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Pretending the Bed Is a Raft

Verbena

As Hot As It Was You Ought to Thank Me


for my husband


After the feast comes the reckoning.

—PROVERB


MISSISSIPPI


One

HINDS COUNTY NEEDED RAIN. Heat rose to nearly a hundred degrees most afternoons. Already two boys had gone down, fallen to their knees, threatening to collapse of heat stroke. They’d been sent to sit under a sprawling shade tree with cups of ice chips to chew on. One spilled the ice on his head and rubbed it over his parched skull.

Truely had long ago sweat through his pads and jersey, adding a couple of pounds to his misery. It occurred to him that wearing a helmet in this kind of heat could cause your brain to fry. Still, drill after drill, he went at it full speed. Nobody on the field worked harder or complained less. According to his coach there was a certain genius to that. Truely liked pushing himself. He liked knowing that no matter how tough it got out there, he didn’t quit. Nobody could make him.

Between series he glimpsed his daddy, Truely Sr., standing there, watching. He was easy to spot among the fathers huddled on the sideline en route home from work, mopping their brows with soiled handkerchiefs, squinting into the glare of the afternoon sun, spitting plugs of chewing tobacco to the ground, their trucks parked helter-skelter in the dry grass. On any given day there might be as many as twenty men gathered to watch their sons suffer through Hinds County football practice. A few suit wearers had abandoned their jackets midday and now loosened or lost their knotted neckties. The rest wore overalls or jeans — or like Truely’s own daddy, a uniform of some kind. Some men were gray or losing their wispy hair altogether. A couple of older guys were of the flattops forever persuasion. One old man, a local recovering hippie, a veteran, had a stringy ponytail left over from his post-Vietnam rebellion. The men wore ball caps and bifocals and had biscuit bellies overlapping their sagging belts. To a man, all of them had dark underarm circles on their cotton shirts.

Truely Sr. was middle-aged like the others but he was thin and remained fit. He stood with his feet apart, arms folded across his chest, watching tirelessly as young Truely went at it play after play. Truely played corner. His job was to keep Mose Jones, the team’s promising receiver, from catching the ball and waltzing it into the end zone. He succeeded in stopping him maybe forty percent of the time, which was nowhere near good enough.

Truely Sr. nodded when he caught his son’s eye after he’d batted down a spiraling missile meant for Mose. It was a wordless conversation between them. Encouragement unspoken. Truely’s daddy was tanned dark from working long hours in his garden or tinkering with his truck under the glaring sun. Once, when Truely was a young boy, a kid at school had asked him, “Is your old man I-talian or something?”

Truely had not liked the question. “No,” he’d insisted. “Why?”

His daddy’s hair was thick and brown, compliments of an unsubstantiated Indian ancestor he liked to claim. Truely had been told his daddy was a handsome man. That’s what some people said — like his mother for example. Mostly her. His daddy wore his green JACKSON APPLIANCE coveralls with his name on the pocket and his leather work boots. The only things that betrayed his age were the deep lines carved into his square face and, if you knew him, his taste in nearly everything.

At one point that afternoon Truely saw his daddy speak to one of his teachers who had wandered out to the football practice field carrying a Coca-Cola in her hand. Another time he saw him share a word with one of the other fathers, a subsidized soybean farmer whose son, Lamont, a fat boy, played offensive line. Lamont made up in size whatever he lacked in talent. People in Hinds County respected that.

After practice, spent and sore, Truely showered with the others, threw on his jeans and wrinkled shirt, gathered his outdated, tattered books, and climbed into the sweltering cab of his daddy’s truck. The sun was beginning to set, turning the sky the color of a bruise. Truely and his daddy rode the half-dozen or so miles home in relative silence as was their habit. At one point his daddy broke the spell and said, “I talked to your history teacher.”

“Mrs. Seacrest?”

“She says you’re doing good in her class. She says you understand the power of the past and that’s unusual at your age.”

Truely nodded absentmindedly. He was wishing he could put the radio on.

“What you guess she means by that?” his daddy asked.

Truely shrugged his shoulders, more bored than bewildered.

“Is she talking about the War Between the States or something?”

“Don’t know.”

His daddy drove as slow as Christmas. Truely doubted his daddy had any idea how fast his truck might actually go, since it would never occur to him to exceed the speed limit. He had never been a man in a hurry. “Guess that’s just teacher talk,” his daddy said.

