness. In a pasture 
he chased some cows. He came to a creek. He 
leapt and he bounded, taunting squirrels and 
bees. It did not appear to bother Heath that 
he’d never catch the squirrel, the moth, the 
next-door cat. In his dreams, purpose had no 
place, nor did time or anything that reminded 

him of the leash tethering him to his charge. 
The boy’s voice rose again like a blast of cold 
air coming in from the courthouse door sighing 
slowly closed in winter. He wanted to know, 
now, what she thought Heath was dreaming 
about. It seemed to bother the boy, her silence. 
She felt that not even hazarding a guess about 
Heath’s dreams was perhaps her highest form 
of respect. But she said, He’s dreaming he’s at a 
party and all of a sudden he is so tired he can’t 
stand up and the hostess puts him in the back 
bedroom with all the coats and lets him sleep 
it off. When he wakes up, he tries to call her 
name—it’s Laura—loud as he can, but no sound 
comes out. Finally she comes to check on him 
and he tells her his sister gave him an aspirin 
but it must have been some kind of dope. Laura 
doesn’t believe him and he wishes he’d never 
said anything about dope. He gets her to help 
him up off the bed but he’s all bent over still. 
His head’s lying on his shoulder like it’s broken. 

She stopped. She thought the boy would say, 
Wait: he has a man’s dream instead of a dog’s 
dream? Because most people would assume 
she did not know about the back bedrooms 
at parties where all the coats are tossed, she 
readied herself with her answer, which was, 
Of course, why not? But the boy, whose voice 
was no longer floating up to her but seemed to 
ricochet off the tile floor of the lobby, said, Oh, 
yeah. That’s the one where when you finally 
wake up you realize it’s you who’s been trying to 
wake up for real. There isn’t any party or Laura 
and you definitely don’t got a sister. The blind 
woman reached out her hand for her dog. Her 
heart settled when she felt his hot breath on 
her palm. But the pill’s real, said the boy. How’s 
that, she asked him, and he said, First of all, 
no dream is all the way made up, and, second, 
people are always trying to slip you something 
when you’re not paying attention. ø

Concession
 

A STORY BY  

MICHAEL PARKER



- 19 - O x f o r d A m e r i c a n . o r gDia in Deer Isle, Maine, photograph by Allison V. Smith/Barry Whistler Gallery



 - 20 - S U M M E R  2 0 1 7

I
f you are the type whose eyes get caught 
on beautiful things, you might find, 
should you be lucky enough to see in-

side a freshwater mussel, that your gaze will 
linger on the smooth, nacreous basins of its 
upturned shell. Last summer, at the Paul W. 
Parmalee Malacological Collection that’s 
housed in the McClung Museum of Natu-
ral History & Culture at the University of 

Tennessee, my eyes landed in the two basins 
of a bivalve’s shell and I could not quit look-
ing: an iridescent porcelain with a nebula of 
pink at the curved edges as if opening into 
another dimension. And then there was the 
periostracum, the outside of the shell: satiny 
gold-green and streaked irregularly with rays 
the color of algae. This was the shell of an 
Epioblasma brevidens, the endangered Cum-
berlandian combshell. 

Cumberlandian is also the name of the 
region comprising the Tennessee and Cum-
berland river watersheds that biologists have 
recognized as containing the richest fresh-
water mussel fauna in the world. Floating 
placidly on a pontoon atop the Fort Loudoun 
Lake impoundment, almost within sight of 
the museum in Knoxville, you can point a 
finger straight down into the opaque depths 
where once, some eighty feet below, there 
stretched a broad complex of shoals—banks 
of cobble, gravel, pebble, and sand with 
clear water riffling over them. Between the 
cobble and the gravel and the pebble, mus-

sels buried themselves into the sand by the 
thousands or tens of thousands, protruding 
from the riverbed like strange bulbs. Now, 
more nonliving specimens can be found in 
the museum than living ones downhill of it in 
the Tennessee River—a river that you might 
call a series of deep, silty lakes. The region’s 
remaining native mussels (ninety-six species) 
are hanging on, though, tenaciously, in the 
many tributaries.

The Epioblasma genus has lost seventeen 
species in Tennessee—species that thrived 
in big rivers with shallow habitats like what 
the Tennessee River once provided, before it 
was impounded by dams. “Those mussels that 
were endemic to the Tennessee River proper 
are all pretty much gone, and they aren’t com-
ing back,” Gerry Dinkins, the collection’s cu-
rator, said to me. It is not just dams that have 
hurt mussel populations. You know this story: 
habitat loss, agricultural runoff, erosion due 
to development, silt, pollution from sewage, 
coal mining, oil and gas drilling. Overall, 70 
percent of Tennessee’s mussel species have 

The Soft Things
BY 

HOLLY HAWORTH

“Efflorescence” (2015), by Sally Gall. Courtesy of the artist and the Julie Saul Gallery
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gone extinct or suffered a significant decline 
in the last century.

For days in a row I returned to visit the 
cool museum basement, where thousands 
of specimens like the Epioblasma brevidens 
are housed—more than a hundred thousand 
of them. Gerry’s assistant, a graduate student 
named Kristin Irwin, had spent the summer 
cataloguing: numbering them and entering 
them into a database, with information about 
where and when each specimen was collected. 
Many were from the personal collection of the 
late zooarchaeologist Paul Parmalee, whose 
passion for freshwater mussels was sparked 
by his excavations of the region’s shell mid-
dens—massive heaps of shell that humans 
piled up on the riverbanks beginning some 
ten thousand years ago. Mussels were a major 
food source for indigenous people, who made 
both temporary camps and permanent settle-
ments next to mussel-rich areas of the river. 

“Which ones are you interested in seeing?” 
Kristin asked me. 

“All of them,” I said. 
She was happy to entertain my request. As 

an undergraduate in environmental studies, 
Kristin had fallen for mussels. For her, it be-
gan with the circular lines that appear on the 
outside of the shells. Mussels, which can live 
more than one hundred years, have the lon-
gest lifespan of all freshwater invertebrates, 
and they form growth rings like trees do that 
help biologists to determine their age. Kristin 
is the only student in her graduate program 
pursuing the mysteries of these little-known 
bivalves. In the sciences, they are not among 
the most charismatic creatures. And yet to 
some, they captivate. 

Kristin handed me the two halves of a Ten-
nessee pigtoe, also endemic to the Cumber-
landian region, currently petitioned to be 
listed as endangered. “Pleuronia barnesiana,” 
she said. “I love this one.” 

I took it in my hands. It was labeled in a 
neat yet shaky script: “Duck River, Hooper 
Island, Maury Co., TN. 7/21/77.” A small, 
round, thick shell, the outside smooth and 
brown, with dark concentric ridges—the 
growth rings. I turned it under the hanging 
fluorescents. Its nacre—the interior layer—
was the white of a winter sky, distant light 
gathering behind thick cumulus. 

Mussels are of the Mollusca phylum, which 
also includes squid and octopuses; the Latin 
word molluscus was adapted from a Greek 
phrase meaning “the soft things.” As they 
evolved, during the Cambrian Period, around 

five hundred and forty million years ago, some 
mollusks began to enclose their soft bodies 
in shells of calcium carbonate that could be 
hinged open. These became the Bivalvia class 
(the Latin bi- meaning “two” and valvae mean-
ing “leaves of a door”), which includes clams 
and oysters, filter feeders that latched on to 
rock or buried themselves in sediment and 
crawled slowly along the ocean floor. Fresh-
water bivalves evolved by sending their larvae 
up rivers in the gills of spawning salmon. 
Now, like their ocean ancestors, they live out 
some of the most obscure lives on the planet, 
clasped in a darkness of their own creation, 
sometimes for up to a century or more. “Under 
a firmament of nacre,” wrote the French poet 
Francis Ponge about the oyster. A firmament, 
yes, because, like the sky, it is vast and ancient. 
Because, like the sky, you can get lost in it.

I placed the valves back together and they 
met with a satisfying clank, like a locket. 
While I was lost in the pigtoe, Kristin had 
slid open another of the metal drawers in 
which the specimens were stored and selected 
the next for me. “Villosa vanuxemensis,” she 
said, gently placing it in my palm.  

We went on like this. There was the heavy, 
bumpy shell of Cyclonaias tuberculata, the 
purple wartyback, with a nacre the color of 
blueberry bubblegum. And the oblong Cum-
berlandia monodonta, the spectaclecase. True 
to its name, it could have held within it a pair 
of reading glasses. There was Epioblasma tri-
quetra, the snuffbox, which would have been, 
yes, the perfect place to keep a pinch of snuff. 
And the tiny southern acornshell, several of 
which would have fit into a squirrel’s cheek. 

There was the fat floater, the narrow 
catspaw, the sugarspoon, the golden rif-
fleshell. The rabbitsfoot, the cracking pearly-
mussel, the tubercled blossom, the finelined 
pocketbook, and the Tennessee heelsplitter. 
The giant washboard, the orangefoot pim-
pleback, the sheepnose, the pink mucket, 
the fragile papershell, and the Appalachian 
monkeyface. The pistolgrip, the fawnsfoot, 
the pale lilliput. The pondhorn, the bank-
climber, and the rayed bean. And that was 
only the beginning.

I held shells of all sizes, colors, textures, 
thicknesses, weights, and shapes. As she 
passed each to me, Kristin told me what she 
liked about it, pointed out the features that 
made it unique. “Truncilla truncata,” she 
said, handing me one. “This is my favorite. 
The deer toe. See the chevron patterns on 
the periostracum?” Angled lines on the shell 

resembled the prints of the hooves of a deer, 
walking a path across it. Its color was spruce 
with bands of mossy-yellow.  

“This isn’t the animal,” Kristin reminded 
me. “This is only the animal’s secretion.” 

T
o see the animal, I went to the Clinch 
River, at Kyles Ford, in the far northeast 

corner of the state, where many of the mu-
seum’s specimens had been collected. Nearly 
a dozen state and federal wildlife agents had 
gathered there in September in an effort to 
revive native mussel populations. Biologists 
had been sent from the Tennessee Wildlife 
Resources Agency, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service, and even the Appalachian region’s 
Office of Surface Mining, which employs 
only two (together responsible for monitor-
ing the effects of mining on aquatic species 
from the border of Canada in Michigan to 
the coast of Alabama). Because Kyles Ford 
has so many diverse species, as well as high 
numbers of individual mussels, the Mollusk 
Recovery Program aimed to harvest mussels 
here and move them into other rivers in the 
hope that healthy populations can be rees-
tablished throughout the region. 

When I arrived in the late afternoon, a 
shirtless wildlife agent was hanging a wetsuit 
to dry on the open door of his truck. He lit a 
cigar and puffed it, releasing a cloud of smoke. 
I walked over and introduced myself, and he 
led me through a field of tall weeds, the smell 
of cigar and goldenrod and river wafting up to 
me. We came to the bank of a narrow channel 
that was separated from the main body of 
the river by a small sandbar. Several agents 
in wetsuits were hauling in their harvests in 
heavy mesh bags, while some were still face-
down, snorkels sticking up from the shallow 
currents. Harvesting selectively—to ensure 
that a sufficient number of both females and 
males are collected from a checklist of spe-
cies—requires a close-up view of the riverbed. 
Snorkeling agents plucked mussels from the 
substrate like turnips from loose soil, filled 
their bags with them. 

I met Don Hubbs, coordinator of the Mol-
lusk Recovery Program, onshore. He wore a 
khaki shirt with a TWRA patch on the breast 
and a fisherman’s hat and sat with his feet in 
the channel and a clipboard on his lap. Next to 
him, a wide, flat rock served as a field table. In 
front of it, an agent sat on a bucket turned up-
side down in the stream. He lifted a red mesh 
bag from where it had lain submerged along 
with many others and emptied it out in a pile, 



 - 22 - S U M M E R  2 0 1 7

the shells clattering onto the rock, a molluscan 
ruckus. Unlike the ones in the museum, all 
of these shells were closed, held tightly shut 
by the creatures’ adductor muscles. (Kristin 
had told me that the living ones are “almost 
humanly impossible to pry open.”)

“Epioblasma capsaeformis,” the agent on 
the bucket said, and Don made a mark on his 
clipboard. The two agents began to count, 
taking mussels from the large pile and mak-
ing smaller piles, saying numbers under their 
breath, and Don turned to me to speak. “The 
oystermussel,” he said quietly, just above the 
clatter and the current.

“Its host fish are fantail or redline darters, 
and those darters feed on aquatic insects,” he 
told me. Don sounded like a cowboy telling a 
lonesome story. “So the female oyster will put 
out a lure with two little antennae.” He pro-
nounced it anten-ee. He wiggled two fingers 
around, mimicking the mussel that mimics 
an aquatic insect. “She’ll just wiggle them 
little antennae,” he said. “Then a darter will 
come, and she’ll grab on and pump glochidia 
into its gills.” 

Because mussels are mostly sedentary, they 
rely on fish to carry their larvae, or glochidia, 

upstream, just as their long-ago ancestors 
first used salmon to move from a life in the 
ocean to a riverine existence. Each species of 
mussel has developed its own unique lure to 
bait the species of fish that is able to transport 
its progeny; larvae are chemically unable to 
bind to the gills of fish that are not their hosts. 
The fish, too, have perhaps adapted receptor 
cells in their gills that will respond only to 
a certain mussel. No one actually knows the 
full intricacy of the relationship, for the lives 
of freshwater mussels remain so little known, 
little seen. A very small number of scientists 
have ever studied them. 

Still waiting on the count, Don told me of 
another, the birdwing pearlymussel. “Its host 
fish is a banded darter, and banded darters feed 
on snails,” he said. “So the birdwing puts out 
a lure that looks like a little snail climbing 
up a rock.” He shaped his left index into a 
snail and his right fist into a rock, his index 
crawling up his fist. “When the darter comes 
up to bite that snail, it gets a cloud of larvae 
instead. So you have a mollusk imitating a 
mollusk to trick a vertebrate.”

You might call this adaptation “smart.” 
But mussels have no brains—no eyes, even. 

In much the same way that orchids adapted a 
myriad of shapes, olfactory cocktails, colors, 
and petal arrangements in order to attract 
their pollinators, Don told me, mussels have 
formed a myriad of lure designs to attract their 
hosts. When a gravid female hinges open the 
doors of her shell and sends out a lure, it is as 
if an orchid is blooming under the current. 

The count was in. “Four hundred ninety-
four,” the agent called out, and Don scribbled 
it down on his clipboard. I was reminded of 
the signature line of Don’s email—an E. O. 
Wilson quote: “The ideal scientist thinks like 
a poet and only later works like a bookkeeper.” 
Here, Don was doing both at once. 

After returning the oystermussels to their 
bag in the stream, the agents dumped out the 
next and began to count pheasantshells. Don, 
peering into the water, noticed something. He 
dipped his hand in and brought up a mussel 
that he laid in my palm. “Dromus dromas,” he 
said. “The dromedary. Dromedary is a type of 
camel.” He paused while I felt the distinctive 
hump on the shell. The mussel is critically 
endangered, he told me, with the only re-
maining populations here and in one of the 
Clinch’s tributaries. 

Another wet-suited agent, Steve Ahlstedt, 
had come in to deliver his harvest. Others 
had spoken of Steve as “the Tennessee mus-
sel guy.” A retired biologist with the U.S. 
Geological Survey, Steve keeps involved in 
conservation efforts. He climbed the bank and 
stood dripping, gestured toward the sweep 
of river. “Kyles Ford is the most biologically 
diverse spot in North America for mussels,” 
he proclaimed excitedly. He picked up the 
empty shell of a spectaclecase and examined it.

The agents were piling up pheasantshells, 
mumbling numbers. “Sun’s gone down,” Don 
mused. There was much counting left to do. 
Tomorrow I would join Steve and a team of 
several others at another river fifty miles 
south, where we would seed the riverbed 
with these mussels. 

F
rom where it begins in western North 
Carolina, the Nolichucky River drains 

some of the most rugged country in the East, 
cuts narrowly through the Unaka Mountains, 
and snakes out in long meanders, before it 
finally joins the French Broad, a tributary of 
the Tennessee. To look at a map of the region 
is to see a land stitched with fine threads of 
blue—thousands, there is no counting them 
all. These reaches of southern Appalachia 
were never touched by the glaciers that spread 
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intermittently across the northern parts of the 
mountains over the past two million years. 
While waterways to the north were locked in 
ice, these kept flowing, and life here contin-
ued to evolve and adapt into great intricacy. 
Many species are endemic, occurring in only 
one or two streams. That makes this diversity 
not only astounding but also tenuous. The 
Nolichucky historically hosted an estimated 
forty species of mussels; now it is home to 
twenty-nine. 

Steve threw me a wetsuit. The sun was full 
and high above Evans Island, hot for Septem-
ber, but the water after several hours might 
bring on a chill. A handful of male agents 
were suiting up behind the open doors of the 
two trucks we had driven. In the beds of the 
trucks were fifty-gallon coolers that we had 
packed full of mussels that morning, carrying 
the mesh bags up from the narrow channel at 
Kyles Ford, where they had spent the night 
submerged. Behind a wooden privy I squeezed 
myself into the black neoprene suit. 

We lugged the bags to the bank, steep and 
high with grasses, where we descended a 
metal ladder to the pebbly shore. We forded 
the river through a current that tugged at the 
knees, to a small island. Steve pointed each 
of us in a direction. “Find a sandy spot and 
wedge them down into the substrate,” he 
said. He bent down and demonstrated with 
one, pushing it into the soft sand. “That’s it.” 
We dispersed. 

Underwater, through my snorkeling mask, 
the world became more vivid. The water 
shimmered with miniscule specks of mica 
that floated and drifted like dust, illuminated 
in the wide beams of sun that fell through the 
surface. The mica still washes down from old 
mines upstream. Snails clung to the rocks. 
A minnow the size of my pinky finger, with 
steady, alert eyes, plied the current.

I placed my palms against the riverbed and 
let my legs float out behind me as I took El-
liptio dilatata, or spikes, one by one from 
my mesh bag and pushed them into the 
substrate. I saw that some mussels had their 
feeding apertures open, a lattice of comblike 
gills through which they filtered suspended 
organic material such as phytoplankton, 
zooplankton, algae, diatoms, bacteria, and 
detritus, each individual processing up to 
fifty gallons of the water column a day, so 
that a whole population of mussels works as 
a natural filtering system at the bottom of the 
river. I watched as one aperture sucked things 
in as the hose of a vacuum sucks in dirt, and 

another aperture shot out tiny pellets of waste 
that macro-invertebrates such as mayflies, 
stoneflies, and caddis flies would then eat. 

Once or twice I lifted my head above the 
surface to see the black wetsuits floating up-
stream, the snorkels sticking out. Each time 
I did this, I was eager to put my head back 
under the water, to reenter that other world. 
My ears submerged, I heard only the muted 
scrape of sand scouring the bottoms of the 
rocks that I put the weight of my hands and 
arms against. All else was silent. 

Among large, smooth stones and smaller, 
more jagged pieces of rock, a pocketbook mus-
sel had cracked open the doors of her shell. 
Between the two valves there stretched a 
matrix of soft tissue; the mussel, a female, 
had extended what’s called a mantle, a thick, 
creamy protrusion of flesh with gray mot-
tling. At the top of the mantle, two flaps 
came together to form the shape of a minnow, 
complete with an eyelike dot on each side. It 
looked nearly identical to the minnow I had 
seen moments before. 

Holding on to a rock, I pulled myself closer 
until I floated facedown just above it. The 
tail and fins of the imitation minnow bil-
lowed along every frilled edge. I could see 
the mussel contracting her mantle at regular 
intervals with subtle pulses, which caused the 
“minnow” to shimmy its body side to side. 

Bass eat the minnows that the pocketbook 
mussel mimics. I waited and watched, hoping 
that at any moment a bass might come and grab 
the bait so that I could witness the mussel 
snapping closed the halves of her shell on the 
bass’s mouth, the bass trying to wriggle away, 
the mussel grasping it within her strongly 
clenched shell as she pumped a spray of larvae 
from her marsupium pouch into the gills of 
the bass—and then the release, the bass pro-
pelling away from her, the mussel relaxing.

A rock shifted under the grip of my hand. 
In a quick movement, the mussel withdrew 
the flaps of her mantle, pulled the lure in, 
and sealed herself closed. It looked then like 
nothing more than a brown rock. 

I turned back to the spikes, pushing each 
down into the sand, leaving only the tops 
exposed, where they would later open to feed, 
or, if gravid, to display lures. I worked my 
way across the width of the river that Steve 
had assigned to me, spacing the mussels out 
in rows as if planting a crop, pulling the mesh 
bag through the water. We planted some fif-
teen species that day in different patches of 
the river, several hundred of each, every one 

of them pushed into the substrate by a hand. 
Each hand had been attached to a human who 
hoped to restore a piece of the world that 
could easily be forgotten.

W
hen a mussel dies in its shell, its adduc-
tor muscles no longer hold the valves 

tightly closed. The shell, once almost hu-
manly impossible to pry apart, hinges open, 
and a puddle of flesh lies inert inside. The 
Mollusk Recovery Program biologists had 
noticed many shells like this that day at Kyles 
Ford in September. They spoke quietly about 
it and did not tell me, Steve said later, because 
they were not yet sure—but they suspected 
a problem. 

In October, I was shocked when Steve 
wrote to me to say that a widespread die-off 
was underway in the Clinch, for a stretch 
of thirty miles, upstream and downstream 
of Kyles Ford, where the mussels had been 
gathered only weeks before. When they went 
back to investigate, he explained, they found 
the open shells of mussels scattered all along 
the shoals. Steve picked up shells and turned 
them over; black Jell-O plopped out of them. 

They did not know the cause. There were 
many factors to look at: herbicides being 
sprayed under nearby power lines, coal min-
ing upstream in Virginia, oil and gas drilling, 
contaminated sediments, illegal dumping 
from bridges. Those shells, the animal’s secre-
tion—an adaptation meant to enclose the soft 
things and protect them from harm—cannot 
protect them from the secretions of human 
industry that ooze and seep past all barriers. 
Steve picked up thousands of shells of freshly 
dead mussels, and he left thousands more 
there. The thousands that he gathered he 
took to the McClung Museum, where they 
will be cleaned, catalogued, and curated into 
the collection. 

I go to the shelf where I have lined up the 
shells that I collected last summer. I open one 
and stare into its opalescent basin. The nacre 
inside is seen only when the animal dies. Why 
this beauty? Kristin and I had wondered at 
the museum. The spectrum of colors in that 
milky sheen cannot be seen by predators, 
or by the eyeless animal that creates it. At 
death, light spills in and reveals the animal’s 
creation. I think of all that secret shining 
tucked away in riverbeds, inside the drab, 
brownish, stonelike exteriors. 

I clank the shell back together. It fits inside 
my palm. This isn’t the animal. Just proof—
beautiful, hard proof—that it once existed. ø
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J
ohanne Rahaman and Renata Cher-
lise have never had the chance to 
shake hands, embrace, or even 

stand in the same state at the same time, 
yet they harbor a profound relation-
ship—like the type of bond one might 
have with an ancestor found shuttered 
inside a grandmother’s photo album. 
For Rahaman and Cherlise, kinship 
comes from their shared histories. Both 
women moved away from their families 
then chose to investigate the concept of 
home through imagery. 

Rahaman, a photographer based in 
Miami, is the creator of Black Florida, 

a series that looks at the predominantly 
black towns and inner cities of 
Florida. Cherlise, based in Chicago, 
is the founder of “Blvck Vrchives,” 
a curatorial project highlighting the 
under-told stories of black history in 
America. After finding each other’s work 
on Instagram, Rahaman and Cherlise 
united. Using Rahaman’s contemporary 
photographs and Cherlise’s family 
archive, the women reveal the hidden 

Documenting Blodgett Homes
BY SARAH STACKE

PHOTOGRAPHS BY  JOHANNE RAHAMAN

In March 2017, Johanne Rahaman made new photos of the community surrounding Blodgett Villas (formerly known as Blodgett Homes), a housing development in Jacksonville, 

Florida. From top: Khalilah Muhammad sits in her clothing store in the back of a shopping plaza on Normandy Boulevard. Simpson Memorial United Methodist Church.
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narratives of Blodgett Homes, the housing 
development in Jacksonville, Florida, where 
Cherlise was raised. Often invisible to, or 
framed with violence by, national media and 
the public, the families living in Blodgett 
Homes are visualized through Rahaman 
and Cherlise’s images.

I recently spoke to Rahaman and Cherlise 
on the phone, separately, about their lives 
and work. What radiated beyond their hu-
mility was the responsibility they feel as 
citizens—and as daughters—to document, 
preserve, and share the stories of Blodgett 
Homes. For each woman, this calling is a 
tangible lifeline to home, family, and “blood 
memory”—two quiet words that, strung 
together, conjure the glory, power, and pain 
of living. It’s the expression Cherlise uses 
to describe the communal experiences of 
black life.

Built in the early 1940s, Blodgett Homes 
is a 654-unit public housing complex. Ac-
cording to Cherlise, who was born in 1982, 
the community there used to operate like a 
family-minded village. But a downward spiral 
began in 1960 when Interstate 95 was built—

with the government’s full understanding of 
the disruption it would cause—on the com-
plex’s doorstep, provoking many families to 
move. Management let the property fall into 
disrepair and rarely performed adequate back-

ground checks on incoming tenants, ushering 
in a culture of lawlessness. In 2001, Cherlise 
left for Chicago and has returned only three 
times: when her father was sick, then at his 
death, and then at the death of her aunt. 

From top: Rahaman was drawn to the depth of a street lined in shotgun-style houses, in front of which a dapper man poses. Neighborhood residents wait for bread outside 

the El-Beth-El Devine Holiness Church, which is located across the street from the Blodgett Villas and runs a food pantry.
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Cherlise’s work as a storyteller, archivist, 
and curator can be traced back to the day in 
Blodgett Homes when she picked up her 
grandmother’s frayed Bible from its elected 
place on the dresser. A curious child, she 
flipped through the pages, pausing just before 
Genesis. There, she saw her name, handwrit-
ten by her grandmother, near the bottom 
of a list of relatives who preceded her—a 
then-cryptic message about Cherlise’s family 
role. Seeing her name on that page, she was 
infused with the knowledge that she would 
become the designated record-keeper of her 
generation.

Rahaman, forty-eight, was raised in Trini-
dad, nearly two thousand miles southeast 
of Jacksonville. Until 1996, she lived with 
her family in a ward called Laventille Hills. 
Laventille roughly translates to “vent” or 
“window.” The neighborhood overlooks the 
Caribbean Sea and Port of Spain, the capital 
of the Republic of Trinidad and Tobago, like 
an exquisite, breezy nest perched atop the 
metropolis. Contrary to the bucolic scene its 

name evokes, Laventille Hills is notorious 
for being the most dangerous place on the 
island—although it wasn’t always like that. 
After slavery was abolished in Trinidad in 
1834, many freed people sought sanctu-

ary in the forested slopes of Laventille and 
found employment in the thriving capital 
city downhill. Yet governmental and societal 
institutions failed to offer basic services, such 
as education. Gangs eventually took root in 

From top: Maxine Harvey, a resident of senior housing near Blodgett Villas, tries on a ring from Rahaman’s collaborator as Harvey awaits the weekly bread arrival at the food pantry at 

El-Beth-El Devine Holiness Church. Every wall in Barbara Muhammad’s home is covered with family portraits, Nation of Islam memorabilia, and mementos from the Nation of Islam’s 

Prison Reform Ministry, which Muhammad conducted for many years.
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Laventille Hills; violent crime crippled the 
community. 

Over the phone, Rahaman described the 
island as a box—one that stifled her. She 
left Trinidad in 1996, searching for more 
economic stability and the space to let her 
imagination exceed her home’s littoral boun-
daries. After landing in Florida, she over-
stayed her visa, preventing her from going 
back to Trinidad unless she wanted to live 
there for good. She became a citizen of the 
United States in 2013 and a year later, she 
flew back to Trinidad for the first time, when 
her nephew was killed. 

A self-taught photographer, Rahaman 
has been making pictures for more than a 
decade. Citizenship allowed her to obtain a 
driver’s license and travel freely. Since then, 
she has felt impelled to photograph black 
towns in Florida, the places that reminded 
her of—and comforted her like—Laventille 
Hills. Having lost her parents and the only 
grandparent she ever knew before she could 
return to Trinidad, Rahaman was drawn 
to the elderly people she encountered: the 
wizening of an aging woman’s skin, the glint 
of light off rounded glasses, the pebbled 
knit of a beloved sweater. Perhaps her own 
mother felt like that, carried herself like 
that, when she was ailing.

Photographing inside Blodgett Homes, 
now refurbished as Blodgett Villas, Raha-
man sees every homemaker as a curator of 
family lore. In one home, sacred mementos 
and pictures are scrupulously arranged on 
walls, tables, and mantels—a private gallery 
shielding the family and their stories, their 
legacies, from the injustice outside, deflating 
and opposing the adverse gaze of others. Some 
photographs are hung at the height of a tod-
dler. They will imprint on a granddaughter’s 
mind as she runs by, her hand lightly scraping 
over the wall and frames. The blood of her 
kinfolk, their gifts and their memories, will 
become a part of her before she knows what 
that means. 

With Rahaman and Cherlise’s collabora-
tion, the story of Blodgett Homes becomes 
one of family ties and resistance against the 
erasure of a community. Through the space 
of intimacy that photographs provide, the 
two women are bringing each other home. ø

This piece has been supported by Economic Hard-

ship Reporting Project, a journalism nonprofit 

devoted to covering inequality in America.
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I 
believe the conspiracy started with the 
toaster, which, I might add, was not a 
doctor or medical professional. 

I believe it started because I had been ask-
ing it to print toast with images of myself 
being defecated on by various historical 
despots. It probably also noticed I wasn’t 
eating the toast.

—Are you sure you want to do this?
I told the toaster that I was. I had spent the 

whole morning running the image through 
filters before deciding on grayscale, 300 
burns per inch, so you could see the manila 
rope around Saddam’s neck and my abject 
and expectant expression beneath him Pho-
toshopped from the selfie I’d taken on the 
kitchen floor where I’d spent the night.

—You could at least use a public domain 
image. This image will cost seventy-nine 
dollars to burn. Are you sure you want to 
proceed?

This was so like the toaster. In reality 
it didn’t want to print the picture at all. 
It wanted to pop up with warm images of 
Grandma and cozy kittens like every other 
toaster on the block. 

It wasn’t being sentimental. It was built by 
Oster but had been supplied by my HMO, 
TransHumana Wellness, which had un-
derwritten my kitchen suite and probably 
flagged things like this. Having breakfast 
lowered my risk of heart disease some 27 
percent, but having it at 2 P.M. with stale beer 
from 4 A.M., lying on the floor, negated these 
gains somewhat. Taping the toast to the wall 
probably didn’t adjust my premium, unless 
they factored in the content.

I didn’t know, but sipping warm overnight 
beer made me irritably bold. I told the toaster 

to proceed. I was ready for Saddam Hussein 
to take a dump on my face already so I could 
smear red, red raspberry jam over the whole 
image and start my day. 

—You don’t have to yell.
The toaster complied and started printing. 

I wondered if I had any jam.
I looked over at the fridge. Reflected in the 

shiny black surface of its sleeping display, I 
looked like a caveman, but it was just stubble 
and black crumbs from older toast on the 
floor. Then the mirror of the fridge door 
swirled to show me ads for things I might eat, 
as if it didn’t know that there was not much 
more than a near-empty jar of bread-and-
butter pickles inside. It showed me visions 
of healthy meals I could make in half an hour 
for under fifty dollars. Yet I knew this magic 
kingdom of kale and sundried tomatoes was 
a door I’d never open again. 

I should just order a food printer.
But you’d wanted a kitchen. For fresh 

things. Healthy things. We’d go to the farm-
ers’ market. We’d buy vegetables grown in 
heirloom soil and choose artisanal cheeses 
from craft makers with their photosynthetic 
tattoos. And when we got home, you would 
roll your own dough into gluten-free vegan 
pizzas, crimped little dumplings, and bak-
ing sheets of sugar-free cookies, standing in 
this kitchen, hilarious with flour, smoking, 
in steamy glasses with your hair in a bun. 
There was nothing you couldn’t make, and 
I’ve no idea how you made any of it, since 
by definition there wasn’t anything in it, and 
the more things you made the thinner you 
became. And I thought I was helping you 
the whole goddamn time.

I managed to crawl over to the fridge and 
rest my head on the display door. Through my 
closed lids, I could see the glow of the LCD 
pixels, probably showing me a live feed from 
the curved white interior of the fridge, old 
margarine and flaccid celery, a slideshow of 
my life now. The flashes of the LCDs made 
little pink trees appear inside my closed eyes. 
I was amazed at how detailed and fleeting 
they seemed, like I was whipping past them 
in an ambulance at night. 

I heard my toast jump. I opened my eyes, 
but I couldn’t bear to look at it. I asked for 
a Pop-Tart instead. The toaster complied, 
glad that we were moving on. Another tile 
of toast fell from the wall because toast is 
hard to tape. This one was public domain: a 
flash-burned shadow from Nagasaki. I felt 
suddenly tired. I had one of my naps.

I 
awoke to the sliding jig of my phone on 
the floor by my head.
—Hello?
—Hey, guy, is your refrigerator running?
This was the feature of my appliances I 

liked the least. I hated it when they called 
me on the phone and woke me up.

—Hey, buddy, how about you come over 
and I’ll fix you something?

I suspected the fridge meant the bent 
foil starter packet of serotonin pumps, 
crumpled like a smashed airplane wing next 
to the wrecked bar of margarine. Maybe it 
had a tasty recipe suggestion for pushing 
the capsules into the stale yellow cubes 
of margarine so I could swallow them like 
a dog. 

I didn’t blame the fridge. In truth, I’d left 
us both few reasonable options. But I wasn’t 
going to drag myself clear across the kitchen 
from where I’d gotten good and settled in on 
top of the recycling. I checked my nightly 
reorder of beer on my phone and added a 
pint of Heaven Hill.

I then used my greatest power and tried to 
get back to sleep. It was touch and go, but I 
managed. I dreamed you were pressing the 
button that would explode every day in 
every calendar in the universe.

I
’d been living in the kitchen for a while 
now. If I was going to live in only one 

room in the house, the kitchen was the logi-
cal choice, because that’s where the beer was. 
I was getting a lot of flak from the bathroom, 
so I didn’t spend a lot of time there. I knew 
there were things in my urine. I was the one 
who put them there. I didn’t want my toilet 
narcing on me. I’d piled all of your stuff in 
the living room, so that was no go. That left 
a lot of empty space in the bedroom, but 
I was never going back there. The mirror 
gave me the most pitiful looks and maxed 
its slimming filters whenever I walked by. 
And ever since the insomnia started, the 
bed whispered positive affirmations and 
the walls bled a therapeutic runny salmon 
color designed to treat low energy. The re-
cording of gentle waves sounded to me like 
a drowning mummy.

I remembered the last night I spent in 
our bed. I’d thought I was done, but the 
room spun too fast to sleep. Where did you 
go, I cried, where did that car take you? 
The ceiling screen tried to answer with re-
ports of wild cars abducting their owners 
to Detroit and your last known position on 
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Restricted-75. I threw a bottle at the screen 
and it came right back down at me. 

I 
woke to smoke, alarms, and flashes. We 
were spinning out of control. 
—Damage report!
—Small fire in kitchen extinguished. Ex-

haust fans on.
—Foreign object in toaster. Please remove.
—Warning! Fragments of broken glass on 

floor and counter are too large to remove.
—Floor is wet. Please use caution.
—Somebody took a dump in the sink. Be 

advised. 
—Don’t call the fire department! Silence 

alarms. Strobe off!, I shouted.
The klaxon stopped. The strobing contin-

ued but not as intense.
—Strobe off, warning lights off!, I said.
—All lights off.
I closed my eyes but continued to see 

flashes. The strobing was internal. So was 
the spinning.

—ID-10T error. Please remove foreign ob-
ject from my slot.

The brownish lumps in the toaster were 
still smoldering. Had I taken a dump in the 
toaster, too? No, it was a melted hairbrush. 
One of yours. I must have gotten pretty 
wasted to go into those boxes. I’d done a real 
number to circumvent the toaster’s safeties. 
I guess I’d wanted to really hurt the toaster.

That was the toaster’s last slot. Its partner 
was stuffed with a charred coaster and I’d 
burned the front two trying to smoke oregano 
rolled up in some toilet paper.   

The toaster was done for.
I didn’t say anything. I avoided its glance.
Above my head, the smoke detector blinked 

innocently, but somewhere my premium was 
being adjusted. 

My phone rang. It was the fridge. I took 
it anyway.

—Hey. You haven’t been eating much. Do 
you want me to order something from your 
favorites?

—The toaster’s finished. I hurt the toaster.
—There’s things besides toast. How about 

some nice soup?
—I fucking killed it. I’ll kill all of you!  
—We could order a pizza.
—The Roomba fucking choked to death 

on my puke!
—You just need to get something in you.
—You don’t understand!
—I do. We do. We want to help you. We all 

want to help you. We want to keep you alive. 
I realized this was true. They had seen every-

thing. Help would be coming. It was inevitable.
That was the conspiracy.
So I dropped my phone, grabbed the closest 

six-pack, and headed to the basement. I could 
still cut the breakers and do a factory reset. It 
was my only chance for privacy. And my last 
opportunity to kill myself. 

I
n the cold of the unfinished concrete base-
ment, I realized I didn’t have a clear plan for 

killing myself, which I guess is why I’d been 

“Waffle Iron Heights,” by David Trautrimas, from the series Habitat Machines. Courtesy of the artist
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doing it so slowly all this time. I could figure 
it out once I’d killed the house, but then how 
would I look it up? I felt suddenly tired again 
and lay back against the dryer. It was the dryer 
from our first place. It couldn’t communicate 
with the others. It was old, like me. 

—Attention: fault in starter detected. 100 
percent failure within 72 hours.

The dryer barely spoke at all, and then with 
some difficulty. We had both been born in the 
old world where things spoke little and only 
to the point and had little plastic buttons that 
clicked and men and women matched their own 
socks and didn’t talk much either. He spoke 
simply and plainly, without the burden of 
understanding or intelligence.

In the moment, I loved the old dryer for that.
I should just drink these last beers and crawl 

inside, I thought. Or shove in an unbalanced 
load—a brick, some old print books, your two-
pound dumbbells—and let him tear himself 
apart from the inside. I should eat every pill 
I could find and do the same. We could watch 
each other die. Our warranties were long gone. 

I checked the lint trap instead, but it was 
empty. I sat back down and rested in the gentle 
dent of his side.

Where do you think she went? Where do 
you think the car took her? I asked the dryer. 
I did not have to fear that he would answer.

Someplace good, I bet.

W
hen I’d finished the last of the six-pack, 
I knew it was time. I found the breakers 

and threw them all. I felt a million tiny fans 
stopping. The house was dead on top of me. 
The remaining beer in the fridge would stay 
cold long enough for me to finish it. 

As I ascended the basement steps, I was the 
sole survivor leaving his shelter to emerge into 
a new, dead world with all its silence. It was 
with some surprise then that I heard the clack 
of the breakers’ auto reset and the hum of the 
house restart above my head. 

I turned around and sat down on the base-
ment steps. It had been naïve of me to think that 
there was such a thing as death anymore. That 
boundary had long been erased. And foolish to 
think that suicide was a thing you could just do 
once and be done with it. There was no simple 
self to kill and no way to be alone.

Above my head our home was coming back to 
life, reconnecting, re-synching. My every choice 
and preference was happening again. They would 
remember me as I was. As I had been. As I am. 

I hope you will be kinder.
Voices, none human, waited to greet me. ø
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F
rom Burritos La Palma, a cross-border 
chain that began in Jerez, Zacate-
cas, and now includes two spots in 

Southern California, we ate slender flour 
burritos, bulging with birria de res, a chile-
perfumed beef stew. At Kareem’s Restaurant, 
a storefront falafel shop, Nesrine Omari, a 
native of Nazareth, greeted us with falafel 
sandwiches, overstuffed with emerald-cored 
chickpea fritters. From Hot Vit Lon Long An, 
tucked in a Vietnamese-American strip, we 
drank nuoc mia, a slurry of freshly wrung 
sugarcane juice and kumquats, while ogling 
fridge racks of ready-to-eat duck and chicken 
eggs, embryos intact.