“I guess.” Truely hung his head out the window, letting the hot air slap his face.

They pulled off the highway and drove the gravel road out to the house. Truely saw his mother standing outside in the yard, wiping her hands on her apron. “There’s Mama,” he said.

His daddy glanced in her direction. “She don’t look too happy, does she?”

They parked the truck in a sandy spot next to the carport and got out, slamming their doors in unison. It was obvious his mother had been crying. Her face was flushed and her eyes were swollen. Her once dark red hair was mostly gray now. It was damp around her neck, jutting out everywhere in little wet points. She walked toward them. “Courtney’s home,” she announced. “Her roommate drove her.”

“Anything wrong?” his daddy asked.

“This.” His mother reached into the pocket of her apron and pulled out a folded page from a magazine and handed it to his daddy.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Read it,” she said.

“Let me get in the house where the light’s better.” He took the paper and walked toward the front door.

“She says she’s quitting school and moving,” his mother blurted.

“Moving where?” Truely asked.

“California.”

“California?” Truely almost laughed. “No way.”

“That’s what she says,” his mother insisted.

“We’ll see about that, won’t we?” His daddy slapped the paper across his leg.

“Don’t get anything started, Truely John.” His mother reached for his daddy’s arm. “Not now. Let me get supper on the table first.”

TRUELY’S SISTER, Courtney, first believed that if she could just graduate from high school and get away to college then her life would finally begin. She could live on her own, think uncensored thoughts, meet new people from distant hard-to-pronounce places, mingle with the other she had craved all her life and at last transform herself more nearly into who she was really supposed to be. But it hadn’t happened that way. Now here she was, about to abandon her scholarship to Millsaps — something a lot of people would kill for — to do what, hitchhike across the country?

What was it about red-haired people? They were different from normal people. Truely believed that. “With two redheaded women in this house, me and you, we don’t stand a chance.” His daddy had said this when Truely was a boy and the two of them got run out of the house by the sheer womanness that overtook the place. They’d retreated outside to eat a sack of boiled peanuts or drop their cane poles into the small catfish pond. “If a redheaded girl ever gets after you, son — you run, you hear?” his daddy had teased. The pure absurdity of such a notion had made young Truely laugh. It was his plan at the time to run from all girls — red-haired or otherwise. He was glad to be a brown-skinned, brown-haired boy — like his daddy.

AS SOON AS they all sat down to supper Courtney kicked Truely under the table and raised her eyebrows as a signal for help.

What? he mouthed silently.

She was wearing a Mississippi State T-shirt and a pair of cutoff jeans. She’d clipped her hair up off her neck with a plastic barrette. It was a mess of part-curl, part-frizz framing her pale, fine-featured face, pink with heat. She swiped at a trickle of sweat with her paper napkin. As always Courtney wore lots of black mascara so her eyes would show up — that’s what she said — and some shiny stuff, Vaseline maybe, on her lips. She folded her legs under her Indian-style in her chair — something his mother didn’t like — then rethought it and put her feet on the floor and sat up straight.

As soon as the blessing was asked, before the first bite of food was passed or eaten, Courtney said, “Daddy, you know I’m over eighteen now. I’m legal. I’ve made up my mind to go out to California and you and Mama can’t stop me.”

“Damn, Court.” Truely hated it when his sister disrespected his parents.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “But it’s the truth.”

“Start over,” Truely told her.

“Just because you’ve never heard of it doesn’t mean it isn’t a good school, Truely,” she announced defensively. “Look.” She handed him the folded ad from the back of a fashion magazine. “It says they’ll help you find a job in your field while you work toward your degree. See? Read the fine print.” Truely looked at the ad. It included a small picture of happy students, all of whom looked — by Mississippi standards — foreign.

“I don’t know,” Truely said. “You sure about this?” It was a stupid question.

“You’re not going anywhere, anytime soon,” his daddy said flatly. “You’re not ready.”

“It’s just that girls — you know, well-brought-up girls,” his mother interrupted, clearing her throat, trying to keep the discussion on a civil keel, “can’t just take off on their own. People get the wrong idea. They take advantage of young women out in the world. You’ve never been west of the Mississippi. It’s different out there.”

“I’m not joining the circus, Mama,” Courtney insisted. “I’m going to school.” She gripped her fork like it was a pitchfork, the way a child does.

“Not in California you’re not,” his daddy repeated. “That’s final.”

“I am going,” Courtney said resolutely.

“Hell if you are.” His daddy piled pinto beans on his plate as he spoke.

“They accepted me, Daddy. I’ve sent my deposit.”

“You’ll do as I tell you to do, young lady.”

“No, Daddy. Not this time.”

His daddy set the bowl of beans down on the table, the serving spoon clanking against it. “Don’t back-talk me.”

“I leave two weeks from Sunday,” she said.

If looks could kill, Courtney was in the line of fire. “So you’re planning to defy your mother and me. Is that what you’re saying?”

“I’ve already got my bus ticket.”

His daddy slapped his napkin down on the table and stood up abruptly, scraping his chair across the floor. His fork fell to the floor and bounced across the room. Truely saw his daddy’s jaw flex and the anger flash across his face. He walked out the back door, letting the screen door slam behind him. It echoed like a gunshot.

“Can’t you be happy for me, Daddy?” Courtney called out. “Just once?”

Minutes later his mother got up silently. She poured a cup of coffee, put a slice of pound cake on a saucer and took it outside to his daddy. Truely imagined his daddy standing outside by the pond, slinging rocks into the black water — his mother approaching him cautiously, bearing gifts.

“Man.” Truely shook his head. “You’re something, Court. You know that?”

“I’m trying to be an adult here, True,” Courtney said. “Adults make decisions about how to live their lives. They don’t just follow the path of least resistance.”

“You have to blindside them with this kind of news?”

“There is never any good way to tell them the truth, True. They always hate the truth. You know that.”

“Give me a break.” He rolled his eyes.

“You think I like disappointing Mother and Daddy all the time, True?” Her voice quivered. “Well, believe me, I don’t.”

THAT NIGHT when Truely was trying to drift off to sleep in his hot bed, his body aching, his muscles cramped and sore, he remembered a conversation he had had with his sister the last time she was home. She was talking about California even then, calling it the most promising part of the promised land, a place generously littered with dreams and dreamers. She’d told Truely she imagined California as one huge lost and found where if you looked hard enough you could probably find whatever you needed.

He wasn’t sure about that, but he was sure about this. Whatever he needed he expected to find right here in Hinds County, Mississippi.

HIS PARENTS spiraled into despair wondering where they’d gone wrong. It became their primary pastime — lamenting. His mother especially spent hours searching out the misstep that had brought them to this dark passage. Okay, so maybe Courtney would never marry a nice local boy and become a devout preacher’s wife — the fondest dream of Mississippi parents — but did she need to move out to California, where there were no rules at all, no guarantee of good manners or good sense, where that free love movement got started and all those homosexuals were out of hiding, even marching in the streets unashamed, and drugs and gangs were taking over everything? Did Courtney think they were born yesterday? Did she think just because they lived in rural Mississippi they didn’t know what was going on in the world? They watched the six o’clock news same as everybody else.

“Remember that freaky Charles Manson, who roamed California as evil as Satan himself? Remember how he talked all those creepy girls into performing obscene criminal acts?” His mother was washing dishes at the kitchen sink, directing her remarks to his daddy, who did not respond. He sat in his usual chair with the newspaper in his hand, trying to focus on the day’s baseball scores. Truely thought he looked like a man who’d had a hard day on the job — and now had come home to an even harder night.

“Those wicked people are still locked up in some California prison to this day,” his mother said. “Thank God for that.” Truely’s mother usually concluded her comments with a favorite rhetorical question. “I read where half the people out in California can’t even speak English anyway, so even if you were screaming for help, who would come?”

ON THE DAY of Courtney’s departure all the family got up and went to church together as though it were any ordinary Sunday. When they got home from church they sat down to Sunday dinner. His mother asked the blessing, embellished appropriately for the occasion at hand. Then they ate quietly, avoiding one another’s gaze.

Afterward, while his mother cleared the dishes from the table, Courtney went to her room and dragged out her battered suitcase. The wear and tear had come from some previous, faceless owner. Days earlier his mother had made an impulse purchase at a garage sale over in Jackson. A good-bye gift of sorts. It passed as a peace offering.