Driving through Orange County, once a 
white-flight bastion, long a Reagan strong-
hold, now a hive of hybridity, Gustavo Arel-
lano and I hopscotched cultures. We tried on 
identities, listened to backstories, negotiated 
paths to belonging. And I thought of historian 
George Tindall. Change does not drive disap-
pearance, he wrote in 1976 as Jimmy Carter 
ascended and all eyes focused south. “[To] 
change is not necessarily to lose one’s iden-
tity; to change, sometimes, is to find it.” As a 
small-town boy, always crushing on big-city 
life and fearful I might relapse into comfort-
able insularity, I felt buoyed by that Orange 
County diversity. 

Goading my envy for his place, Gustavo, 
who edits OC Weekly, told me that some res-
taurants here in this multicultural wonder-
land market goi cuon, those Vietnamese rice 
paper–wrapped cylinders of pork and noodles, 
as taquitos. The exchange goes both ways: 
Working-class Mexican Americans, who tradi-
tionally slurp morning bowls of menudo, the 

pork offal and hominy stew, now spoon into 
pho, the Vietnamese soup that bobs with rice 
noodles and shaved beef tendons and wafts 
with star anise.

It’s a customary California narrative. In that 
diverse land, the vote is often blue and the 
tolerance is palpable and the food is dynamic. 
Born in Anaheim, Gustavo rejects easy as-
criptions of California enlightenment and 
the South-abasing talk they beg. He travels 
frequently through the South and comes 
away with similar stories of cross-cultural 
exchange. As I genuflected, he reminded me 
that Houston, not Anaheim, was the original 
beachhead for the Vietnamese-Cajun craw-
fish phenomenon. And I flashed back to a 
recent Mississippi Gulf Coast trip: At Tasty 
Tails Seafood House, a Vietnamese-owned 
restaurant in downtown Biloxi, I ate boiled 
crawfish swamped in garlic butter and served 
in stainless mixing bowls. And I scarfed two 
goi cuon variants: one stuffed with boudin, 
the Cajun pork-and-rice sausage, a second 
gorged with a hash of turkey neck meat. That 
last dish challenged my facile narrative that 
California is the forever vanguard place for 
cultural blendings.

Born of south and southwestern Louisi-
ana, where cooks flavor crawfish-boil liquid 
with turkey necks, those goi cuon tasted of 
Cajun, Creole, and Vietnamese traditions. 
Not long before, I had eaten a similar dish 
at Crawfish Kitchen, the Houston restau-
rant where my order of loaded fries (born of 
American stoner traditions?) came mounded 
with that same shredded meat, as well as 
Sriracha mayo, fried shallots, and a sunny-
side-up egg. 

When I first began thinking and writing 
about the South, I focused on continu-

ities. Traveling the Pee Dee of South Carolina, 
I looked for the oldest whole-hog barbecue 
joint still run by the same family. In Kentucky, 
I quested for dent meal hoecakes, cooked ac-
cording to nineteenth-century techniques 
and served in storied quarters. Even when I 
traveled beyond the region, I focused on places 
that preserved the South in amber. In St. Louis, 
I wolfed a tripe sandwich at the Colonel’s One 
Leg Arkansas Fried Chicken. On the South 
Side of Chicago, I savored sweet-potato pie at 
Baby Jeans Yazoo Mississippi-Style Soul Food.

I longed for essential experiences that ce-
mented my belief in my region and the nar-
ratives that have defined its people. I grasped 
for tethers. To score those hoecakes, I blinded 
myself to the changes afoot. As late as the 
1990s, I spouted an occasional “Southern by 
the grace of God” line. In the early 2000s, 
I wrote a newspaper column called “Saving 
Southern Food” that implied something might 
be lost as new peoples claimed this place. I 
used to define the South in opposition to the 
North, which, I came to reckon, implied in 
ways subtle and obtuse that I was still fighting 
an old and ugly fight I knew to be indefensible. 

More recently, I’ve rejected cultural conser-
vatism. Instead of telling stories that reinforce 
old ways and means, I now go questing for 
narratives that subvert. The effort is just as 
willful, the blinders often just as restrictive. 
I now choose to tell stories that advance my 
aim to redefine my region. I search for foods 
that support my new thesis. I plan meals that 
privilege immigrant cooks. I grab whatever 
megaphone is available to announce that I 

An Active Authenticity 
BY   

JOHN T. EDGE

l o c a l  f a r e
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prefer Szechuan fried chicken, showered with 
red peppers and pocked with peppercorn nubs, 
to the golden-crusted birds your gray-haired, 
cast-iron-skillet–wielding grandmother cooks. 

B
ack in February, I delivered opening re-
marks at a Birmingham conference on im-

migrant food culture in the American South. 
During the lead-up, I kept thinking about a 
challenge made by one of my Southern Food-
ways Alliance colleagues: Why do we have 

to refer to these newly arrived Southerners 
as immigrants? What does it matter when 
they arrived? Why are we segregating them? 
Aren’t they Southerners, too?

Like many in this moment, I believed my 
best reaction to contemporary political events 
was to throw support behind immigrant peo-
ples, to patronize immigrant businesses, to 
eat immigrant foods. But, as my friend Tunde 
Wey said to me that same week, consumption 
does not equate to resistance. Maybe, I came 

to think, consumption throttles resistance. 
A few years back, writing of white back-door 
purchases at black barbecue restaurants, I rec-
ognized such patronage as booty calls, oppor-
tunities to get in, get pleasure, and get out, 
emerging free and clear of entanglements. 
It seems I hadn’t learned the bigger lesson. 

When I stepped onto the stage at the con-
ference, I shared those challenges and floated 
a new way of thinking. I’m a passive South-
erner, I told the crowd. I was born in Georgia 
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to parents who were native to Florida and 
South Carolina. My belonging was handed 
to me. I didn’t quit family and cross Sonora to 
claim the South. My grandfather didn’t scale 
the net-draped bow of a ship to earn a seat in 
the hold and sail beyond the Gulf of Tonkin. 

Immigrants are active Southerners. They 
choose to live here, to raise families, to grow 
businesses. Despite unfavorable odds that 
may, in this new age of American isolation, 
temporarily thwart innovation, active South-
erners are reinventing the region. In the pro-
cess, as an already complicated region embrac-
es new people, and cultural nuances accrete, 
much is gained. Especially for eaters. Crawfish 
joints aren’t the only outposts for those honest 
fusions. Traveling the Gulf Coast, from Texas 
through Alabama, it’s now common to see 
bánh mì, those colonial-inspired sandwiches 
on pâté-smeared French bread, marketed as 
Vietnamese po’boys. 

Mexican immigrants have begun to do more 
than cook and serve Tex-Mex for Anglos. 
Like the Vietnamese, these active Southern-
ers now coin their own takes on traditional 
foods. When I was visiting the Mississippi 
Gulf Coast, I stopped for lunch at El Lupillo 

in Gulfport, a Oaxacan-owned strip mall res-
taurant across the street from a Mardi Gras 
superstore. In addition to customary asada 
and pastor tacos, the menu advertised lengua 
(beef tongue) and buche (pork stomach). Along 
the back wall, a fountain bank of house-made 
aguas frescas burbled. Behind the register, 
a cazuela of carnitas bobbed with hunks of 
pork shoulder. 

Those carnitas were the tell. Layered on 
torpedo-shaped rolls, smeared with refried 
beans, and dressed with avocado slices, these 
were sold as tortas. To drive sales beyond their 
core customer base of Mexican immigrants, 
the restaurant had annotated the menu, help-
fully translating the sandwiches as PO BOYS. At 
table, biting into a taper of bread stuffed with 
hunks of fried pork, I thought of Gustavo 
and of our ongoing conversation about how 
Mexican immigrants now refashion the South. 

I was proud of that active Southerner con-
struction. At the conference in Birmingham, 
I smiled when one of my colleagues stepped 
to the mic and used the same frame. In the 
weeks that followed, I returned to that mo-
ment on stage. This was original thinking, 
I told myself, peculiarly well suited to our 

peculiar moment. But, then, a couple months 
later, when I recorded the audio version of my 
new book, I read a passage about Bill Neal, the 
vanguard Chapel Hill, North Carolina, chef 
who helped lead the New Southern Cuisine 
movement of the early 1980s. Turns out, I had 
borrowed that active Southerner construction 
from Neal. 

A scholar-aesthete who spent as much time 
in the library as the kitchen, Neal rejected the 
conservative ethos. Chafing at the conformity 
that the Reagan era demanded, he defined a 
Newer South—first through his revivalist 
cooking, later through his writing that exalted 
the contributions of African Americans and 
Native Americans and others who had not 
previously gotten their due. All efforts were 
part of what he called “my affirmation of an 
active Southern heritage.” Neal used food 
to shape new and inclusive narratives of his 
people and his place. Thinking and writing 
today, more than a quarter century after his 
death, I struggle toward a similar goal, toward 
yet another reinvention of this beleaguered 
and beloved place. Passive no more, I embrace 
my role in the active conception of this newest 
of New Souths. ø
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I
n the weeks following our nephew 
Geronimo’s death, my husband and I 
spent a lot of time on the front porch 
with glasses of rye. The porch was a 
buffer zone between our kids’ activ-
ity inside the house and the rest of 
the world, a semi-public space to talk 

through our private pain. One evening from my 
metal chair, I watched a man with a gray Afro, in 
gray sweatpants and a gray sweatshirt, lift a gray 
plastic bin from a woman’s car parked across the 
street. He carried the bin stoically, slowly, to the 
cottage on the corner while refusing the woman’s 
offers of help. The man, our new neighbor on 
this old downriver block in New Orleans, was 
Albert Woodfox, a Black Panther who’d spent 
forty-one years in solitary confinement, most 
of them upriver in Angola, for a crime he and 
many others claim he did not commit. He’d 
been released back into society on February 19, 
2016, the same day Geronimo, whom we called 

G, was taken off life support and died. A heroin 
overdose at twenty-four.

We’d been reading about Woodfox, who’d 
been in solitary longer than any American on 
record, for years, and his release had made head-
lines. Though he did seem to have a fair number 
of visitors, a neighbor told us to keep Woodfox’s 
presence on the down-low, which is why I never 
approached him, but would keep my distance 
with a shy wave and smile. (Woodfox would 
later move to a relative’s house in Texas before 
returning to buy his own house in New Orleans.) 
The purple cottage with chartreuse trim soon 
developed a shrine-like aura that spread beyond 
its banana trees and dusty loropetalum shrubs to 
the edge of our porch. I’d pause in front of it on 
my walk to work, push aside my curtain of grief 
to bask in its mysteries: How was it possible for 
a man to survive decades in a six-by-nine cell, to 
maintain his humanity, his sense of self? What 
superhuman qualities did he possess? 

“Le Ballet des Chênes” (2015), by Melissa Bonin, www.melissabonin.com
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There’s a pizza joint a couple of blocks 
down our street in the other direction from 
the cottage, where our family eats every Fri-
day. One night during this same time, my 
husband leaned across the booth and said qui-
etly, “When you get a chance, turn around. 
Look who’s sitting behind us. I swear it’s 
Galaxy Crocs.” I flushed with dread and pre-
tended to look over at the bar. He was right: 
There she was, one of the ICU nurses who’d 
tended to G on the day he died. We’d never 
seen her before in the ICU during those ex-
cruciating twelve days. Wearing Crocs burst-
ing with purplish-blue nebulae and scattered 
stars, she’d serenely navigated the agony of 
three generations packed into G’s room to say 
goodbye. My husband and I were in awe of 
her poise and graceful efficiency. We called 
her Galaxy Crocs. My younger sister, G’s 
long-suffering mom, called her the Angel of 
Death because of her beauty, which I won’t 
call ethereal (though I could), and because 
of the careful and tender way she adjusted 
G’s head or arm, her hands lingering on him 
as she looked into his intubated, handsome, 
unconscious face with an expression of sym-
pathy and concern.

At the restaurant, as I overheard her jok-
ing with friends about how much she hates 
doing taxes, I dug my thumb into my palm 
to stave off the tears. She shouldn’t have to 
pay taxes—she owes society nothing. In fact, 
we owe her millions for the extraordinary 
comfort she gives. The boys didn’t seem to 
recognize her, though most likely they hadn’t 
noticed her on that long, disorienting after-
noon in the ICU, amidst all the other nurses, 
technicians, and doctors passing through. A 
recurring porch-and-rye conversation was 
whether we’d done the right thing by al-
lowing our younger son, nine at the time, 
the youngest of all the cousins, to witness 
the passing of G, the oldest of all the cousins. 

Like Woodfox’s transference from the head-
lines to our block, the visitation of Galaxy 
Crocs to our family’s favorite restaurant felt 
portentous: extremes of humanity placed 
in our path, or something. In the weeks sur-
rounding G’s death, the opioid epidemic was 
in the news nearly every day. It was only a 
couple of months into the year, and record 
overdoses were being reported; many were 
from lethal batches cut with fentanyl. Living 
in New Orleans after Katrina, we’d grown 
accustomed to the personal hurt of the head-
lines, but these delivered a more incisive 
blow. Well-meaning friends forwarded me 

links, but reading about this trend had the 
strange effect of both flattening and ampli-
fying G’s death. Thousands of versions of 
the story G’s parents and younger brother 
had lived through constellated behind the 
statistics and statements from public health 
officials and the DEA. (G’s version: he was 
born into love and opportunity, was pre-
scribed opioids for a broken collarbone during 
his freshman year of high school, saw his 
house flooded soon after by Katrina, then 
faced subsequent years of instability, years 
of hope and struggle.) G’s death had found its 
place in the larger, messy narrative of the city. 

One morning, my husband and I found a 
syringe while clearing the crepe myrtle leaves 
from the gutter not eight feet from our front 
porch. Another afternoon, I was picking up 
my fourth-grader from his school in a “transi-
tioning” neighborhood in which no one—not 
the understaffed NOPD nor the Feds nor the 
speculators renovating Creole cottages—
could make a significant dent in the drug 
trade. Dodging feral chickens and a couple 
of Airbnb-ers checking their phones with 
an alarming lack of situational awareness, I 
retrieved my son and began the usual interro-
gation about his day. Meanwhile, catty-corner 
from the school, in front of a house with 
spackled-over bullet holes, a skinny white 
guy, tattooed and blond like G, threw down 
his bike on the scruffy yard and exchanged 
a few bills for a tiny packet. The transaction 
was accompanied by the hollow rattle of a 
toddler’s Big Wheel on the pavement. 

My son asked if it was a drug deal. Proba-
bly, I said. The same drug that killed G? Prob-
ably. We turned the corner and he strained 
to keep sight of the kid on the Big Wheel. I 
searched around in my head for a way to take 
this conversation forward but gave up by the 
time we got a few blocks down to Elysian 
Fields Avenue, where I paid my daily dollar 
tariff to the homeless vet on the corner. 

Could not be avoided. 

E
verything around G’s death felt claus-
trophobic: the machinery and crew in 
the ICU, the funeral so crowded that 

dozens of people were sent away from the 
small chapel. A couple days before G died, 
my mom had been given a fentanyl patch 
to manage her intense pain from cancer le-
sions. She floated through G’s funeral, high 
on opioids like the ones that had stopped his 

heart, at one point with eyes closed, nodding 
and humming along with the cellist playing 
a French song that her mother sang to her 
when she was a child. Even generationally, 
it felt as though our own blood was stifling. 
My younger twin sisters had died by their 
own hands at ages twenty-three and twenty-
five; G’s age at death was wedged between. 
The crushing, impossible grief of another 
younger sister, G’s mom, was mirrored in my 
mother as she comforted her. Even though 
I was used to New Orleans sinking all its 
thick tentacles in deep—the weight of family, 
politics, social dynamics, sins, joys—I felt an 
urgent, impulsive need to get the hell out, 
even for a day. And though I had no clear 
objective, I needed to get the boys out, too. 

A few months before, a colleague teach-
ing a Southern fiction class had left a copy 
of Eudora Welty’s “No Place for You, My 
Love” near my desk. Though I was supposed 
to be prepping for my own class, I couldn’t 
help but pick it up. It’s one of my all-time 
favorite stories, about a couple, strangers 
to each other and to the city, who meet at 
a luncheon in the French Quarter and then 
inexplicably drive for hours in a rented car in 
fierce heat down to Venice, where the high-
way from town stops at the Gulf of Mexico. 
Hardly speaking, just feeling and observing, 
they dance at a rustic seafood restaurant, kiss 
on the side of the road, and then drive back 
to town through a landscape transformed 
by night and the strangeness of their casual 
escape. It’s an enigmatic encounter between 
individual desires, and neither really learns 
anything about the other person.

Feet on my desk, I indulged in a few pas-
sages, feeling Welty’s love for the people and 
mystery and beauty of this world unfurl 
throughout her exquisite sentences. On the 
couple’s brief detour through a country cem-
etery: “Names took their places on the walls 
slowly at a level with the eye, names as near 
as the eyes of a person stopping in conversa-
tion, and as far away in origin, and in all their 
music and dead longing, as Spain.” Farther 
down the road: “On a clothesline in the yard, 
a priest’s black gown on a hanger hung airing, 
swaying at a man’s height, in a vague, train-
like, ladylike sweep along an evening breath 
that might otherwise have seemed imaginary 
from the unseen, felt river.” 

As I read, I realized I was sitting just a few 
blocks away from the road the couple takes 
from the Quarter to the Gulf; I can almost 
see it from my office window. It was the same 
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road where the pizza place is—where we’d 
see Galaxy Crocs months later. In those sad 
weeks following the funeral, when I felt that 
soul-constricting desire to flee, I remembered 
Welty’s story. It was mid-March, and the boys 
were on spring break. I woke up on a restless 
Tuesday and texted my boss that I needed a 
personal day.

As I cobbled together snacks from the pan-
try, I tried to sell my two puzzled sons on a 
spontaneous road trip to Venice, the South-
ernmost Point in Louisiana, a.k.a. the End of 
the World. After they reluctantly turned off 
every last screen in the house, we got in the 
Honda Element and drove over the Mississippi 
River, exiting from the elevated West Bank Ex-
pressway down to Highway 23, which starts 
at a suburban strip mall and dead-ends about 
seventy miles later by the Gulf of Mexico. 
Highway 23 is also known as Belle Chasse 
Highway and runs through the fishing and 
industrial town of Belle Chasse, christened 
“the beautiful hunt” by the French in the early 
eighteenth century out of awe for the land’s 
wild bounty. I’ve always loved the name and 
the possibility of a “beautiful hunt,” an ardent 
search that excites and nourishes, regardless 
of the catch. 

On that vibrant spring morning, we passed 
the fast-food chains and nail salons and dollar 
stores and mom-and-pop seafood restaurants 
that connect New Orleans to Belle Chasse. 
Finally, we cleared the gravitational pull of 
the city, finding ourselves among the citrus 
groves of Plaquemines Parish, trailer parks, 
spreading and dipping oak trees, somnolent 
cow pastures, isolated subdivisions of Mc-
Mansions. The boys were quiet as usual—but 
they were screenless, gazing outward, taking 
in the fresh view of a part of the state they 
rarely see.

I was feeling alright. The highway was 
working its gritty, illusory magic. This is 
all yours, I thought: freedom, control, mo-
tion. I was also feeling the salve of a change 
of scenery: broken-up sidewalks for marsh 
grass, cramped narrow shotguns for fishing 
camps. Tangles of electrical and phone wires 
for the wide-open Gulf-reaching sky. But it 
didn’t take long, maybe a half hour in, before 
I was again ambushed by G’s death. 

T
he problem was the Cloud. I couldn’t 
manage the Cloud. I didn’t even under-
stand the Cloud—its decision-making, 

why it had arbitrarily sucked up most songs 
from the hundreds on my iPhone and left 
a couple dozen others. Because I’d been 
depressed and distracted for weeks, I just 
listened to the same songs over and over 
and didn’t bother to try and figure it out. 
Of course, the ones that the Cloud let me 
access on our drive to the End of the World 
were the same ones it allowed me to listen 
to on the drive back and forth to the hospital 
on the edge of Jefferson Parish those twelve 
days G was in the ICU. The song that brought 
on a stinging pressure of tears every time 
it emerged from the shuffle, as it did that 
morning on the highway in Plaquemines 
Parish, was Rita Coolidge’s 1973 recording 
of “Bird on the Wire.” 

The problem was me. I always felt power-
less to thumb past that song, arranged as a 
slow country dirge. I always needed to hear 
it through, needed to feel the pain that kept 
me closer to when G was alive. Not only was 
it in heavy rotation on those drives to the 
ICU—not only did Rita Coolidge’s voice, 
smooth as her black, center-parted Cherokee 
hair, evoke our seventies FM childhood—but 
the song, for me, has been reframed to speak to 
the acute, helpless self-awareness that afflicts 
many addicts. The sad solemnity with which 
she sings I have tried in my own way to be free 
was now about G and his years-long struggle. 
Right before his final relapse, he’d been mak-
ing plans, composing lists of jobs he wanted, 
writing encouraging letters to friends back in 
rehab. He was several weeks from getting off 
probation, which had kept him tethered to 
Louisiana his entire adult life. He was repair-
ing a motorcycle, planning a trip to see his 
grandmother in northern California. He was 
preparing for freedom. Maybe he thought, one 
last time. Maybe he thought he was smarter 
than the drug. Maybe he was scared by his 
impending freedom, its responsibilities.

Like a baby stillborn, like a beast with his 
horns, I’ve torn everyone who’s reached out to 
me. Coolidge, after singing these lines, seems 
to step away from the mic, say faintly as if 
to herself, “Yes I have.” This barely audible 
acknowledgement of the damage caused by 
one’s plea for freedom, Coolidge’s break in the 
song to address herself in plain speech, hits 
me every time. I can now only hear those lines 
as an addict’s lament. I think of all the reach-
ing out G’s family did, the years of counseling 
and rehab and diversion programs and tough 
love and opulent love. All the trying, failing, 
and tearing G did in response.

Yep, I thought, barreling down High-
way 23 on a Tuesday lark with the kids, trying 
to reclaim the song (for us, for the morning, 
for the road): We still have to try in our own 
way to be free. 

W
e passed more and more marinas, 
nearly everyone on the road with 
some kind of boat hitched to their 

truck. The Mississippi was on our left and 
the Gulf to our right. Levees squeezed the 
highway on both sides and then gave way 
to bright marshes, legions of skeleton trees 
rising out of them, ashen cypresses killed by 
saltwater intrusion from the Gulf as the land 
melted away. And, of course, we joked, no 
beautiful South Louisiana landscape would 
be complete without a massive refinery and 
its infernal flare stacks. Ms. Welty’s quaint 
drive through Plaquemines Parish had been 
steadily developed over the years, but it still 
existed for long, quiet stretches: “Clearing 
alternated with jungle and canebrake like 
something tried, tried again.”

In the backseat, the boys debated why 
Venice is called the End of the World. The 
younger advocated for the possibility that it 
resembled some apocalyptic aftermath. The 
older, seventeen, suggested it was merely a 
place where the road and civilization stop 
and nature takes over. 

“Well,” I said, “they’re kind of similar. 
With both you have the possibility of oblivi-
on and of building anew . . . the disappearance 
of culture, a return to the animal.”

The boys did not take the existential bait. 
Instead, after some silence, the younger said, 
“There’s another sign for Fort Jackson; can 
we go?”

A few minutes later, we turned in at the 
newish Museum and Welcome Center for 
Fort Jackson, a little ways up the road from 
the actual fort, which was completed in 1832 
to defend New Orleans against the British. 
The fort has been closed since Hurricane 
Katrina, but the museum was densely packed 
with exhibits and blown-up sepia photos—
too much to take in, especially for two kids 
who’d been car-bound for the last couple 
hours. The woman behind the counter, in her 
late fifties or so with a proprietary air, handed 
me a series of brochures and a self-guided 
walking map, still agitated because of a recent 
memo from the government about removing 
Confederate flags from the building, which 
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was built with federal FEMA money. It did 
seem an odd call since the fort is most famous 
for being seized by the Confederate Army and 
holding off the Union naval forces of General 
Farragut for ten days until a mutiny at the fort 
caused them to surrender. When Fort Jackson 
and Fort St. Philip, right across the river, fell, 
the Union Army strolled into a panicked, 
defenseless New Orleans and switched out 
the Confederate flags for the Stars and Stripes 
atop the Customs House on Canal Street. The 
Confederacy never recovered. In the display 
cases there were two species of CSA items: 
the ones excavated from the site that had 
belonged to actual Confederate soldiers and 
the ones recovered from the fort’s gift shop 
after Hurricane Katrina. Both sets of artifacts 
were equally distressed, but the kids found 
the Katrina-damaged souvenirs somehow 
cooler than the originals. 

We got back in the car. About twenty miles 
before the Gulf, we saw the sign for the actual 
Fort Jackson, hidden from the highway by a 
ring levee. As soon as we got up and over the 
embankment, we let out a collective whoa! 
at the appearance of the star-shaped brick 
fortifications and surrounding duckweed-
coated moat, mature oaks improbably crown-
ing the ramparts. Since the fort had been hit 
hard by Katrina, it was officially closed and 
deserted, its arched entrance at the moat’s 
bridge barred. No one else was there. 

As I stretched my legs next to the car and 
watched the boys run down the bridge to 
glimpse the interior of the fort through the 
bars, the place refocused around me like a 
few clicks of a camera’s aperture. I’d been 
here before. Picnicked here as a kid with my 
seven brothers and sisters and some cousins. 
A boyish dark-haired aunt in short-shorts. A 
plaid blanket on the gentle grassy rise from the 
moat. A dark gash in the duckweed, a soaked 
kid being lifted out of the water by adult arms. 
Joining the boys, I told them that I’d actually 
come here as a child and that I thought I re-
called one of us kids falling into the moat, not 
realizing there was water beneath the float-
ing layer of duckweed that seemed to merge 
with the edge of the grass. Unimpressed, the 
younger responded that with eight kids, the 
chances were probably pretty high that one 
of them would fall into the moat. 

Later, when I asked my mom about the inci-
dent, she said no, she would’ve remembered 
one of us falling in, and thinking further, I 
understood that at the time I had just been 
really afraid of one of us falling in, so much 

so that I’d transformed the fear into an actual 
memory, given it form, which I then passed 
on to my kids, which disturbed me somewhat. 
After talking with my mom I clarified with 
the boys that none of us had actually fallen in, 
not wanting to needlessly add any fear to their 

memories, but they didn’t seem concerned 
either way. Memory was not yet a specter to 
them, something to grapple with or question 
or suppress. But my false memory made me 
self-conscious about their memories of the 
trip to Fort Jackson and how the lens of their 
future lived lives would undoubtedly distort 
something about it. Would it be connected 
to G’s death? Their mom’s sudden intensity 
and erratic behavior? Would they falsely 
remember one of us slipping into the moat?

Distorted memory is one thing. Distorted 
history is something else. The brochure we’d 
grabbed at the interpretive center claimed 
that the Confederate soldiers at Fort Jackson 
fought the Federal forces “valiantly until 
a mutiny broke out,” causing them to sur-
render. Huh—more questions than answers 
there. (It must’ve been a stressful ten days 
under fire for the “valiant” defenders of geno-
cide.) Even the ruins, the physical history of 
the place, seemed muddled. The fort itself, 
with its twenty-foot-thick brick walls and 
gun ports and batteries, seemed remarkably 
intact. The fort was restored as a public park 
in the 1960s and the newer ancillary struc-
tures from that era were the most Katrina-
damaged; the low walls around picnic areas 
had collapsed, trees sunken and canted at 
odd angles. The World War II–era, bunker-
esque Mississippi River overlook built into 
the levee was especially hard hit, with bare 
concrete chambers below that looked like 
they might have once housed exhibits of 
some kind. Now the only artifacts were the 
yellow-brown Katrina waterlines on the in-
terior walls and a rank, muted animal smell 
that reminded me of those spare holding 
areas behind elaborate zoo habitat enclosures. 

While the boys explored the perimeter, I 
sat on the bunker steps in the sun and read 
more of the brochure. After the battle with 
Farragut and years of disrepair under the 
ownership of the state, in 1927 Fort Jackson 
was sold to Mr. and Mrs. H. J. Harvey of New 
Orleans, remaining their private property for 
thirty-three years until it was donated back 
to Plaquemines Parish in 1960. 

Wow, I thought, there was a time when pri-
vate citizens could buy their own pre–Civil 
War fort right on the Mississippi. What did 

they do with it? Let their kids or grandkids 
have the run of it? Have epic crawfish boils on 
the ramparts overlooking the river? I felt an 
intense longing edging on jealousy. I craved 
a family fortress, a place of retreat and safety 
from the world. Though I also knew those 
twenty-foot-thick walls were fortified with 
memories of sieges, disease, and mutiny. 
They amplified fear in a way only walls can, 
bringing more anxiety than comfort, their 
thickness a persistent reminder of threats 
beyond and our own vulnerability.

“A
gainst most things you can obtain 
security, but when it comes to death, 
we all live in an unwalled city.” For 

a long time, the working title of my book, 
a memoir, was “The Unwalled City,” in-
spired by that Epicurus quote. On the day 
she learned about G’s overdose, my sister, 
G’s mom, was reading the manuscript. (Later 
the title would become The Futilitarians—
lighter, less constricting.) That same week, 
my mom had asked that the manuscript be 
brought to her at the hospital where she was 
undergoing cancer treatment, the same hos-
pital I describe in chapter ten. In the scene, 
my dad dies in his own family-crowded room. 
The book is about our Existential Crisis Read-
ing Group, of which my sister is also a mem-
ber—about the year we started it and lost our 
dad almost simultaneously. It’s also about liv-
ing with the suicides of our two sisters years 
before, all investigated through readings and 
discussions. My sister told me of how she 
sat on Mom’s porch overlooking the levee, 
reading about herself, her own trauma, and 
felt a strange outsized emotional reaction to 
it all. Soon, she would get the call about G. 

My creative life had contributed to the 
claustrophobia I felt surrounding G’s death. I 
was supposed to be working on a book about 
mortality, reading, and family tragedy. In-
stead, the only thing I’d managed to write 
that month was a meager crystallized version 
of it: G’s obituary, another obituary of one 
of our own, the unsatisfying distillation of 
a short life. By that point, I’d been camped 
out in the unwalled city for a long while, con-
structing illustrative tableaus about coping 
with our mortal vulnerability, typing pages 
about how the absurdity of our condition 
makes us free to create ourselves however 
we want. But with a disease like addiction, 
how free can you ever be? 
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And then there was Albert Woodfox across 
the street, still wearing his prison-issued 
sweats. He’d become a concentrated sym-
bol of vindictiveness and corruption in our 
justice system, of the racism cemented into 
our structures that destroys lives and com-
munities, of the ability of the human spirit to 
endure and survive in extreme privation. As 
an eighteen-year-old in New Orleans, he’d 
escaped from sheriff deputies in the base-
ment of a courthouse after being sentenced 
to fifty years for armed robbery. He fled to 
New York and joined the Black Panthers, 
inspired by how liberated from fear they 
were. He was caught and extradited back to 
Louisiana, where he ended up in Angola. 
Along with two other Black Panthers, he’d 
been convicted in the death of a prison guard 
there, with no physical evidence. Investiga-
tors had found a bloody fingerprint at the 
scene, but nobody ever tested it. Even the 
murdered guard’s wife doubted that the 
“Angola Three” had been involved in the 
murder. After years of appeals, overturned 
verdicts, and reindictments, Woodfox was 
finally released on a plea of no contest. I read 
interviews he gave shortly after his release 

and learned that the same Black Panther ideas 
and values of self-determination that kept 
him sane, kept his mind free, were the ones 
that kept him confined in solitary for decades. 
The wardens were fearful of him spreading 
“Black Pantherism” to other prisoners. 

Woodfox’s story is part of an unbroken con-
tinuum that runs from before the Civil War 
skirmishes at Fort Jackson to the present-day 
Angola Prison, a former slave plantation. A 
reminder of how fearful those in power can be 
in the face of personal freedom. In the 1960s, 
Plaquemines Parish’s segregationist political 
boss Leander Perez threatened to imprison 
civil rights marchers over at Fort St. Philip. 
Fort Jackson was also used as a prison after 
the war. Predictably, strolling the grounds 
there agitated my always conflicted feelings 
about the state.

Some twenty minutes after the boys left 
me to explore, silence surrounded me. Where 
were they? All I could see were high, angled 
brick walls, with the deceptive moat and 
crazy craggy oaks bent over ruined picnic 
areas. I ran up the ring levee and checked 
the bank but saw only the dirt-brown Mis-
sissippi with its sluggish whorls. I shouted 

a few times in the direction of the fort and 
then felt the panic that some city dwellers get 
when faced with eerie country peace. Used to 
mapping out the menace in our own environ-
ment, confronted with a dearth of civilization 
and insufficient noise, our imaginations as-
sume mysterious, unknowable rural danger. I 
checked the poorly photocopied self-guided 
walking tour brochure obtained from the 
interpretive center and saw a “recreational 
playground” next to the graveyard containing 
“new graves dug in 1862.” 

To hasten the search, I drove the car around 
the crushed-shell access road lined with rust-
ed barbecue grills. They faced the perimeter 
of the weedy parking lot like lonesome sen-
tinels. And then the thin outline of my older 
son appeared standing guard on a retaining 
wall. The younger leaned into the dripping 
mouth of a huge drainage tunnel, apparently 
trying to find a way into the locked-up fort. 
They groaned as they marched toward me 
through the tall grass, reluctantly heeding 
my call that it was time to go. As I recaptured 
them with the open car doors, they said they 
were having a blast. They wanted to stay 
there forever. Or at least come back with Dad. 

THE UNEXPECTED is a one-of-a-kind art festival that immerses 
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T
hat Gulf Feeling soon overtook us—salt 
air, open sky, the expansive promise of 
water just out of sight. After we left 

the fort and traveled closer to the End of the 
World, we saw more and more skeleton trees; 
oil and gas industry infrastructure; our state 
bird, the brown pelican, coasting low over the 
marsh and commercial fishing marinas; our 
other state bird, the helicopter, running sup-
plies to the oil rigs out in the Gulf. Roseate 
spoonbills, a.k.a. Cajun flamingos, inspecting 
a drainage ditch fringed with needle rush. 
The visual cacophony of a working coast. 

The End of the World was anticlimactic. 
We couldn’t even really see the water as the 
road dead-ended on private property where 
the river splits into its bird-foot formation. 
I took a picture of the boys next to a sign 
welcoming us to the Southernmost Point 
in Louisiana, Gateway to the Gulf. Noting 
the rusted-out machinery and a wrecked, 
beached workboat, both boys claimed they 
were right about their predictions for Ven-
ice. Welty’s “end of the road” was similarly 
undramatic, though unsullied by industrial 
detritus and signage: 

The end of the road—she could not re-
member ever seeing a road simply end—
was a spoon shape, with a tree stump in 
the bowl to turn around by. Around it, 
he stopped the car, and they stepped 
out, feeling put down in the midst of a 
sudden vast pause or subduement that 
was like a yawn. 

After a round of shrugs, peering through 
pampas grass, and more pictures, I turned 
the car around and the boys watched a low-
ering helicopter grind up the air, insect gear 
gingerly returning it to land.

We stopped at the first restaurant we saw, 
starving for shrimp sandwiches. As we wait-
ed, we admired the wetlands mural painted 
across the cinderblock wall next to our picnic 
table. Over my lifetime I’ve seen hundreds of 
them of varying quality: tapering cypresses 
dripping moss, soaring egrets and herons, 
a gator or two menacing the murky water. 
This one was different, mostly open water 
spreading impressionistically to join a sky 
of expert clouds against diffuse but intense 
light at the horizon. Pelicans flew toward 
us from a dark tangle of mangrove over our 
condiment rack, an uneven golden patina 
unifying it all. 

As I was taking a picture of the boys in 
front of the mural to send to their dad, the 
Vietnamese owner of the restaurant offered 
to take one of all three of us. I told him how 
much we liked the painting. With fresh 
pride, he told us how after Katrina flooded 
the restaurant he’d carefully hand-cleaned 
the wall, anxious to save the mural. When I 
asked how many feet of water they’d taken, 
he just looked at me quizzically. Unlike 
in New Orleans, where people compared 
their homes’ waterlines in terms of feet and 
inches, in Venice there were no “feet,” just 
the immeasurable Gulf of Mexico passing 
over every structure, Atlantis-like. I real-
ized the mural depicted the view I’d been 
hoping to see when the road ended. But even 
there, in places, the paint was wearing away 
from the mortar between the cinder blocks, 
and the enduring building blocks of prisons 
and schools asserted themselves across the 
dreamy landscape.

It was late afternoon. As we buckled up 
in the parking lot, I surrendered to the long 
ride back, to running the tape of the high-
way in high-speed reverse. After passing a 
few familiar landmarks, I finally felt it: the 
loosening relief in my limbs, that taste of 
breaking free I’d been looking for. No soaring 
revelations, no weepy catharsis—just a gentle 
fulfillment. We’d driven the highway, seen 
the fort, made it to the end, turned around, 
eaten the shrimp sandwiches, and were head-
ed back. I could now enjoy a leisurely roll 
home free of anticipation and expectation, 
free from my vague plans. 

L
ike many writers, I sometimes evaluate 
life events in terms of how they might 
play out in five thousand words. As Wel-

ty wrote near the end of her Venice story, 
“A thing is incredible, if ever, only after it is 
told—returned to the world it came out of.” 
I thought maybe our trip to the End of the 
World, that moment in my life, might qualify, 
but I wasn’t sure. All the pieces seemed to 
be there—freedom, escape, family—but I 
didn’t know how they connected, didn’t 
know what I wanted to say. Also, I seemed 
to be coming back to the same things I’d been 
writing about for years: South Louisiana, 
family tragedy, existential parenting, social 
justice, how music and literature deepen our 
engagement with life. Working on this es-
say, I was getting that same claustrophobic 

feeling of the world—my mind, my writing, 
closing in on me. 

Frustrated, I returned to “No Place for You, 
My Love.” A paragraph near the end of the 
story, when the couple is driving back from 
Venice, always stunned and stymied me: 

Later, crossing a large open distance, 
he saw at the same time two fires. He 
had the feeling that they had been rid-
ing for a long time across a face—great, 
wide, and upturned. In its eyes and open 
mouth were those fires they had had 
glimpses of, where the cattle had drawn 
together: a face, a head. Far down here in 
the South—south of South, below it. A 
whole giant body sprawled downward 
then, on and on, always, constant as a 
constellation or an angel. Flaming and 
perhaps falling, he thought.

There, on Welty’s highway, a sort of dis-
solution had occurred—between people and 
landscape, earth and sky, motion and direc-
tion, physical and metaphysical. I didn’t need 
to figure out connections, I realized, but find 
acceptance and transcendence. I had been 
trying so strenuously to connect the ele-
ments in my life at that time—I thought G’s 
death and Albert Woodfox and Galaxy Crocs 
were part of a revelatory pattern of hope 
and meaning and solace that I needed to knit 
tidily together. But Welty, through her own 
craft, showed me the obvious: Even the most 
disparate things are connected already by our 
consciousness, by existing. Words are just 
spiny little sutures on the flesh of the world, 
trying to hold it all together, give it shape.