Truely’s daddy stood silently with his hands in his pockets, watching Courtney struggle with her heavy suitcase. He resisted the temptation to step in and carry it for her — so Truely did it. “What you got in here anyway?” he asked. “Rocks?”

“I love you, Daddy.” Courtney kissed him. Truely’s daddy stood fixed in the doorway. He took a deep breath, exhaled slowly, but said nothing. Truely’s mother cried and slipped his sister five crisp one-hundred-dollar bills. At the time it was the most cash money Truely had ever seen.

He was the one who drove his sister to the bus station. He’d had his learner’s permit less than a month, although he had been driving the country roads since he was fourteen. His parents had agreed that he, rather than they, should deliver his sister to the bus station in order to avoid any family drama, which would likely become the fodder of gossip. Nobody wanted the harsh local spotlight shining on Courtney as she boarded the Greyhound bus destined to set her on the path to ruin.

He made a dumb remark like, “This ought to give people around here something to talk about for a while.” Which was true. All through school Courtney had had a knack for getting herself talked about — something Truely personally had never aspired to.

Truely didn’t tell his sister he’d never admired anybody more. He wasn’t even sure he’d told her he loved her. Surely she must know that, right? Until that moment in time he had never realized it was possible to leave the place you were born and move someplace far away and unfamiliar — just because you wanted to. Nobody had bothered to tell him that where you lived your life could be a choice you made yourself. Who knew the accident of birth had an expiration date?


Two

TRUELY LISTENED to his sister fall in love with Hastings long distance over the telephone. She called home nearly every week and before long was describing at great length the many quirks and wonders of this guy, Hastings Cabot Littleton.

Courtney had been in California less than a year when she met Hastings at a Grateful Dead concert at Berkeley. Some friends from art school had offered her an extra ticket when somebody backed out at the last minute. She took the bus out to the stadium when she got off work, with plans to meet up with the others, but there was mass confusion and she couldn’t find them. She confessed later to Truely that she had been maybe slightly out of her element. The last concert she’d gone to was Charley Pride over in Jackson at the Civic Center. She’d gone with Truely and their daddy that time. When Charley crooned “Missin’ Mississippi” he had the whole audience choked up with geographically inspired emotion — including the three of them. But this was totally different.

Out of all the guys in the throbbing concert mob she had chosen to ask him — Hastings — directions to the gate where she was supposed to meet her friends. Hastings didn’t stand out really, she would insist later. He was a tallish, sort of handsome guy, with longish hair, a stubble of beard, wire-rimmed glasses, brown eyes and a quick but cautious smile. She told Truely that he had looked a little older and calmer than the others in the crowd. Maybe that was why. She explained to him — Hastings — that her ticket was confusing and it seemed that everywhere she went the gates were chained closed anyway. “I can’t figure this out,” she had said. “What’s going on here?”

He claimed he had been so startled by the rawness of her accent that he couldn’t understand a word she was saying. After he asked her to repeat the question three times — What? What did you say? One more time?—she became exasperated and walked away, calling him rude. Now, that might not have been such a big insult out in California — Truely wasn’t sure at the time — but it was the ultimate insult that could be hurled your way on Mississippi soil. Hastings must have sensed that. He spent the rest of the night trying to talk to her, explain himself, apologize again, provide detailed directions pretty much anywhere else she might ever need to go. She avoided and ignored him — forcing him, naturally, to try harder. Avoiding him was pure instinct on her part. It was pure genius too. She would learn much later that Hastings was not a man used to being dismissed and ignored.

Toward the end of the night, the story went, Hastings was slightly crazed by the lost girl searching in vain for a familiar face. He didn’t even know her name — this eccentric redhead, hot tempered, high strung and Mississippi exotic. When he finally heard her laugh it was all over. That’s the way he would tell the story later. “That laugh. My God. I knew I was a goner.” Somehow he managed to convince Courtney to leave the Grateful Dead and go have a late supper with him, which he still claimed to be his crowning achievement in the art of persuasion, a talent at which he considered himself — and in the future years would in fact prove himself — to always have excelled. “I know a place you’ll like,” he’d told her. “The people speak your language there — or close to it.”

Courtney said she only agreed for two reasons: one, she never did find her friends and consequently had no ride home and not enough bus fare, and two, inhaling all the secondhand marijuana smoke was wearing down her defenses, besides making her ravenously hungry. It was really the thought of a cheeseburger, she said, that was irresistible.

At the time she was going to art school nights and had a part-time job at an art gallery downtown on Geary Street. She took the bus into the city four days a week and one day out of every weekend. Her boss liked her and paid her well enough, even helped her sell three modestly notable pieces of her own work, but still her money was always running low and she struggled to keep herself afloat. So she was not too proud to let an apologetic man express his regrets by buying her dinner.

They drove to Fat Daddy’s, a hole-in-the-wall all-night diner in Oakland that Hastings knew about. It played nonstop blues on scratched 45 records on a temperamental old jukebox. It was in what Hastings called an iffy neighborhood, but it specialized in Southern food and that was the lure. They were the only white people in the restaurant, a commonplace occurrence back in Mississippi, and Courtney’s comfort zone for sure. She guessed, according to Hastings’ definition of iffy, that she must hail from an extremely iffy homeland. The sights, sounds and smells at Fat Daddy’s helped put her at ease, which was good, since she was uncharacteristically nervous. She ordered a cheeseburger with Vidalia onions, watermelon rind pickles and a side of greens with pepper sauce. Hastings ordered the same, hold the onions.

While they waited for their food he said, “Anybody ever tell you your freckles are great?”

“Everybody,” she said. “Of course, most people are lying.”

“I’m not,” he said.

“Back home people are all about tans, you know? Freckles are not the thing down there.”

“I think they’re spectacular.”

“That’s a good start then.” She smiled. “So, what else do you like about me? I mean, so far? Let’s make a list, okay? How about my eyes? Do you love the way they sparkle and dance with light? Do you see your very soul when you look into the depths of my eyes?”

He laughed. “Do I detect a tinge of sarcasm here?”

“When I’m nervous I can get a little sarcastic I guess.” She was sipping sweet tea through a paper straw.

“Good. I like that,” he said. “So does that happen a lot with you? Men gazing into those liquid pools of yours in search of their souls?”

“Pretty much always,” she said. “Are you surprised?”

“Ask me later,” he said, “after we see if my soul makes an appearance.”

“Fair enough.” She leaned toward him. “Are you going to eat that slice of white bread?”

“Help yourself.” He passed her the red plastic bread basket.

“People in California don’t eat much white bread, do they? That’s what my roommate says. It’s not healthy, right? But in Mississippi we love it. Sunbeam is our favorite. Sometimes we fry it in a skillet with lots of butter and mayonnaise. That’s how Elvis liked his white bread.”

He watched her spread butter on her bread, fold it in half, and eat it daintily.

“Down in Mississippi we’re actually quite famous for our bad habits. Maybe you’ve heard?”

He nodded almost absentmindedly, staring at her so intently that she was slightly uneasy. “You’re staring,” she said.

“Sorry.” He smiled.

“Don’t stare.”

“You’re right. I’m sorry.”

“It’s rude.”

“Of course. Rude. Twice in one night. Damn,” he teased.

“So let’s try this again,” she said. “We’re aiming for a little pleasant conversation here. Help me out, okay?” She smiled her hundred-watt smile. “I take it you’re a Grateful Dead fan?”

“You could say so, I guess. I mean, I haven’t sold everything I own to follow them around the country in a stolen van or anything.”

“But maybe you wish you could?”

“Never,” he said. “You know how you hear people say, Oh, music is my life. I’m ready to die for the band or the art — or whatever. Well, I like music, but it’s not my life. What about you?”

“I mostly listen to country music.” She mimicked playing a fiddle for emphasis. “You know, I like a lot of different things, but when I’m alone in a car I nearly always go straight to the country music station.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

“I always wondered who was out there listening to that stuff.”

“Well, it was probably me. My mother and daddy too. My brother — his name is Truely — he thinks he’s black, so he mostly listens to R&B, blues, Motown — you know.”

“Country music, huh? That’s what you like?”

“That’s right. Why? Do I lose points for that?”

“I’d say you leave me no choice but to deduct a couple of points.”

She laughed and wiped her mouth with a paper napkin. “I’d say we might need to broaden your horizons a little, mister.”

“I like the sound of that,” he said.

“You’re flirting.”

“I am,” he agreed.

“Well, on behalf of country music just let me say this. It is some of the finest organic art produced in this country.”