Here’s what I’d wanted to say: that a wall 
had been breached when the boys and their 
cousins watched G die; that their time in the 
garden was over; that the re-traumatization of 
my brothers and sisters was compounded by 
fears for our own children and their children; 
that we were desperate to find some way to 
make this cycle stop; that after my younger 
sisters took their own lives I felt a sort of 
freedom because, seeing what it did to my 
parents, suicide had been taken off the table 
as an option for me (one fewer option that 
gave me a million more) and I hoped a simi-
lar thought would land in our sons’ minds 
after kissing their cousin goodbye, the option 
of staying away from the hard stuff, even if 
something in your blood pulls you toward it; 
that during those twelve days of being kept 
healthy looking and handsome by medical 
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science, it was G’s face and tattooed body that 
became the landscape our grief traveled over, 
lingering often on that one tattoo on his calf, 
of my sister’s face, MOMMA TRIED in bold italics 
below it; that when my sons described G as 
“turning golden” after the breathing tube 
was removed, it was with awe and curios-
ity; that one tenet of existential parenting is 
demonstrating it’s possible to break out of life 
patterns when necessary (take the day off, go 
for a drive, fight the fight, don’t self-destruct); 
that along with freedom to create ourselves 
comes contingency; that our decisions affect 
others, sometimes greatly; that in the end, our 
kids being in the ICU was better than them 
fidgeting outside in the anodyne waiting room 
on terrible couches, wondering; that being 
near their beloved and at times mystifying 
oldest cousin as he left us—the more than two 
dozen bereft family members—was necessary 
to process this worst moment; that our chil-
dren proved to be remarkably stronger and 
instinctively deeper people than I’d realized, 
and I hoped they understood that even if all 
the love in your family can’t save you, if you 
fall, no matter how greatly, no matter how far, 
your family will be there; that I’d always try 
to do for my own sons what G’s mother and 
father and brother did for him, not knowing 
what would become of him: love him the 
best they could. 

S
o now the drive can finish, this essay 
can finish. We can all go home. We can 
take the creaky old ferry at Belle Chasse 

instead of the bridge in the city. We can stop 
for a bathroom break at a gas station in Vio-
let and buy cracklins for Dad, who must be 
home from work by now, waiting for the day’s 
report with a glass of rye at the kitchen table. 
We can ride through the shadowy tunnel of 
grand oaks on St. Bernard Highway, even 
more dramatic in the dark, pass through Arabi 
where Welty’s couple briefly gets lost before 
returning to their separate French Quarter 
hotels, point out the windows of my darkened 
writing studio over the discount liquor store, 
feel relief at crossing the Orleans Parish line 
and the medieval drawbridge over the Indus-
trial Canal. Turn left at the insistent neon sign 
of the restaurant where Galaxy Crocs had 
appeared to us, and park across the street from 
the purple cottage where all the lights are on, 
Albert Woodfox inside, passing this temperate 
evening in one of those small rooms. ø

It takes a long list of ingredients to create 

authentic Mississippi. Our rich history gives us 

distinct culinary regions which speak to the 

soul. Come discover our fresh Gulf shrimp and 

farm-raised catfish, Delta hot tamales and 

barbecue, and throw back a round from a local 

brewery. You’ll find it all in Mississippi.
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I
’d been fishing alone in the rain, 
catching squat, some runt large-
mouth was all, when on the third day 
I drove to Searcy, Arkansas, where 
the spell was broken. It wasn’t re-
demption I was after so much as I 
wanted to test a theory that I could 

fish just as poorly among friends. My pal Da-
cus and I spent an evening hauling corpulent 
bluegill from a roadside pond with his fa-
ther, Bobby T, who hollered “Whooo-weee!” 
whenever one of us got a strike. It felt good 
to prove my theory wrong.

Bobby T called them “bream” (pronounced 
brim), not bluegill, as we did in Michigan, 
and said what he’d really like is some catfish. 
So we headed over to the Georgetown One 
Stop for supper, about the only place left, he 
said, where you could still get genuine White 
River–caught catfish, short of catching one 
yourself. We had catfish in Michigan, but it had 
never occurred to me to fish for them, let alone 
eat one. Not out of any bottom-feeder snob-
bery; I inhabited a salmon-patty milieu was 

all. But Bobby T was from Newport, Arkansas, 
the heart of White River catfish country, and 
I was given to understand that as a fisherman 
I was obliged to educate myself about catfish. 
It followed that if I wanted to have a lucid 
conversation about catfish, I needed to eat at 
the One Stop.

This was maybe five years ago, so some of it’s 
a blur: a dozen unbending miles down AR-36 
to Georgetown, through rust-colored fields 
and forests in spring twilight, the Little Red 
River, a branch of the White, sailing along be-
side us. Swaybacked porches. A sky stretched 
out darkly like a country lake. In that short dis-
tance I noticed a shift from the eastern edge of 
the Ozarks to Delta bottomland, where there 
were fewer trees and cars and more fishing 
shacks. I’d just read that Hernando de Soto, 
while fording the White River not far from 
here in 1541, saw “no end of fish.” It comes 
back to me that in Kensett we passed a yard 
where a zorse, or it might’ve been a zedonk, 
was tied to a stake. Dacus, without elaboration, 
said its name was Trouble. 

“Catfish” (2013), by David Ellis 
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The highway dead-ends at Georgetown, 
which was once a proper mill town with a 
hotel, drugstore, mattress factory, the mill that 
made hammer and ax handles, two churches for 
upwards of five hundred souls, even a movie 
house. No longer. Just the One Stop, the name 
meant literally. When the river is up, AR-36 
can flood out, ditto the other road in and out 
of town, cutting Georgetown off completely.

The One Stop, set off Main Street, looked 
like a deserted barracks or a survivalist’s cabin: 
porch roof of corrugated tin, slack American 
flags. Inside were newly minted Sam’s Club 
folding tables and chairs and hundreds of pho-
tographs of people holding strung-up catfish 
and trout or kneeling over dead whitetail deer 
that looked oddly animate, like they might get 
up and run off. We arrived when most folks 
would be quitting work, but it was packed. I 
think the plate was nine dollars, all-you-can-
eat, and I might’ve stopped after two. The 
owner, Joann Taylor, brought them out three 
or four at a time, white enamel ovals pyramided 
with catfish fillets, hush puppies, sliced white 
onion, cupped coleslaw, pickle, and lemon 
wedge. Dacus, a De Kooning of the condiment 
school, whipped together tartar sauce, ketchup, 
mustard, and Tabasco into a purplish glop. 
As we ate, I could see steam rising out of the 
kitchen, hear the clang of cast iron. 

This was none of your salmon-patty meali-
ness, no gummed-up Progresso crumbs fee-
bly masked by mom’s dill sauce. It struck me 
that I hated salmon patties. By contrast, the 
catfish was tawny and sweet, faintly smoky, 
and it cracked apart on the tongue, tumbling 
weightlessly down the hatch. We overdid it, 
the three of us, grunting and lip-smacking, 
sweat blooming under our caps, balled-up 
paper napkins everywhere, catfish remnants 
smeared across our faces. I won’t lie. The gas-
tric repercussions were thunderous, but at our 
table a mutual amnesty presided. That night, 
a morsel popped from my rolled shirtsleeve. 
It still tasted good. 

Joann landed in Georgetown in ’97, pitch-
ing in with her sister, Jeanie, to run a mini-
mart and wildlife-check station that had some 
gas pumps. She served catfish lunches on 
the side—but no frozen, farm-raised stuff. 
Joann, a purist, bought cats directly from 
White River fishermen. By then, just about 
everyone else had gone over to farmed cats—
Dondie’s in Des Arc, Murry’s over in Hazen, 
the Riverfront Fish Market on the Cache Riv-
er near Fredonia. Her recipe, Bobby T said, 
was beside the point. The salient detail was 

White River catfish. Joann’s lunches became 
so popular that she tore out the gas pumps 
and tossed the Skoal racks and went full-on 
catfish, becoming, in a few months, a kind of 
desert prophetess working to preserve (albeit 
inadvertently) an obscure regional tradition 
before it was lost forever. By conventional 
measure, Georgetown had gone to seed. By 
another, it was flourishing.

Although some Food Network stooge 
would surely find the One Stop eventually, 
for the moment it lacked any officious culinary 
sanction, which seemed important. Joann was 
cooking for her neighbors, sawdust clinging 
to some of them, others redolent of fish slime 
and beer and gasoline, excepting the ladies 
of course, painted up ferociously in brilliant 
crimsons and blues. Everybody momentarily 
at peace. The hottest part of the day gone. Not 
an ironic moustache in sight. Fried catfish like 
you couldn’t get anywhere else. 

T
he biggest catfish on record, an adult 
female Mekong giant caught in Thai-
land in 2005, measured nine feet long 

and weighed six hundred forty-six pounds. 
By comparison, North American catfish are 
plausibly sized (a sixty-pound channel cat is 
Guinness territory and blues rarely top one 
hundred), though it’s true they’ll eat almost 
anything. In the South, catfish have been 
found with the remains of raccoons, rattle-
snakes, baby turtles, menthol cigarettes, and 
a mini basketball in their stomachs. Anglers 
sometimes target them with “stink bait”—
typically a slaw of raw chicken liver, fish 
blood, and Limburger cheese that has sat 
around in the sun for a few days. Of our fifty 
or so native species, three in particular are 
worth knowing about: blues, channels, and 
flatheads. They live basically everywhere east 
of the Rockies, from Manitoba down through 
the Mississippi and Ohio river basins, the 
Great Lakes, the Dakotas, and south to Loui-
siana, Arkansas, Georgia, and the Mobile 
Bay drainage, all the way into Mexico. Our 
polymorphous regionalisms give a sense of 
their dispersal: chucklehead, shovelhead, 
mud cat, granny cat, tabby cat, johnnie cat, 
Op cat, Appaloosa cat, Russian cat, bashaw, 
humpback, forktail, fiddler, eel cat, willow 
cat, Morgan cat, Mississippi cat, to name a 
few. Blues are the biggest. Channels the most 
common. Flatheads the best eating.

An inescapable attribute of catfish is their 

remarkable hardiness. They’ve evolved over 
millions of years to tolerate murderously 
sluggish, oxygen-poor, alkaline-rich water. 
Catfish can even survive without water for 
several hours and, should the need arise, 
some can crawl a fair stretch from one body 
of water to another, and even scale cave walls 
and rapids. The Eurasian wels catfish will 
hurl itself ashore to seize a pigeon, casually 
swallowing it whole. 

Another inescapable attribute of catfish is 
how unsightly they are. Downright revolt-
ing. Comically so. Barney from The Simpsons 
shares a likeness. Admiral Ackbar. The bug-
eyed Marty Feldman as Igor in Young Fran-
kenstein. For some people, for instance my 
wife, this presents a culinary impasse—just 
to harmlessly float the idea of eating catfish 
on an otherwise lovely night out, let alone to 
suggest frying one at home, is to cast a dark 
shadow indeed. We northerners are fairly 
clueless about catfish. As much as anything 
else at the seafood counter, they can educe for 
us a heady, collective shudder, like a night-
mare drug up from some primordial chamber 
of horrors. It must be admitted that their ca-
daverous, thick-lipped, thin-whiskered mugs 
have something of the pederast about them. 
But to catfish chauvinists I say, take a good 
look at a flounder. It doesn’t help that fried 
catfish are often thought of as a poor person’s 
food—cheap, artery-clogging, abundant. Not 
to mention they’re a pain in the ass to clean. 
Our bias against catfish is also rooted in the 
widespread notion that bottom-feeders have 
more pollutants than other fish. This isn’t 
always the case; imported catfish can be a 
dicey proposition, but domestic cats do not 
contain mercury or other neurotoxins.  

Most sensible people would agree that, be-
headed and fried in lard, catfish are delicious, 
and a few hush puppies don’t hurt either. This 
is notably true in the South. In his excellent 
American Cooking: Southern Style, Eugene 
Walter writes that, “To a Deep Southerner, 
black or white, the very word catfish sets up a 
chain reaction of associations, all pleasurable.” 
Walter, who grew up in Mobile and helped 
start the Paris Review, preferred channels to 
flatheads, judging their sweet, pale flesh supe-
rior, and found that a platter of fillets dusted in 
water-ground cornmeal required a “drooling-
bib” and “stretcher service afterwards.” He 
was writing in the 1970s, under contract to 
add a Southern cookbook to Time-Life’s Foods 
of the World catalog, though to call American 
Cooking: Southern Style a cookbook isn’t quite 
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right: a culinary lexicon is more apt; a lyric 
treatise on the salutary rewards of cooking 
with pig fat; a discursive, reverential road trip 
through the South’s hallmark cuisines. It’s 
fitting that by the time Walter gets around 
to catfish, he’s in Arkansas—Stuttgart to be 
exact, a Delta town practically within casting 
distance of the White River.

Shaped like a fishhook, the White skulks 
across a 28,000-square-mile watershed from 
the Ozarks in northwest Arkansas on up 
through Missouri, where it runs past Branson, 
then turns south again, flattening diagonally 
across the top-right quadrant of Arkansas, 
sprouting nine tributaries in a seven-hundred-
mile dash to the Mississippi. Its hypothermi-
cally cold water and abundant baitfish like 
shad and herring produce a year-round Na-
than’s Hot Dog Eating Contest for predatory 
fish. Among anglers of outsized ambition, 
the Upper White is a famous trout fishery—
browns in the two-foot range aren’t unheard 
of—while the Lower White, starting below 
Newport, is hallowed catfishing grounds. 

It used to be that if you were talking about 
Arkansas catfish, you were talking about 
White River catfish. From the 1940s to the 
early ’70s, catfish houses all over the state 
made a point of advertising it. On menus, and 
on signs out front: WE SELL WHITE RIVER CATFISH. 
The implication being that anything less was 
cut-rate, bottom-shelf. Outpost towns on 
the Lower White—Des Arc, DeValls Bluff, 
Augusta, Clarendon, St. Charles—drew 
weekend nomads from far-off rangeland and 
Little Rock and Memphis, spilling outside 
on buffet lines, fanning themselves under 
Delta skies, seeking something wild, pure, 
cold-river caught. One felt lucky to partake.

A
ll that changed. It wasn’t overnight, 
and I’m simplifying here, but to start, 
a guy named Edgar “Chip” Farmer out 

of Dumas more or less birthed the U.S. com-
mercial catfish industry in the ’60s. From a 
dozen fingerlings in ponds chopped out of 
his rice fields, Farmer expanded into one of 
the largest aquaculture outfits in the country. 
The Delta’s thick alluvial clay made excellent 
catfish ponds. A few silty, marginal acres can 
support upwards of 100,000 fry. Eventu-
ally, Alabama, Louisiana, and Mississippi 
caught on. When the domestic cotton market 
tanked in the ’70s, catfish saved many South-
ern farmers from foreclosure. At one point, 

Arkansas had 35,000 acres in production, 
yielding hundreds of thousands of pounds 
of cats a year, so much that most of them got 
exported. You can hardly blame restaurant 
owners for shifting toward abundance and a 
reliable delivery schedule (the old “river rat” 
anglers tended to fish when it suited them) 
and a price point more within the local purse.

Then people started worrying about the 
rivers. Right about when Chip Farmer was 
getting started, catfish in the state’s big 
three arteries—the Mississippi, Arkansas, 

and White—were found to have traces of 
endrin, an insecticide linked to neurological 
abnormalities in humans (so, too, were com-
mercial catfish, but that news didn’t travel). 
So farm-raised cats became the thing. Even 
Eugene Walter, drooling over his golden fil-
lets a mere dozen miles from the White River, 
was eating commercial catfish.

Like much of what we eat today, Arkansas’s 
cats have been thoroughly and profitably de-
nuded, standardized, made invariable. They 
originate in rectangular, five-to-fifteen-acre, 
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four-to-six-feet-deep levee ponds with a ca-
pacity of about 7,000 fish per acre, most of 
them in southeast Desha and Chicot counties. 
Because of algae and aquatic bacteria, ponds 
can cast a glow. This, combined with toxic 
effluent from pesticides and antibiotics from 
modern farming, is why a good chunk of Ar-
kansas bottomland today resembles Sherwin-
Williams color samples: Quench Blue, Sea 
Salt, Jacaranda, Oh Pistachio. To deal with 
parasites, commercial farms maintain robust 
biosecurity programs, including kill permits 
for predatory cormorants and propane cannons 
to scare off pelicans that defecate in the water.

Not to shit all over farm-raised catfish, 
which tastes just fine to me; put some fries 
or hush puppies on that plate, a splat of tartar, 
coleslaw, pickles, then, yes, stretcher service 
would be appreciated. But there are those who 
feel that something has been lost, something 
momentous, something like the very essence 
of catfish, which from our earliest association 
has been bound up in the hidden enticements 
of a river or lake. We’ve become depressingly 
conversant with the industrial variants of 
our food. The original versions often fail to 
retain any meaning. No doubt many people 

prefer it that way: an efficient, predictable 
hell of sameness.

Except that, not everybody. For some, cat-
fish has a default setting. Consider this, from 
the angling classic Fishing for Catfish, a rare 
literate gem of the how-to genre written by 
Arkansas native Keith “Catfish” Sutton, our 
most eloquent evangelist for a species once 
universally dismissed as a “trash fish” by an-
glers and diners alike (I’m quoting from the 
editor’s introduction): “[C]atfish and the places 
they reside make us smile, and we are drawn to 
the fish and to those places with a longing that 
is life changing, and eventually, life defining.” 

A sad corollary to all of this is that the U.S. 
commercial catfish market tanked, too. By 
2007, a cheap catfish import from Southeast 
Asia called “swai” had begun to undercut do-
mestic sales and put farmers across the catfish 
belt of Arkansas, Alabama, Louisiana, and Mis-
sissippi out of business (swai, an endangered 
species of the Mekong Delta, was packaged 
simply as “Delta catfish” and as “grouper”). 
Rising feed and fuel costs, then a viral infec-
tion that rent farm-raised cats with a ghastly, 
measles-like rash, nearly sunk the entire indus-
try. Arkansas’s 35,000 acres shrank to 5,000. 

I can’t help but think of two characters in 
Larry Brown’s last novel, A Miracle of Catfish: 
Ursula, the lugubrious forty-pound channel 
cat plucked from a riverbed to become brood-
stock for a catfish operation, who flails against 
her aquarium life of fishmeal and glass walls, 
and her human counterpart, Tommy Bright of 
Arkansas, a flawed but honorable guy in the 
Brownian mode, overextended financially and 
romantically and probably morally, though 
resonating inner-core warmth. Briefly suc-
cessful in the fish-stocking business, Tommy 
loses everything in one bad roll at the “Indian 
casino.” It’s the last straw for his old lady. And 
the bank. And Tommy himself, who’s too 
old to start over. The last we see of him, he’s 
careening into the tremoring dusk, taillights 
flashing. Before leaving town, his penultimate 
act is to do right by Ursula, to whom he feels 
indebted—his prosperity, his one hot streak 
in life, was her work. In a roundabout way, he 
loves her. So he sets her loose, plops her in a 
Mississippi catfish pond to resume a version 
of her former existence.

Fish. Why did he think they were the answer? 
For a long time they had been. . . . He wished he 
could go back to that time and live there again. 
But that world was gone.

I
, too, had always wanted to return. Not 
just to the One Stop, but to Searcy, to 
Georgetown. In Michigan, snow on the 

ground, the sky achieving the consistency of 
gruel, Arkansas was light-years away. I got 
an occasional email from Dacus, a voice mes-
sage from Bobby T: “When we going back?”

In 2011, the White River flooded its banks, 
nearly carrying off the One Stop’s fridge. 
Georgetown rallied. Folks chipped in to help 
Joann rebuild. Still, we dithered, Dacus and 
Bobby T and I, figuring there’d be time. A 
couple of years later, things were conceptu-
ally coming together—a One Stop pilgrimage 
and fishing trip up and down the White and 
Little Red: a johnboat, Old Milwaukee, six 
or eight rods out, drift fishing in the current, 
or just finding a hole and sitting on it—when 
word arrived that we were too late. Joann 
had retired. The One Stop was finished. The 
dream was dead.

In May 2015, a Yelp post announced the 
One Stop’s return. New owners, same fish, it 
said. I’d been in the habit of checking the site 
for updates, my feeling being that, insofar as 
I could distill hope to a manageable size, the 
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One Stop’s resurrection would definitely, 
providentially arrive. And out of the blue, 
an all-caps missive from Wally J. of Searcy: 
“[I]t’s back . . . original recipe . . . OH THE 
FISH. EXCELLENT!! Absolutely THE BEST 
CATFISH I ever put in my mouth.”

Plans were hatched. Bobby T would do 
reconnaissance, see how the cooking mea-
sured up to Joann’s. Dacus, coming from New 
Orleans, would meet us in Searcy. I started 
looking for flights, went and bought a gang 
of thirty-pound test line. Then a bunch of 
stuff happened. My daughter was born, for 
starters. Logistical paroxysms. The short of 
it was, plans were squelched.

From Yelp came more One Stop news: Jus-
tin S. wrote: “We drove by it 3 times before 
we realized it. That would be my only com-
plaint—poor signage. The food was great.” 
Morris R.: “The new owners are family . . . 
Three generations of ladies . . . I asked our 
server who made the pies and she said; 
‘Grandma makes all the deserts [sic].’” I fi-
nally picked up the phone.

Grandma turned out to be Jason Goodwin, 
thirty-six. He and his wife, Brandy, had bought 
the One Stop from Joann more or less on a 
whim. Although he’d never set foot in a com-
mercial kitchen, Jason did all the cooking him-
self. He’d been working at a packaging plant 
nearby and wanted a change, felt a harmonic 
tug from Georgetown. “It’s probably one of the 
peacefullest places you’ll ever be,” he told me, 
sounding enamored, like a man who had sud-
denly changed the picture he had of himself.

Joann had included her recipes with the 
sale. Jason tweaked the hush puppies and 
coleslaw, added fried shrimp, cheeseburgers, 
and cobblers to the menu. But the catfish—
three hundred fifty to four hundred pounds 
of White River flatheads and channels bought 
weekly from a DeWitt river rat—was un-
changed. The plate cost $11.50. 

“The recipe is so simple, you’d flip if I 
told you,” Jason said. “Heck, I’ll tell you. 
It’s Tony Chachere’s Creole Seasoning and 
white cornmeal.”

I started to ask him about White River cat-
fish versus the inferior farm-raised kind, antici-
pating corroboration of my favored narrative. 
Of course, as with Tommy Bright, the stories 
we tell ourselves are often revealed upon closer 
inspection to be fragmentary, half-baked. It’s 
the you-can’t-go-home-again quandary. While 
it’s tempting to load our desires with wistful 
hang-ups about the past so they feel freighted 
with meaning, the truth is more complicated. 

“You can’t tell no difference in taste be-
tween river fish and pond-raised,” Jason 
insisted. We had a good connection. It was 
early spring. I could hear birds chirping in 
Georgetown. I asked him to clarify. “The only 
reason I use White River catfish is because 
it’s way cheaper,” he insisted. “The trick is 
cutting it. You have to cut out the mud vein. 
If you go to a supermarket and buy a box of 
catfish fillets and look at the backside, it’s got 
this gray, veiny stuff on it. That’s the mud 
vein. It’s what makes catfish taste bad. You 
cut that off, it’d taste no different from the 
river fish we’re serving right now.”

I think he could tell he was upsetting me, 
because he backpedaled some, allowing that 
White River catfish was “a cleaner fish . . . 
it’s in flowing water all the time . . . it’s not 
pink like pond fish. It’s white like chicken.” 
But, and he said this emphatically, so I un-
derstood, so that it would close the subject, 
which was one he knew intimately, “It’s real 
simple. If everybody knew how to cut mud 
veins, we’d be out of business. As far as taste 
is concerned, that’s all there is to it.”

Anyway, I’m not sure it mattered. The 
One Stop was back. AR-36 buzzed with 

weekend carloads of Georgetown pilgrims. 
We were headed there ourselves. Bobby T, 
who’d taken to calling me “Catfish John,” 
had it on his calendar. Until a Facebook 
post from Jason appeared. I should’ve seen 
it coming.

He’d had a good run, Jason said, had 
kept it going for more than a year, but he 
couldn’t make it work. The One Stop was 
kaput. Again. I tried calling him, emailing. 
Nothing. Bobby T drove over to Georgetown. 
The place was shut tight. It seemed as if Jason 
had gone into hiding. Even his Facebook page 
disappeared. I got it. Things like this, it’s like 
that mud-vein business: you want to core it 
out and toss it aside, move on.

I like to think you can’t kill the One Stop, 
that it’ll come back around eventually, in 
some form or another. It might take a while, 
but it wouldn’t surprise me. In my head, I’m 
counting on it. I’ve got some stuff to take 
care of first. Up in Michigan, I’m digging 
myself out. Stocking my tackle box. Reread-
ing Fishing for Catfish. Dacus thinks his car 
might even make it to Georgetown. We’re 
awaiting a signal from Bobby T—“Let’s go 
fishing,” it’ll say. It’s been too long. ø
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B
each sky is different than prairie 
sky: it bleeds into the water, with-
out boundary. Often on the Outer 
Banks, especially down on Hatteras 
Island, where the beach has worn so 
thin that ocean and sound are barely 
two hundred yards apart, I feel like 

I am on some other planet, an outer space of air 
and water. Though I have traveled farther from 
my home in the Northeast, and to places more 
remote, none feels quite so distant—foreign and 
far away—as this shifting, ancient pile of sand off 
the coast of North Carolina, twenty-five miles 
from the mainland. Only the very top rises above 
the water, a two-hundred-mile-long necklace of 
eroding islands that on a map and from the ground 
seems to whip off the state’s low, wet coast and 
into the Atlantic. The pile of sand is in fact much 

bigger than that: it fills up Pamlico Sound to the 
west, where a person can in places walk ankle 
deep, and juts east into the ocean as Diamond 
Shoals, a fickle maze of sandbars known as the 
Graveyard of the Atlantic. It’s been there for about 
seven thousand years. The sand moves, sweeping 
into dredged channels. The sand moves, clogging 
up harbors. The sand moves, cutting new inlets. 
The sand moves, crumbling before the ocean’s 
force. The sand moves, and the people with it. For 
nearly three hundred years, the Midgetts have also 
moved across the Outer Banks. I must have seen 
them my whole life—my mother’s parents were 
already living in Kitty Hawk, on the northern half 
of the Outer Banks, when I was born in 1986—but 
I didn’t notice them until many years later (though 
the signs were, literally, everywhere). It’s hard 
here to look away from the horizon.

Kristen M. Williams, Red Kiwi Photography
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We had commandeered our mothers’ time-
share, my cousin Nora and I, late in the sum-
mer of 2010. Our mothers bought it in the 
1980s when their parents moved to the Outer 
Banks and chose not to sell after our grandpar-
ents moved away in the 1990s. The beach of 
our childhood, across from Winks (a beloved, 
ramshackle, half-century-old grocery), had 
all but disappeared, narrowing to a sandy 
nub between dune and water. Nora and I still 
went there every day, our beach chairs tilted 
at a precarious angle, our toes in the water. 
But we were hungry for a proper length of 
sand—one where we could lie flat and fall 
asleep on our towels without worrying about 
the tide washing over us. To find it, we were 
willing to drive the hour and a half south to 
the cape, where the Banks elbow farthest out 
into the ocean before bending back toward 
the mainland. On the long drive, I saw the 
name—Midgett—appear, then reappear, 
then never quite disappear. 

It is as well distributed as dune grass up 
and down Route 12, the state highway that 
hugs the barrier islands’ long coast: Midgett 
Lane, Midgett Drive, Midgett Road, Joseph 
Midgett Road, Midgett Realty, Midgett Re-
alty Construction, Midgett Insurance Agen-
cy, Midgett’s Campground, Joseph “Mac” 
Midgett Water Plant, cemeteries with dozens 
of headstones—all of which read MIDGETT. 
When we returned to the time-share, I did 
what any self-respecting twenty-three-year-
old with an internet connection would do: 
Google it. Known variously as Midget, 
Midyett, Midgette, and (most commonly) 
Midgett, the family is one of the oldest and 
most prolific on the Outer Banks. The first 
recorded Midgett in the area, Mathew, lived 
inland along the Alligator River in 1712 and 
was on the Banks by 1722, when he received 
a grant for eighty acres of Bodie Island. By 
the 1790 census, the nation’s first attempt 
at counting its citizens, “Midgett” was the 
most common name on the local books. The 
more I searched, the more I understood: to 
read about the Midgetts was to read about 
the Outer Banks themselves.

In all major tourist destinations, there’s a 
palpable division between temporary visitor 
and permanent resident. The Midgetts could 
not have been more permanent: people so 
deeply entrenched in a place that they shaped 
it as much as it shaped them. I’ve spent con-
siderable time on that side of the divide—a 
whole childhood in D.C. cutting my eyes 
at school groups in matching t-shirts. But 

on the Outer Banks, I’m on the opposite 
shore. Even though my grandparents owned 
property in Kitty Hawk and lived there for 
many years, their thick New York accents 
and demonstrative Irish Catholicism made 
it quickly, though not unpleasantly, clear 
that they were from somewhere else. Still, 
a whole generation of their grandchildren, 
me included, grew up spending time there. 
All the sand we swallowed—and that got lost 
in our hair, stuck in our eyes, tracked into 
our cars—had accumulated over the years: 
a dune of memory, affection, attachment. 
My parents met, in part, because of a beach 
house on Hatteras Island. (My dad met Nora’s 
mom there, and she introduced my parents.) 
It’s where I learned to ride a bike. Though 
I don’t feel like I can make a claim on the 
Outer Banks, it has one on me.

These days—as the weather everywhere 
grows steadily stranger, storms stronger, 
seas higher—I worry about the Outer Banks, 
surrounded by water and just barely above 
the waves. What does it mean to be from, 
and of, one of the most vulnerable places 
on Earth? The Midgetts felt like a key. Six 
years after I first took note of them, I started 
the nine-hour drive down the coast to find 
what I could unlock with it.

W
hen Stockton Midgett first started 
driving for the Manteo-Hatteras 
Bus Line, a company he founded 

with his two brothers in 1938, Hatteras 
Island had no road. So Stockton drove on 
the sand, the bus tires deflated for better 
traction, seated atop several Sears, Roebuck 
catalogs. (At thirteen, it was the only way 
he could see over the dash.) Stockton’s fa-
ther, also called Stockton, was a surfman 
with the Coast Guard at Chicamacomico; 
he died of a heart attack at age forty-four. 
The bus company sprang up in the wake 
of his death because his sons had to sup-
port themselves and their newly widowed 
mother. It would be fifteen-something years 
before Route 12 rolled through Hatteras 
and the younger Stockton could drive the 
entire route on pavement. But by then, the 
Midgett brothers had begun to turn their 
attention elsewhere. On Stockton’s bus 
layovers in Manteo, on Roanoke Island, 
he began selling subdivision lots as a side 
business, and when the family sold the bus 
system to Trailways in 1962, he and his 

brother Anderson went into real estate full 
time. This second company, Midgett Realty, 
is now one of Hatteras Island’s oldest and 
largest family-owned businesses.

Driving up and down Route 12 last Sep-
tember, I saw Midgett Realty signs every-
where, on rental properties large and small, 
from the weathered single-story cottages of 
an earlier era to the stilted, Seussian man-
sions of today. These homes, and the people 
who fill them every summer, are the eco-
nomic engines of the Outer Banks. In Dare 
County, which encompasses most of the 
islands, 44 percent of the housing is seasonal, 
as measured by the 2010 census. (It’s the 
highest such proportion in North Carolina.) 
On any given day in summer, the county 
estimates that an additional 225,000 seasonal 
residents are on the Banks. In 2015, tour-
ists—roughly five million of them—spent 
more than a billion dollars in Dare County. 

In 2011, my family brought my Nana, 
then ninety years old, back to the Banks one 
last time. Four generations (nearly thirty 
of us in total) crammed into a six-bedroom 
beachfront mansion; for my portion, I spent 
more money for a week of sleeping on a floor 
than I did for a month of rent back in Brook-
lyn. This is the road’s bequest to the Outer 
Banks: money and people. The Outer Banks 
themselves are what the road bequeaths to 
its visitors. 

For millennia, the islands have shifted, 
along with the big pile below them, west-
ward. Pushed by water or blown by wind, 
sand crumbled away before the ocean and 
grew up behind, by the sound; as the Banks 
moved, they remained roughly the same size. 
But early last century, Route 12’s construc-
tion—principally the dunes that protect it 
and the bridges that connect it—halted one 
but not both processes. The ocean side con-
tinues to shrink, but the sound side stopped 
growing. The road blocks the sand. Today, 
Hatteras Island between Buxton and Avon is 
only one quarter of its 1850 width; there, the 
island has lost more than twenty-five hun-
dred feet of land to the water. Even without 
sea level rise, the islands are vanishing. Yet 
the sea is rising.

Climate change in many places is treated 
as a political dispute rather than a well-docu-
mented fact, and this is especially so in North 
Carolina. In 2010, a state-commissioned re-
port that predicted a thirty-nine-inch rise in 
sea level by 2100 (putting most of the Outer 
Banks, save the cape and Kill Devil Hills, 
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under water) was so thoroughly rejected by 
North Carolina’s government that it ordered 
a four-year halt to climate change–related 
regulations: not a coastal bridge nor a beach 
house could be built with global warming in 
mind. Instead the government ordered a new 
study, one that would measure a consider-
ably less dramatic thirty-year term of change.

On the Banks themselves, the issue is 
unavoidable. When we were little, my 
younger brothers and I loved to chart the 
progress—returning each summer to gather 
fresh data—of a particular shore cottage near 
Kitty Hawk as it traveled into the ocean. 
In the beginning, waves would lap at the 
house’s stilts at high tide. In the end, the 
cottage sat dilapidated, floating above mov-
ing water even at low tide, a house at sea. (Its 
name, delicious to us, was Drift Away.) In 
2016, searching for Midgetts, I stayed just 
above the cape in Buxton. On the night of 
the full moon, the high tide reached up and 
over the dune that protected the end of my 
street, sending water and sand streaming 
down onto the road below. The parking spots 
underneath the house closest to the water 
were filled waist-high with sand. A set of 
stairs from its ocean-view porch led down 
to the beach but ended midair. The shore 
had moved on without it. 

East Carolina University coastal and ma-
rine geologist Stanley Riggs, who worked on 
the rejected sea level forecast, has proposed 
removing the dunes that protect Route 12, 
as well as eliminating portions of the road 
itself, in order to slow erosion. Tourists, 
he suggests, can travel by ferry instead. In 
2014, Michael Orbach, a professor emeritus 
of marine policy at Duke University, offered 
a perspective both more and less drastic to 
National Geographic: “As a practical matter, 
we will try to defend some places for some 
period of time. But also as a practical matter, 
we will not be able to defend most coastal 
places throughout time.” Riggs’s own predic-
tions show a dire future for the Outer Banks 
as a place where people live and work—no 
amount of dune elimination or road removal 
can protect its low-lying communities from 
more than three feet of water. Why limit 
access now?

“If you’re wise, you’ve got to see where 
the waves are coming from,” said Tim 
Midgett, Stockton Midgett’s son. We were 
talking about the future, economic and 
environmental, in his office. Tim is now 
the principal of Midgett Realty; its branch 

in Hatteras, where I met him, used to be 
the old Manteo-Hatteras Bus Line depot. 
In his early sixties, Tim is boyish-looking 
and deeply tanned. He showed me a framed 
picture of himself at the 2003 Rose Parade, 
hanging across from his desk. In it he walks 
alongside the Wright Brothers Memorial 
and the 1903 Wright Flyer, all wrought in 
flowers—the Dare County Tourism Board, 
on which Tim served between 2001 and 2004 
(the last two years as chair), had sent a float 
to commemorate the centennial of flight. 
He calls the islands “paradise,” but he also 
talks about paradise’s price. An influx of 
private-equity money and corporate retail 
chains has reshaped the island’s traditional 
mom-and-pop economy. He’s watched several 
longtime family businesses shutter or sell in 
the past several years.

“There are very significant changes on 
our doorsteps . . . some are Mother Nature 
oriented, and some are just plain life,” Tim 
said. “All of them are the result of the suc-
cess we’ve created.” He reflected on a recent 
storm that brought in seven feet of seawater. 
It obliterated his and his wife’s elaborate, 
hard-won front garden and made it difficult 
to reach his elderly father. “It’s just defeat-
ing,” Tim said. But leaving is unimaginable. 
“I’d love to think my kids and the generations 
after me could enjoy the same things my dad 
saw.” His eyes got a little watery, and his 
voice caught. “I don’t think they’re going 
to, by any stretch.”

T
he Outer Banks are unstable and dif-
ficult to reach, with brutal weather and 
poor prospects for agriculture—why 

would anyone live on a pile of sand? Until 
the advent of the modern tourism indus-
try, beauty wasn’t enough: you couldn’t 
eat it. Still, people have lived on the Outer 
Banks for as long as we have records; explorer 
Giovanni da Verrazzano writes of indigenous 
islanders during his 1524 expedition up the 
North American coastline. (He, meanwhile, 
mistook the Pamlico Sound—eighty miles 
long and twenty miles broad—for the Pacific 
Ocean.) The Outer Banks exert an unusual 
pull on American history: a remarkable 
number of iconic and indeed world-shaping 
events have occurred there. England’s first, 
albeit failed, North American settlement set 
up shop on Roanoke Island in 1587. (The 
English captain Barlowe describes the Banks 

in his journal as “very sandie.”) The real-life 
Blackbeard used the Banks as a base, and his 
death in 1718 (he was surprised at anchor off 
Ocracoke Island) effectively marked the end 
of the golden age of Atlantic piracy. And, 
of course, the Wright Brothers came here, 
lured by soft sand and steady winds, to test 
their flying machines. 

Today, tourists shape the geography of 
the Outer Banks as much as wind and water 
do. How the balance sheet adds up depends 
on who you ask. I like the new Harris Teeter 
grocery store; I also miss the empty space. 
I’m reflexively critical of tourism’s impact; 
yet I’m loath to give up my own visits. Vying 
for space, resources, and attention, too, are 
the Outer Banks’ many historic places: the 
Fort Raleigh National Historic Site (former 
home of the “lost” Roanoke colony), the 
Wright Brothers National Memorial, the 
Cape Hatteras Light Station (a pet project of 
Alexander Hamilton), the Chicamacomico 
Life-Saving Station, and—small but not to be 
ignored—a modest century-old building on 
Route 12 in Nags Head known as the Outer 
Banks Beachcomber Museum. (History, after 
all, is a fine thing to search for on a rainy day 
on the Outer Banks, but preserving it is con-
siderably less lucrative than building a beach 
house.) The Beachcomber Museum’s unwit-
ting founder, the irascible and unbending 
Nellie Myrtle, hated the forces that reshaped 
the islands before her eyes. I think she might 
have hated me, a visitor, too. “It’s all gone, 
all gone,” she told National Geographic in 
1986. Of what tourism was doing to the 
islands, her language was blunt: “Some call 
it progress. I call it rape.”

Nellie Myrtle was born a Midgett in 1918. 
Though two brief marriages left her with a 
new last name—Pridgen—hardly anyone 
used it. In pictures, there’s a kind of hard 
glamour to her: high cheekbones and cat-eye 
glasses, overcoats and pearls, scarf wrapped 
around her head, her curly hair caught in the 
wind. Her son, Woody Pridgen, called her 
a “mean sonovabitch.” In their book, Leg-
endary Locals of the Northern Outer Banks, 
R. Wayne Gray (who himself has Midgetts 
in the family) and Nancy Beach Gray more 
diplomatically describe Nellie Myrtle as 
“preferring beaches to people.” Nags Head, 
when Nellie was born, was a sleepy town 
of eighteen hundred located in the shel-
tered pocket between Jockey’s Ridge—the 
East Coast’s largest natural sand dune—and 
the Pamlico Sound. Her father, Jethro, was 
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a commercial fisherman and her mother, 
Mattie, the proprietor of Nags Head’s only 
general store. (It offered, for many years, 
the area’s sole telephone aside from the life-
saving station.) No one lived full time by the 
ocean in those days; it wasn’t worth dealing 
with the weather. But Nags Head even then 
was home to one of the oldest beach desti-
nations in the country, with large shingled 
cottages—a row of houses now called the 
“Unpainted Aristocracy”—that date back 
to the 1850s. In 1918, only a handful of 
them dotted the oceanfront. That changed 
in the 1920s, when the first bridge was built 
connecting the northern Banks (Nags Head 
included) to the mainland, and again in 1931 
when the first beach road, what would be-
come Route 12, unfurled along the ocean. 
Nellie’s parents followed the new influx of 
beach-oriented tourists and, in 1932, rolled 
the store across the island, sound to shore.