“Organic?”

“Untaught. You know, spontaneous, spirit-inspired, naturally evolving.”

“And that makes it good? That it springs from musical ignorance?”

“I can see you don’t have proper respect for ignorance. Ignorance inspires great courage and free thinking — if you must know. The purest form of artistic expression is born of what you are calling ignorance. You can educate yourself right out of having even an ounce of artistic creativity left. I’ve seen that happen.”

“So you’re in favor of ignorance and against education?”

“No.” She smiled. “I’m in favor of both.”

A fat man carried two plates heaped with food and more or less slung them down on the table in front of them. “Hot,” he said. “Ya’ll need anything else?”

“More sweet tea?” Courtney rattled her empty glass.

The man nodded and walked away.

“Looks good,” she said. “I love a good hamburger.”

Hastings began to laugh.

“What?” she said. “What’s so funny?”

“I like you.”

“Already? Just wait until you get to know me.” She picked up her cheeseburger with both hands. “You’ll be out of your mind.”

“I believe you,” he said.

Courtney bit into her cheeseburger with what she later described to Truely as a swooning gesture, eyes closed. It was a messy venture too, onions and pickles sliding, sauce dripping. “You’re doing it again,” she told him.

“Staring?” He laughed. “Sorry.”

She returned the unwieldy cheeseburger to her plate and wiped her mouth with her napkin. “So let’s talk about you, okay? Tell me something interesting.”

So far Hastings had not touched his food. “How interesting exactly?”

“Not earthshaking. Just, you know, reasonably interesting.”

“Well, I don’t know how interesting you’ll find this, but I own a business. I’m one of those geeky guys who actually like to get up and go to work every day. I might be a little overeducated by your standards, but I’m hoping you can overlook that.”

“What kind of business?”

“I buy failing properties, reinvent them and sell them. Sort of like real estate rehabilitation. Littleton Properties. It’s my baby, you could say.”

“You’re Littleton Properties?”

“I am.”

“I’ve seen some of your signs down on Geary Street where I work. That’s you? Aren’t you a little young — you know, to be Littleton Properties?”

“Not really.”

“How old are you exactly? By the way, it is not rude to ask a perfect stranger how old he is when he has lured you off the beaten path like this.”

“Perfect? I guess we’re off to a good start here.”

“Just answer the question, please.”

“I’m old enough to know better,” he said. “Turned thirty in January. How about you?”

“Nowhere near old enough to know better. I’m twenty.”

“Twenty? My God. You’re a baby. You look older.”

“I’m an old soul — if that counts.”

“Wise beyond your years?”

“Definitely.”

“Me too,” he said.

WHILE THEY ATE, with Smokey Robinson and Muddy Waters crooning in the background, Courtney learned some things about Hastings Littleton. He was originally from Connecticut — a man she might have fondly referred to as a Yankee back in Mississippi — but he had come west to college and claimed the West Coast had won him over entirely.

He was an only child born to older parents. His dad had died of a heart attack when Hastings was twenty-four. His mother had been diagnosed with dementia shortly afterward and had died two years ago from an overdose of medication. Hastings never knew whether she ingested a lethal dosage to stave off the inevitable or whether in a state of confusion she continued to retake her medicines because she was unable to remember having already done so. She’d lost her short-term memory almost entirely — remembered her father but not her husband, her childhood but not her child. It was heartbreaking the way Hastings explained it. “She wasn’t the sort of woman who would want to live wearing a diaper, not knowing who she was or where she was,” he said. “Sometimes death is merciful.”

“That’s sad,” Courtney said. “So there is just you now?”

“Some distant cousins somewhere,” he said.

“Are you lonely?”

“Wow. Now there’s a question.”

“You don’t have to answer,” she told him.

TRUELY KNEW all the details of this first meeting because Courtney called home and talked to him at length—reported and repeated the significant events of her new, foreign life. “True,” she’d said on this occasion, “I met this interesting guy.”

“Good.” He was only half interested.

“No, True. This guy is different. We had this really delicious conversation. The words just came,” she said. “They flowed, True. Before we knew it dinner evolved into breakfast.” That image stayed with Truely — his skinny sister with her big appetite, nourished by a mouthwatering conversation.

“Fried eggs and grits later the sun was coming up,” she’d said.