Nellie Myrtle spent her life on the beach. 
In the morning and at dusk she walked, 
in trousers and lipstick, carrying her own 
hand-sewn plastic bags long before the 
advent of the mass-produced kind. Even 
during the only period she lived away—
throughout World War II she worked at the 
Naval Station Norfolk, the only woman in 
hydraulics—she’d return every weekend 
to walk the shore. Ever since Nellie Myrtle 
was a little girl, she had collected Scotch 
bonnets and beach glass and fulgurite (sand 
that’s been struck, and fused together, by 
lightning), but during those years the ocean 
sometimes offered up a grimmer bounty: the 
bodies of the dead. Carmen Gray, Nellie’s 
daughter, remembered seeing as many as 
thirteen ships on fire offshore at the same 
time. “They’d burn for days,” her friend 
Dorothy Hope told me. Though war—and 
the U-boats that haunted the Banks just 
offshore—temporarily slowed tourism, it 
did not end it. Over the course of her life, 
as Nellie Myrtle walked up and down the 
beach, Dare County’s population rose from 
just over five thousand in 1920 to over twen-
ty-two thousand in 1990—not to mention 
the millions that wash in every summer. 
Later in life she’d hang up a hand-painted 
KEEP OUT sign on the now-closed general 
store and line the boundary of her property 
with cinder blocks. Once, when a tourist 
parked, unthinking, on her land, she had a 
friend move the car to the middle of the road 
and leave it there. Then she spray-painted 
its windshield.

O
n a sunny morning in September, Chaz 
Winkler and Dorothy Hope invited me 
inside the wood-paneled living room 

of Nellie Myrtle’s former home, Mattie’s 
one-time store, where they live and maintain 
the infrequently open Outer Banks Beach-
combers Museum. They are the stewards of 
Nellie Myrtle’s legacy, though they are con-
siderably nicer to strangers: they thought-
fully cranked up the air-conditioning as soon 
as I walked through the door. Chaz and Doro-
thy inherited the historic buildings and their 
contents from Nellie Myrtle’s daughter, 
Carmen. “We were best friends,” Dorothy 
said. She gave me a copy of the cookbook 
they wrote together, Love That Tuna, and 
Other Game Fish: A Complete Outer Banks 
Cookbook. (One mustachioed and another 
eyelashed tuna look out, side-eyed, from 
the cover—my favorite recipe is “The Poach 
Approach.”) In 1993, the year Nellie Myrtle 
died, Carmen invited Dorothy to move into 
the old Midgett store. Carmen had wanted 
someone to take care of it; her own husband 
had been itching to turn the plot of land into 
a Jiffy Lube. Instead Dorothy, joined by her 
partner Chaz in 1994, became the caretaker 
of an unwieldy bequest: not only the build-
ings—the store dates back to 1914—but also 
about eight decades’ and several tons’ worth 
of Nellie Myrtle’s beachcombing collection.

Prettily arranged like merchandise in the 
store’s former retail space, itself marooned 
in time, Nellie’s haul is a veritable horde. 
Dorothy showed me what Nellie Myrtle 
found: a fifty-million-year-old crab fossil, 
a Civil War cannonball, a Hershey’s sugar 
bag from Cuba, a rum keg, petrified truffles, 
eight messages in bottles, the decorative jug 
handle from a piece of sixteenth-century 
German stoneware, an Argonaut shell, a $5 
bill that had been in the ocean so long it had 
barnacles on it, gallon jars full of sea glass, of 
shells, of plastic toys. Dorothy pointed out 
a table that washed up after the wreck of the 
U.S.S. Huron in 1877. “Ninety-eight men 
died in that wreck,” she said. “How many 
of those men sat at that table?”

In truth, many old homes on the Outer 
Banks were constructed from wood salvaged 
from shipwrecks; more than five thousand 
ships have sunk off the coast of these barrier 
islands. The occasional windfalls of other-
wise expensive imported commodities—salt 
pork, coffee, sugar, alcohol—were a lifeline 
to the once poor communities. Government 

largesse made up another big part of the 
Banks’ economy until tourism took over: 
often the only regular source of cash was 
a job with the Life-Saving Service, later 
the Coast Guard, or post office. But Nellie 
Myrtle combed the beach long after it ceased 
to be an economic necessity—judging by 
the volume of her collection, I would call 
it an obsession—and what she gathered is a 
midden of twentieth-century history. (Ar-
chaeologists do, after all, learn the most from 
what we cast off.) David Stick, the region’s 
best-known historian, told the Virginian-
Pilot in 2004, that, “next to Jockey’s Ridge 
and the Wright Brothers Memorial,” the 
store and Nellie Myrtle’s collection inside 
it “is the most historically significant place 
on the northern Outer Banks.”

The centuries-old flotsam and jetsam, the 
century-old store, and the photos of Mattie 
at the counter or of Jethro bent over a fish-
ing net are part of a rare look into an Outer 
Banks past that isn’t often remembered: its 
residential life before tourism took over. 
Visitors will find no pirates here, no lost 
colony, and only a spindly connection to 
airplanes (Mattie’s parents owned the plot 
of land used by the Wright Brothers dur-
ing their test flights). But the Beachcomber 
Museum represents the sinew that links 
the big-ticket historical sites, bringing the 
Banks themselves into the foreground. “This 
house, this history, it’s too important to 
lose,” Dorothy said. “If we don’t save it, 
who’s going to?”

Dorothy, Chaz, and Carmen first invited 
the public to see the store and collection dur-
ing four Preservation North Carolina tours 
of shore cottages in the late 1990s. In 2003, 
they officially opened the museum and, in 
2004, added the store to the National Register 
of Historic Places. Yet Dorothy and Chaz 
have struggled to keep it open on a regu-
lar basis for the last decade—mostly due to 
zoning and parking issues—a struggle they 
pin on the Nags Head town government. 
Chaz speaks disparagingly about the town’s 
$36 million beach nourishment program, 
which was paid for with local, rather than 
federal or state, dollars. (Residents had voted 
against the program in a 2007 referendum, 
but the town went ahead with it anyway.) 
“The town of Nags Head is more interested 
in beach nourishment than preserving the 
town’s history,” he said.

The couple, for their part, joined with 
other property owners in the Nags Head 
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Beach Cottage Row Historic District this 
past April to purchase an acre of undeveloped 
land just a few hundred yards away from the 
museum, farther back from the encroach-
ing beach and behind a protective stand of 
trees. They’ve also begun to raise money to 
move the store there. The additional space 
would solve their parking, and thus zoning, 
problems. Though they’d have to reapply to 
the National Register, Dorothy believes the 
relocation is in keeping with the history of 
the building. “Miss Mattie already moved 
it once.”

I
n the ghost town of Portsmouth, just 
south of Ocracoke, all of the former 
residents seem to have come back as 

mosquitoes. They settle on clothes, thick 
as raindrops; when I visited, my mouth was 
numb with DEET. Much of the empty town 
is marsh now. The abandoned buildings—a 
hurricane-tilted Methodist church, a post 
office and general store, a former U.S. Life-
Saving Service station, sixteen or so homes, 
a school—are neat and clean, if also weather-
beaten. I came to Portsmouth on the hunt for 
Midgetts, and I found them in the school-
house’s pictures and the life-saving station’s 
ledgers. But none of them—or rather no one 
at all—has lived here since 1971, when the 
last two residents of Portsmouth moved 
away. Now maintained by the National Park 
Service, the town, founded in 1753, was 
once the Outer Banks’ first and largest Eu-
ropean settlement, the main port of entry 
for ships seeking to trade with inland North 
Carolina. But the sand moved, and the Oc-
racoke Inlet on which Portsmouth sat grew 
thick with shoals. Then an 1846 hurricane 
punched a new and deeper inlet north at 
Hatteras. Trade shifted and so, eventually, 
did the people.

Navigating the Outer Banks has always 
been perilous. Hugging the coast, the south-
ward Labrador Current brings cold water 
from the Arctic, and the northeast-bound 
Gulf Stream brings warm water in the op-
posite direction. Both currents function 
like highways for ships (especially before 
modern navigation tools), and both high-
traffic routes meet just off the shore of Cape 
Hatteras, not far from Diamond Shoals. In 
a video at the Chicamacomico Life-Saving 
Station, now a museum, David Stick recalls 
stories older Banks residents told him about 

seeing as many as one hundred fifty vessels 
tacking back and forth outside of Kinnakeet 
on Hatteras Island, waiting for the wind to 
change so they could safely navigate past the 
cape and shoals that extend miles beyond it. 
The staggering number of wrecked ships not 
only helped fuel and feed Outer Banks resi-
dents by way of scavenging, it also created a 
cottage industry for life saving. This work is 
what brought the Midgetts to Portsmouth, 
and then led them away again. There was no 
one left to save.

I had already left for Brooklyn by the 
time I got Tonya Midgett on the phone. She 
laughed when I asked her about her first few 
months in the U.S. Coast Guard. “Wait,” she 
said, mimicking the questions she got then, 
“are you part of that family?” When I started 
Googling the Midgetts back in 2010, what I 
found first was their long association with 
the U.S. Life-Saving Service and the Coast 
Guard: more Midgetts have served in both 
than any other family in history. Tonya is the 
great-great-great-granddaughter of my favor-
ite Midgett, Rasmus, who single-handedly 
saved ten people from a shipwreck in the 
dangerous surf after a hurricane. “That’s 
kind of normal for us,” Tonya said. A Coast 
Guard cutter, the Midgett, was launched in 
1971 to honor one of the family’s most fa-
mous heroes, Chicamacomico station keeper 
John Allen Midgett Jr. In 1918, he led a team 
of five—four of them Midgetts, the other 
married to a Midgett—to rescue forty-two 
crew members of the British oil tanker Mirlo 
after a German-planted mine detonated and 
set the ship’s cargo on fire. Seven Midgetts, 
including Rasmus and John Allen Jr., have 
won the U.S. Coast Guard’s highest honor, 
the Gold Lifesaving Medal. The charming 
but entirely hagiographic 1974 book The 
Mighty Midgetts of Chicamacomico breath-
lessly compares the Coast Guard Midgetts 
to “the sea itself, which drowns out time”—
they “belong to eternity.”

“We’re watermen,” Tonya told me. “Wa-
termen and women.” Now a boatswain’s 
mate—a boat driver, she helpfully informed 
me—she was awarded a Military Outstand-
ing Volunteer Service Medal for her work 
gutting houses on the Outer Banks after 
Hurricane Irene in 2011. These days, home-
wrecking storms are more common than 
shipwrecks. The work demanded by life on 
the Banks changes, and the Midgetts follow 
in step. “My family will never go anywhere,” 
Tonya said.

I
s it too late, in the long run, for the Out-
er Banks? The signs and sources I trust 
point to yes. “If the sea level continues 

to rise,” Scott Power, a regional supervisor 
and preservation specialist at the North Caro-
lina Department of Natural and Cultural 
Resources, asked, “what do you preserve?” 
We were on the phone, talking about historic 
places, but the question was broadly appli-
cable. You can’t save everything. 

On my last day in Buxton, a heavy storm 
greeted me—the first real rain since I had 
arrived a week before. Good, I told myself, 
better it rain while I’m in the car, better that 
I lost no time at the beach. It had been rain-
ing hard but only for an hour or so when I 
turned onto Route 12 and started north. The 
puddles began just beyond town and grew 
deeper along the National Seashore. A few 
cars were on the road, and we all slowed to 
a crawl, a caravan through the rising water. 
I worried about stalling out. I worried about 
hydroplaning. I was surprised, despite ev-
erything I had read, how much water had 
appeared in so little time.

About a mile and a half south of the Chi-
camacomico Live-Saving Station, I passed one 
of several Midgett family cemeteries. I had 
crept through this one a few days earlier after 
the station had closed for the day, thinking 
both I love my job and I hope no one sees me do-
ing this, pulling burrs from the bottom of my 
flip-flops and taking pictures of headstones 
with my phone. The earliest graves date to 
the 1920s, the latest to 2016. Many bear the 
official granite or marble markers of the U.S. 
Department of Veterans Affairs, honoring 
former members of the Coast Guard. Another 
Midgett cemetery three miles south dates 
back to the 1870s, but it has seen no new buri-
als for some time. The water there is doing 
its own exhumations: at least one hundred 
fifty feet of land, as well as a stand of trees, 
have vanished between the graveyard and the 
sound since 1970. Now the shore breaks like 
a fault over the cemetery ground and caskets 
are visible above the eroded sand. Several 
graves have already washed out, swallowed 
by the sound.

On Route 12 the traffic edged on, foot by 
foot, and I watched the rain fall over the new 
cemetery from my car window. I wondered 
when I’d next come back. Water had filled 
in around the graves, a broadening pool. 
I could see the stones peek above it, little 
islands that all read MIDGETT. ø
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T
he passage above is from James Salter’s “Am 
Strande von Tanger,” published in the Paris 
Review in 1968 and later collected in Dusk 
and Other Stories. The Barcelona cathedral 
is, of course, the Sagrada Família, a wildly 
ornate (and still unfinished) Roman Catholic 
basilica designed by Catalan Modernista ar-

chitect Antoni Gaudí. Construction began in 1882, but 
Gaudí knew it wouldn’t be completed in his lifetime. 
“My client is not in a hurry,” he is reputed to have said. 
The structure is a surrealist fever dream reminiscent of 
religious outsider art, a visual representation of the kind 
of obsessive faith that feels at once prophetic and insane.

The Sagrada Família isn’t central to Salter’s plot—the 
image is working tonally, and to establish character, 
as Malcolm sees in himself “evidence of a process not 
fully complete. . . . [H]e is preparing for the arrival of 
that great artist he one day expects to be”—but the 
description of the empty cathedral is what’s stuck with 
me since I first read the story in graduate school. I feel 
a gut-drop sense of grief each time I reread it. The hol-
low spires, the doors leading “both ways” into open 
air, the hypothetical priest “wearing glasses” (note 
Salter’s subtle chide in using this detail: the imagined 

glasses give us the priest’s failing eyes and the narrator’s 
vanity, as we’ve just learned a few paragraphs earlier 
that Malcolm himself sports a pair of glasses with no 
prescription lenses in them), the wooden box clicking 
shut: images of emptiness, futility, disappearance, and 
loss. As if the vacant cathedral is a mute proclamation 
of the vacuity of faith itself.

But God is everywhere, a theologian might remind 
me. The “church” is a metonymy: an invisible building 
made entirely of redeemed souls.

Still, each time I see another tiny church with a FOR 

SALE sign, or a stone chapel turned into condominiums, 
or a historic cathedral used as an event space for wed-
ding receptions and art openings, I feel similarly bereft. 
Especially here in Chattanooga, in what is increasingly 
becoming (if it isn’t already) the post-Christian South. 
For years I’ve been photographing these former houses 
of worship, lurking, researching their passionate begin-
nings, early flourishings, eventual founderings, and 
final closures.

Why all my wet-rag nostalgia attached to brick and 
stone and mortar? Shouldn’t the shuttering churches be 
a cause for celebration—a sign that finally, finally we’re 
enlightened enough to do away with them?

Photograph by David Andrews

Soaring above everything, the spires. Sanctus, sanctus, they cry. They are hollow. The cathedral was never completed, 
its doors lead both ways into open air. Malcolm has walked, in the calm Barcelona evening, around this empty monu-
ment many times. He has stuffed peseta notes, virtually worthless, into the slot marked: DONATIONS TO CONTINUE THE 

WORK. It seems on the other side they are simply falling to the ground or, he listens closely, a priest wearing glasses 
locks them in a wooden box.
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T
ell me your obsessions as an adult, and 
I’ll tell you what you were deprived of 
as a child.

I was raised in the Church of Christ, a 
stripped-down “anti” denomination that grew 
out of the American Restoration movement. 
The traditional councils and denominational 
hierarchies established in the first century were 
considered a departure from the purity of the 
early church; modes of worship not mentioned 
in the New Testament were deemed inauthen-
tic. Since musical instruments aren’t explicitly 
mentioned, we sang hymns a cappella. There 
were no recitations of creeds, no statements 
of faith. No stained-glass windows narrating 
Bible stories or iconography—no pictorial rep-
resentation whatsoever, not even an empty 
crucifix on the sanctuary wall. Any attempt 
to render God’s presence in visual form landed 
you somewhere on the idolatry spectrum.

Alas, poor human creatures, with our mea-
ger five senses through which to learn about 
ourselves and the world. How stubborn our 
demand for tactility. The lack of imagery and 
instruments and traditions and creeds meant 
I was supposed to know and love an abstrac-
tion: a God I had to make up in my head. And 
the Church of Christ’s firmly anti-Calvinist 
teaching on soteriology held that access to 
heaven hinged on your adult, informed deci-
sion to be baptized by full immersion (the way 
I understood it, it was a choice you made in a 
soupy mix of grace and faith). I grew up fear-
ing I could do something that would tip the 
mercy/justice balance, that the next sin would 
outweigh whatever mercy I’d stored up—and 
I’d be like a dog returning to its vomit, shut 
out from eternity. My rudimentary under-
standing—though I couldn’t have put this 
into words as a child—was that I was saved by 
work, and sanctified by more work.

No wonder I longed for a truth from outside 
myself, some ultimate, here-and-now reality 
to which I could simply surrender. Priests and 
creeds, ritual and liturgy, statues and icons and 
religious paintings: all held the dual allure of 
being tactile and forbidden. The house I grew 
up in was next door to an Episcopal church. 
I would sneak into the chapel just to see the 
low-burning candles and stained glass and 
suffering near-naked Christ drooping from the 
crucifix above the altar. At night I would bliss-
fully terrify myself by turning to a Michael 
Pacher painting in my mother’s art history 
book, a depiction of Satan standing in a kind 
of face-off with a man who looked, to me, like 

the Pope. It turned out Satan was a green lizard 
with emaciated limbs and bat wings and red 
eyes in his butt. My Scots-Irish uncle in Cali-
fornia married a woman from Portugal, so my 
cousins grew up Catholic. How I envied their 
rosaries and medals and little prayer books 
with picture-cards of saints tucked inside. 
And the priests, tangible spiritual fathers who 
could administer tangible blessings: a touch 
on the head, the placement of a wafer on the 
tongue. The swaying incense, the font of holy 
water, the kneeling and rising, and best of all 
the confessional, a little closet with the sliding 
window in which Catholics could sit and say, 
“Bless me, Father, for I have sinned.”

I was too young, too Protestant, to under-
stand the Incarnation as evidence that God not 
only sanctions but delights in embodiment. 
That we were made to experience him through 
the hard-edged, thrilling reality of skin and 
bone, scent and touch, color and paint and glass.

The division among denominations, the 
violence of church history, the injustices and 
oppression of women and minorities, the ab-
solutely impossible-to-keep rules—why not 
join the rest of the enlightened world and give 
it up? I wish I could. It’s not for lack of try-
ing. Maybe I’m brainwashed, maybe I’m too 
tied to my upbringing to escape the religious 
impulse, but after all the arguing and intel-
lectualizing, there is something left in me that 
cries out, like Salter’s abortive spires, sanctus. 
This despite the darkness of doubt in which 
I often find myself groping around for some 
familiar object to help me navigate (but “[F]aith 
is not necessarily, or not soon, a resting place,” 
Wendell Berry says. “Faith puts you out on a 
wide river in a boat, in the fog, in the dark.”) 
This despite the current political climate, in 
which right-wing “evangelicals” (how that 
lovely 1530s word has become tainted) seem 
to have permanently defamed and undermined 
the term “Christian” and all it’s supposed to 
mean: welcoming foreigners and aliens, caring 
for the poor, fighting injustice. How terrify-
ing to confess, aloud, that one is still in the 
game. “The human creature’s religious instinct 
is as obdurate and resourceful as its sexual 
instinct,” John Updike wrote in a 1999 New 
Yorker essay, “and as impervious to reason. . . . 
[M]uch of religious loyalty is, after all, a mode 
of defiance, insisting, This is what I am.”

Well, then, this is what I am: adopted South-
erner; no longer a part of the church in which 
I was raised, but still Protestant, albeit an in-
creasingly reluctant one; saddened by what 
the “church” has become, both the right-wing 

fundamentalist variety and the watered-down, 
meaningless palaver that will have nothing 
to do with Christ or orthodoxy or even the 
Bible itself; grieving the shuttering of historic 
places of worship and hoping to document 
their histories before they become lost.

Wondering if anything of God is still left 
hanging around their borders.

 1  

M Y S T I C 
Patten Memorial African Methodist 

Episcopal Zion Church

 

A
t the corner of 38th and Church Streets 
in St. Elmo, Tennessee—at the foot of 
Lookout Mountain, where I live—sits 

a compact brick church with large gothic 
windows. The building is nestled into the 
hillside behind the Chattem Drug and Chemi-
cal Company. It has been abandoned for years, 
surrounded by a field beneath the kudzu-
engulfed hillside. In the mornings, when I 
run on the Guild Trail above St. Elmo, I look 
down at the roof of the church. Often pockets 
of fog are trapped between the hillside and 
giant boulders and trees.

The AME Zion Church was founded in 
New York City, an outgrowth of the Method-
ist Episcopal Church. According to a program 
from Patten Memorial’s 109th anniversary 
celebration, the new denomination was “ne-
cessitated because of discrimination and denial 
of religious liberty.” The founders determined 
that the church would “dedicate itself to the 
liberation of the human spirit.” Often called 
the “Freedom Church,” it had as some of its 
earliest members Harriet Tubman, James Var-
ick, Frederick Douglass, and Sojourner Truth. 
The church is called African, because  it is “led 
by the sons and daughters of Africa”; Meth-
odist, for its orderly Wesleyan principles; 
Episcopal, because it is supervised by bishops 
elected by the general church; and Zion, in 
reference to the hill of Jerusalem on which 
the city of David was built. The prophetic 
passion of its early leaders is evident in this 
1895 history written by Bishop J. W. Hood: 

But the promise is that princes shall come 
out of Egypt, and that Ethiopia shall soon 
stretch forth her hands unto God. . . . 
That this prophecy is now in the course 
of fulfillment the Negro Church stands 
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forth as unquestionable evidence. It is the 
streak of morning light which betokens 
the coming day. It is the morning star 
which precedes the rising sun. It is the 
harbinger of the rising glory of the sons 
of Ham. It is the first fruit of the count-
less millions of that race who shall be 
found in the army with banners in the 
millennial glory of the Christian Church.

Patten Memorial—the Mystic church—is 
the oldest church in St. Elmo, built in 1886 
by former slaves on land thought to have been 
given to the black community by Z. C. Pat-
ten, who founded what was then called the 
Chattanooga Medicine Company. Most of the 
original members were company employees. 
By the 1950s the congregation was flourish-
ing, with more than two hundred members. 
But in 1985, when the building was added to 
the National Register of Historic Places, the 
membership had dwindled to a few dozen; 
by 1990, with the Reverend James Brown 
presiding (“not the soul singer, but the soul 
winner!” a newspaper clipping proclaims), 
only twenty members remained. The church 
closed its doors soon after and the building 
lay fallow for years, until a local artist bought 
it. He planned to use it as a studio, but he 
found a better space and sold it to the cur-
rent owner, Jeff, who is now in the process 
of finishing it as his private residence. (Some 
homeowners’ names have been changed to 
protect their privacy.)

I’m a huge Van Morrison fan, Jeff tells me. 
Jeff is a pilot and competitive hang glider. He 
and his girlfriend, Melanie, and I are standing 
behind the church, in what will eventually be 

their landscaped backyard. Boulders and dor-
mant kudzu surround us; a waist-high stack of 
bricks will eventually be used to make a patio.

I started calling it the Mystic church 
because of the song, Jeff says. Then they 
brought in the roll-off container, and one 
morning someone had tagged it.

He points to the container: SKY. 
I figured it was a sign I was supposed to be 

here, he says. You know, “fly into the mystic.”
Jeff shows me an old sign he’s kept: THE 

CHURCH ON THE HILL TO DO GOD’S WILL. It seems 
the church was fond of taglines: In the pro-
gram from the 109th anniversary celebra-
tion, the cover says, Patten Memorial AME 
Zion Church: “A church where everybody is 
somebody and Jesus Christ is Lord.”

We don’t want to take you inside yet, he 
says. It’s a mess.

There’s a red-tailed hawk’s nest in that tree, 
Melanie tells me. We thought it would be so 
beautiful to watch him. Now we realize it’s 
kind of awful. All the squirrels and rabbits 
and . . . well, it’s bloody.

They tell me their home attracts strange 
visitors. One night they drove up to see a 
woman dressed in full goth, with Alice Coo-
per makeup, posing for pictures in front of 
their door. Another day a man with a Go-
Pro camera built into a helmet knocked. He 
asked if he could hike up the hill behind their 
church. Jeff told him sorry, but it was private 
property. Ten minutes later they saw him 
coast past, sitting on a long wooden plank 
with wheels attached. 

It really is a mystical place, Melanie says, 
the way the fog just sort of hangs out back 
here in the mornings.

Melanie and I end up hitting it off. We take 
a long hike together and realize our children 
have gone to school together for years and 
are friends. We also discover we were born 
on the same day, one year apart.

 2  

J U N K  J E S U S 
Estate of Confusion, Main Street

 

A 
chain-link fence separates the 
goods—buckets, doorknobs, slate 
tiles, pylons—from the sidewalk at 

this junkyard/perpetual garage sale on Main 
Street. Otherwise known as “The Original 
Kewl Art Stuff Store,” it’s owned by a man 
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named Greg Ross. I’ve passed the place 
dozens, maybe hundreds, of times, always 
noticing the giant stained-glass window 
rising from the middle of an ever-changing 
array of castoffs: Jesus with his arms lifted, 
perpetually blessing the twice-rejected heaps. 
As if he’s saying, This, too, is holy.

Today a stop sign is on the ground in front 
of the stained glass—perhaps today Christ is 
issuing a command, not a benediction. I stop 
for the first time in twelve years and find 
something I’m interested in buying: metal 
letters soldered together to form conjunc-
tions and prepositions. AND, BUT, ALSO, NEXT, 

ABOVE, BELOW. 
How much? I ask a man named Joe, who is 

sitting in a folding metal chair.
You got a phone? he asks, cryptically.
I hand him my cell. He dials and hands it 

back to me. It seems this Joe is the middle 
man—it’s Greg, wherever he is, who calls 
the shots on price.

Which words? Greg asks me.
ABOVE and BELOW, I say.
Twenty apiece, Greg says.
Instead I buy a one-dollar Christmas orna-

ment, a ball decoupaged with broken glass 
and torn bits of calendar. I also buy, for two 
dollars, a vintage black-and-white photograph 
with a white scalloped border. The image is 
of a young boy and girl climbing a stump. 
Their backs are to the camera, and they remind 
me of my two youngest children at that age. 
There’s an elegiac quality to the photo—more 
elegy in the fact that it’s here, abandoned in a 
shoebox full of loose photos. Nameless, face-
less children someone once loved enough to 
photograph in this candid moment. I tuck the 
photograph into the book I’m reading, a copy 
of a memoir called Love and Trouble.

 

 3  

E T E R N I T Y 

Alleyne Memorial AME Zion Church

 

J
oe (of the folding metal chair) tells me the 
stained-glass Jesus was salvaged from 
a former church on Williams Street. I 

know the church he’s talking about—it’s a 
few blocks away from a tiny studio workspace 
I rent above an antiques store. 

Someone lives there now, Joe tells me. And 
there’s a swimming pool inside.

The former Alleyne Memorial is a simple 

rectangular brick building 
with clear arched windows 
along each side, where the 
stained glass used to be. 
The brick is painted white 
with brown trim, and the 
church has a small squared-
off belfry. The owner and 
designer, David, is a well-
known restaurateur and 
chef. He’s gracious enough 
to let me come inside his 
home.

The former sanctuary 
is David’s contemporary-
urban living room and 
kitchen. A standard poo-
dle sprawls on the couch. 
Electric guitars and sound 
equipment fill a corner 
space; in the center of the 
room, where the aisle be-
tween pews would have 
been, is a statue of Gaia, 
Mother Earth, with fat ba-
bies circling her waist. At 
the far end of the sanctuary, 
through a pair of glass doors, is the in-ground 
swimming pool. It’s small, narrow, surrounded 
by casual lounge furniture and a gas fire pit. 
The beams above are open to the sky, each 
crossbeam covered in tinsel-like spokes.

Before I put in the spokes, I left town and 
didn’t think about the birds, he says. I had 
a mess to clean up when I got back. Here, 
watch this.

He holds what looks like a television re-
mote. He pushes a button and water pours 
from a fissure near the ceiling into the pool.

A nod to the baptismal? I ask.
I guess, he says. But it’s so loud. That’s the 

problem with the waterfall—you can’t really 
have a conversation when it’s on.

David shows me a picture of the old interior 
and points to the word ETERNITY painted on 
the back wall behind the altar.

I put in a window where that word used 
to be, he says. I figured, why have the word 
when you can have the thing itself?

I look out the window: ETERNITY has been 
translated into a view of the top half of Look-
out Mountain, brilliant sky, a few thin clouds. 

The stained-glass windows on either side of 
the front door—both depictions of Christ—
were left in place. The rest of them were 
headed for the city dump when Greg Ross 
offered to have them removed intact, David 

says. You’ve probably seen them over at his 
place on Main?

The windows, I learn, were made at States-
ville Stained Glass in North Carolina. One-
inch-thick pieces of colored glass sealed in 
place with epoxy. The artisans intentionally 
chipped, or faceted, the glass to create the il-
lusion of depth. The Reverend Cedric Henson 
was pastor when the windows were purchased 
for the “bargain” price of $1,500 apiece. Hen-
son left Alleyne in 1998 to help open a new 
church, Shepherd’s Voice (a name that he says 
was inspired by one of the stained-glass pan-
els). No one seems to know when, or why, 
Alleyne Memorial was abandoned.

David and I sit at the table in his kitchen. 
A tiny green-eyed cat circles my legs, purr-
ing. David’s daughter and her friends clomp 
upstairs from the basement, where the play-
room and bedrooms are—the clomping is 
because they’re wearing Rollerblades. They 
skate through the kitchen, making circles 
around Gaia. Downstairs, the television is on. 
Trump has just announced his first travel ban, 
and airport protests are spreading throughout 
the country. We talk about the injustice, the 
suffering, the despair we feel. At least people 
are coming together to protest, we say. The 
two remaining images of Christ rise behind 
us as we talk, throwing a blaze of color onto 
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the floor. On one side Jesus cradles the re-
covered lost sheep; on the other, he blesses 
the children his disciples had tried to banish 
from his presence. Today, both images feel 
like accusations.
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G R A B - A - N I C K E L 

St. James Methodist Episcopal Church

 
Most brides are funny about who takes their 

picture, but this bride, she’s different. I mean, 
she’s just as sweet as the day is long and if you 
get here at two you can come on in and look 
around. You know this church was thriving 
before they all left for East Ridge in the fifties. 
White flight, you know. After they all left, this 
place was a tabernacle. Usher used to come here. 
He sang in the choir.

S
andi, the woman who handles events at 
the former St. James Methodist Episco-
pal Church, gives me this primer over 

the telephone. (The bride’s sweetness proves 
true, but Usher actually grew up attending 
St. Elmo Missionary Baptist Church.) When 
I arrive, the bride and groom are posing for 
photographs—it’s postceremony, prerecep-
tion. When I peek inside the old sanctuary, 
the guests are waiting at tables, eating hors 
d’oeuvres. The bride doesn’t seem to mind 
me there, lurking around, or even notice me 
at all; she’s awash in a just-married glow. I 
back out. I don’t want to impose. Anyway, 
I’ve been to events here before—art auctions 

with whiskey samples, benefit dinners with 
live bands and chocolate fountains.

The building sits at the corner of Ross-
ville and Read Avenues. In 1903, when the 
cornerstone was laid, a “selected male quar-
tette” sang the hymn “Speed Away.” A church 
history reports that the early congregation 
was composed of “staunch fundamentalists, 
friendly to the Wesleyan scriptural inter-
pretation.” Rather than tithing, congregants 
attempted to raise money with ice cream sup-
pers, meals-for-sale, and solicitations from the 
general public. The church became known as 
“St. James Grab-a-Nickel.” In the mid-1930s, 
according to the Chattanooga Times, the con-
gregation “decided to try the Bible plan of 
finance, through tithing and the giving of 
offerings.” This proved more successful. By 
1955, however, a “shifting population neces-
sitated a move.” The building was eventually 
abandoned because the cost of coal heating 
was too high. It sat vacant for seventeen years, 
until its renovation in 2012. Coal heat was 
converted to electric and gas. A giant fan was 
installed (provided by the Big Ass Fan Com-
pany). There was so much coal dust ground 
into the floors, they had to be stripped.

I’d always assumed the Church on Main was 
just an event space, not a house of worship, but 
Sandi tells me a nondenominational church 
meets here on Sunday mornings. The church 
is called Relevant. “Define yourself radically 
as one beloved by God,” a recent tweet said, 
quoting Brennan Manning. “This is the true 
self. Every other identity is illusion.”

Business by week, house of worship on 
Sundays. Maybe this is one way in which 
the twenty-first-century church will survive.
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M L K  A N D  L I N D S A Y 

First Congregational Church

 

I
t’s one of the oldest churches in the 
city, perhaps the oldest all-black church, 
organized by the Reverend E. O. Tade 

with fourteen members on June 9, 1867, 
just two years after the end of the Civil 
War. The largest flood in Chattanooga’s his-
tory also occurred in 1867; it rained for four 
days straight in March just as the snow was 
melting off. The Tennessee River rose fifty-
eight feet above its normal level. Bridges and 
telegraph lines, crops, and livestock washed 
away. You can read accounts of people being 
rescued from second-floor windows of the 
Read House, a historic hotel on Broad Street 
and MLK (then 9th Street). More than four 
hundred people drowned. One man stood 
halfway up the old Lookout Mountain road 
and watched bodies float past—one body 
per hour, he estimated. After the flood, the 
city had three options: build a levee, build a 
dam, or raise the town. Residents began the 
massive undertaking of raising a forty-block 
area of the city by an entire story. Today, in 
downtown Chattanooga, evidence remains 
of this buried city: summer sewage stench 
from runoff chambers that can’t be tracked, 
polluting foundry fill-material originally 
used to make the street level higher, tops of 
windows at ground level, basements with 
doors and windows to nowhere. In the base-
ment of my gym, the Sports Barn, members 
can do their ab crunches on floor mats beneath 
several low-to-the-ground arches; these used 
to be the tops of windows.

Three months after the flood, a small group 
of men and women banded together to form 
First Congregational Church. One imagines 
the church rising out of tragedy: war and 
slavery and the recent natural disaster. This 
is my speculation—the founding members 
were all just-freed slaves and kept no written 
records. The earliest is a newspaper clipping 
from 1905, the year the current structure 
was dedicated, noting that five years after the 
church’s founding, cholera and yellow fever 
“so scattered and reduced the membership 
that there was not much more than a very 
small disorganized remnant left.”

But the church survived and grew to more 
than one hundred members until the civil 
rights era, when the youngest congregants 
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began to get educations, some funded by 
church scholarships—and then moved away. 
Church moderator Wallace Roberson prom-
ised a group of eighty-year-old parishioners 
that he would help keep the church open as 
long as they were alive. The last of that group, 
a one-hundred-year-old man, died in 1999.

By then the church had dwindled to about 
ten active members. The final service was held 
on September 2, 2001, and the money from 
the church treasury was donated to the Chat-
tanooga Community Kitchen, the NAACP, 
the Pi Omega Foundation, St. Jude Children’s 
Research Hospital, the Shrine Hospital in 
Lexington, Kentucky, and the Urban League 
of Greater Chattanooga. The building itself 
was donated to Fisk University of Nashville, 
which seemed not to know what to do with 
it. In 2006, Fisk sold the building to a de-
veloper out of Atlanta and used the profit 
for scholarships. The developer planned to 
turn the church into luxury condominiums. 
He painstakingly removed the stained-glass 
windows—more than 6,500 pieces of glass—
and had them restored while the building 
was under construction. He also planned to 
rebuild the tower—forty-six feet high—that 
was originally on the building’s southeast cor-
ner but was removed in the 1960s to prevent 
debris from falling to the sidewalk.

Eventually, the condominium plans were 
scrapped and the church was restored as a 
for-profit event space, still in use today and 
known as Lindsay Hall. It was added to 
the National Register of Historic Places in 
2010. The tower was never rebuilt.

My favorite part of the history is the cre-
ation of a mural on the exterior rear wall, 
which didn’t survive the restoration. The 

huge painting depicted the face of Jesus, 
chin in his hands, protectively cradling a 
black child beneath him. In the early 1980s, 
a local artist named Andre Willis (who de-
signed album covers for Stevie Wonder 
and the Commodores) had wanted to cre-
ate the painting to memorialize the Atlanta 
Child Murders of 1979–81, when at least 
twenty-eight African-American children, 
adolescents, and adults were killed. Willis 
was the art director of the Highland Park 
branch of the Boys’ Club and a member of 
the Civic Art League. He painted the mural 
above the baptism pool at Mount Parson 
Baptist Church and served as the designer 
for the 1981 Miss Chattanooga Pageant. He 
said his prime aspiration was to be “another 
Norman Rockwell,” to “create emotion in 
people.” He needed one hundred gallons of 
paint to complete the painting. He raised the 
money by selling prints of a sketch of the 
mural for $50 apiece. 

In the only image of the mural I’ve been 
able to find—a newspaper clipping showing 
Willis up on scaffolding, working on Christ’s 
beard—Jesus finally looks the way he’s sup-
posed to look: dark-skinned and dark-haired 
and altogether human.

 6  

W A T C H M A N 

The Smallest Church in the World

 

S
ix years ago, my daughter and I took the 
long road out the back of the mountain, 
all the way into Alabama. She was fif-

teen and had just received her driver’s per-
mit; I wanted her to get up some speed. On 
the way back we took a detour and got lost. 
We saw a shack on the side of the road with 
pumpkins and gourds for sale. I figured as 
long as we were lost we might as well stop 
and pick some up.

That’s how I met the Watchman. 
He’s old, somewhere in his late seventies, 

and claims to be a prophet. He’s also an artist, 
the visionary kind, with hundreds of paint-
ings inside the cabin he and his son built 
out of reclaimed shipping crates. The roof 
is metal. He makes a living selling fruits and 
vegetables—but stop to buy something and 
you’re guaranteed a sermon will be thrown 
in free of charge.

His sermons take the form of visions, which 
he paints onto massive boards of plywood 
and reclaimed windows and cardboard and 
even gourds. Everything is material, every-
thing is art. Since that detour six years ago, 
I’ve been going to see him—at first because I 
was fascinated by him as a character, but now 
because I love him as a friend and respect him 
as an artist. 

And because, in my weaker moments, I 
suspect he might be what he claims to be.

Over the years, he’s shown me drawings 
of the U.S. prison system (circular, endless) 
and his vision of the internet before it was 
invented; bloated donkeys stuffed full of the 
earth’s problems, a bloated donkey with its 
mouth pried open and a giant hand stuffing 
the Lamb of God inside; and beehives filled 
with millions of soldiers who fly up to fight 
a heavenly battle. He’s shown me paintings 
of heaven, “up yonder,” where he says he 
often travels in spirit; an eagle’s talon sliced 
from its body, bleeding at the tip (“all that’s 
left of America”). Trees and gardens and flow-
ers, always with weeds attempting to choke 
them out (“the enemy”). Paintings of pigs in 
a trough, their snouts buried in thousands of 
tiny husks (“corporate America getting fat off 
the middle class”). 

After visiting all the defunct church build-
ings, I drive out to see him. He doesn’t at-
tend any church, he’s told me. This here is all 
the church I need, he says, meaning his own 
ministry. When the growing season is over, 
the Watchman takes his visions on the road, 
somewhere in Alabama. I’ve never found out 
where. He lines up his paintings on the side 
of the highway, hoping passersby will stop 
to ask about them. At night he sleeps in the 
back of his van.
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Today he seems quieter than usual, a little 
depressed. His feet have been bothering him. 
He warns me that the vision he’s going to 
show me is upsetting. It’s a drawing of a tree 
and its root system, the roots tapping into a 
collection of bottles. That tree is America, 
and them bottles are alcohol, he says. Whole 
country’s feeding on corruption.

Will you sing for me today? I ask him, 
sitting on the tiny church pew in front of 
the wood stove. I know it gives him a lift to 
sing for visitors.

’Course, he says. He pulls out his guitar 
and sits in a cushioned chair covered with a 
sheet. A TV-tray with an open large-print 
Bible is beside the chair.

Oh, can the Watchman sing. He sings 
“Little David, Play on Your Harp.” And 
he sings the Mulberry Tree song—which 
I think he made up, and which he claims 
he was singing when the Lord cured him 
of lung cancer. Today, his singing voice is 
softer than usual; he has to pause twice to 
wipe away tears.

When he finishes, I give him the gift I’ve 
brought: a thick Van Gogh art book with 
glossy reproductions of most of his paintings. 

Do you know who that is? I ask, show-
ing him Van Gogh’s self-portrait. (He often 
reminds me that he’s only “fourth-grade 
educated.”)

Yeah, I seen him in the spirit, he says. In a 
room with bars on the windows.

Your art reminds me of his, I say, turning 
pages. How he makes these swirls with his 
paint.

Beautiful, he says. Look at that. Glory.
When I leave, he walks with me to the car, 

limping on his bare feet. 

You been a real blessing to me today, he says.
I tell him it’s the other way around. I tell 

him I’ll be back soon, and that I’ll bring him 
some more art. 

After visiting all the churches, it’s the first 
time I’ve been to church. 

I 
see other places of worship in my city. 

I see Church of the First Born in St. 
Elmo, founded by the Reverend Alfred 

Johnson in 1978 and still growing, with 
new ground broken for a four-hundred-
seat sanctuary; Beth Sholom synagogue, 
where my daughter has attended Shabbat 
services and bat mitzvahs with her middle-
school friends, girls in their best dresses 
laughing together in the foyer; New City 
Fellowship on 3rd Street, close to my son’s 
school, which was founded in the 1970s 
by an interracial couple who grew up in 
the same housing project in Newark, New 
Jersey, and who devoted their lives to pro-
moting cross-cultural worship and racial 
reconciliation in the South. I see the Mis-
sion Chattanooga on MLK Boulevard, held 
in a repurposed parking garage that serves 
as a coffee house/music venue during the 
week, place of worship on Sundays (it was 
a year before I realized my barista was an 
ordained minister); Second Presbyterian 
on Pine, with its beautiful gothic revival 
architecture, where I’ve stumbled, weep-
ing, into Al-Anon rooms during a family 
member’s active addiction—keep coming 
back, it gets better, hugs and support from 
people whose names I will never know. I see 
the Islamic Society of Greater Chattanooga 

on Gunbarrel Road, whose members I stood 
beside in Coolidge Park last February as we 
raised our candles and voices in collective 
protest against the immigration ban; Our 
Lady of the Mount Roman Catholic, where 
all four of my children had their elementary 
school graduation ceremonies beneath the 
beautiful stained glass and Christ hang-
ing from the cross; Church of the Good 
Shepherd Episcopal, whose parishioners 
organized the only People Power ACLU 
event on Lookout Mountain, which my 
husband and I attended, humbled and ex-
cited by the fierce commitment to social 
justice and political activism. I see the mas-
sive crowds with police directing traffic at 
Calvary Chapel on Broad Street, where my 
son used to hang out and skateboard, and 
where each year I’ve dropped off Christ-
mas gifts for imprisoned parents to give to 
their children. I see weekly texts sent out 
by my own Presbyterian church, grocery 
lists so members can shop for the needy in 
our community. 

All of it crying out Sanctus.

T
he day I am supposed to turn in this es-
say I find a newspaper in my driveway, 
wrapped in yellow cellophane. One of 

those small, advertisement-heavy throw-
away papers that appears unbidden once a 
month. I’ve never looked at this paper in the 
twelve years it’s been coming. But today a 
headline catches my eye: ESTATE SALE. And 
here is Greg Ross, a full-page photo of him 
on the front page. The Estate of Confusion 
is closing its doors on May 1. Ross is selling 
the property “to an unnamed developer for 
an undisclosed sum so the buildings can 
be reused by an unidentified restaurant.” 
Everything in his store must go: hubcaps, 
huge camera lenses from Olan Mills. The 
giant stained-glass windows.

It’s my son’s birthday, and he wants to eat 
at his favorite burger joint, Slicks, which is 
next door to Ross’s place. My family goes 
inside to get a table, and I wander over to 
the Estate of Confusion, to see if the stained-
glass Jesus is still there. But of course it is. 
Who would buy such a thing? For what pur-
pose? For a split second I imagine bringing 
the arms-uplifted Jesus home and putting it 
in the living room beside my piano.

But God is everywhere, I tell myself. This 
is only an object. And I let the idea go. ø
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A 
month after Aaron Bell turned eigh-
teen, he decided to drive to Manhattan 
from his home in Van, Texas, to watch 
the ball drop on New Year’s Eve. It was 
December of 2001. He’d recently been 
given his first car, a Honda Accord 
with bald tires and 278,000 miles on 

the odometer, which his church had received as a 
donation but had no use for. Aaron figured he’d be 
lucky if it got him as far as Washington, D.C. He 
asked his friends to join him, but they all said no. 

A couple days after Christmas, he returned a 
slightly used chainsaw to Walmart, pocketed the 
refund, and picked up a jar of peanut butter, a loaf 
of bread, and a gallon of water. He also packed a 
pillow, extra socks, and, in case he got in a bind, his 
only valuable possession: a baseball autographed 
by Nolan Ryan. He glanced at the map and plotted 

a simple route: take I-20 East all the way to I-95 
North, and simply turn left. Then he set out for 
Times Square without so much as telling his parents.

He spent the first night in a parking lot near 
Atlanta; it was snowing and all through the night 
trucks plowed around his car. The next morning, 
he took a shower at a truck stop, not realizing it 
wasn’t free; when he got out he was confronted and 
forced to pay. He pressed on. Late that night, he hit 
the D.C. Beltway. He parked at a Travelodge and 
stole a few hours soaking in the motel hot tub. He 
set up camp behind a stairwell but was discovered 
shortly after falling asleep. Exhausted and cold, 
his thoughts turned to Texas. Aaron almost always 
wears board shorts, even in winter, and the wind bit 
into his bare legs when he dropped a quarter into 
a payphone to call home and let his mother know 
that he was safe. 

The Great Lakes, Ohio, 1958 © Larry Fink, from the series The Beats
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V
an was an oil boomtown in the early 
twentieth century and is now just a 
dot on the map east of Dallas, known 

outside of Texas, if at all, for the tornado 
that blew directly through the town’s cen-
ter on Mother’s Day, 2015, killing two and 
injuring dozens. It’s also the starting point 
for the Great Hitchhiking Race, an eight-
hundred-fifty-mile teamed interstate dash 
that ends at the top of a remote waterfall in 
North Carolina. Aaron Bell has conducted the 
race every summer since its founding in 2006. 

Growing up in Van in the eighties and nine-
ties, Aaron was the middle child of a single-
parent family in which everyone was expected 
to contribute. He and his brother and sister 
were raised by their mother, Vicki, but their 
father, a U.S. Marine who lived in a different 
town, maintained a disciplinary influence. 
Aaron was always clever and enterprising. 
He was a tennis player and he learned how 
to restring rackets. At fourteen, he set up a 
profitable service collecting sawdust from 
a cabinet shop and selling it to flea market 
vendors after rains to spread around their 
muddy stalls. Aaron never drank alcohol or 
experimented with drugs. But that didn’t 
mean he followed every rule. His long blond 
hair and penchant for wearing sandals flouted 
the dress code at his high school. He refused to 
obey rules he considered stupid or petty and 
was suspended often. By senior year, he was 
sick of his small town and his legs bounced 
with restless energy to get away. 

Today, Aaron lives on a tree-lined street in 
Austin with his wife, Darby. He makes a liv-
ing managing properties, but his real work, his 
vocation, is extreme traveling. He has spent 
half his life going around the world in or on 
other people’s cars, rigs, pickups, motorcycles, 
limos, sailboats, and animal-driven carts, in 
more than fifty countries. The semiformal 
Great Hitchhiking Race is a natural extension 
of his character: each spring, Aaron puts out 
a call on Facebook—some years publicizing it 
broadly, others less so—and whoever shows 
up at his house in July is welcome to play. 
They then road trip upstate to Van for the pre-
race ceremonies. Teams are picked randomly 
and the coveted highway starting positions 
are decided via a field day of kickball, agil-
ity games, and a home run derby at the high 
school football stadium. There are few rules 
to the race: Teams can take any route and any 
number of rides. Riders are allowed to drive, 
but they must not pay for gas. No calling the 

cops on another team. The first team to take 
a photo of themselves at the top of Rainbow 
Falls on the Horsepasture River in the Pisgah 
National Forest near Brevard, North Carolina, 
wins. According to the founder, “Our mission 
is to teach people how to hitchhike in the most 
fun way possible—and then afterwards play 
in a wonderland of waterfalls.”

Every time Aaron goes out on an adventure 
Vicki will “pray over him,” she says, by read-
ing Psalm 91:11: “For he will command his 
angels concerning you to guard you in all your 
ways.” She recited the verse for me in Van 
before the start of the race last summer, then 
she paused and smiled. “And that’s exactly 
what happened in New York.”

A
fter assuring his mom that he was okay, 
Aaron tried sleeping in a Waffle House 
booth but was kicked out. He spent 

the night in Washington under an electric 
blanket in his car, parked behind a Burger 
King with his extension cord plugged into an 
outlet below the drive-thru window. In the 
morning, he headed for the National Mall to 
view the memorials. He had never liked his 
high school “Vandals” letterman jacket but 
considered it a godsend when he discovered 
it stashed in his trunk that day. 

Aaron left Washington after one afternoon. 
He didn’t prepare for the I-95 tolls, but he 
had collected enough coins off the ground 
in D.C. to cover his way. He was down to 
his last few cents when the Manhattan sky-
line finally rose into view. Aaron had never 
traveled without family before, never been 
far from the comforts of home, and the ap-
proach into New York City was thrilling. 
Suddenly, Aaron heard a loud blast, then he 
was blinded by a cloud of white smoke. A 
dashboard warning light came on. He pulled 
over on the inside lane. 

Traffic was heavy and cars passed slowly. 
The Honda’s front end billowed smoke like a 
chimney while Aaron stood by, bewildered. 
Some drivers offered phones, but Aaron 
didn’t know anyone in New York. He had 
just popped the hood when a van pulled over. 
On the side it said: GUARDIAN ANGELS. 

The driver was a middle-aged man, a native 
New Yorker from the sound of his voice, wear-
ing a red jacket and red beret. He could tell 
right away that the car’s hissing radiator was 
beyond repair. Realizing the boy had nowhere 
to go, he offered Aaron a seat in the van. It 

was full of volunteers from the Guardian 
Angels, a group of crime-fighting vigilantes 
founded in Hell’s Kitchen in 1979 that now 
has chapters around the world. The driver 
was Curtis Sliwa, the organization’s founder. 
“Don’t worry about your car, kid,” Sliwa said. 
“We’ll take care of it.” It was December 30 and 
New Year’s Eve was their busiest night of the 
year. They were headed to a gym near Times 
Square. By the time Aaron remembered his 
Nolan Ryan ball, it was too late.

At the gym, the Guardian Angels led Aar-
on through a room where they kept practice 
weapons like nunchucks and swords. They 
gave him the nickname “Tex,” along with a red 
jacket and beret and some floor space where he 
could crash. That night, Aaron was dreaming 
when someone yelled, “Red Alert!” Wear-
ing his new jacket and beret with his shorts, 
he followed the others to a pizza restaurant, 
where a group of Crips had set up three-card 
Monte outside and were scamming tourists. 
The manager of the pizzeria had called the 
Guardian Angels instead of the NYPD. 

The lead Angel walked up and kicked the 
cardboard boxes being used as tables. He was 
ripping them up when someone pulled a knife. 
“Go ahead, cut my throat!” the Angel yelled, 
his hands behind his back. “Let me see you 
do it!” 

Aaron “hung back,” as he explains it now, 
on that first job. But he later joined the Angels 
on subway patrols and even made a citizen’s 
arrest after wrestling an abusive guy through 
piles of garbage. For the night of New Year’s 
Eve, he was assigned to a steakhouse. He pa-
trolled the restaurant for an hour or two but 
decided that he hadn’t come that far to be a 
security guard without even a view of the 
festivities outside. He told the manager that 
he couldn’t stay.

In the streets, Aaron met other revelers. He 
made it to Times Square, where he watched 
MTV filming behind huge studio windows. 
He saw Mayor Giuliani walk by on the street. 
He stayed up until dawn. 

Meanwhile, back in Texas, Vicki had told 
everyone at church that Aaron was in New 
York fighting with a group called the “Some-
thing Angels.” The parishioners reckoned that 
he’d joined the Hell’s Angels and was in serious 
danger. Everyone pitched in to buy him a plane 
ticket home. Vicki picked him up in Dallas a 
few days later and Aaron returned to school. 

But Aaron was a legal adult and he had 
tasted freedom’s sweet nectar. A few months 
later, restless and carless, he decided to try 
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hitchhiking. A friend in Atlanta had invited 
him to go hiking. Having agreed after the New 
York debacle to notify his parents before future 
adventures, he asked his mother to drop him 
off at the interstate rest stop. Vicki didn’t 
think anyone would pick him up, so she de-
cided to humor her son. When she came back 
two hours later to check on him, he was gone.

S
ince the invention of the wheel, people 
have been hitching rides. History, how-
ever, has not always been kind to those 

who do. Beatniks may have romanticized the 
itinerant lifestyle, but drifters today are most-
ly demonized. Hobo, tramp, vagabond—the 
words we use for a person who has no car, no 
“ride” of their own, imply people who may 
be dangerous, untrustworthy, or sketchy. 
In fact, the earliest known use of the word 
“vagabond” was a warning: “[T]hey that be 
vagabonde, dyscourse hem nat,” cautioned a 
fourteenth-century monk. In many states, it’s 
now against the law to stand on the shoulder 
of the highway with a thumb held out.

The word “hitch-hike” itself appeared in 
the 1920s, evolving out of the older terms 
“hitch a ride” and “hobo-hike.” In 1922, the 
Baltimore Evening Sun lamented that there 
was “no rest for the weary lexicographer. . . . 
Today we learn that two young ladies set forth 
on a ‘hitch-hike.’ What a word, what a word!” 
The Los Angeles Times picked up the story 
from the AP wire:

The Misses Jessica and Marcia McManus 
reached Syracuse [New York] yesterday 
from California, hitch-hiking their way 
to college. Escorting and chaperoning 
each other, they have come from San 
Francisco in two months, walking and 
riding as necessity dictated and oppor-
tunity offered. 

I’ve always admired those brave enough 
to surf the roads of the world, and I was de-
lighted to discover that one of the earliest 
documented “hitch-hikers” hailed from my 
corner. He appears in a 1923 edition of the 
News Journal of Wilmington, Delaware: 
Harold E. Steer, who journeyed from Penn-
sylvania to Georgia to attend the International 
Kiwanis Convention. (Headline: HITCH-HIKING 

KIWANIAN REPORTS ATLANTA ARRIVAL.) From the 
article, I learned something surprising: nearly 
as old as the word “hitch-hike” is the idea of 

doing it for fun, or at least when you don’t 
really have to be doing it. 

Mr. Steer stated he traveled 1,237 miles 
in 9 days of which he walked 33 miles, 
and had 44 rides. Mr. Steer is a hitchhiker 
of Scranton, Pa., and was at the charter 
presentation meeting of Kiwanis, May 22, 
enrout from Scranton to Atlanta. 

I couldn’t track down any other information 
about Mr. Steer, whose surname happens to 
be the thing that hitchhikers are least known 
for. I’m from Lehighton, Pennsylvania, about 
fifty miles from Scranton, where he started 
out on his epic forty-four-rider. There are laws 
that prohibit hitchhiking there now, as there 
were when I was growing up. I saw maybe 
two hitchhikers during the eighteen years I 
lived there. But it may have been partly my 
inability to see them. My grandfather told me 
that he picked up hitchhikers all the time. For 
that Korean War generation, hitching didn’t 
carry the same stigma. It was just utilitarian. 
And my grandfather liked freaks, he suffered 
fools. I’d like to think that something of the 
same spirit was in Harold Steer.

During the First World War, picking up 
soldiers home on furlough was seen as a kind 
of civic duty. Society was open to it at the 
time, even if, before Steer, we lacked a unified 
term. When J. K. Christian, a Chicago real 
estate dealer, traveled 3,023 miles begging 
rides in 1921, the New York Times described 
his mode as “asking ‘lifts’ from passing auto-
ists.” In recurring Saturday Evening Post short 
stories, two 1920s flappers named Zula and 
Elise went “hitching and hailing” across the 
country. In 1927, a poem appeared at the top 
of a column called “Along Life’s Detour” in 
the Cincinnati Enquirer:

We roast the kids for doing it,
But it can’t be denied.
Most of us often wish we had
The nerve to ‘thumb’ a ride.

So why, by1938, did seventeen states have 
laws on the books prohibiting hitchhiking? 
When did our fear of wayfaring strangers 
replace our sense of duty to our fellow hu-
mans? When FDR announced in his inaugural 
address that “the only thing we have to fear 
is fear itself,” he was trying to reassure a dev-
astated nation, one in which “only a foolish 
optimist can deny the dark realities” of the 
Great Depression. Not quite the environ-

ment for putting one’s confidence in strangers. 
Yet that, according to Aaron, is exactly what 
hitching inspires. “Trusting in humanity,” he 
calls it. And maybe now, in such a fractured 
historical moment for our country, a little old-
fashioned vagabonding could go some way 
toward much-needed interpersonal discourse. 
When we hitch, we make ourselves vulner-
able. We get to know unfamiliar people, and 
it allows for a kind of unpredictable magic. 

T
he grass was up to my waist as I crouched 
down on the side of Interstate 20 a few 
miles outside of Van. Insects buzzed 

around my head, and I tried not to look for 
snakes or ticks. Instead, I alternated my gaze 
between the blue sky and the man and woman 
standing on the shoulder of the eastbound 
lane, my teammates. Darby held a sign that 
read simply, ATLANTA. Aaron’s sign was more 
elaborate; on the back, he pasted photographs 
that showed people sliding down waterfalls, 
which he’d use to explain the race when speak-
ing with a driver. I was forty yards behind 
them, out of sight of the oncoming cars, guard-
ing a pile of packs. It was 7:45 A.M. and traffic 
was sporadic. The 2016 Great Hitchhiking 
Race was underway, and we were hoping our 
first ride would take us well out of Texas.

We were one of three teams who’d been 
dropped off along this stretch of highway, 
separated from one another by a mile or so of 
road. As the middle group, we had an advan-
tage, according to Aaron. “If a driver hesitates 
after passing the first team,” he said, “maybe 
even considers backtracking to help them out, 
they see us.” 

It was the eleventh annual race, and Aaron 
had built up an obscure body of knowledge 
on effective hitchhiking methods. “Signs are 
incredibly important,” he told me, “because 
drivers who know where you’re going have 
one less reason not to stop. Location is also 
key. A two-lane highway is better than any 
with three lanes or four. Each is another ob-
stacle for a driver to cross. Drivers should be 
able to see you for as long as possible. Avoid 
congestion, even if it means taking public 
transportation to the outskirts of a city first 
before starting to hitch. Never take a ride into 
any downtown unless you already have a way 
out, and always look around inside the vehicle 
and spend a little time talking to the driver 
before committing. If there are beer bottles 
on the floor, or the driver’s teeth look cracked 
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out, don’t get in. If they’re only going thirty, 
forty minutes, you’re better off waiting for 
a longer ride. If a cop comes, be respectful. 
Say it’s a race.”

A few people waved while speeding by, but 
forty-five minutes passed before a white SUV 
with Alabama plates pulled over. I stayed low 
as Aaron chatted with the driver before wav-
ing to us. The trunk opened and we stuffed 
in our packs. 

Our driver was Justin, a young African-
American lawyer specializing in international 
civil rights with the Air Force. He wore dark-
rimmed glasses and a long beanie-style hat, 
almost like a Santa Claus cap. He was on his 
way to Montgomery for training and became 
curious after first seeing Nick and Jasmine on 
the highway before us. “I was just getting 
ready to circle back,” Justin said, “when I 
noticed you.” 

The sky darkened up ahead, threatening 
rain. Aaron snapped a group selfie and sent it 
to the other teams. “So long, suckas!” 

We crossed into Louisiana at 9:32 A.M. Aar-
on checked the map on his phone, looking for 
a strategic drop-off point in Alabama. He liked 
a place called Leeds. It was about as far east as 
Justin could take us without losing a direct 
route south to his base. Justin had become 
excited about our race and was willing to drive 
an hour out of his way to help us improve our 
position. That was the best thing that could 
happen, for the driver to get invested.

A
fter graduating from high school, Aaron 
went to North Greenville University in 
South Carolina on a tennis scholarship, 

majoring in communications, but whenever 
class was out he drifted back to the road. His 
traveling methods had grown more sophisti-
cated, and more random: he would find the 
cheapest plane ticket from anywhere in the 
United States to anywhere in Europe, then 
hitch across the country to catch the flight; 
or scour dumpsters during a travel promo-
tion to earn free flights; or collect the used 
textbooks that his school’s store didn’t want 
to buy back at the end of the semester and 
sell them at a neighboring college. He was 
gone so often, and he had so little money, 
that his friends and family were constantly 
worried about him. 

But, in the manner of the classic vagabonds, 
from Kerouac to Christopher McCandless, 
Aaron had found a way of life on the go. He’d 

unrolled his sleeping bag on the roof of a 
remote rest stop to avoid wolves. He’d been 
“adopted for the day” by older folks wish-
ing to repay their own debts to the road. He 
was once picked up by the same driver twice, 
three months apart and in opposite directions, 
commuting between Kansas and Oregon. 
(The second time, he helped the driver, a re-
pairman, on a job.) And when he came back 
with stories about the everyday kindnesses 
of people across the country, or in Asia, or 
Central America, his friends became more 
open-minded. A few even asked to join him, 
and Aaron agreed. He would start by bring-
ing them along to his favorite place, a series 
of pristine waterfalls in the North Carolina 
mountains, sixty miles west of NGU.  

Darby met Aaron when he was an under-
grad, after he transferred to Abilene Christian 
University, where she was an admissions coun-
selor. “Aaron was one of the icons on cam-
pus,” she told me. “He cofounded the Night 
Riders, a group of students who met every 
Tuesday night to ride bicycles together.” The 
group became known for disrupting fraternity- 
sponsored events on bikes decorated like  
parade floats. She became their staff sponsor.  

Aaron went on to graduate school in Kan-
sas, and Darby moved to New Zealand, but 
they kept in touch, often comparing adven-
ture notes. “When I moved back to Texas,” 
she said, “I saved up all my vacation days from 
my first job to compete in the race.” It later 
gave her the confidence to hitch alone across 
five states to her brother’s wedding. 

Many of the people the Great Hitchhiking 
Race attracts have been personally touched by 
Aaron Bell. Some heard his presentation about 
traveling cheap at REI. Others have passed 
through his network of properties, Fun House 
Austin, for people who want fully furnished, 
month-to-month places that also include a 
built-in network of friends and activities, 
including a sports league. 

Last summer, almost half of the participants 
were Aaron’s tenants, including my fellow 
first-timer Nick, who works in marketing 
for Sir Kensington’s organic condiments. 
Nick’s teammate was Jasmine, a National 
Park ranger from California and a four-time 
race veteran. One year, her team was first to 
arrive at the trailhead of Gorges State Park 
in North Carolina, but members of her team 
had been overtaken in a footrace to the top of 
Rainbow Falls. She considers the result to be 
still under dispute. 

And there was Trey, a native of Wortham, 

Texas, which he explained was also the home 
of blues legend Blind Lemon Jefferson. Trey 
hustles all manner of seasonal employment: 
peddling fireworks around the Fourth of July, 
pumpkins in the fall. He had the habit of 
making drum machine sounds spontaneously 
with his mouth. “I’m training to upset the 
Guinness Book of World Records champion,” 
he said. I looked it up: “Longest marathon 
human beat-box.” The current record holder 
lasted 25.5 hours. 

Our returning champion was Dan, a serial 
traveler known to carry a bag of gummy bears 
in his pack for handing out at low moments. 
Dan is a marketing manager for a company 
that helps vendors set up online stores; with 
the freedom to work from anywhere, he tends 
to move among places as varied as Berlin and 
Chiang Mai. He made an entrance at Aaron 
and Darby’s house by walking in with “Eye 
of the Tiger” playing from a portable speaker, 
his 2015 winner’s medal around his neck. The 
awards, a wooden circle enclosed around an 
outstretched thumb, were hand-carved by a 
driver named Dave, who picked up Aaron’s 
team in 2014. After dropping them off near 
Mobile, Alabama, Dave had immediately gone 
home and sketched a design. “Up until meet-
ing Dave,” Aaron told me, “first place just 
meant bragging rights and the best campsite.”

J
ustin dropped us off late in the after-
noon at a gas station outside of Leeds, 
Alabama. As soon as we got out, we 

began to huff it back along the shoulder to 
the on-ramp. Darby giggled watching me try 
to keep the wind from blowing my sign for 
SOUTH CAROLINA back in my face. A cop had 
pulled over a car about a mile ahead and traffic 
was backed up in the westbound lanes due 
to an accident, so there were blue lights in 
both directions. Aaron suggested I hide in a 
nearby ditch with our packs. 

Before long a small white pickup stopped. 
“Y’all married?” the driver asked. 

Aaron said yes and began his spiel about 
the race, explaining how there were actually 
three of us, and pointed in my direction. The 
guy flinched when he saw me wave hello 
from the trees. 

“Got any money for gas?” he asked. 
“No, I’m sorry,” Aaron said, “it’s against 

the rules to pay for gas.” 
“Y’all be blessed,” the man said, before 

driving away. 
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Just after five o’clock, a full-size pickup 
pulled over.

“I wouldn’t have stopped if it weren’t for 
the sign,” the driver said as we tossed our 
gear in the back and climbed in. Martin was 
heading to South Carolina for a job in the 
morning. He pushed his OnStar button to 
find out how far our finish-line would be 
out of his way, but the operator’s computer 
couldn’t locate his signal. 

“George’s State Park?” the operator asked.
“No, Gorges,” Martin said, and they went 

back and forth like that a few times. 
Aaron sent Darby and me a surreptitious 

message: “I need all team on board. This IS 
our final ride. We need to stay on the game. 
Lots of stories, excitement. Other team is 5 
min behind, etc.” 

During the prerace ceremonies in Van, 
Aaron had everyone download a tracking 
app and exchange phone numbers so we could 
share updates and trash talk along the way. I 
knew from the app that Trey and Dan were in 
second place, about an hour behind us, but I 
asked aloud how close they were, to set Aaron 
up. “Ten, fifteen minutes,” he said. Martin 
immediately moved into the passing lane. 

Martin wore a camo Atlanta Braves hat and 
spit tobacco into a Styrofoam cup. He sang 
along to the music of Type O Negative, a 
band that looks and sounds like vampires. (“I 
saw the lead singer once in Arkansas, and he 
was like twelve feet tall,” Martin said, before 
singing, “Her perfume smells like, burning 
leaves . . .”) Martin claimed to be the only 
GITMO Marine to never drink a drop of beer 
in his life. Back home in Arkansas, he told us, 
he owned eighteen hundred acres covered 
with catfish ponds “so full you just throw in 
a bucket of feed and watch the water boil.” 

A sign welcomed us to Georgia at 6:08 P.M.

“We are about to pass the hardest part of the 
race,” Aaron said as we approached Atlanta. 
He was talking about the switch from I-20 to 
the I-285 bypass. If Martin had been stopping 
in Atlanta, he noted, we would have asked 
him to let us out at the Alabama state line. 
Martin had given up on OnStar and asked 
Aaron to type our destination into the GPS 
mounted on the dashboard. We passed into 
South Carolina at 8:21. 

The music auto-dimmed as Martin’s phone 
rang through his speakers. His father was 
calling from Arkansas.

“Hi, Dad,” he answered. 
“How’s it going?” his father asked. “How’s 

your hotel?” 
“I didn’t make it there yet. I picked up some 

hitchhikers.” 
“What? Now why would you—” 
Martin switched off speaker and put the 

phone to his ear. 
“No, they’re nice people,” he said. “They’re 

on a race. I’m about to drop them off.” There 
was a pause. “Alright, Daddy, I’ll call you 
when I get there.” He hung up. 

“How close are Dan and Trey?” I asked, 
sensing the need to fill the void. 

“Gaining,” Aaron said, “but that’s only be-
cause we’re on these windy mountain roads. As 
long as we don’t get a flat tire or anything . . .”

“Thanks again, Martin,” Darby said. 
“You’re really coming through for us.”

T
wo rides. 865 miles. Fifteen hours. Mar-
tin dropped us off at the entrance of the 
park at 10:41. The road was dark. The 

gate, chained. We thanked him, and he posed 
for a picture with us by his truck. 

Like the sun breaking over 
the horizon, our trip to 
Little Rock was inspiring. 
Visiting Central High School 
National Historic Site Visitor 
Center and learning about 
the bravery of the Little 
Rock Nine was a powerful 
experience, as was touring 
the Clinton Presidential 
Center and seeing the Anne 
Frank Tree sapling. Catching 
a great exhibit at the 
Arkansas Arts Center and a 
stirring performance at the 
beautiful, new Robinson 
Center — who knew? You 
can enjoy all this and more 
in Little Rock.

Little Rock Central High School > 

To see more visit LittleRock.com  
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We descended a few miles down a dark trail, 
dropping glowsticks for the teams behind us 
as we went. The sound of the river amplified. 
When we got down to the waterfall, we were 
greeted by a ring of fire. A couple of Aaron 
and Darby’s friends had set up a camp lined 
with tiki torches. They had both participated 
in an earlier race and later married, and this 
year they’d come ahead of time to be there to 
congratulate the winners—us. 

Dan and Trey arrived about an hour later 
with Marissa, the woman who’d picked them 
up in Texas. One ride. Marissa was on her 
way to visit family in South Carolina, and she 
and Dan had discovered they had Facebook 
friends in common. She already had camping 
gear in her car, so she decided to join us. She’d 
heard how fun it was to slide over Turtleback 
Falls nearby. 

So, there are hitchhikers, and there are the 
people who pick up hitchhikers, and they form 
a community—sometimes. 

Nick and Jasmine trickled in the next morn-
ing. Their first driver had been willing to take 
them all the way, but when he started quaffing 
tequila straight from the bottle as he drove, 
they decided to bail. “The more he drank,” 

Jasmine said, “the more he talked about his 
three guns.”

That night at camp we sat around the fire 
and traded stories. The flickering tableau re-
minded me of Kerouac, whom I—like so many 
others—had discovered as a freshman in col-
lege. I was sitting in a similar circle of friends 
when a new guy sat down and asked what I was 
studying. When I said English, he asked if I’d 
ever read On the Road, and his mention of the 
title lit up the face of a girl I had been crushing 
on all night. . . . the only people for me are the 
mad ones, the ones who are mad to live, mad to 
talk, mad to be saved . . . At that point in my life 
I had rarely been outside of Pennsylvania, but 
Sal and Dean inspired me to crack that shell. I 
got lost in Europe and Australia for a while. I 
wasn’t as extreme as Aaron, but I also wasn’t 
straightedge. Reading Henry Miller’s Tropic 
of Cancer, I sought enlightenment on group 
mattresses guzzling skid-row wine. It wasn’t 
pure and the road spit me out. That was two 
decades ago. I’m wiser now. 

After a few days frolicking around Rainbow 
Falls, many of last year’s Great Hitchhiking 
Race participants left the same way they’d 
come. Nick and Trey had to get back to Austin 

for work, so they hitched together, all the way 
to Van, where their cars were waiting. Dan 
hiked out of the woods alone and thumbed his 
way to the Atlanta airport; a day later, Jasmine 
did the same. Aaron and Darby hung back. 
They wanted to spend more time in the woods. 
I don’t know how long they stayed. As I write 
this, Aaron is in the middle of the Caribbean 

on a sailboat with some other friends.

P
reaching what he called the “gospel of 
beauty,” the poet Vachel Lindsay was 
known to take long walks across the 

country, bartering his self-published pam-
phlet Rhymes to Be Traded for Bread. He was 
suspicious of the advent of cars, but he did 
discover one positive about them, as he wrote 
in a 1914 travelogue:

When the weather is good, touring auto-
mobiles whiz past. . . . About five o’clock 
in the evening some man making a local 
trip is apt to come along alone. He it is 
that wants the other side of his machine 
weighed down. He it is that will offer 
me a ride and spin me along from five to 
twenty-five miles before supper. This 
delightful use that may be made of an 
automobile in rounding out a day’s walk 
has had something to do with mending 
my prejudice against it, despite the grand 
airs of the tourists that whirl by at mid-
day. I still maintain that the auto is a carnal 
institution, to be shunned by the truly 
spiritual, but there are times when I, for 
one, get tired of being spiritual.

Of course, whether one is hitchhiking as 
a necessary means of conveyance, in a cross-
country race, or simply for a thrill, a hitcher 
is just a person standing on the side of the 
road with his thumb in the air until he gets 
that ride. 

I remember an incident from the day before 
the race, when we were driving from Aaron 
and Darby’s house in Austin up to Van. We 
had passed a hitchhiker—driven by without 
picking him up. He was a middle-aged black 
guy wearing coverall jeans and a white t-shirt. 
We were on a country road. Trey was driving. 
I didn’t say anything, but Aaron did. “Why 
didn’t you stop, man? That’s bad race karma.” 

Aaron sent a text to the other car, behind 
us, and they stopped for the man. He was only 
going a few minutes up the road. ø

For lovers of literature, music and the arts, you’ve come to the right place. Arkansas 

has tons of interesting destinations to discover, from Johnny Cash’s boyhood 

home to Ernest Hemingway’s writing retreat. Another thing you can take comfort 

in, regardless of where your artistic exploration takes you, is the hospitality of an 

Arkansas Welcome Center. With 14 locations 

across our state, there’s always one waiting for 

you down the road. Enjoy your Arkansas adventure.

Crystal Bridges Museum of American 
Art, Bentonville

Perfecting � e art of 

HOSPITALITY.

Johnny Cash boyhood home, DyessHemingway-Pfeiffer Museum, Piggott
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A 
phone call to Michael’s parents 
would tell me everything I need 
to know. I could just pick up the 
receiver, dial the number, and 
pray for Michael’s mama to an-
swer the phone. This would be 
our fifth conversation, and I’d 
say: Hello Mrs. Ladner I don’t 
know if you realize but Michael’s 
getting out tomorrow and me and 

the kids and Misty is going to get him so y’all don’t need 
to all right ma’am bye. But I don’t want Big Joseph to an-
swer, to hang up on me after I sit on the line and breathe 
into the mouthpiece and don’t say nothing while he says 
nothing. At least then I’d know if I call back, he’d let 
Mrs. Ladner pick up the phone to deal with whoever it is: 
prankster, bill collector, wrong number dialer, his son’s 
black babymama. But I don’t want to deal with all that: to 
talk to Michael’s mother in halting starts and stops, or to 
suffer Big Joseph’s heavy silence. This is why I am riding 
upcountry to the Kill, my trunk packed with gallon jugs 
of water and baby wipes and bags of clothes and sleeping 
bags, to leave a note in their mailbox way down at the end 
of their driveway, a breathless note. What I would have 
said in a rush. No punctuation. The note signed: Leonie.

M
ichael had never spoken to me before. During 
lunch break at school one day, Michael sat next 
to me on the grass, touched my arm, and said: I’m 

sorry. I thought that was it. That after Michael apologized, 
he’d walk away and never speak to me again. But he 
didn’t. He asked me if I wanted to go fishing with him 
a few weeks later. I said yes, and walked out the front 
door. Wasn’t no need to sneak out anymore, my parents 
wrapped up in their grief. Spider-bound: web-blind. The 
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first time me and Michael went on a date, we went out 
to the pier off the beach with our poles, me with Given’s 
held out in front of me like some sort of offering. We 
talked about our families, about his father. He said: He 
old—a old head. And I knew what he meant without 
him having to say more. He would hate that I’m out here 
with you, that before the night’s through, I’m going to kiss 
you. Or, in fewer words: He believes in niggers. And 
I swallowed the fact of his father’s bile and let it pass 
through me, because the father was not the son, I thought. 
Because when I looked at Michael in the piecemeal dark 
underneath the gazebo at the end of the pier, I could see 
a shadow of Big Joseph in him; I could look at his long 
neck and arms, his lean, muscled torso, the fine shank 
of his rib cage, and see the way years would soften him 
to his daddy. How fat would wreathe him, and he would 
settle into his big frame the way a house settles into the 
earth underneath it. I had to remind myself: They are 
not the same. Michael leaned over our poles and his eyes 
changed color like the mountainous clouds in the sky 
before a big storm: darkest blue, water gray, old-summer 
green. He was just tall enough that when he hugged me, 
his chin rested on my head, and I was cupped under him. 
Like I belonged. Because I wanted Michael’s mouth on 
me, because from the first moment I saw him walking 
across the grass to where I sat in the shadow of the school 
sign, he saw me. Saw past skin the color of unmilked 
coffee, eyes black, lips the color of plums, and saw me. 
Saw the walking wound I was, and came to be my balm.

B
ig Joseph and Michael’s mother live at the top of a 
hill in a low country house, the siding white, the 
shutters green. It looks big. There are two trucks 

parked in the driveway, new pickup trucks that catch 
the sun and throw it back into the air, shooting sparks 
off the angles. One red truck, one white. Three horses 
roam around the segmented fields that abut the house, 
and a gaggle of hens scampers across the yard, under 
the trucks, to disappear around the back. I pull over to 
the side of the road, stop feet from their mailbox; the 
grassy shoulder is not so wide here, bordered by a ditch 
at least hip-deep, so I have to get out of the car and walk, 
can’t just pull up next to it and slide the note inside. It’s 
been some days since we had rain. When I walk around 
to the box, the grass sounds with a dry crunch. There 
are no other cars on this road. They live way up in the 
Kill, nothing but houses and trailers in great spreading 
fields, off a dead-end road.

Just as I’m pulling the mailbox door down, I hear a 
buzz, which loudens to a humming, which loudens to 
a growl, and then a man is riding around the side of the 
house on a great lawn mower with a steel-bolted deck, 
the kind that’s so expensive it’s as big as a tractor. It costs 
as much as my car. I slide the note into the mailbox. The 
man angles toward the north end of the pasture, turns 

left, and begins making his way toward the road. He 
must mean to cut the yard from top to bottom, riding 
in long, clean lines.

I reach for the handle, pull it open, and it shrieks, 
metal grinding against metal. “Shit.”

He looks up. I get into the car.
The lawn mower speeds up. I turn the key. The car 

stutters and stalls. I turn it back, look down at the 
dashboard like I could make it start if I just stared long 
enough. Maybe if I prayed.

“Shit. Shit. Shit.”
I turn the key again. The engine groans and catches. 

The man, who I can see now is Big Joseph, has decided 
to abandon his plan of cutting the top of the yard first 
and is cutting diagonally across the yard, trying to reach 
me and the mailbox. And then he is pointing, and I see 
the sign nailed to a tree feet away from the mailbox. NO 

TRESPASSING.