TRUELY MISSED Courtney more than he’d expected he would after she left for art school. The house was eerily quiet without her. He had come to look forward to her Sunday-night phone calls just to break the spell of serenity or — on a couple of rare occasions — the lack of serenity. Her calls came late, when the rates were low and his parents were asleep. “You’ll never believe this, True, but …” and she updated him on her new and improved life, relayed the conversations and struggles of her worldly new friends — or opened briefly the windows to her own surging soul. Nearly everything Truely thought he knew about women — however little — he felt he’d learned from his sister’s late-night revelatory and unrestrained phone conversations. She trusted him. And he appreciated being connected somehow to the world beyond Hinds County.

Whenever Courtney asked him about his own life, as she often did, he replied with nonanswers. “Nothing much going on,” he might say. “No news here.”

Sometimes it made her furious. “True, you really scare me. You need to get a real life.” It didn’t bother him to be perceived as boring. He took comfort in it.

“How’s Tay-Ann?” Courtney routinely asked.

“Fine,” he always said.

“You two still going out?”

“Yep.”

Courtney sighed loudly into the phone and said, “Okay then, Mr. Excitement, gotta go. You be good. Don’t you do anything I wouldn’t do.”

“I didn’t think there was anything you wouldn’t do, Court.”

“Ha, ha,” she said. “Love you, little brother.”

“Me too,” he told her.

THERE WAS ONE SPELL when Truely was disturbed by Courtney’s calls home. It was a period of maybe three or four weeks when she seemed distant and emotional when they talked. He thought at first that something had gone wrong between Hastings and her — but she insisted nothing had. “Hastings is great,” she said.

“Then what is it, Court?” he’d asked her. “You don’t sound like yourself.”

“I am myself.” Her voice cracked. “That’s the trouble.”

“Tell me what’s wrong then.”

“I just wonder sometimes, True, if I’ve made too many mistakes.” She began to cry. “Sometimes I feel, you know, lost out here.”

He held the phone to his ear and listened to her cry. Her voice broke into small desperate sobs. It was all Truely could do not to panic a little. “Why don’t you come back home, Court?”

“I can’t,” she insisted.

“You can always come home, Court,” he argued.

“I wish it was that easy,” she said.

In time her sadness seemed to dissipate and she returned to her more exuberant self with a new stash of anecdotes to report. Whatever caused her dark second thoughts seemed to have worked itself out. She was happy again.

COURTNEY MOVED in with Hastings when she was barely twenty-one and Hastings was thirty-one. Like clockwork, just as Truely’s parents had predicted — Courtney’s moral collapse was fully under way.

His mother had her own ways of dealing with humiliation. One was to pray long and hard. Ordinarily she implored the Baptist Women to join her in prayer. “Where two or more are gathered,” she said to Truely. But in this situation, she was not about to explain to others why their prayers were needed. So she went it alone. She played a spiritual game that she had invented herself which brought her comfort and peace of mind. It consisted of closing her eyes and opening her Bible to a random page, then reading that particular page aloud in search of whatever perfect message awaited her there. So far it had never failed her.

Her other technique was to cook. On the occasion of discovering that Courtney was living in sin with a virtual stranger she began with a pot of vegetable soup and a skillet of cornbread. Next she made a big dish of macaroni and cheese — and nearly ruined it by adding a few pink hot dogs cut bite size and stirred in. Next a pan of brownies with pecans. And a pot of pinto beans with fatback. At this point Truely and his daddy became nervous and began exchanging knowing looks.

She made two lemon icebox pies using cans of frozen lemonade and one prune cake using jars of baby food. She baked a ham one day, cooked smothered chicken and barbecue pork chops the next, and country fried steak the day after. There were twice-baked potatoes, collards, butter beans, green bean casserole and creamed corn.

When the three of them sat down to eat, his mother ate heartily. “Nerves,” she explained when it became clear she had out-eaten both Truely and his daddy.

Truely’s mother’s cooking binges triggered his daddy’s loss of appetite. He tried to eat enough to please her. Truely could see that. But his daddy was never a man of excesses. Excess of any kind made him uncomfortable. Besides his daddy had long suffered stomach trouble. He had rarely consulted a doctor about it, but he self-medicated with buttermilk, milk of magnesia tablets, and bottles of Pepto-Bismol. He didn’t complain much either.