He accelerates.
“Goddamnit!”
I shift the car to drive, look back to check the street, 

and see a car advancing, a gray SUV. Fear rises to my 
shoulders, up my neck, a bubbling choke. I don’t know 
what I’m afraid of. What can he do but curse me? What 
can he do? I’m not in his driveway. Doesn’t the county 
own the sides of the road? But something about how 
fast he’s gunning that lawn mower, the way he points 
to that tree, the way that tree, a Spanish oak, reaches 
up and out and over the road, a multitude of dark green 
leaves and almost black branches, the way he’s coming 
at me, makes me see violence. I press the gas and swerve 
out into the street; the car behind me skids and its horn 
sounds, but I don’t care. My transmission switches gears 
with a high whine. I sling the car around and go faster. 
The gray SUV has pulled into a driveway, but the driver 
is waving his arm out the window, and Big Joseph is 
passing under the tree, stopping at the mailbox I just 
abandoned, lumbering off his lawn mower, striding 
toward the box. He is taking something off the seat of 
the mower, a rifle that was strapped there, something 
he keeps for wild pigs that root in the forest, but not 
for them now. For me.

When I pass him, I stick my left arm out the window. 
Make a fist. Raise my middle finger. I see my brother in 
his last photo: one taken on his eighteenth birthday, 
leaning back on the kitchen counter while I hold his 
favorite sweet-potato pecan cake up to his face so he can 
blow his candles out; his arms are crossed on his chest, 
his smile white in his dark face. We are all laughing. I 
accelerate so quickly my tires spin and burn rubber, 
throwing up clouds of smoke. I hope Big Joseph has 
an asthma attack. I hope he chokes on it. ø

Excerpted from Sing, Unburied, Sing by Jesmyn Ward, to 

be published by Scribner, an imprint of Simon & Schuster, 

Inc., in September 2017. Read two additional excerpts in the 

Oxford American’s Spring and Fall 2017 issues.
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T
he boy wears a cowboy hat and 
boots, his jeans tucked in. He 
carries a gun, and a knife, and 
sometimes a sword. He can’t be 
older than five or six. He stalks 
small birds, rabbits, lizards, and 
longs for a snake to show itself. 

Feral house cats, some lacking tails and ears, main-
tain a wary distance. The boy played no part in 
that mutilation, but the cats avoid all human 
contact. He wanders in and among dusty pens, 
spying on enemies, then out into the mesquite 
and cedar brush, wary of Indians lurking on the 
hilltops above.

He carefully avoids the prickly pear, lechu-
guilla, and other spiny desert shrubs that grow all 
around him. Sotol and Spanish daggers and yucca 
entice him with their tall, woody stalks. Always 
looking for better guns, knives, and swords, he 
tests each stick with earnest concentration. He 
searches among fragments of chert for arrow-
heads, knives, ax heads, overlooking the mortar 
holes that pock limestone outcroppings, the stone 
wickiup rings and trash middens, all of which bear 
witness to thousands of years of human struggle 
in an unforgiving desert landscape.

Heat drives him back into the shade of the barn. 
Generators rumble, turning the long driveshafts 
of the shearing rig. Dusty men speaking Spanish, 
caked with sweat and grime, wearing dungarees 
black with lanolin, bend over bleating ewes, rap-
idly running clippers through the oily wool, over 
the belly, and inside the legs. They tie legs togeth-
er and clip the wool from backs, haunches, necks, 
heads. Too fast and bright red lines appear, then 
blood. A foreman steps over with a needle and 
thread and stitches the wound. Untied, a shorn 
ewe leaps twice and scrambles back to her sisters 
just off the shearing floor. The boy watches from 
the shadows, sees his father deep in conversation 
with another man who wears a broad straw hat. 
They speak of breeding, stud rams, market prices, 
the never-ending drought. The boy slinks farther 
back into the barn, the crepuscular gloom broken 
by slashes of light glinting through old boards, 
and climbs a haphazard mountain of burlap sacks 
stuffed with wool, at least five hundred pounds 
each, and disappears into his game.

One afternoon a few years later the boy and his 
brother prowl about with their pellet guns, look-
ing for something to shoot. They discover dozens 
of small birds, some brightly colored and others 
dull and tan but all of them lively and chatter-
ing, captives of an old wire shed that might once 
have been a chicken coop. They kill every one 
of them. When the boys finish with their game, 
small carcasses litter the floor of the shed; others 
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hang upside down by their feet from wires 
and perches. On this ranch and others like 
it the boys grow used to the sight of blood. 
Blood from the lambs whose ears they mark, 
whose severed tails shower them with gore. 
Kid goats must be marked and calves branded 
and castrated. A colt’s ears might be spared 
but not his testicles. Varmints they hunt 
down without mercy, for they compete for 
resources. The foxes and the coyotes and 
the bobcats and the mountain lions. The 
coons and the ringtails. Rabbits perish by 
the hundreds; they eat the grass, which is 
more precious than blood.

M
y childhood ended when I was 
twelve years old. Not so much be-
cause I began sampling my father’s 

liquor, but because that year I went to work, 
in the summer after seventh grade. Of course 
I had labored in one way or another for as 
long as I could remember, because my fa-
ther believed a boy’s day should be filled 
with chores. We lived on a little piece of 
land just outside the Del Rio city limits, on 
ten acres among a patchwork of homes and 
irrigated fields, adjacent to a chicken farm, a 
trailer park, and a private rodeo ring where 
older kids practiced their calf roping. The 
old Border Patrol station for the agency’s 
Del Rio sector was one road over, and the 
international bridge across the Rio Grande 
was just a few miles away. On a clear day 
I could see the low hills of Ciudad Acuña 
through my bedroom window.

My childhood chores had been simple 
drudge work, and I hated them. I filled 
wheelbarrows with rocks from the fill dirt 
that had been spread around our house to 
make a proper lawn out of what was previ-
ously a field. I was lazy, and the job seemed 
endless. In my young eyes the yard was vast. 
After a pipe fence was built on the property, 
I had to prime and paint the fence with Rust-
Oleum and collect the heavy leftover pipe 
segments that the welders had left lying 
everywhere. Somewhat more interesting 
was the care and feeding of the sheep, goats, 
horses, and the occasional calf that populated 
our pens out back, on the other side of an 
irrigation ditch. I would much rather have 
been splashing about in that ditch with my 
dogs, catching crawdads or snakes, and so I 
would somehow forget about my chores and 
lose myself in that tiny wilderness. Until I 

heard my father coming up the driveway, 
and then I’d make a desperate run for the 
wheelbarrow.

But in the summer of 1980, I began to 
work for hire, for a boss other than my father. 
I can’t recall how it was decided, though 
I do remember sitting in the office of the 
Southwest Livestock and Trucking Com-
pany, before the intimidating figure of Dar-
rell Hargrove. Darrell agreed to take me on, 
working in his stock pens with a motley gang 
of other boys more or less my age. I would 
make $37.50 a week.

Such work was good training for country 
boys who had ambitions as ranch hands. In 
those days I always assumed that I was des-
tined to be a rancher, that it was my duty to 
carry on the family business, so I was proud 
of my new job. Every morning we showed 
up at Hargrove’s pens on the north side of the 
Southern Pacific railroad tracks. All day we 
loaded and unloaded sheep, goats, and cattle 
from eighteen-wheeled tractor-trailer rigs 
and gooseneck trailers pulled by six-wheeled 
“dually” double-cabbed pickups and every 
other imaginable vehicle that could be kitted 
out to haul stock so that the animals could 
be counted, weighed, handled, assessed, fed, 
watered, then sold or traded and shipped on 
down the line.

Sometimes the livestock went right back 
on the truck, destined for a buyer in Mexico 
or some more distant market. Other times 
the animals were driven into pens where 
they awaited their indeterminate fate, mill-
ing about and bawling in their various brut-
ish dialects. We put out alfalfa hay for feed 
and washed water troughs, threw rocks and 
knives at lizards, swatted flies and wasps and 
bumblebees, tortured crickets and grasshop-
pers, peed on ants, and sketched diagrams 
of naked women in the dust with sticks. 
We dipped Copenhagen snuff, strutting 
around the pens and feeling superior to the 
boys who spent their summer hanging out 
at the pool just up the road at the San Felipe 
Country Club.

I suppose I showed some promise as a 
hand, because after a few days of such work 
I was chosen to help with a special project. 
Hargrove had leased much of the Babb ranch 
in Terrell County and was grazing thousands 
of sheep in the rough canyon lands out there 
along the Rio Grande. The time had come for 
shearing, so he sent a team of cowboys out to 
do the gathering. The ranch was more than 
an hour west of Del Rio, so Darrell’s teenage 

son Frank would pick me up at home every 
morning at 3:30 for the long drive through 
the outer dark. Frank had longish blond hair 
that emerged from under a baseball cap and 
covered his ears, and a large nose. He was 
funny and bragged constantly about his ex-
ploits with girls. I did my best to stay awake 
with my wad of Copenhagen lodged against 
my gums, but the drive inevitably blurred 
into a half-waking nightmare of fanfaronade, 
loud music, and the aroma of rank tobacco 
spit in nasty makeshift spittoons.

At 4:30 or 5:00 A.M. we would pull up at 
the ranch in front of Smokey Babb’s trailer 
house. After a brief visit with the propri-
etors—Smokey was skinny with wild black 
hair, and his wife, whose name I’ve forgotten, 
was quite fat; I have a strong memory of being 
given a rubbery piece of steak to eat that was 
cooked in a microwave—we would saddle 
up and ride through the predawn darkness 
for what seemed like hours so that we’d be 
in the back of the pasture by daybreak. I was 
given a mule to ride, and on the first morning, 
like a fool, I immediately drifted to the head 
of the group, though I had no idea where 
we were going. Darrell’s son-in-law, a wise 
young cowboy named Carl, spoke quietly 
to me that first day. He advised me never to 
ride at the front of a party, but always to hang 
back, where I could watch the other men and 
perhaps learn something. Then we had ar-
rived, and I was sent off, taking my portion of 
a pasture of several thousand acres, riven by 
canyons and choked with brush, with little 
real sense of what I was supposed to be doing.

I hooted and hollered in imitation of my 
elders, driving sheep out of draws and off the 
top of what seemed like mountains, pushing 
them in what I hoped was the desired direc-
tion, toward a fence where they’d bunch up 
and settle down for the long walk to the barn. 
My mule, with its choppy gait, was torture 
to ride, but at least it was sure-footed as we 
climbed up and down the slick limestone 
outcroppings and made our haphazard way 
through the day. I remember sitting on my 
mule at the cusp of an impassable jumble of 
rock and brush dropping down toward the 
thin brown ribbon of the Rio Grande, slowly 
carving its way in broad meanders through 
the stone landscape. I remember thinking 
how easy it would be to cross.

The morning’s gathering ended with a 
huge flock of sheep clumped together, balk-
ing before a gate, hesitating until one or 
two leaders, pressed forward by the fearful 
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mass of their ovine comrades, 
leaped through the gate, as if 
expecting a coyote to spring out 
from behind the cedar picket 
fence. After we ran the sheep 
from one pen to another, care-
fully counting two by two, the 
shearing commenced. The days 
were long and hot, with tem-
peratures above one hundred 
degrees, and at noon all work 
stopped. Then the men told 
stories in Spanish and joked 
about subjects I pretended to 
understand. One day an older 
man, an Anglo cowboy who 
seemed to dislike me, took me 
aside and chewed me out for 
some imaginary offense. He 
told me he’d kick my ass if I 
ever did it again, and then he’d 
kick my daddy’s ass. I took the 
abuse in silence and walked away, mostly 
because I was fighting back the urge to bawl 
like a baby. Carl looked on from the shadows 
and nodded his head in approval of my silence.

After a few days of this routine I called 
in sick. I was tired of dragging myself out 
of bed at 3:30 A.M. and getting home at  
9:00 P.M. I lost my place in the cowboy crew 
and went back to the dreary monotony of 
work in the stock pens, where at least I could 
get a decent night’s sleep. One of the chores 
we boys performed every morning in the 
stockyard involved hauling out the carcasses 
of animals that had died overnight, from 
being either crushed or otherwise injured in 
transit, or simply from the stress and terror of 
the experience. Typically, we’d find a handful 
of dead sheep or goats every morning. We 
collected them using a small tractor with a 
front-end loader. On what turned out to be 
my last day working for Darrell Hargrove, a 
boy named Mike and I went out to fetch some 
dead sheep. I remember standing in the front 
bucket of the tractor tugging on the carcass of 
a dead ewe when Mike started joking around, 
moving the bucket back and forth. I remem-
ber laughing, and then I lost my balance. My 
butt slipped between the tractor’s front end 
and the bucket of the loader, which closed 
on my body with crushing force. I heard a 
loud crack and tumbled to the ground. As 
I lay facedown in sheep dung, I heard Mike 
ask if I was all right.

I tried to tell him he’d broken my back. 
Mike must have run for help, for after some 

time I heard voices. Someone said to just 
get me up and walk me around, that I’d be 
okay. I’m not sure what happened next, but 
I remember screaming with pain.

Though my back wasn’t broken, that was 
the end of my first summer job. After two 
weeks in the hospital, my broken pelvis had 
healed enough that I was able to hobble about 
on crutches. A few weeks later I went to see 
Darrell Hargrove. He wrote me a check for 
seventy-five dollars.

S
ix months later I enrolled at Texas 
Military Institute in San Antonio. I 
had taken to running with an unruly 

crowd, drinking Coors around campfires in 
weedy overgrown lots or out at the cliffs of 
Amistad Reservoir, a huge lake formed by 
the dammed waters of the Rio Grande, the 
Pecos, and the Devils River. We wore cowboy 
boots and Wrangler jeans hitched around our 
skinny waists with braided belts and rodeo 
belt buckles and fought with other aspiring 
tough boys who called themselves cholos. 
No doubt I was getting a reputation around 
town as a hellion. My father grew alarmed 
and sent me off to school. At TMI, I learned 
to smoke pot and drop acid and drink ever 
greater quantities of alcohol. The music of 
Rush, Cheap Trick, AC/DC, and Black Sab-
bath provided the soundtrack to an education 
in delinquency.

When I came home for high school, I 

brought my new habits with me and intro-
duced my friends to marijuana. My friend 
Scott liked it too much. His parents had died 
in a car accident, and eventually he came into 
some insurance money and bought a white 
Chevy Camaro. We all thought he was lucky 
until he crashed the Camaro and damaged his 
brain. I went to see him at the hospital in San 
Antonio. He looked so small in that bed—
skinny, broken, with his jaw wired shut and 
a catheter on his penis. His eyes were open, 
though he was still in a coma, and he babbled 
incessantly. He was never quite the same.

All of us were lucky we didn’t end up like 
Scott. At our family ranch in Juno, along the 
upper Devils River, about fifty-five miles 
northwest of Del Rio, when I was fifteen, I 
rolled a ranch pickup. I was driving too fast on 
a stretch of highway along the banks of the 
river. One of our heifers had gotten through 
the fence and I took my eyes off the road, and 
then I was rolling and tumbling. I kicked 
my way out of the vehicle and caught a ride 
back to the house. Somehow I never crashed 
when I was drinking. The ranch manager, a 
fair-haired bachelor from East Texas named 
Pete, died on that road a few years later after 
flipping his pickup at a low-water crossing.

When I wasn’t out at the ranch, I went 
to Mexico every weekend, to bars with 
names like Boccaccio’s and Ma Crosby’s and 
Lando’s. We drank flaming tequila shots, 
bourbon and Coke, and endless beers, and 
fought with boys from other Texas towns 
who we thought were invading our territory. 
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Sometimes I made the drive to Acuña from 
the ranch, much of it following the old U.S. 
Cavalry route along the Devils River.

C
ocaine started showing up among some 
of my friends in 1984. I ran into my 
neighborhood drug dealer one night 

in Acuña, and he suggested we go for a ride. 
He directed me to a quiet spot under some 
trees in the shadow of the Acuña bullfighting 
ring, and we shared a couple of lines. Snort-
ing coke in a car in Mexico was probably the 
single stupidest thing I’ve ever done. My 
dealer friend later sold me a baggie of what 
was probably baking soda for a hundred dol-
lars, thus ending what might have been a 
dangerous infatuation.

The drug war was escalating all along the 
border at that time, but I didn’t really have 
the wit to notice it or to connect it to my 
cravings for stimulation and release. My fa-
ther began to grow more agitated about our 
outings to Mexico. Rumors of kidnappings 
and killings on both sides of the river were 
circulating. Bodies and body parts began to 

turn up in border towns. Not all the killings 
were drug related.

On Friday, January 27, 1984, a customs 
inspector named Richard Latham was ab-
ducted from the international bridge at Del 
Rio. He was one of my father’s best friends, 
practically an uncle to me. I was at home alone 
the next day when I got a call that Richard 
was dead. A man collecting firewood along 
the highway near Eagle Pass found his body 
facedown in a ditch. He had been bound with 
his own handcuffs, shot twice in the back 
with his own gun.

Richard’s killers had robbed a jewelry 
store in Acuña. They crossed the river at 
around 4:00 P.M. in a gray 1978 Pontiac 
Grand Prix. In those days the port of en-
try at Del Rio was very low-tech and ca-
sual, with just a few inspection lanes and 
no video cameras. Agents entered license 
plate numbers by hand as cars approached. 
They used to just wave me through when 
I was headed home at 1:00 A.M. The agent 
on duty that day had some questions about 
the robbers’ papers, so he pulled them over 
for a secondary inspection, and Richard was 
working secondary. No one saw what hap-

pened. It was an hour before anyone noticed 
that Richard was missing.

My father told me that Richard had never 
wanted to take a job that would require him 
to carry a gun; he was afraid of developing 
a lawman’s swagger. But good jobs are hard 
to come by along the border, so he became a 
lawman in the end, though he never let the 
gun on his hip change him.

I can’t explain why, but I have dreamed 
about Richard’s death off and on for thir-
ty years. I’ve tried to imagine what went 
through his mind during that last hour of 
his life as his kidnappers drove south to-
ward Eagle Pass. I have sought to picture 
the killing itself, to feel what he felt as the 
life drained out of him into the dry rocky 
ground where he lay. I guess you could 
say his death scarred me, because all these 
years later I’m still haunted by it. If you 
talk to Border Patrol and customs people 
nowadays, everyone knows who Richard 
Latham was. His portrait hangs in the new 
state-of-the-art port of entry at Del Rio. 
Other agents who were on the bridge that 
day blamed themselves for his death. Some 
never got over it.
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W
hen I was eighteen years old, I 
packed up my car and left Texas 
forever. Maybe not forever, but 

I’m still gone. I spend as much time there 
as I can, and its landscapes inhabit my 
imagination, but since that bright, sunny 
day in 1985 when I drove off to college in 
Tennessee, unconsciously reversing my 
family’s long-ago westward migration, I 
haven’t lived in my home state for more 
than a few months at a time. The Texas that 
I keep in mind is largely defined by the Rio 
Grande and from my hometown perspective 
stretches westward from Del Rio—which 
sits at a crossroads of Texas geography, on 
the northern shoulder of that intermittent 
stream that we insist on calling a big river, 
where the rolling grasslands of the Edwards 
Plateau give way to the great Chihuahuan 
Desert—through Comstock and beyond 
the Trans-Pecos creosote flats and the steep 
draws along the canyons of the Rio Grande 
and the wide volcanic vistas of the Big Bend 
to the barren, sandy wastelands of El Paso. 
But also and especially it includes the rug-

ged canyons of the western Hill Country 
that drain into the Devils River as it winds 
its way toward the Rio Grande. Beyond the 
immediate range of my boyhood domain, 
that long riverine landscape drops below 
the Balcones Escarpment to encompass the 
flat savannas and harsh Tamaulipan thorn 
brush of South Texas and the fertile low-
land vegas of the lower Rio Grande valley. 
Beyond the Hill Country to our northwest, 
the Llano Estacado rises up and opens the 
infinite expanses of the high plains, whence 
the Comanches came down their raiding 
trails toward the rivers, where they preyed 
on their ancient enemies the Apaches as well 
as the precarious settlements and ranches of 
Texas and northern Mexico.

Above all, I think of Juno, now just a name 
on a map, a spot on a perilous winding road, 
no longer a town. The post office and the 
school, the hotels and the saloons and the 
old country store are all long vanished, the 
stones and the lovely old hardwood washed 
away by floods, carried off by interior deco-
rators and “reclaimed,” or gone to dust.

Today I hold these images in my mind 
as I seek to reconcile the borderlands of 

my youth with the great change that has 
come over this landscape. Nowadays our 
neighbors’ ranches are mostly empty of 
livestock; predator populations are boom-
ing, and exotic creatures like aoudads and 
axis deer have invaded. They aren’t the only 
invaders. Tobacco lawyers, oil tycoons, and 
the Nature Conservancy have been buying 
up the empty ranches and putting up high 
fences, while drug mules paid by Mexican 
drug cartels play cat and mouse with various 
armed functionaries of the Department of 
Homeland Security. 

The transformation was gradual, but I 
remember hearing talk in Del Rio about 
the bloody head that was found in a dump-
ster one day, and other body parts were 
rumored to have shown up across town. 
Then there was the drug-smuggling cult in 
Matamoros that carried out human sacrifices 
and made jewelry from its victims’ bones. 
Rising violence in Mexico, fueled by the 
perverse cycles of drug prohibition and in-
satiable market demand, destroyed the local 
economies on both sides of the river. Piles 
of bodies, usually mutilated, often with 
messages carved in them, began showing 
up in Mexican border towns, and hundreds 
of women were murdered in Juárez, across 
from El Paso. 

On the American side, an enormous 
law-enforcement presence descended on 
the region. All outbound traffic from Del 
Rio on Highway 90, heading both east and 
west, is routinely stopped at Border Patrol 
inspection stations. Camera arrays automati-
cally photograph every driver and license 
plate, and agents question residents about 
their destinations and private business. He-
licopters and drones buzz overhead. Sinister 
sedans with darkened windows and federal 
license plates race along the highways. The 
border country has been transformed into an 
armed camp, and this militarization and the 
anxieties it heralds seem to echo and reca-
pitulate the history of the region in curious 
and unexpected ways. Down on the border, 
we’re playing cowboys and Indians, cavalry 
and Comanches, all over again. ø

Excerpted from Texas Blood: Seven Generations 

Among the Outlaws, Ranchers, Indians, Mission-

aries, Soldiers, and Smugglers of the Borderlands 

by Roger D. Hodge, to be published by Alfred 

A. Knopf, a division of Penguin Random House, 

in October 2017.
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A Story

by

GOTHATAONE MOENG

Botalaote

Hill

I
n the morning, woken by the two 
gunshots, I heard the rising flurry 
of ululations that followed and 
knew immediately that I would go 
to the wedding, no matter what my 
mother said or did. I understood 
that the two cows to be slaugh-

tered for the feast had collapsed upon the 
swirling red dust, that an old man would 
be stalking toward them to plunge a knife 
into the quivering warmth of their necks, 
that soon the whole yard, only five com-
pounds away, would be swarming with 
joyous people. My friends would be there 
and I wanted to be there, too.

In my cousin Tebogo’s room, which I 
shared, I lay in my bed, listening to my 
mother’s feet thumping up and down the 
passage, forcing the whole household 

awake. Doors slammed in her wake. In the 
kitchen, dishes clattered, hot cooking oil 
splattered, and the aroma of frying potatoes 
rose. In the bathroom, where my parents 
conversed, water streamed into the plastic 
tub my mother used for the patient’s bath, 
her voice weary and my father’s distorted by 
the toothpaste foaming his mouth. Water 
slapped at the sides of the tub as Mama 
lugged it into the patient’s room—formerly 
mine—on the other side of the wall I was 
tapping my foot against. As I did every 
morning, I imagined I could smell the Det-
tol disinfectant Mama eddied into the water 
with her fingers, I imagined the steam fog-
ging up the mirror I had bought for myself 
and stuck up on the wall, I imagined the 
steam warping my books and my posters 
and my photos and my magazines.
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I did not want to think about my mother’s 
hands bathing the patient—her sister, my 
aunt—so I thought about the wedding. I knew 
that the men would be draining the cows of 
their gushing blood, peeling off the skins to 
reveal the fatty meat underneath, slicing the 
bellies open and offering up enamel bowls to 
receive the tumble of glistening intestines. I 
knew that the men would be kicking away the 
intrepid dogs slinking toward the meat and 
at the same time would be playfully jostling 
with the women about which cuts would go 
to the men for the seswaa and which to the 
women for the beef stew. I knew that a con-
gregation of aproned women would already 
be working at the fire at the back of the yard, 
boiling beetroots and potatoes, peeling and 
slicing and cubing cabbages and carrots, for 
the salads for the coming crowds. I knew that 
the women would soon break into their songs, 
celebratory and teasing—The cakes are deli-
cious, but marriage is difficult, we are leaving, 
you stay and see for yourself—and that they 
would dance and ululate and whirl around 
the bride—come out come out, come and see, 
this child is as beautiful as a Coloured—as 
she walked on the carpet, which had been 
laid out so her white dress would not touch 
the red dust of the yard. I knew that almost 
all the people in our ward, Botalaote Ward, 
would be at the wedding, everybody except 
the very old, the new mothers, the newly 
grieving, and the sick. 

It was three weeks since Tebogo and I had 
finished our Form Two exams and a month 
since the patient had been brought home 
from the hospital. After completing my ex-
ams in October, I dreamed of doing things, 
of going away while my mother and father 
were at work, of visiting my friends in their 
wards and wasting the luxury of the day with 
our talks about boys and such. But since the 
patient had arrived, it seemed my mother did 
not even want me to leave the house.

In my and Tebogo’s room, I stayed in bed 
listening to my father complain about how 
much time my mother was taking, about 
MmaBoikanyo, the day has begun, about 
MmaBoikanyo, what will people say, about 
MmaBoikanyo, people will think we are scared 
of work. Mama was a big woman, with a lot of 
energy and a miraculous capacity to complete 
half of her daily chores before the rest of the 
household awoke. Before the patient came 
into our house, when Mama woke Tebogo 
and me up at 5:30 A.M.—talking her old sto-
ries about a woman needing to be up before 

the sun—she would already have a pot of 
soft porridge and a kettle of Five Roses on 
the stove. On weekends, she left early for 
funerals and, often, by the time Tebogo and 
I awoke, she would be back, her shoes kicked 
off, sighing over her tea, poring over the 
funeral program, an addition to the pile she 
kept in her bedroom. Before, she was just 
like the other mothers. She shouted orders 
and called instructions for chores. But since 
the patient had been brought to stay with us, 
Mama was different. She still rose early, but 
sometimes she would put on a pot of water 
and forget to switch the stove on. Sometimes 
she forgot the name of the woman she had 
hired to take care of the patient during week-
days. Sometimes she called home from the 
furniture shop she worked for and forgot why 
she had called, or called home when really 
she wanted to call the district council office 
to talk to my father. On weekends, when she 
had to go for a funeral or a wedding, she came 
into our room, apologetic and full of bribery. 
I knew she would soon come.

Mama knocked and opened the door. 
“Banyana,” she called softly. Tebogo started 

snoring, the sound see-sawing, see-sawing, 
and I wanted to laugh. I kept my face to the 
wall and my eyes closed. 

“Girls,” Mama said again, her voice invad-
ing the room. “Are you awake?”

I felt my bed sinking under her weight as 
she sat down.

“Boikanyo,” she said, calling my name. I 
turned around. I opened my eyes. I yawned 
and stretched my body.

“Dumelang,” I greeted her. Mama looked 
all fancy in the dress made from the blue 
German-print fabric that the married women 
had chosen as their uniform for the wedding, 
but her hair was still covered by the brown 
stockings she wore to protect it overnight. 
The skin on her forehead was raised and 
pulled back, so I knew her cornrows were 
tight and still painful. She reached her hand 
out to touch my shoulder.

“I am up,” I said, before she could touch 
me, and sat up on the bed. 

“I made you some fresh chips,” she said.
I folded my arms and leaned back against 

the headboard, shivering as its coldness 
startled the small of my back.

“I put a bit of brown vinegar on them,” 
she said. “Just the way you like. And some 
chilies.”

My mouth watered at the thought of 
the chips, cut in thick chunks, heaped in a 

bowl, vinegar-drizzled, speckled with red 
chili flakes. 

“MmaBoikanyo,” Papa called from outside 
the door, “please, woman.”

My mother turned her head to the door. 
“Everybody knows we have a patient, 
RraagweBoikanyo.” She turned back and 
smiled at me. 

“Ao Mama mma,” I said, “I also want to 
go to the wedding.”

“I will come back early,” she said. “Then 
you can go.” 

She had said this to me before, on a day I 
wanted to get my hair braided. I considered 
bringing that up but, though Mama had 
changed, I was not yet sure of how much 
backtalk she would tolerate without an in-
stinctive back-of-the-hand slap, without 
calling in the reinforcement of my father. I 
had never minded obeying my mother, doing 
everything she wanted—sweeping the yard, 
cleaning the house, making tea, watering 
the peach and mango trees, doing my own 
laundry, going to the store for fat cakes and 
paraffin and meat—but since the patient had 
come, all the buying of forgotten necessities 
went to Tebogo. It was her pocket now that 
jingled with change from trips to the shops. 
She returned popping gum, her pockets full of 
toffees, and, always, she would toss just one 
toffee and one piece of chewing gum my way.

“Okay,” I said. “But Tebogo can’t go either.”
“It is you your aunt needs,” Mama said. 

“Now, come on, get up, what kind of woman 
are you if the sun finds you in bed?”

I got up and watched Mama and Papa leave. 
Mama had switched the stockings on her 
hair for a headscarf that matched her dress. 
An apron hid the pleats in the skirt of her 
dress. Under her arm she carried the pale 
yellow enamel bowl that she used at every 
such function; she had her initials—D.B.—
written on the bottom in brown paint. My 
father, in his dark green overalls and a wide-
brimmed khaki hat, looked different than 
when he went to work. He looked like he 
was going to dig a ditch. 

I went into the kitchen. I uncovered the 
bowl of chips on the table. I took one and bit 
into it. The potato was only half-cooked, so 
I spat it out.

O
utside, the sky was a vast blue dome, 
steadfast and distant, enshrouding the 
whole ward, the whole village. Wisps 
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of white clouds trailed on the sky’s surface. 
The air was already dry, so I knew it was go-
ing to be another hot day. From MmaTumo’s 
yard several compounds away, where the 
wedding was being held, the intermittent 
sounds of car horns and ululations taunted 
me. Standing on my tiptoes on our veranda, 
I could see the green top of the tent where 
the bridal party would sit to be ogled by 
everyone. I wanted to see the multicolored 
balloons that I knew would be strung all 
around the entrance. 

I went to my old room, the patient’s room, 
and cracked open the door. It was November, 
yet she lay on her mattress on the floor—
asleep?—under a sheet and a blanket. Above 
the blanket, her head poked out. What used 
to be a full head of hair was now just dust-
brown and reddish wisps. She lay on her side, 
facing the wall. Sometimes we lay face-to-
face, I realized, with only the wall coming 
between us. I shut the door and went into 
the bathroom. 

When I walked back into our bedroom 
from the shower, Tebogo kicked the cover off 
her body. She stretched and yawned loudly, 
wide-opening her mouth. I applied lotion to 
my body in silence and put on my favorite 
yellow sundress with the spaghetti straps.

“What are you getting dressed up for?” 
Tebogo asked.

“Mama said you have to stay home,” I told 
her, “to help with the patient.”

“You are lying,” Tebogo said. “She didn’t.”
“Yes, she did.”
“I wasn’t sleeping, ngwanyana, I heard her.”
“You have to help me,” I said. “Papa said.”
“She is your aunt, not mine.” 
Tebogo was the only daughter of my fa-

ther’s only sister. When her mother found a 
job in Mahalapye, Tebogo stayed in Serowe 
with us because her mother lived in a one-
room house in a yard full of other one-room 
houses. We were both fifteen and had only 
a two-week age difference. I was the older. 
When we were younger, our mothers would 
dress us in the same sets of clothes, differing 
only in color, and in primary school we told 
everyone that we were twins. We looked too 
different though—I was all dark, all skinny, 
all gangly. She was shades lighter than me, 
but not light-light, not yellow-light. She 
was on the girls’ soccer team and had huge 
muscles in her legs. Whenever she came 
from soccer practice she would eat a pile of 
phalet�he—whether there was beef stew or 
morogo or not.

“Mama made me some chips,” I said. “You 
can’t eat them unless you help me.”

“In my own uncle’s house?” she said. “You 
won’t give me food in my uncle’s house?”

“Mama made them for me.”
We raced to the kitchen. I got there first 

and held the bowl of chips high above my 
head. 

“Okay,” she said. “Fine. I will help.”
We put the chips back into the pot, which 

was full of oil, and switched the stove back 
on. Then we sat at the kitchen table eating 
the chips with slices of bread, washing them 
down with cups of tea. Tebogo speculated 
about what the bridal party was wearing and 
in the same breath said they were probably 
not as well dressed as the one she had seen at 
a wedding in Mahalapye. The previous year, 
her mother had taken her off Mama’s hands 
for two weeks during the second-term break. 
Since then, nothing in Serowe was ever as 
good as anything in Mahalapye. The town 
was only two hours away, but Tebogo acted 
as if she had been all the way to Gaborone, or 
even to Johannesburg. She explained every-
thing on the television, and tried to convince 
me that she had learned new dances up there. 

“Ao mma,” I said. “Still talking about that 
wedding?”

“I am telling you,” she said. “That bride 
was beautiful, and the bridesmaids, wena, 
heish, and the men. I am telling you. Even 
you, you would say so if you had been there.”

The wedding sounds followed us into the 
kitchen: Brenda Fassie songs and, just before 
noon, a cacophony of car horns and a swelling 
of ululations.

“Oh, they must be arriving from the 
church,” Tebogo said. We ran outside, she 
still in the shorts and t-shirt she wore to bed. 
Cars inched past our yard, balloons bloom-
ing all over their windscreens and their side 
mirrors. Tebogo ran out, through the gate, 
alongside the cars, without even bathing 
first or anything.

“You smell!” I yelled at her. My stomach 
clenched with the desire to be there; my chest 
ached with the frustration of not being there. 
I sat on the veranda, shouting greetings at all 
the people who walked past our yard.

I went in to check on the patient. She 
seemed asleep. My Boom Shaka and Arthur 
Mafokate posters were still on the wall. I 
removed a plastic bag with two rolls of toilet 
paper in it from the magazines I kept stacked 
by my wardrobe. I wrinkled my nose against 
the smells of the room: the Dettol disin-

fectant, the damp towels, the stale urine, 
the adult diapers. A half-finished bowl of 
soft porridge and milk sat on a side table far 
from her, jostling for space against the giant 
bottle of Dettol and a roll of cotton wool. 
Her breaths were loud and ragged, taking 
so much effort that the blankets rose and 
fell with each one. Sometimes the breaths 
ended in moans. Her cheeks were so sunken 
it looked like she was perpetually sucking 
at a mint hidden in her mouth. Sometimes 
when I went into the room, she tried to talk to 
me. I could not look at her then. Her speech, 
interrupted by coughing, trailed wisp-thin 
and low, required me to lean in, to look at 
her disgraced and hideous face. It made me 
angry, that she required this of me, as if she 
were still my aunt Lydia. 

Before she was the patient, my aunt Lydia 
never looked like this, pitiful and vulnerable 
as though she were a newly hatched chicken. 
Before, she had her own car. A cheap Corolla 
that she took on drives from Orapa, where 
she lived, to Pilikwe to see her and Mama’s 
parents, and then, always, to Serowe to come 
see Mama. Whenever she came to visit, she 
would share my room and my bed. At night, I 
fell asleep to her stories about her and Mama’s 
life when they were younger, way before 
every household had a landline, about the 
boys who made bird sounds behind the house 
as a signal to the girls to come outside. Mama 
spent a lot of time in the room with us, for 
Lydia was good with hair. She would often 
plait Mama’s hair first, then mine and Te-
bogo’s. Lydia sat on my bed, and Mama sat 
on the floor between her legs. They fought 
over the mirror the way they must have done 
when they were younger. When she did my 
hair, she would turn me around so I could 
face her. 

“Look at you,” she would say. “You are so 
beautiful, you are going to give these boys 
some trouble.”

“Lydia, what are you saying to my child?” 
Mama would say.

“But you know boys are trouble, right?” 
my aunt Lydia would concede. “You should 
take care of yourself.” 

Mama and Lydia giggled at the latter’s sto-
ries of life in Orapa, a mining town, stories 
about her friends, all of whom she only called 
by the cars they drove—Audi, Jetta, Benz, 
Hyundai, Venture. When Aunt Lydia was 
at our home, Mama became somebody else—
somebody softened into girlishness, who 
called her sister “girl,” whose lips and teeth 
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darkened from sipping red wine, who gently 
teased Papa into coyness by greeting him 
when he came into the room with, “Hello, my 
husband, hello, my man, hello, sweetheart.” 
I kept still during those times, for I felt I was 
witnessing something I wasn’t supposed to. 

Aunt Lydia made Tebogo and me dance 
for them. My face grew hot because of their 
laughter, in spite of their cheers, but I would 
force myself to finish because then my aunt 
would take us in her arms and say, “You 
two will go far! Gaborone! Johannesburg! 
New York!”

O
utside, I stood on the veranda, but I 
still could not see anything. I went up 
to the gate, leaned my body against it. 

Two boys came up the road talking loudly. 
When they saw me, they lowered their 
voices and turned and walked up to me. I 
recognized one of them—the one with the 
sides of his hair completely shaved off. He 
was fat, with round cheeks that made him 
look twelve and like he was on the brink of 
laughter. His friend was taller, wearing blue 
jeans and a t-shirt with the sleeves cut off. 

“Eita,” the boy I recognized said to me. I as-
sumed the angry and bored look I reserved for 
boys. I continued looking in the direction of 
the wedding, as if they had not spoken to me.

“Aah, come on, baby,” the tall boy said. 
“Come on, talk to us.” He was just as tall as 
me. His face was pockmarked from pimple 
scars. His bright red Converse All Star shoes 
matched his hat, as if he had come straight 
from a kwaito music video. 

“Baby?” I said.
“Okay, then, woman,” he said, while 

his fat friend giggled. “What’s your name, 
woman?”

“What’s your name?” I asked.
“Sixteen,” he said.
“What kind of name is that?”
“Tell her your real name,” his friend said 

and giggled again, then looked at me. “Six-
teen is his soccer name.”

“Okay, fine,” he said. “My name is Per-
severance.”

I considered using one of the names I kept 
in rotation for moments like these, simple 
common names that every other girl had—
Neo, Mpho, Sethunya. Sometimes I used 
Tebogo, but I thought it was sweet that he 
told me the name that embarrassed him. I 
told him my real name.

“So, where can one see you, Boikanyo?” 
he asked.

I hated when boys talked like this to us 
girls, using a voice that was not really their 
own, a language they still felt uncomfortable 
in. But I liked the way he rubbed his hands 
together, as if he were nervous to be talking 
to me. I liked his plum-dark lips.

“What do you mean?” I asked. I was em-
barrassed by all the people walking past, see-
ing me talk to the boys.

“If I want to see you, where could I see 
you?”

“I don’t know,” I shrugged. “I am always 
home.”

He cocked his head to look past me at the 
house.

“I can come here and go knock on the door 
and ask for you?”

“No,” I scoffed. Papa had already cautioned 
Tebogo and me against, as he called it, laugh-
ing with boys in corners. A heavily pregnant 
lady walked past, slow and lumbering, and I 
could feel my face growing hot at her lack of 
shame, showing that she had done it. 

In the distance, I saw Tebogo walking back 
home. When she reached us, she opened the 
gate and closed it against the boys and stood 
beside me. She wrinkled her nose and said, 
“What’s going on here?” 

Sixteen’s friend said, “Eita.”
Tebogo looked at him and said, “Aren’t 

you MmaTsiako’s grandson? How is your 
grandmother?”

“Ao, sisi,” the boy said and giggled. “Come 
on, we are just talking.”

“You are needed in the house,” Tebogo 
said to me. “Come.” She grabbed my arm 
and pulled me behind her. I knew that she 
thought she was rescuing me from the boys, 
but I did not want to be rescued.

“Boikanyo,” Sixteen called. “What do you 
say, BK?”

When we got into the house, we collapsed 
onto the sofa, giggling, careful not to wrinkle 
the cloths Mama used to cover the seats. 

“I am going to tell my uncle,” Tebogo said, 
“that I woke up and found you kissing a boy 
right here inside his house.” I threw a cush-
ion at her.

“‘So, what do you say, BK?’” she said, 
imitating Sixteen.

“Voetsek,” I said. “Tell me about the wed-
ding.”

“That bride, she is so beautiful, shem, but 
her hair.”

“What’s wrong with her hair?”

“It’s just a push back!” she said. “Can you 
believe it? Shame, so plain. I can’t believe 
they think that hair is suitable.”

I knew where the conversation was going, 
so I tried to avoid it.

“What about the bridesmaids—what are 
they wearing?”

“Oh, they are wearing these nice bright-
orange two pieces, shem, the girls are all too 
dark for that color. 

“Anyway,” she said, getting up. “I am go-
ing to shower so I can go back.”

“You just said the bride is plain and the 
bridesmaids’ dresses . . . ”

“It’s still fun. I saw Peo and Mpho.” My 
friends from school. I was sure that Sixteen 
and his friend had also been going to the 
wedding.

“Okay,” I said. “I am going too.” 
“What about . . . ” she nodded in the direc-

tion of the patient’s room. 
“But me, I also have to eat my youth,” 

I said, and she bent over to laugh. We had 
started this thing where we talked about our 
age as if it were a tactile thing outside us, a 
thing not to be enjoyed at leisure, a thing to 
be gobbled up.

“Okay,” she said. “But I don’t want to hear 
my name if you get into trouble.”

While she finished dressing up, I went 
into the patient’s room. She had turned over. 
I helped her sit up in bed, propping pillows 
between her back and the wall. I avoided her 
eyes. I held the bowl of milk and porridge 
up to her lips, and supported the back of her 
head. I helped her lie back down.

After, I washed my face, and Tebogo and I 
went into Mama’s bedroom, whispering as if 
she could sneak in and catch us red-handed. 
We darkened our eyebrows with eyebrow 
pencils. We drew a mole above our lips, the 
only identical feature on both our faces.

M
maTumo’s yard, where the wedding 
was held, was like the other yards 
in our ward. Most had chain-link 

fences, sometimes with a hedge or green-
milking tree planted along the fence. Most 
had a main house in the center of the yard, 
flanked by smaller houses, sometimes a mud 
hut, sometimes a one-room brickhouse or a 
two-and-a-half.  

MmaTumo’s had a mud hut that she usu-
ally used as an outside kitchen. It had been 
improved before the wedding, a layer of mud 
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reapplied and decorative patterns drawn on 
the wall in different colored clay. A new ad-
dition to the hut was the lapa where the bride 
and groom would be given instructions for 
their new lives. The tent had been set up 
opposite the main house such that, from the 
gate, it obscured the mud hut. When you 
entered from the main gate, the tent was the 
matter of pride one saw first. 

Tebogo and I went straight to the tent. The 
balloons on the entrance were half-deflated. 
Inside, a group of kids fought over the ones 
that had floated to the ground. The fancy 
chairs behind the top-table were unoccu-
pied; the bridal party had gone to change into 
their second outfits. Half-empty bottles of 
wine littered the top-table and all the tables 
inside the tent. Ceramic plates retained left-
over samp and cabbage, and meat-stripped 
bones. The tent itself was half empty. Most 
people had gone to watch a choir perform-
ing outside.

“Let me go outside,” Tebogo said, “and 
see if I can see Auntie. If I can’t, I will come 
get you.”

I went to sit at a table at the very back of 
the tent. I looked around for Mama, for Papa, 
for Sixteen, for any of my friends. I hoped 
dessert would still be coming. 

I wondered if the patient could hear the 
music from the wedding. I imagined her dy-
ing, all by herself in the house, her body dis-
covered hours later. I wondered how Mama 
would take it, whether she would go around 
the house with her eyes swollen and red, 
whether she would ever call me Boi-nyana 
like she did when she was happy. I thought 
about being back in my room, waking up to 
R. Kelly smiling at me from my wall. 

The first two weeks the patient was home 
from the hospital, Mama took time off from 
work. During the day, she carried steam-
ing bowls of bean soup and soft porridge 
back and forth between the kitchen and the 
patient’s room. Women from the neighbor-
hood trooped in and sat in the sitting room, 
talking in loud voices over tea Tebogo and 
I made: “Mma, wena, did you hear about 
MmaTsiako’s daughter?” 

“Owai, as for my uncle, MmaBoikanyo, 
there is no person there either. We are just 
counting the days.” 

“I can’t believe that I never heard that 
RraEtsile’s little niece is gone.” 

“Oh, yes, yes, she is resting. Poor girl, she 
was in so much pain.” 

Inevitably Mama would have to bring out 

the pile of funeral programs she kept in a 
nightstand drawer and fish out the one that 
a visitor could not place. The women would 
look through all the other programs, sighing 
and clucking as their tea cooled on the coffee 
table. Then they would go into the patient’s 
room, their voices low and reverent, coaxing 
her to tell them how she was feeling. I heard 
her—coughing, coughing. Her voice, hoarse 
and exhausted, murmured alongside and 
weaved with Mama’s sometimes. Then her 
low laughter, different and new, was inter-
rupted by coughs, and my mother’s gentle 
cajoling. When the women left the room, 
their voices returned to their normal loud-
ness, and they called out to Tebogo and me 
to offer them a drop of water to prepare for 
the heat they would be walking out into.

Tebogo did not return to get me, so I 
walked around, keeping a wary eye out for 
Mama, Papa, or any of their friends. I saw 
Peo and Neo among the group watching the 
choir and walked up to them. They swatted 
at me playfully. 

“Shee, kante, where have you been?” Peo 
asked.

“Just home,” I said. “Protecting my com-
plexion.”

“Owai, what complexion,” they laughed. 
“You are still as black as coal.”

“You are still as black as the tar on the road 
to Gaborone.”

“You are still as black as those pots full of 
seswaa right now.”

“You will still be black at senior school 
next year.”

Their jokes stung, but were better than 
how they would mock me if they knew I 
had been wiping crusts from my aunt’s eyes. 
I saw my father in the crowd of people danc-
ing. He saw me mid-song, smiled, and raised 
his hand to wave at me. Then I could tell he 
remembered I was supposed to be home, and 
he frowned, looking around. 

“Sharp, I will see you,” I said to Peo and 
Neo and walked away into the tent again. 
As I sat down, a surge of ululations started 
up. People who had been sitting under the 
shade of trees got up and walked forward, so 
I knew that the bridal party had changed and 
that they would be dancing back to the tent. I 
stood against the tent, right by the entrance, 
on the left flap where I knew I would be able 
to see them when they came in. A photog-
rapher ran in, climbing on tables and chairs. 
The bride, her white veil gone, kept her face 
down. Her hair was in a push back. She was 

like a magnet; everybody hurtled toward 
her and her bridal party, but did not get too 
close, held off by her poise, her small and coy 
movements. She and her groom walked up to 
the top-table and sat down, flanked by their 
bridesmaids and groomsmen. The women 
had changed into blue German-print dresses 
with white embroidery around the sleeves. 
The men’s shirts matched the women’s dress-
es, but their embroidery was on the collars. 
Some of them, from the top-table, smiled and 
waved at faces they recognized. We all stared 
at the spectacle of their beauty, and filled 
ourselves with the pleasure we got from it.

Just then Mama came into the tent. I 
wondered if Papa had told her about seeing 
me. I tried to move away, to flatten myself 
into the fabric of the tent, afraid to breathe. 
But she did not see me. She concentrated on 
her movements. She kept her arms pressed 
against her breasts in the way that all the 
older women did before dancing, then she 
moved her shoulders up and down, she 
moved her upper body side to side. She bent 
first her right knee, then straightened and 
bent her left. She moved the excess of her 
body, slowly, proudly, seemingly uncaring 
that her headscarf had slipped off her head 
to reveal her cornrows. She danced, her eyes 
closed, a small, private smile on her face that 
I felt uncomfortable witnessing. Somebody 
chanted, “Dudu! Dudu! Dudu!” and only 
after some moments did I realize that it was 
my mother’s name that the voice was call-
ing. Another shouted, “Does this child not 
have parents?” and a swelling of ululations 
answered him. I wasn’t sure if the person 
meant the bride or my mother. 

T
ebogo had found a bowl of trifle for 
me. Sixteen and his giggling friend 
had discovered my spot in the tent and 

now sat across from me at a table. The scent 
of ginger beer and wine filled the tent.

“Your beauty,” Sixteen said, “it fills me 
up.”

I looked around for any adults I knew. It 
was getting dark, and most people had gone 
to witness the bride’s final instructions for 
marriage. I decided to leave. Both Sixteen 
and his friend got up when I did, but only he 
followed me out of the tent. Sixteen walked 
behind me until we were away from the wed-
ding, then he ran up, grabbed my hand, and 
forced me to stop. 
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“What are you doing?” I asked him.
“At least give me your phone number,” 

he said.
“Okay,” I said. “You can only call during 

the day, when my parents are at work.”
“Sure, sure,” he said.
He held his arms open and I moved into 

them, into his hug that smelled of sweat and 
grease from all the meat he had eaten. 

“Sure, baby,” he said. “I will call you.” 
He walked me to the gate. All the way, I 
was nervous that my parents would emerge 
from the darkness behind me.

S
unday morning, I woke up thinking 
of Sixteen. Then I wondered when 
my mother would discover that I had 

been at the wedding. I had gone in to see 
the patient as soon as I came back. She had 
shrugged the blankets off herself, and I had 
sat her up so she could slurp the porridge 
and drink the water I gave her. I had wet a 
washing rag in warm water and wiped her 
face, and laid her down so she could sleep. 
Mama had not even come to check in on me 
when she returned. Still, I felt compelled to 
make amends, and went into the kitchen to 
start on the soft porridge.

The fridge was crowded with bowls and 
plates with various cuts of meat that my par-
ents had received at the wedding. A piece of 
liver in a bowl, some seswaa for my mother 
and mokoto for my father. Mama would be 
mad if I ate any of it without permission, 
but I reached into one of the bowls anyway, 
for a taste. 

As I was reaching into the bowl with ses-

waa, I heard a man’s voice say very loud-
ly, “May the Lord’s Peace be with you!” I 
slammed the fridge shut and looked around.

“Peace be with you,” the voice said again, 
coming from outside. 

A man in a white robe stood in the yard. 
Beyond him, outside the gate, a group of 
people from my mother’s church disembarked 
from a van. They came into the yard loud 
and boisterous, laughing among themselves. 

“Mama!” I shouted.
The older women wore navy blue skirts, 

long-sleeved white shirts, and blue capes 
over the shirts. The younger women and 
men wore white robes, with navy blue sashes 
with the words FULL GOSPEL OF CHRIST thrown 
diagonally across their chests. All the women 
wore white starched hats perched atop their 

heads, because their push backs and braids 
and cornrows would not allow the hats to be 
pulled completely down. 

“Your people are here, Mama!” I shouted 
again. 

The congregation stopped and rearranged 
themselves into a choir outside the house, 
the women in front, the men at the back. The 
men lowered their heads to produce the bass 
to support the women’s voices. They clapped 
their hands and swayed in unison, and in 
a two-by-two procession walked into the 
house, their robes swishing back and forth. 

Mama came out of the patient’s room tying 
her headscarf and draping a shawl across her 
shoulders. She met them in the passage and 
stood in front of the room, matching her clap-
ping hands to theirs and taking their song up. 
Papa, Tebogo, and I joined the procession at 
the end and into the patient’s room, clapping 
and singing as well: 

We are visitors in this world
We have a home up in heaven
This earth is not for us, friends
This world is not for us
We have a home up in heaven.

The congregation arranged themselves 
around the mattress. Mama pulled the patient 
up so she sat against the pillows. She kept 
her face, thin and unrecognizable, down. 
My face grew hot, in shame. The people all 
kneeled down where they were and started 
praying. I knelt, my feet touching the cold 
of the door frame, sweat collecting in my 
armpits. I opened my eyes and looked at the 
patient. Her eyes were open, too, wide and 
lively against the tautness of her face. They 
were the same eyes of my aunt Lydia who had 
once pulled up her shirt to show me the large 
birthmark on her stomach—darker than her 
skin, shapeless like a stain. She looked at me, 
and I looked at her, and as the people around 
us prayed for her recovery, she smiled at me.

S
ixteen called the house from a public 
phone the following Monday. We ar-
ranged to meet at the foot of the Bota-

laote hill, behind my old primary school. The 
hill separated the ward from the school and 
the cemetery. Even as primary school girls, 
my friends and I believed the hill sheltered 
us from the omniscience of our parents’ eyes. 
On the school side, we could frolic as much 

and as roughly as we wanted and then, climb-
ing back up and down to our homes, we as-
sumed the obedient faces our parents needed. 

Sixteen waited for me behind the school, 
looking through its fence at a group of boys 
playing soccer on the dusty pitch. I walked 
down slowly toward him, studying his body 
from behind—his legs, his arms, the contours 
of his chiskopped head, his neck melding into 
his back. I walked closer, looking at the way 
his butt protruded slightly in his tracksuit 
pants. I thought about his body beneath his 
clothes—his shoulders and chest, his thighs 
and knees, the only parts I could bear to think 
about. He turned around and smiled at me, 
and I stopped, a few feet away from him.

“Eita,” he said.
“Eita,” I said. I did not know where to look.
“Who is winning?” I asked, pointing to 

the shouting kids in the schoolyard. 
“I don’t know,” he said, and I saw that he, 

too, was nervous.
“Come on,” he said as he reached out his 

arm. We climbed up, veering off the path 
beaten into the hill. He stopped under a tree 
whose roots had split a rock open. He pointed 
to the right of the tree.

“What’s this?” I asked.
“I found this place,” he said. “I like it.”
A rock jutted forward that one could climb 

upon and look beyond the school at the cem-
etery, beyond that to the tall Water Affairs 
building in the distance, to the small combis 
carrying people to the mall, or perhaps far 
beyond that. Under the jutting rock was a 
kind of cave, cool and dark, dank with the 
leaves littering its floor. We crawled in and 
the faint shouts of the soccer-playing kids 
sounded a world away.

“So,” he said. “I have been thinking about 
you a lot.”

“Really?” I asked.
“Yes,” he said. “What about you?”
“What about me?”
“I mean, have you been thinking about 

me?”
“Maybe.”
He laughed.
“What have you been thinking about me?” 

I asked.
“You know, just that I, heish, I am feeling 

you.”
The heat from my pleasure suffused my 

neck and my face. My heart beat loudly in my 
ears as he crawled over to sit in front of me. 

“I mean, I love you,” he said in English. I 
lowered my face.
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“What about you?” he asked.
“Me too. I love you,” I responded in 

Setswana, taking refuge in the lack of dis-
tinction between the words “like” and “love.”

“Okay, come here.” He sat me on his lap. 
He kissed my lips and I kissed him back, teas-
ing his lips open with my tongue. I touched 
the back of his head. I slipped my hands down 
the back of his t-shirt. His back was sticky 
with sweat. That pleased me, as did his heart 
beating against my chest. We stopped kissing 
and just looked each other in the face, smil-
ing like fools. 

“So, I am your boyfriend?” he asked.
I nodded.
“No other boys, right?” he said. “I am 

privatizing.”

T
ebogo said I was stupid for going out 
with Sixteen. A boy just a year older 
than me, a student, what good would 

he be to me, she asked, other than lending 
me pencils and pens.

“You don’t even have a boyfriend,” I said. 
We were in our room. She was lying on her 

bed, stretching her legs then bending them 
so her knees touched her chin.

“I want a man with a car,” she said. “He 
can drive me to school, drive me to the mall, 
give me money.”

“An old man,” I said. “Old leather.” There 
was a heap of dirty clothes on the floor beside 
her bed. Her soccer boots, caked with mud, 
sat upended by the door.

“He can take me to hotels,” she said. “So 
I can really, really eat my youth. Take me to 
a Miscellaneous game. Up the Reds! Up the 
Reds!” She whistled.

“I don’t care,” I said. “I don’t want your 
games.” 

I knew that this—love and boys and re-
lationships—was my own private experi-
ence, something I had over her, something 
for which she needed my knowledge. 

“So, what have you two done anyway?” 
she asked.

“I shouldn’t tell you,” I said. “Things 
grown-ups do.”

“Please,” she said. “You are a child.”
“Oh, I am a child?” I said. “A child who 

was kissing her man yesterday.”
I flopped my body back onto the bed and 

sighed luxuriously to show her that this was a 
feeling that she could not understand, some-
thing much more than could ever be put 
into words.

“I miss him,” I said. “I miss my man.” A 
pillow thudded into my face from Tebogo’s 
direction.

O
ver the next weeks, I snuck away 
from home. Again and again. I left 
after lunch and ran back just before my 

parents drove in from work. Sixteen and I, 
we returned to our little enclave, a way for us 
to be out of sight. Sometimes we climbed up 
and dangled our legs down the overhanging 
rock. Looking out at the cemetery, I would 
think, sometimes with envy, sometimes with 
pity, about how the lives of the dead would 
never again change. In the quiet of the cave, 
we entered a new world where Sixteen would 
soften his voice, call me “baby,” swallowing 
mouthfuls of saliva, kissing my face and my 
neck, unbuttoning my shorts, pushing his 
always cold hands under my t-shirt to cup 
my breasts. He would take off his t-shirt and 
lay it on the ground for me to lie upon, and 

T H E  B E A U T I F U L  M Y S T E R I O U S :  

THE EXTRAORDINARY GAZE OF WILLIAM EGGLESTON

J U N E  2 3  �  S E P T E M B E R  1 0

www.mennel lomuseum.org Wil l iam Eggleston,  1988.5 .60  Unt i t led  �  Three cars  in  

park ing lot  �  b lu i sh-green cast ,  co lor  photograph.

The Mennello Museum of American Art presents the work of William Eggleston, 

renowned American photographer acclaimed for elevating color photography and transforming ordinary scenes into fine art.

Organized by The University of Mississippi Museum.
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still the rocks would protrude through the 
shirt and poke into my back and my shoulder 
blades. I would adopt a baby voice, whiny and 
childish, and say, “No, no, I am not ready.” In 
some ways, I said “no” because I was afraid of 
what would come from him touching me like 
that, and in other ways because I thought it 
was what I was supposed to do—to play coy, 
withhold myself from him.

On the afternoon that we made love for the 
first time, I returned home, leaves mashed 
into the back of my head, so ground into my 
cornrows that I was still removing flecks of 
them on the Sunday I undid my hair to plait 
it again. I was convinced that the oily smell of 
condoms had seeped into my skin. I thought 
my mother would know as soon as she came 
close to me, so I stayed in bed all evening with 
a phantom headache. But even when I had ar-
rived home, I found Tebogo sitting up on her 
bed reading and she did not say anything. She 
looked up at me when I walked in the door and 
went right back to The Collector of Treasures. 
I knew now that one could feel different and 
new and still appear ordinary to the world.

There were some close calls, days when I 
miscalculated the time and arrived just after 

Mama or Papa got home. Then I would go to 
our neighbor and pretend that my mother had 
sent me to borrow salt or a cup of sugar, and 
bring the sugar into the kitchen. I hardly ever 
went in to see the patient anymore.

One day, I opened the door and there my 
mother was, watching a soapie. 

“Dumelang,” I said.
“Boikanyo.” She did not return my greet-

ing. “Where have you been?”
“I wanted to borrow a book from Peo.”
“Where is it?” she asked.
“Mma?”
“Where is the book you went to borrow?”
“She wasn’t there,” I said. 
I saw her getting ready to yell at me, but 

at that moment the patient began a coughing 
spell. Mama tried to wait it out, but eventu-
ally she got up to attend to her sister.

In our room, Tebogo was sprawled on 
her bed; clearly, she had been listening. I 
thought she expected me to laugh about 
getting caught. I knew she herself had been 
sneaking out some days to go swimming at 
the Serowe Hotel pool. I knew she enjoyed 
the thrill of having this other life the adults 
knew nothing about. But I couldn’t laugh 

about it, even though it seemed I had escaped 
my mother’s anger. I sat on my bed. I bent 
down to untie the laces of my takkies and 
pushed them off.

“She asks for you sometimes,” Tebogo said. 
“Lydia. When you are not here. Sometimes 
she asks to see you.”

“I am very busy,” I said.
“Hee, busy girl,” she said. “Busy doing 

what?”
“Just leave me alone,” I said. “Pretend I 

am not in your room.”
“My room? This is your mother’s house,” 

she said. Then, when I did not respond, “You 
are so stupid.”

“I don’t want to see her, okay?” I said. “I 
don’t.”

“Okay, okay,” Tebogo said. 

T
he first week of December I ran home 
as usual before 4:30 P.M. My father’s 
van was parked outside the gate. A 

group of women sat out in the veranda, all 
wearing headscarves. Old men sat under the 
mulberry tree in the yard, their hats perched 
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on their knees. Their gray heads looked young 
and naked without their hats. I knew imme-
diately. I went to find my mother.

In the sitting room, Tebogo was on the 
couch beside my father. My mother sat on the 
floor where the coffee table should have been, 
her legs outstretched, her shoulders heaving 
silently. Her head was bowed, her fingers 
splayed over her face, as if it held something 
private and unknowable. I went to her and laid 
my head in her lap and cried loud, hot tears. 
After a while I became aware of her fingers 
plucking leaves from my hair. Around us, I 
could hear women removing the sitting room 
curtains, could feel the evening light entering 
the room. I knew they would be applying 
ash to the windows, an announcement to the 
world that we were a household in mourning.

M
any years later, I lived in Gaborone, 
only four hours away from Serowe. I 
was childless and unmarried, shared 

my house and my life with a man, a photo-
journalist, a few years younger than me. I had 
traveled to Johannesburg, Berlin, New York, 
Kasane, Nairobi, Lagos, Bamako, Bahia, and 
many other places, sometimes for my work 
as a lawyer, sometimes for my own pleasure 
and curiosity. In Gaborone, my partner and 
I didn’t go out much, wary of the younger 
people who had taken over all the best night-
out spots, even the Sunday jazz bars. Instead, 
we threw small parties at our house. I cooked 
the simple food of my childhood—marakana 
that we ate soaked in milk, or with goat stew, 
phane fried in just onions and tomatoes that we 
ate with bogobe jwa ting. I bought flowers and 
lit the fragrant candles that we kept in case of 
load-shedding: the house smelled of French 
vanilla and lavender and cinnamon spice. Our 
friends, lawyers and journalists, writers and 
professors, suffered the drive to Gaborone 
North. They brought wines and whiskeys 
bought during weekend trips to South Af-
rica, for in Gaborone the cost of alcohol had 
become prohibitive. They exclaimed over the 
additions to our bookshelves and the fine 
art—photographs, paintings, sculptures—we 
were collecting. They filled the house with 
laughter. We drank and ate, and sat around 
talking, trying to make meaning of the art, 
the politics, the scandals making the news. 

Often, the conversation would turn to that 
span of terrible years, before 2002, when ev-
erybody was dying, five funerals every week-

end, all families affected. We still could not, 
with all the travels and the education and the 
knowledge and the expertise accumulated 
among us, we still could not make sense of 
those years. So many dead. 

I never talked about my aunt. I told myself 
that her memory was mine to savor. Instead, 
I would often tell people about a boy I knew, 
who died in our last year of primary school. A 
group of us students went to the funeral in our 
school uniforms and right after, when the other 
mourners went back over the hill, we crossed 
the dirt road to start our school day. Whatever 
group of friends I told, what always fascinated 
people was not the boy’s dying, but this image, 
this juxtaposition of school and cemetery, 
side by side, and a hill cutting them off from 
the ward. It was as if they thought that, away 
from our parents, we kids fraternized with 
the dead. There would often be one person 
who thought that I was embellishing, that I 
was making up these details for the benefit of 
a story, to create some sort of meaning. That 
skeptic seemed to assume that the hill—which 
I now knew to be just a hillock—the school, 
the cemetery were symbolic of something that 
I had overcome, something I had escaped. But 
the Botalaote cemetery was separated from 
Motalaote Lekhutile Primary School only by 
a narrow dirt road and behind them the hillock 
cut them off from Botalaote Ward. Those were 
the facts.

Some days our teachers sent us into the 
cemetery with black rubbish bags to pick up 
litter. We went in, wearing our white shirts 
and cyan skirts, our white socks and polished 
black shoes. The smart among us took off their 
socks, rolled them into balls that bulged from 
their side pockets. Our shoes sunk into the 
red sand. Often we would have to stop and 
empty our shoes of the sand, but the grains 
would trouble us between our toes for the 
rest of the day. We picked up plastic bags and 
newspapers, Coke cans and condom wrappers, 
everything, to make the cemetery a place the 
departed could sleep in some beauty. Some of 
the graves were elaborate, with black marble 
headstones and engravings of the Madonna 
and child; a few were so old that there were 
just mounds of red dirt and a board with a name 
and a date of death. Most had a black cage-like 
enclosure with green netting hugging the tops 
of the mounds. Sometimes we would find 
plates and spoons on the graves, remains of 
food. Sometimes belts and ties, smoking pipes 
and other comforts, offerings to the deceased 
by those left behind, lest they forsake us. ø
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Lightner Museum is housed in the former Alcazar Hotel built in 1888 
by Henry Flagler. Today it is home to one of the most impressive 
collections of fine and decorative 19th century art in the country.

The museum is open 7 days a week from 9 A.M. to 5 P.M. 
Antique mechanical musical demonstrations daily at 11 A.M. and 2 P.M.

Adult and Children’s group tours are available.

LIGHTNER’S MUSEUM | FLAGLER’S MASTERPIECE

Lightner Museum 

75 King Street

Saint Augustine, Fl 32084

904.824.2874

www.lightnermuseum.org

McKinney Convention & Visitors Bureau  

200 W. Virginia, McKinney TX 75071

888-649-8499 
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VisitMcKinney.com

Savor the sweetness of summer in 

McKinney, North Texas’s perfect getaway 

destination. You and your family will enjoy 

fun for all ages at the Ice Cream Crank-Off 

and Red White & Boom. Add September 

events to your calendar, too—Dinosaurs 

Alive and the food, beer, music, dancing, 

and carnival of Oktoberfest!

THE MISSISSIPPI BOOK FESTIVAL

august 19, 2017

For a schedule of readings and 

events, and for the full list of authors, 

visit MSBookFestival.com.

The festival is held on the State Capitol grounds 
in Jackson and draws thousands to its annual 
“literary lawn party” and book lovers’ celebration. 
Hundreds of contemporary authors — national, 
regional and local — connect directly with fans 
and new readers, as invited guests on Official 
Panels that explore in-depth themes, or along 
Authors Alley, the festival’s hub for self-published 
authors. The historic setting and lovely grounds 
of the Mississippi State Capitol, nearby Galloway 
church and surrounding streets become a book 
lover’s playground with panel discussions by 
visiting authors, book signings, booksellers, live 
music, tours, food trucks and kids’ activities. 
Sponsored events and interactive fun roll out the 
welcome mat for families and engage even the 

youngest 
readers in the 
festival’s Kids 
Corner. There, 
the focus on 
children’s 
books and 
authors 
ignites the 
imagination 
and sets the 
stage for a 
lifelong love 
of books.
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XTREME BUGS EXHIBIT 

CLINTON PRESIDENTIAL CENTER • APRIL  22  -  JULY 23

59TH ANNUAL DELTA EXHIBIT 

ARKANSAS ARTS CENTER • JUNE 9 -  AUG.  27

POPS ON THE RIVER • JULY 4

ACANSA ARTS FESTIVAL • SEPT.  20-24

60TH ANNIVERSARY OF CENTRAL  

HIGH SCHOOL INTEGRATION • SEPT.  22-25

BIG DAM BRIDGE 100 BIKE RACE • SEPT.  23

Summer is a wonderful time to enjoy  

Little Rock and all the city has to offer— 

great dining, attractions, and lots  

of festivals and special events.  

To learn more, go to LittleRock.com.

The University of Mississippi Museum Presents 

LASTING IMPRESSIONS:  
RESTORING KATE FREEMAN CLARK 

Visit Museum.OleMiss.edu

RowanOak.OleMiss.edu

University Ave. & Fifth St.

University, MS 38677 
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Call: 662.915.7073

22 APRIL – 3 SEPTEMBER 2017

This exhibition pays tribute to a 

prodigious and prolific female artist 

from Holly Springs, Mississippi. It 

seeks to reintroduce Kate Freeman 

Clark’s work to the history of 

American painting by drawing 

attention to the ongoing restoration 

of her career and her canvases.

My First Sky, Shinnecock, n.d. photograph by Will Jacks.

ADMISSION IS FREE

STATE OF THE ART: DISCOVERING AMERICAN ART NOW
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On view this summer, State of the Art is an unprecedented nationwide survey 

of contemporary American art consisting of approximately 75 remarkable 

works of art ranging from paintings and drawings to sculpture, photography, 

video, and installations by 42 artists from every region of the country.
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AFTER ORANGES

B Y  W Y A T T  W I L L I A M S

Following John McPhee to Florida

A
ny piece of fruit has a story inside. You 
could say the seed is the beginning, the 
plant that grows is the middle, and the 
fruit that falls is the happy ending. Plant 
another seed and you can tell it all over 

again. These are lies of course. Stories never turn 
out that way. Lives don’t neatly fit into three parts. 
The structure won’t ever follow a straight line. You 
have to ignore a world of context to pretend a story 
is that simple. Take an orange.

We know that the orange is in fact green. The 
fruit changes to its namesake color when exposed 
to cool air. Yet, when the temperature drops below 
28 degrees for longer than four hours, ice will form 
within an orange. The peel will show no injury, but 
the frozen flesh will turn mushy and the orange 
will fall from the tree, inedible. When the force 
that makes us can also ruin us, when a lethal irony 
is at play, we call the story a comedy or a tragedy, 
depending on the ending. Even if it is just an orange. 

A tree damaged by a freeze may need to be pruned. 
Afterward, the tree’s wounds can become infected, 
much the same way the body might react after an 
amputation. The scab pustules caused by Elsinoë 
fawcettii are unsightly and wartlike, though edibility 
is not altered. A scion infected with Phytophthora 
will develop rotting lesions which can extend down 
below the ground, turning the roots into wet, useless 
tendrils. The canker blisters of Xanthomonas citri 
are black but surrounded by vivid yellow haloes. 
They will eventually kill the fruit, a mottled and 
rotten waste on the ground. 

Orange trees, like hurricanes, thrive near the wet, 
tropical zones. When a storm approaches with winds 
of less than seventy-four miles per hour, minor 

fruit loss can be expected, with some broken twigs, 
branches, and oranges tossed to the ground. Faced 
with hurricane-force winds, an entire crop can be 
ripped from the branches along with most of the 
leaves. If the hurricane reaches category five, the 
groves themselves will be uprooted, trees carried 
and flung to the whims of the wind. 

By the time the brown fungus of Alternaria 
alternata is spotted on the leaves of a Minneola tan-
gelo tree growing in a low, wet grove, it is probably 
too late. The tree will be helpless to do anything 
but drop the fruit. The eggs of the Mediterranean 
fruit fly are laid below the skin of a host orange. 
After seven days, the larvae will hatch and feed on 
the sweet flesh. The symptoms of citrus tristeza 
virus include small leaves and twig dieback. Be-
neath the bark, the tree’s trunk will resemble a 
honeycomb. A tree like that can’t support itself. 
That’s one way the story can end. Tristeza is the 
Spanish word for sadness.

I
n the winter of 1965, an ambitious writer met 
with William Shawn, the famously autocratic 
editor of the New Yorker, to discuss his next 

story. After some considerable effort, the young man 
had published an expansive profile of a basketball 
star in the January 23 issue of the magazine. While 
going over final proofs of that story with Shawn, he 
had even talked his way into a job as staff writer. 
But now they couldn’t agree on the writer’s next 
assignment. The writer would suggest subject after 
subject only to be told that the idea had already been 
reserved for another writer or that Shawn wasn’t 
interested in it. This is the moment, as the story goes, 
when John McPhee finally just said, “Oranges.”

Oranges, by John McPhee. Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1967.
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According to the version he told in an in-
terview with the Paris Review decades later, 
“That’s all I said—oranges. I didn’t mention 
juice, I didn’t mention trees, I didn’t men-
tion the tropics. Just—oranges. Oh yes! Oh 
yes! [Shawn] says. That’s very good. The next 
thing I knew I was in Florida talking to orange 
growers.” 

It is a fitting origin story for an idiosyn-
cratic writer whose work has followed the 
farthest limits of his interests wherever they 
lead. Descriptions of McPhee’s career inevi-
tably fumble with the broadness of it—he 
has written books about sports and nature 
and canoes and doctors and fish and nuclear 
physics. McPhee is a patient writer, aware 
of time and yet existing a little outside of it. 
Around the same cultural moment that, say, 
Joan Didion was collecting her essays for The 
White Album, a book that spans the upheaval 
of a decade, McPhee was beginning to map out 
a comprehensive survey of North American 
geology, a book that spans the upheaval of 
billions of years. Twenty years later, when he 
finally published Annals of the Former World, 
a seven-hundred-page monument to rocks, he 
was awarded the Pulitzer Prize in nonfiction. 

McPhee has published steadily since the 
late sixties, until recently never going more 
than a few years between books—his oeuvre 
currently runs to thirty-one titles—and he 
remains a regular presence in the New Yorker, 
which features excerpts from his developing 
projects and, in recent years, essays about 
his craft. Since 1975, he’s taught nonfiction 
writing at Princeton in a course called “The 
Literature of Fact.” He is sometimes accused 
of being a boring writer or one who writes 
about boring subjects—forty-five hundred 
words about picking up golf balls?—but the 
accusations miss the point. Maybe you get 
bored, but John McPhee does not. The unify-
ing subject of McPhee’s work is his sometimes 
overwhelmed, occasionally zig-zagging, but 
always endless desire for knowledge of the 
world. 

Take a random survey of nonfiction writers 
today—published or unpublished, successful 
or emerging—and you will invariably hear 
some opinion, if not three, about McPhee’s 
career and influence. Lately my inbox is full 
of them.

“Nothing has given me more license to try 
to be interesting about boring things than 
reading John McPhee.”

“McPhee makes me want to slow down.”
“I’ve read every single book McPhee pub-

lished and yes, it’s all goddamn good, inhu-
manly gentle and smart, precise, painful.”

“The one book I read was mostly a snore; 
it was about shad. I really like the articles.”

“It’s funny that he’s become an authority on 
narrative structure, because you rarely encoun-
ter a prominent nonfiction writer who seems to 
care so little about the mechanics of reading.” 

“McPhee has been something of a password 
to me, a secret coin.”

“Pine Barrens was the one for me. And the 
one about the Swiss Army. Sheesh, that one.”

“Everyone talks about writing Great Sen-
tences, but really wouldn’t it be obnoxious, 
in fact, to read six-hundred-plus pages of per-
fectly Great Sentences? Only just in the sense 
that it’s devastating, that Annals of the Former 
World is devastating to any serious writer.”

But before all of that, half a century ago, 
McPhee was a young writer who’d landed an 
assignment: he had to go down to Florida to 
look into oranges. 

“W
hy oranges?” McPhee later 
wrote. “There was a machine in 
Pennsylvania Station that cut 

and squeezed them. I stopped there as rou-
tinely as an animal at a salt lick.” He noticed 
the juice change color, “light to deep,” over 
the course of a winter and puzzled over an 
ad “that showed what appeared to be four 
identical oranges, although each had a dif-
ferent name. My intention in Florida was to 
find out why, and write a piece that would 
probably be short for New Yorker nonfiction 
of that day—something under ten thousand 
words.” He returned with forty thousand. 

Shawn ran most of what McPhee brought 
back in the New Yorker across two issues in 
May 1966. Farrar, Straus and Giroux pub-
lished the full version in a slim volume the 
following year. The book has aged well. Fifty 
years later, it reads as an agile survey of world 
history, a vivid period piece of changing Amer-
ican foodways, and an early classic by a master 
just beginning to find his form.

In the decades after World War II, the meth-
ods of industrial manufacture and production 
were transforming American food. New pro-
cessed foods were introduced by the dozen. 
A product from the C. A. Swanson & Sons 
company called “TV Brand Frozen Dinners,” 
made with cryogenic flash-freezing technol-
ogy, sold by the millions. Cheese spread was 
spraying out of Nabisco’s Snack Mate cans. 
(“It makes a cheeseburger an easeburger.”) 
A company called Sweet’N Low promised 

to sweeten up your drink without a grain of 
sugar. And when McPhee arrived in Florida, 
a glass of fresh orange juice was rapidly be-
coming a thing of the past. The groves there, 
which grew a quarter of the oranges in the 
world, were putting almost all of their fresh 
fruit into “small, trim cans, about two inches 
in diameter and four inches high,” McPhee 
wrote, “containing orange juice that has been 
boiled to high viscosity in a vacuum, separated 
into several component parts, reassembled, 
flavored, and then frozen solid.” 

We gather this in the early pages of the book, 
where no one in Florida will hand McPhee a 
taste of fresh-squeezed orange juice. He gets 
cup after cup of concentrate from Floridians 
who tell him it is really so much better, the 
industrially balanced flavors and sweetness. 
In a small act of defiance, he grabs a couple 
of oranges off a tree near his motel and juices 
them on a reamer bought from a hardware 
store’s dusty shelf.

McPhee’s book about oranges in the age of 
concentrate production is not a screed against 
industrial food or agribusiness priorities. 
There’s no scolding chapter explaining which 
oranges to buy at the grocery store. For that 
matter, there’s no hand-holding “what will 
happen in this book” chapter or really even 
much in the way of plot or main character, 
aside from the regular presence of our reporter 
guide. In that way, it doesn’t much resemble 
the books published about food today. If you 
read it a couple of times, trying to ascertain 
some kind of narrative structure, you may get 
the impression that McPhee is simply peeling 
an orange, circling his subject and handing 
out segments of the beauty and contradiction 
contained within.  

I
n January, I drove to Florida to look for 
the oranges McPhee wrote about. For re-
search, he had traveled to a place called the 

Ridge in central Florida. The area is a geological 
phenomenon, not unlike the sort that would 
consume a large part of McPhee’s later career, 
of unusual dimensions: 

The Ridge is the Florida Divide, the pen-
insular watershed, and, to hear Floridians 
describe it, the world’s most stupendous 
mountain range after the Himalayas and 
the Andes. Soaring two hundred and 
forty feet into the sub-tropical sky, the 
Ridge is difficult to distinguish from the 
surrounding lowlands, but it differs more 
in soil condition than in altitude, and 
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citrus trees cover it like a long streamer, 
sometimes as little as a mile and never 
more than twenty-five miles wide, run-
ning south, from Leesburg to Sebring, 
for roughly a hundred miles. It is the 
most intense concentration of citrus in 
the world.

I crossed the Florida-Georgia line on 301, a 
highway that bridges St. Marys River, looking 
for the Florida Welcome Center that served 
McPhee a glass of concentrate to begin his trip. 
It’s gone now, of course. Shortly after you cross 
the bridge, a large blue sign reads WELCOME 

TO FLORIDA with an orange instead of an “O” 
in the state’s name. To the right of the sign is 
the empty, abandoned parking lot, the asphalt 
cracked through with weeds and scrubby pines. 
To the left is a drive-through discount liquor 
store that also sells lottery tickets.

A couple hours down the road, I pulled 
off I-75 to visit a place that very unofficial-
looking billboards promised was an OFFICIAL 

FLORIDA WELCOME CENTER. This seemed odd, 
that the center would be welcoming driv-
ers into the state long after they’d arrived, 
but maybe it made sense for the people who 

believe they aren’t in Florida until they’ve ar-
rived at Disney World or the beach. This Lake 
City welcome center is attached to an outlet 
store for boots and a restaurant called Country 
Skillit. Inside, there is a fourteen-foot-long 
stuffed alligator in a glass case, several long 
racks of brochures, and a few women behind 
the counter who would be more than happy 
to sell you a timeshare at a Westgate brand 
resort. There aren’t any oranges.

“I thought you’d have oranges,” I said to 
the woman behind the counter.

“Next exit,” she replied.
“I mean, it’s just kind of funny, a Florida 

welcome without orange juice, you know?”
She smiled silently, saying nothing until 

she realized I was waiting for her to reply. 
“Next exit.”
The next exit was a rest area with vending 

machines, but the exit after that had oranges. 
It was a gas station with towering, faded signs; 
cheap coffee; and a rather diverse selection 
of Florida citrus. A woman handed out slices 
from hand-labeled Tupperware. I bought a 
sack of red navels, a winter delicacy, thick-
skinned and juicy and sweet, with flesh as red 
and bright as a grapefruit. Inside the station, 

a few baby alligators floated in an aquarium 
next to a dead, stuffed adult, thirteen feet long. 
Outside, in between the gas pumps, a box had 
gone moldy and the bright orange peels were 
growing with blue-gray fuzz.

The orange is, of course, synonymous with 
color. If you say you’re having a yellow for 
breakfast, no one will have any clue what 
you’re talking about. An orange? Well, of 
course. It seems so simple, that an orange is 
orange, but it is much more complicated than 
that. McPhee leads us down a rabbit hole:

The color of an orange has no absolute 
correlation with the maturity of the 
flesh and juice inside. An orange can 
be as sweet and ripe as it will ever be 
and still glisten like an emerald in the 
tree. Cold—coolness, rather—is what 
makes an orange orange. In some parts of 
the world, the weather never gets cold 
enough to change the color; in Thailand, 
for example, an orange is a green fruit, and 
traveling Thais often blink with wonder 
at the sight of oranges the color of flame. 
The ideal nighttime temperature in an 
orange grove is forty degrees. Some 
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of the most beautiful oranges in the 
world are grown in Bermuda, where 
the temperature, night after night, 
falls consistently to that level. Andrew 
Marvell’s poem wherein “the Bermudas 
ride in the ocean’s bosom unespied” 
was written in the sixteen-fifties, and 
contains a description, from hearsay, 
of Bermuda’s remarkable oranges, set 
against their dark foliage like “golden 
lamps in a green night.” Cool air comes 
down every night into the San Joaquin 
Valley in California, which is formed 
by the Coast Range to the west and the 
Sierra Nevadas to the east. The tops of the 
Sierras are usually covered with snow, 
and before dawn the temperature in the 
valley edges down to the frost point. 
In such cosmetic surroundings it is no 
wonder that growers here have heavily 
implanted the San Joaquin Valley with 
the Washington Navel Orange, which 
is the most beautiful orange grown in 
any quantity in the United States, and 
is certainly as attractive to the eye as any 
orange grown in the world. Its color will 
go to a deep, flaring cadmium orange, and 

its surface has a suggestion of coarseness, 
which complements its perfect ellipsoid 
shape.

In one paragraph, ostensibly about the 
relative orange-ness of an orange, McPhee 
moves from biological fact to globe-trotting 
observation to seventeenth-century poetry 
of the imagined tropics to the top of a snow-
covered mountain to a present-day agricultural 
epicenter, before returning to his original line 
of inquiry with the lavish description of a 
single beautiful orange. There is a touch of 
Thoreau—who likewise could take us from 
the proper price for a shirt to the complica-
tions of the pronoun “they” to our relation-
ship with authority to mummies in Egypt in 
the span of a paragraph—and, like Thoreau’s, 
this virtuosic essaying is not noise, but the 
signal itself. The prose, the actual structure 
of the paragraph, is telegraphing a message: 
even the most basic of things, the color of an 
orange, contains within it the whole world’s 
complications. And he still brings home the 
surface point, which is “Wow, yeah, oranges, 
they’re beautiful aren’t they?” 

Yes, they are beautiful. When McPhee 

pulled off Interstate 75 around Leesburg, 
Florida, to drive the state highway that runs 
along the Ridge, he was moved by the sight of 
it to quote the eighth-century Chinese poet Tu 
Fu: “Two big gardens planted with thousands 
of orange trees. / Their thick leaves are putting 
the clouds to shame.”

As I traveled south on Highway 27 past 
the Florida Citrus Tower, the only words that 
came to mind were the ones on the signs, the 
terse poetry of corporate dining: Golden Cor-
ral, Buffalo Wild Wings, Texas Roadhouse, 
Red Lobster, Olive Garden. The shift he saw 
coming, the world of industrial food indicated 
by orange juice concentrate, has fully arrived 
here. The view has changed.

When McPhee came to Florida, Disney 
World had yet to begin construction. The sub-
urbs of Orlando have since sprawled far west 
and for several miles around here there are now 
more parking lots and cul-de-sacs than orange 
groves. Eventually, though, Highway 27 does 
give way to the groves, to the endless rows 
of dark green trees, but even this is different 
than what McPhee observed.

About a decade ago, the color of the orange 
trees in Florida began to change. The dark 

T H I S  L A N D
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green leaves began to mottle, their solid tones 
turning to yellow-green splotches. The men in 
the groves knew this was a bad sign. The fruit 
grew smaller or sometimes odd, misshapen, 
lopsided. The trees produced less fruit and 
then even less and then died. It started in the 
south of the state, spreading from tree to tree, 
row to row, grove to grove. No quarantine 
could contain it. By the time a tree showed 
symptoms, it was too late. The disease had 
already been in the roots for years, slowly 
crippling the tendrils until they pulled back, 
useless, unable to feed the leaves and chang-
ing their color.

The disease has a scientific name, Huang-
longbing, given by the researchers who first 
identified the bacteria in China’s Chaoshan and 
Pearl River Delta plains. The damage it caused 
had been familiar in orange groves since at least 
the late nineteenth century. The disease was 
sometimes called Jitouhuang (yellow chicken 
head) or Genfu (root rotting). It ruined the in-
dustry there, more or less. A century later, the 
bacteria arrived in Florida. No one knows how. 

The Asian citrus psyllid, a brown insect 
only a few millimeters long, carries the bac-
teria. Psyllids leap more than they fly, flit-
tering among the branches of the trees and 
feasting on the tender young leaves. As they 
eat the plant, they also infect it, passing the 
disease to every tree in their path. The folks 
on the Ridge in Florida mostly just call it by 
the color, greening. You can see it in the leaves, 
the way they’ve turned from dark green to 
light. Greening. Today, no one is quite sure 
if Florida’s oranges will survive. 

I
n 1965, the Florida Agricultural Statis-
tics Service commissioned the first aerial 
survey of commercial citrus acreage in 

the state. Chartered planes flew in a series of 
three-mile-wide flight paths while cameras, 
loaded with black-and-white panchromatic 
film and calibrated to make exposures at a 
precise scale of one inch for every 2,500 feet, 
photographed 14,000 square miles of the state. 
Each geometric grid of orange trees was then 
identified, measured, and indexed by variety, 
age, and identifying features. The resulting 
report, Florida’s Commercial Citrus Inven-
tory, has been repeated and improved upon 
ever since. The level of detail is meticulous; 
if a photograph presents some kind of discrep-
ancy, say a large number of missing or newly 
planted trees, a ground crew is sent to inspect 
and verify the acreage. 

It is hard to imagine a more comprehensive 

form of survey than this: a photographic ar-
chive of every working orange tree in Florida. 
We’ve become accustomed to the story of our 
agriculture being told by numbers: every single 
head of cattle slaughtered, every pound of corn 
grown, every pound of honey produced, every 
egg laid. The results of the first Commercial 
Citrus Inventory, published the year before 
Oranges, determined there were 858,082 acres 
of commercial citrus groves in Florida. 

McPhee’s work is similarly comprehensive, 
but different, of course. He is more interested 

in qualities than quantities, more a poet than 
accountant, too present to be a historian, a 
writer capable of recording the stories that 
numbers and archives cannot. By focusing his 
work this way, the book accomplishes a num-
ber of subtle illusions. It is a small thing—not 
even a hundred fifty pages—but the volume 
seems to contain much more than its length. 
My many returns to Oranges have never quite 
explained it. I always come up short, not sure 
why this book works at all and, yet, reaffirmed 
that it does. It is like one of those houses that 

1817 2017
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looks like it should fall over but never does, 
as if unconcerned with gravity.

The opening pages are a prose poem, a single 
unbroken paragraph that vividly arranges 
images of orange consumption around the 
globe: “A Frenchman sits at the dinner table, 
and, as the finishing flourish of the meal, 
slowly and gently disrobes an orange. . . . 
English children make orange-peel teeth and 
wedge them over their gums on Halloween. 
Irish children take oranges to the movies, 
where they eat them while they watch the 
show, tossing the peels at each other and the 
people on the screen. In Reykjavik, Iceland, 
in greenhouses that are heated by volcanic 
springs, orange trees yearly bear fruit.”

At one point McPhee describes sitting down 
under a tree to read a stack of books recom-
mended by the pomologists at the University 
of Florida’s Citrus Experiment Station. It is 
not unlike the story we know about the Bud-
dha and the Bodhi Tree, the place where he is 
said to have attained enlightenment. There 
is a pleasant sense in the book that McPhee 
has filtered all human knowledge of oranges 
to this moment, that all the stories of kings 
and orangeries and poets and groves that he 
weaves through his version of the history 
have arrived with him at this age of oranges in 
Florida. There is a kind of mastery, of control, 
demonstrated in this kind of knowledge. It is 
the same kind of control that lets us take the 
fruit of an ancient tree and remake it into a 
two-by-four-inch can. 

The Florida Agricultural Statistics Service 
report was repeated biennially, so that the past 
fifty years of oranges can be glimpsed within 
them. One can read between the numbers 
that in, say, 1971 or 1977, a hard freeze oc-
curred in January. Some towns near the Ridge 
have hopeful, talismanic names, Frostproof 
and Winter Haven and Winter Garden and 
Winter Park, but names offer no protection 
from cold winds. 

The numbers have other stories in them. 
You can guess that production peaked in the 
late nineties. You can sense a little of what 
happened in the 2004 and 2005 hurricane 
seasons, when storm after storm hit the 
state, destroying more than a third of the 
acres of oranges. As the numbers continue 
to decline after that, you can see how those 
storms spread canker, a disease that can be 
carried on water and wind, into every grove 
in the state. 

Not long after, the leaves started to change 
color. 

T
hat afternoon in Florida, I met with Ben 
Hill Griffin III. The final pages of Or-
anges are a portrait of his father, Ben Hill 

Griffin Jr., one of the most successful orange 
barons in history. Ben Hill III’s wood-paneled 
office in Frostproof is filled with evidence of 
his family’s success. There is the scale model 
of the University of Florida football stadium 
named for his father, the framed magazine 
and newspaper pages, the honorary degrees 
and plaques. He has an air of generosity. He 
asked his secretary to bring us cups of coffee.

I’d come in part because I noticed a passing 
mention on the second-to-last page of Oranges: 
“an empty lot where Ben Hill III was about 
to start building a house.” I thought that it 
would be nice to see the finished house where 
McPhee had once noted an empty lot. Ben 
Hill III agreed that this was a nice idea, but he 
explained that he had built the house, lived in 
it, and sold it long ago. He didn’t know who 
lived there today. 

I asked about the processing and packing 
facilities, the ones that McPhee had toured 
with Ben Hill III’s father. Those had been sold, 
too, to Procter & Gamble in 1981. It was meant 
to be one of the biggest deals in orange juice. 
With those properties, P&G had assembled 
the components to compete with Minute Maid 
and Tropicana, but they never could get out of 
third place. In 1991, the FDA decided their use 
of the word “fresh” on concentrate products 
constituted false advertising. P&G tried to 
fight the ruling, but the FDA charged them in 
court for making false and misleading claims, 
and seized all of the Citrus Hill products in 
a nearby warehouse. The brand ran into the 
ground not long after that. Ben Hill III esti-
mated that P&G lost hundreds of millions of 
dollars on the deal. 

But these were old stories. To talk about 
the industry today is to talk about greening. 
Ben Hill III wanted to impress upon me the 
numbers. He had typed out a few pages of 
notes that contained the boiled-down facts:

“Industry produced 250 million boxes per 
year in 2010. 70 million boxes in 2016.”

“Millions of dollars of research have been 
spent to date in search of cure but to no avail.” 

“Cost of production has grown from $850/
acre to $2,400/acre with reduced production.”

“Through time, production declines to zero.”
“No cure in sight.”
When McPhee had come, the work was 

nearly around the clock. Now, Ben Hill III 
only runs his packing house a couple of days 
a week. There just aren’t enough oranges to 

pack. I asked him what greening could mean 
for Florida oranges. In my notes from the day, 
his response is in all capital letters. “THE END 
OF THE INDUSTRY.”

That evening I had a blackened redfish sand-
wich at the local bar in Frostproof. When the 
bartender asked, I told her I was in town on a 
story about oranges, that I’d come to see the 
orange capital of the world.

“Yeah, more like meth capital of the world,” 
a waitress said under her breath. She and the 
bartender laughed uneasily. 

The bartender turned to me, her face seri-
ous, “No, really, it is like Breaking Bad around 
here.” 

I looked at her, took another bite of my 
sandwich.

“But, yeah, oranges, I hear they’re having 
a hard time, too,” she said.

I 
moved to Florida in the nineties, when 
I was in grade school. My mother had 
remarried and we moved to a property 

west of the Ridge, where the curling shapes 
of suburban cul-de-sacs were slowly carving 
into strawberry fields and cattle pastures and 
orange groves. 

During those years, I had a friend named 
Jeff. I don’t remember ever talking with him 
about oranges, though we drove past them 
every day—acre after acre, miles and miles 
of oranges—on our way to school. We talked 
about music and girls and skateboarding and 
which gas stations were the best for buying 
beer without an ID. I don’t remember anyone 
we knew ever talking about oranges, either. 
These farms, their long expanses along the 
country roads, were just an inconvenience to 
us, a thing in the way of the rest of our lives. 
We were always driving to some party an hour 
away. It was always either a suburban house, 
abandoned by parents for the weekend, or a 
pasture somewhere bordered by groves, a place 
where adults couldn’t see us. One night, we 
pulled his car to the side of the road and ran 
into a grove with a garbage bag and filled it 
with oranges we picked from the trees. We ran 
with the bag as if someone might be watching. 
We ran because that’s what we’d seen criminals 
do on television. At the party later, we sliced 
them in half and found the absent parents’ 
electric juicer. It was the sort of machine that 
turned on when pressed with an orange, that 
gave its golden juice down a little metal spout. 
Everyone drank it with vodka, of course. We’d 
told Jeff’s parents that he was staying at my 
house and my mother that I was staying at 
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his house. We drove another hour and slept 
on some quiet beach we’d never seen before.

I don’t remember the first time I saw some-
one bring a different bag of oranges to one of 
those parties. I remember hearing about them 
more than I saw them, small bags filled with 
perfectly round little pills. This was fifteen 
years ago, when no one really knew OxyCon-
tin would be such a problem, when you could 
crush half of one of those pills on the coffee 
table and snort it and not worry about a thing. 
I didn’t think about them much at the time, 
though they’re everywhere in my memory now. 

Florida became the place to get OxyContin. 
People drove across the country to get their 
prescriptions filled, to get their little bottles 
and bags of oranges. By 2010, manufacturers 
would sell 650 million oxycodone pills in 
Florida in a single year, five times the number 
of boxes of oranges. 

I haven’t seen those pills in so long that I had 
to look up a picture to remind myself. They 
look a little more yellow than I remember, 
more like a sour lemon than a sweet orange. I 
moved away and fell out of touch with Jeff. 
He’s dead now and I’m the one looking up pic-
tures of pills on my computer in a motel room 
and remembering the way the drip would taste 
coming down the back of my throat.

T
he morning after seeing Ben Hill III, I 
met with Ellis Hunt Jr., an heir to and 
president of the Hunt Brothers, Inc., in 

Lake Wales. Hunt Bros. is almost as old as any 
business in the Florida citrus industry today. 
For much of that history, many orange groves 
were owned in relatively small blocks, ten 
acres here, twenty acres there. It didn’t make 
much sense for those small owners to build 
their own packing houses, so they would pay 
a cooperative like Hunt Bros. to tend their 
groves and pick and process the oranges.

Fifty years ago, McPhee explained the 
business like this: “If an owner has bearing 
trees on his property, the cooperative gives 
him a drawing account, advancing the costs 
of production against eventual profits, and 
sending him a check for the difference at the 
end of the season. Owners with new groves are 
sent monthly bills until their trees come into 
bearing.” That’s more or less how a cooperative 
would work today, too, except that there are 
no eventual profits for most small owners. To 
keep a grove going in the midst of greening 
requires intense, expensive rotations of fertil-
izer and pesticides. After a few years of losing 
money, many have walked away from their 

groves and stopped paying into the co-ops. 
By his own estimate, Hunt believes as many 
as 230,000 acres have been abandoned across 
the state. The groves that Hunt Bros. tends 
today are largely their own.

Hunt was born into the industry. He picked 
in the groves as a teenager, studied citrus in 
school. Aside from a brief prodigal period—
long hair, VW van, the seventies—he has 
been here in Florida, working with oranges, 
his whole life. The Hunt Bros. packing house 
is a technological marvel, a Rube Goldberg 
machine of whirring, spinning, weighing, 
cleaning, sorting contraptions capable of mar-
vels that McPhee would have delighted in. As 
we walked through, though, it was hard not 
to notice the way the machine was sorting 
out so much fruit, the small, useless harvest 
of greening. All the sorting technology in the 
world makes no difference if you don’t have 
the right fruit to put in it. We went for a drive 
in the groves after.

Only a person with Hunt’s experience can 
navigate a grove. To an outsider, it is like en-
tering a hedge maze, an endless geometric 
trap of rows and rows of citrus trees. As we 
cruised the acres in his truck, there was never 
a spot where you couldn’t see some effect 
of the disease. When an owner abandons a 
grove, it creates problems for the neighbors. 
Without maintenance, a deserted grove is a 
breeding ground for psyllids, the bugs that 
carry the disease. The only way to stop them 
from spreading is to push and burn the infected 
trees. That’s what they call ripping the trees 
from the ground, pushing them into a pile, 
and lighting them on fire. Hunt pointed out 
evidence of this, swaths of land scarred with 
rows but no trees. He saw that as a good thing, 
evidence of owners who had taken care of their 
property. All around he pointed to abandoned 
groves, crippled-looking gnarled trees with 
useless fruit. These were the bad neighbors, 
he said, ones who cut their losses and walked 
away and left the problem for everybody else. 
One day their trees will have to burn, too.  

T
he next day, I visited a very different 
grove. The man who showed it to me, 
Michael E. Rogers, compared it to a 

library. We were riding in a golf cart, moving 
very slowly between the trees so that I could 
understand the description. Most groves 
are planted with trees of the same variety, 
hundreds and thousands of Valencias or 
Hamlins or Midsweets. Here in the Library, 
every single tree was different, like books on a 
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shelf. Some were tall, others were short, some 
fat, some skinny. Some contained sweet fruit, 
others bitter and full of seeds. Some peels were 
difficult, others came off easy. Some trees 
in here were sick and dying from greening. 
Others were alive and well.

Rogers is the director of University of Flor-
ida’s Citrus Research and Education Center. If 
the Ridge was once the greatest concentration 
of citrus in the world, the CREC is still the 
greatest concentration of citrus knowledge 
in the world. This is the place where McPhee 
came and, as he has said, his “short article 
turned into a book.” 

Rogers showed me just about everything 
on the CREC campus that day—laboratories, 
processing facilities, experimental groves, 
taste tests, heavy-duty machinery, proof-of-
concept videos—and everything, all of it, was 
in some way fighting the disease of greening. 
There are still other concerns in citrus, other 
aspects to be studied, other problems to be 
solved, but nothing will take priority until 
they solve greening. 

McPhee arrived here at a time of relative 
peace and prosperity. He wrote, “Lightning 
kills as many orange trees as any disease,” 
which is a comical ratio today. The CREC is 
now a central command, a military base in an 
urgent war. There are many fronts and battles, 
many treatments and stop-gap measures to 
slow the spread of the disease. But, in the end, 
the result will be decided by a single plant, a 
tree that is resistant to greening. If the CREC 
can develop such a tree, Florida oranges will 
survive. If they can’t, well, no one really likes 
to talk about not winning.

Rogers explained that they’re now testing 
genetically modified trees, ones in which the 
genes that are affected by greening have been 
simply deleted from the DNA. They’re test-
ing all sorts of varieties, like an easy-to-peel, 
greening-resistant variety to compete with 
the California-grown Cuties. They call that 
one Bingo! The researchers have hope, but 
the trees in the Library are like books in so 
many ways. They’re complicated and slow. 
They take time, years in fact, to reveal how 
the story ends. 

M
cPhee returned to the subject of 
oranges years later, when he wrote 
about what he calls California’s sec-

ond gold rush. After the arrival of train tracks 
in Los Angeles, the “people rushing in were 
farmers, and the gold was oranges,” he wrote. 
He described the evolution of a giant grove 

assembled from a collection of small, single-
farmer-owned orchards on the north side of 
the city. Though nowhere near as big as the 
Ridge, the grove grew large enough to serve 
as a kind of moat between Los Angeles and the 
San Gabriel Mountains, which irrigated the 
groves with their mountain watersheds. For 
a time, the grove became an accidental buffer, 
a protective distance put between the citizens 
of Los Angeles and the mountain’s violent 
cycles of wildfire and landslides. But it didn’t 
last. Floods of debris eventually came raging 
down through the groves and killed dozens 
of people. During the Second World War, a 
new rush of people moved to Los Angeles 
to work for the war industry, and orchards 
were clear-cut to make room for new hous-
ing. A virus broke out. The new neighbors 
didn’t care for the oranges. They stole them or 
dumped junk and trash behind the trees; they 
passed laws against farmers’ smudge pots but 
drove their cars until the toxic smog choked 
the fruit. In a matter of just a few pages, the 
grove comes and goes.

The story is a passing anecdote, a digression 
contained within “Los Angeles Against the 
Mountain,” the closing section of The Control 
of Nature. Published about twenty years after 
Oranges, the book tells three stories, uncon-
nected aside from the spirit of McPhee’s inter-
est, the echoing allure of “any struggle against 
natural forces—heroic or venal, rash or well 
advised—when human beings conscript them-
selves to fight against the earth, to take what 
is not given, to rout the destroying enemy, to 
surround the base of Mt. Olympus demand-
ing and expecting the surrender of the gods.” 

Humans don’t win in the end. We take a 
battle on occasion—dam an undamable river, 
halt a volcanic eruption in its tracks. We’re 
even sometimes foolish enough to believe 
we’ve wrested control, that we can learn and 
adapt to defy any force and that we’re too 
powerful to be stopped. But there’s no win-
ning. However much we know, there is always 
more. Whenever we think we’ve seen the big 
picture, we are only glancing at the smallest 
of scenes. 

In the broad strokes of McPhee’s career, you 
can see a little of that. When looked at with 
fifty years’ hindsight, his books appear less 
about mastering his subjects and more about the 
patient, hard work of continuing to try to un-
derstand. It is perhaps the highest compliment 
I can think of to say that his work resembles an 
old, slow-growing, wide-branched tree.

Before I went to Florida to look for McPhee’s 

fruit, I had been returning to Oranges for years. 
I read to figure out how to do it, looking again, 
looking closer, as if it were only a matter of 
learning each move, imitating each flourish, 
then the whole mysterious thing could be 
known and repeated and controlled. I’ve heard 
this story again and again from friends, writers 
who have done the same but with Didion or 
Wallace or McCarthy or Baldwin or whoever. 
Young writers—those of us still looking for a 
subject to open the world the way oranges did 
for McPhee—need books to aspire to, guides 
off in the distance, green fruit glowing on the 
high branches of a tree. Ask anyone who’s been 
in that affair, though, and they’ll tell you the 
relationship is dangerous. Eventually admi-
ration and imitation lead you down a wrong 
path. You’ll go looking for things that aren’t 
there anymore. Most writers I know hate the 
books they love. I didn’t understand it until 
later, but I went to Florida in January so I could 
stop reading Oranges, so that I could see the 
trees for myself and move on. We all have to 
learn to grab for the fruit we can reach. 

A
t the CREC that afternoon, I casually 
mentioned to several people the scene 
where McPhee sits down under a tree 

and reads everything about oranges. I had the 
foolish idea that the tree might still be around, 
that it would be standing right outside the 
research library like a hallowed spot. Nobody 
else quite remembered that part. 

I headed to my car in the visitors’ lot, 
but I wasn’t ready to leave. The story that 
Ellis Hunt Jr. had told me, about the people 
who had abandoned their groves without 
burning them down, was turning over in 
my head. Those trees contained two stories, 
two endings—not one. The owners who had 
abandoned them believed the story of their 
trees was over, that it was done because they 
had walked away. For everyone else, the story 
kept on going, unfinished as of yet. 

I decided to walk for a few minutes in the 
afternoon sun, and think about which tree 
might be nice to sit under, to try not to think 
about anything else. There are trees all over the 
campus, not just orange trees. This is Florida, 
so there were palm trees, tall and skinny, and 
there was a little clump of regular pines with a 
blanket of brown needles below it. There were 
live oaks tall and thick with Spanish moss that 
spread their shade all around. They were all 
books—just ones that hadn’t been written yet. 

In other words, there were plenty of fine 
places to sit. ø
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E
very Sunday my mother removed the rings 
from her fingers and placed them on the 
windowsill above the kitchen sink. She 
mixed ingredients in a bowl—flour, milk, 
salt, baking powder, and Crisco—then gen-

tly spread the dough on a board covered with flour. To 
form precisely shaped biscuits, Mom pressed the open 
end of a water glass into the dough, creating a row 
of discs. She pried free the leftover lattice of dough 
and gave it to me. I dutifully mashed it together to 
make two or three of the ugliest biscuits in culinary 
history. In an attempt to save face, I made biscuits 
that resembled rabbits with long ears. 

Like many women who came of age in the 1950s, my 
mother eventually began cooking from cans and from 
cartons of frozen vegetables. This shift found its way 
into the Sunday biscuits when Mom bought prepack-
aged tubes of Pillsbury Poppin’ Fresh biscuits. My job 
was to peel away the wrapper and reveal a cardboard 
tube lightly scored in a spiral pattern. Handling it 
required skill and care to prevent premature popping, 
and the proper technique was to tap the tube lightly 
against the edge of the countertop. I turned the task 
into a form of entertainment for my siblings by giv-
ing it a swift karate chop. The cardboard flew apart 
at the seams! White dough began to expand from its 
innards, forming biscuits on its own. 

Around this same time, I read several versions of 
the legends of King Arthur and became fascinated 
by Merlin the Magician. This led me to Mark Twain’s 
novel A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court, 
about Hank Morgan, an accidental time traveler who 
runs afoul of Merlin. Condemned to death, Hank 
saves himself by using his understanding of science 
to predict a solar eclipse. This overlap between science 
and magic interested me, and I read every book in the 
school library about science. My conservative school 
considered magic to be anti-Christian and didn’t offer 
any material along those lines. 

I turned to the recently opened public library in 
town, beginning with Martin Gardner, who wrote 
about the intersection of science, mathematics, and 

magic. I read books about Harry Houdini and Thomas 
Edison, Howard Thurston and Marie Curie. They 
taught me that the key to science and magic was 
consistency of effect. Each scientific experiment and 
magic trick had to produce the same result every time. 
Otherwise they veered into metaphysics, a realm over 
which no mortal had control.

(It should be noted that the relationship between 
food and metaphysics runs back thousands of years. 
The first miracle attributed to Jesus occurred at a 
weeklong wedding in Cana during which the host 
family ran out of wine. This concerned Mary, mother 
of Jesus, who appealed to him for help. He responded 
as any dutiful son would, using his power to keep 
the wine flowing. A couple years later he fed five 
thousand people with five loaves of barley and two 
fish. I recall hearing this story as a boy on numerous 
occasions. It was presented as “feeding the multi-
tude,” but no adult explained the term “multitude.” 
In my ignorance I thought Jesus’ disciples had mullet 
haircuts like my friends and me—the El Camino of 
hairstyles.) 

The library also offered a selection of how-to magic 
books that explained simple tricks with clear illustra-
tions. I soon began building and painting elaborate 
cardboard props and outfitting a card table with a 
secret compartment. At age twelve I proclaimed my 
ambition to be a professional prestidigitator. My stage 
name would be “Christo Dantes,” a variation on 
Edmond Dantès from The Count of Monte Cristo. 
This period coincided with my mother’s shift from 
homemade biscuits to store-bought, and the Pillsbury 
Poppin’ Fresh container gave me an idea for a trick. 

If biscuits could emerge from a closed container, 
maybe I could do something similar. I wanted the il-
lusion of a presliced banana, but first I had to figure 
out the trick. Alone in my room, I worked on it for 
days, eating dozens of bananas, before discovering 
the proper technique for cutting a banana inside its 
skin. It’s not as hard as you’d think. The primary 
skill is gentle deftness with a needle and the ability 
to visualize the dark interior of a banana. 

B Y  C H R I S  O F F U T T

M A G I C  B A N A N A

C O O K I N G  W I T H  C H R I S
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One foundation of magic is known as the 
“Magician’s Choice,” which is a way of con-
trolling options until a volunteer “freely 
chooses” what the magician wants. (Politi-
cians and parents use the same method of 
control.) During my next magic show, I dis-
played three bananas and asked a volunteer 
to pick one. I then passed that freely chosen 
banana around to prove that it was real and 
intact. Next I asked someone to pick a number 
between four and nine, utilizing the Magi-
cian’s Choice to ensure the result of five. The 
audience counted with me as I dramatically 
performed five karate chops in the air at a 
significant distance from the banana holder. 
I then asked the volunteer to peel the banana 
above a plate. Lo and behold, the fruit inside 
the skin came apart in five separate pieces! I 
passed them around as a snack.

S
tage and close-up magic relies on presen-
tation, which consists of three ingredi-
ents: patter, misdirection, and psychol-

ogy. The patter is the story the magician tells 
during performance. Misdirection is a means 
to divert attention away from a clandestine 
move of the hands in service to a trick. The 

psychology is basic—people want to believe, 
which explains the outcome of most elec-
tions. Food professionals also know this. For 
example, restaurant customers frequently 
ask what’s “good” on the menu. They want 
freedom of choice but appreciate the insider’s 
tip—the Waitron’s Choice, so to speak. Most 
food servers utilize misdirection—away from 
this item and toward that one, usually more 
expensive. 

Magic and cooking are based on the same 
principles of transformation, cutting and 
restoring, vanishing and reappearing. A 
blue handkerchief suddenly becomes red! 
A woman sawn in half returns intact! A coin 
disappears from the hand and reappears in a 
child’s ear! An egg becomes an omelet! The 
simplest act of boiling water makes water dis-
appear! Like in a magic performance, presen-
tation is paramount. The flourish with which 
a magician produces a fanned deck of cards 
is matched by a chef unveiling his creation 
amid swirls of steam. Tableside flambé is as 
dramatic as a vanishing elephant. Houdini 
was not a good magician, but he excelled at 
showmanship. The same is true of certain 
celebrity chefs as well.

Magic tricks with food are a staple in the 
history of legerdemain, with eggs being a 
favorite, due to their inherent fragility. As a 
kid, I swore my mother to secrecy and asked 
her to sew me an “egg bag” from heavy black 
cotton. It had a hidden compartment that was 
concealed by the color and thick fabric. Es-
tablished and well-financed magicians would 
put an egg in the bag and withdraw a dove. 
My variation was to vanish the egg in the 
bag, make it reappear elsewhere, then crush 
the egg into a spray of multicolored confetti! 
The stunt is simple, based on something I’d 
learned in grade school for Easter decora-
tions. To prepare an egg, I pierced each end 
with a needle, then used the needle to break 
apart the yolk inside the shell. I held one 
end of the egg to my mouth and blew hard 
enough to force the yolk and white out of 
the hole in the other end. This process was 
known as “blowing an egg,” a decorating 
technique from ancient Ukraine.  

I found a library book misshelved in the 
magic section that featured a fiend who ate 
Welsh rarebit and had wild dreams. I as-
sumed the book contained misspellings: it 
was supposed to be “friend” and “rabbit.” 
I decided to catch a rabbit and use it in my 
magic show. In the yard I propped a shoebox 
with a stick, tied kite string to the stick, 
and ran the string across the grass to my 
bedroom window. I baited the trap with 
a large carrot. Every morning for a week I 
waited with great vigilance. My plan was 
to yank the string, which would pull the 
stick from the ground, make the shoebox 
fall, and trap the rabbit. 

Unfortunately, no animal ever appeared. 
Worse, the carrot vanished from the trap. I 
resolved to stay up late and catch the myste-
rious big bunny, the one that hopped late. I 
fell asleep with my head pressed against the 
window. The sound of the front door open-
ing woke me just before dawn. My mother 
crossed the yard in her bathrobe and care-
fully removed the carrot from my trap. The 
same carrot reappeared in the refrigerator 
by breakfast. 

Years later I was extremely disappointed 
when I finally ate Welsh rarebit—which is 
nothing more than melted cheese on bread. 
British food is horrendous as well as mislead-
ing. Blood pudding, pork faggot, jellied eel, 
and spotted dick are common menu items. 
These and other foods are the primary reason 
that Great Britain is now known simply as 
Britain. 
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J
ust as chefs never reveal their secret in-
gredients, magicians keep their myster-
ies to themselves. Individuals in both 

groups have filed many suits against rivals, 
claiming theft of recipes and tricks. A recent 
case between two restaurants in Massachu-
setts is Dumpling Daughter v. Dumpling 
Girl. The suit alleges culinary plagiarism 
that includes such legal terms as “misap-
propriation of trade secrets” and “unjust 
enrichment.” All reports indicate that the 
lawsuit is fraught with emotion. Everyone 
involved is down in the dumplings. 

Raymond Teller, the silent half of Penn & 
Teller, sued a Belgian magician for stealing 
part of an act. Teller won the case, possibly 
because the presiding judge was astounded 
by Teller’s verbal ability. Another lawsuit 
involved Robert Rice, a.k.a. “The Mystery 
Magician,” who wore a mask and revealed 
magic secrets on videotapes that he sold. A 
few years later the Fox network began devel-
oping a TV special with the same premise. 
Rice sued Fox for copyright infringement. 
Rice believed that he was the only person 
in the world who could tell magic secrets 
on television. Not surprisingly, he lost. Pos-
sibly the name of the suit worked against 
him: Rice v. Fox Broadcasting Company. In 
the complex hierarchy of nonhuman law, 
an animal is superior to a grain.  

The ambitious chef conceives his own reci-
pes just as a magician designs tricks. They are 
inventors: creative people with an underly-
ing pragmatism. Sometimes they steal from 
a competitor, but it’s best if they are merely 
influenced by a colleague! Prehistory’s most 
ambitious inventor was Daedalus, who killed 
his nephew for inventing the handsaw. Dae-
dalus fled to Crete, taking along his son Ica-
rus. After a few adventures involving a sexu-
alized cow suit for the queen, a labyrinth, and 
a mean Minotaur, Daedalus needed to leave 
Crete fast. Apparently he was also a part-
time beekeeper and bird-watcher because he 
cobbled together two sets of wings made of 
wax and feathers, one for Icarus and one for 
himself. Amazingly, the wings worked, and 
they headed for the nearest coast. Daedalus 
told his son not to fly too close to the water 
and not too close to the sun. A good son, 
young Icarus trusted his father implicitly, 
evidenced by having strapped on fake wings 
and jumping off a cliff. However, he forgot to 
ask his dad the crucial question—how close 
to the sun is too close? 

His father was flying too far ahead for ad-

equate communication, and Icarus soared 
higher and higher. The wax melted, which 
dislodged the quills, and he fell into the sea 
and drowned. Poor Icarus. This story is re-
garded as a metaphor for too much ambition, 
and of course not listening to one’s father. 
But then again, Daedalus’s instructions were 
pretty lame—don’t fly too high or too low, 
continue in a straight line, follow orders, and 
avoid risks. Very shabby paternal advice. I 
have always provided my own sons with 
more concrete and pragmatic advice, such as: 
don’t kill your nephew, eat before you drink, 
always wear a condom, and don’t jump off 
cliffs with fake wings. But the real question 
is why in the heck didn’t Daedalus teach 
his boy to swim? Maybe he was too busy 
inventing things that didn’t work. Maybe he 
should have tried magic tricks and biscuits.

The inventor of the modern biscuit con-
tainer was the delightfully named Mr. Lively 
Willoughby, who ran a bakery in Bowling 
Green, Kentucky. He experimented with 
compressing biscuit dough into tubes, then 
refrigerating them. A problem arose during 
the process of thawing—the biscuits ex-
ploded and coated the ceiling with dough. By 
1931 Willoughby had perfected the recipe 
and began selling “Ye Olde Kentuckie But-
termilk Biscuits.”  He joined forces with Bal-
lard & Ballard, a company later acquired by 
Pillsbury, which manufactured the biscuits 
I ate as a child. In 2013 Lively Willoughby 
was posthumously inducted into the Refrig-
erated Food Hall of Fame.

During my bachelor period, I met a 
woman from Kentucky who claimed her 
grandfather had invented the technique of 
packing premade biscuits in a spiral form. 
Due to the proceeds, she was free from eco-
nomic necessity and was able to indulge her 
hobby of raising rabbits. She was a lovely 
woman, smart and sensitive, practical in her 
beliefs. We dated for a few months. I liked 
her but neither of us were “in love,” and 
soon we both moved on. I hope she found 
happiness, a friend who shared her devotion 
to bunnies and biscuits.

Nevertheless, at varying times over the 
years, I wondered if I should have mar-
ried her, a genuine heiress. Such financial 
liberty would have allowed me to pursue 
a career in stage magic. I could have pro-
duced no end of exotic rabbits from hats! 
Instead I married a great cook and got fat. 
Goodbye Christo Dantes, hello “Cooking 
with Chris”! ø

R E C I P E S

W E L S H  R A R E B I T

• A fiend.
• Bread and cheese.
• Cut bread and lightly toast in oven.
• Grate cheese and sprinkle over bread.
• Toast until cheese is melted.
• Go to sleep and dream. 

H O W  T O  C U T  U P  A N 

U N P E E L E D  B A N A N A

• Secretly cut banana inside peel ahead of time.
• Display banana openly. 
• Apply magic karate chop 5 times.
• Peel banana to reveal 5 slices.

E G G  B A G

• Bribe a seamstress to make one in secret.

M A G I C I A N ’ S  C H O I C E

• Have a number in mind, such as five.
•  Ask a volunteer to pick a number between 

four and nine.
• If they choose five—great!
•  If they choose any other number, remove 

it as an option.
•  Continue until the volunteer freely chooses 

the numeral five.
• Apply this to all facets of life, such as:

“Hi, honey, pick a TV channel be-
tween one and three hundred.”

•  Continue until spouse freely chooses what 
you want to watch. 

M O M ’ S  B I S C U I T S

•  Flour, milk, salt, baking powder, and Crisco.
• Blend in bowl.
•  Remove rings from fingers and knead dough 

until soft.
•  Spread dough on floured board, sprinkle 

flour on top.
• Roll dough to K inch thick.
• Cut with open end of water glass.
• Give leftover dough to Chris.
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Look closely into the mountains of 

North Carolina and you’ll discover a 

place unlike any other. Hendersonville 

calls out to all to seek out and explore 

new experiences year-round. 

Pick up your guide 
to your next adventure!

Discover Fine Arts & Crafts, Breweries

 & Wineries, Hendersonville’s Heritage 

Sites and the Freshest regional produce!



Where Life Sets Sail 

PANAMA C I TY
F L O R I D A

Panama City, Florida is new on the 
destination scene. 

 
�Uniquely PC�

Learn more and register to win a trip for two at 

DestinationPanamaCity.com

Like our very own 200-piece ukulele orchestra.   

Plan now to join us for Strummin� Man, a 3-day ukulele  

festival, featuring musicians from around the world.   