Nonetheless his mother took his daddy’s refusal to eat as a personal insult, some sort of negative comment on her deficient coping technique. She began to prod him, to put servings of food on his plate which he had no hope of eating. She did the same to Truely. It was like a test. Usually Truely passed the test, but his daddy rarely did. “Stop shoving food at me, Linda,” he snapped at her. “I’m not a child.”

This time the scene ended with his mother storming to the bedroom close to tears, leaving Truely and his daddy to clean the kitchen and put the leftover food away, which they did without discussing the matter much. “She blames herself,” his daddy said, “for whatever Courtney does.”

“I don’t get that,” Truely said.

“She’s a mother,” his daddy said listlessly. “They see things different.”

His daddy set aside some of the leftover food, wrapped it in aluminum foil, placed it in a large paper sack, and walked the quarter mile over to Fontaine Burroughs’ house and gave it to his mother, who he knew would be happy to get it. When he got back home that evening — Truely heard the screen door slam and the coffeepot rattle — his daddy poured himself a cup of lukewarm coffee and sat alone out on the back steps for a long time.

The next day Truely’s mother gave his daddy and him her modified version of the silent treatment. This had always been one of Courtney’s specialties too. Truely wasn’t sure whether she’d learned it from his mother or been the one to teach it to her. His sister and his mother were as different as night and day, but in some ways they were the same. Courtney had his mother’s Irish good looks — pale skin, dark red hair, green eyes — although his mother was on the short side and Courtney was tall and lean like her daddy. Almost as long as Truely could remember, Courtney had pretty much been a head turner — in spite of her self-consciousness. Maybe his mother had turned heads too when she was younger. His daddy said that when he met her she was the prettiest girl he’d ever seen. Now her hair had faded and thinned. She was slightly plump, her body soft as a marshmallow. His mother spent less and less time studying herself in the mirror — sometimes haphazardly powdering her face in the car en route to her destination, not even bothering to consult the rearview mirror.

Truely never understood why Courtney couldn’t do like most every other free-spirited college girl at the time and simply fail to mention the specific details of her living arrangements. It was a dumb move on her part — the confession, and maybe the cohabitation too — and he told her so. “So, let me get this straight, Court. You feel compelled to tell Mother and Daddy the truth when you decide to move in with a guy almost twice your age that they consider a total stranger?”

“This is too big to lie about, True. Don’t you see?” She spoke as if he were the dense one. “This is not some trivial detail. This is my actual life.”

He wasn’t sure whether this was something he’d learned from watching Courtney’s messy techniques or not, but Truely personally made it a point to let his parents know as little as possible about the details of his own life. They seemed to really appreciate it too.

IT TOOK HIS PARENTS a while to accept the fact of Courtney’s lost innocence. Their suffering only began to subside because even a fool could tell how crazy happy Courtney was with Hastings. She sometimes forced Hastings onto the phone to say hello to her parents or to Truely. It was awkward for everybody, but Hastings did it. Whenever there was something Hastings could do to make Courtney happy, it was done — pronto, no questions asked. Truely thought Hastings’ love for Courtney was embarrassing in its intensity and magnitude. It was certainly nothing Truely ever aspired to, the humiliating depths of excess. Losing one’s dignity to love.

TRUELY DIDN’T KNOW the exact moment that Courtney found out Hastings was rich. He remembered clearly the way she had warned him before she brought Hastings home to Mississippi the first time. “Hastings is begging to come to Mississippi,” she’d said. “He really wants to meet you all.”

“Good,” Truely said.

“You think so, True? Really?”

“Why not?”

“Maybe it’s too soon.”

“The sooner the better,” Truely said. “Bring him on. What? You afraid we’ll scare him off or something?”

“Look, True, I need to tell you something about Hastings. It’s important for you to know before you meet him.”

“Shoot,” Truely said.

“You can’t hold it against him, Truely. Promise me.”

Truely scanned the possibilities. Maybe the guy was black. She’d had a crush on a black boy when she was in high school — it had been a poorly kept secret too. He remembered the day his daddy had gotten wind of it. Maybe this guy was Asian. Or Moslem. Was he blind? Wheelchair bound? Did he have a criminal record? Or was he a crazy artist — Lord knows, Courtney liked that type. Maybe he was going through a messy divorce. Or worse, was still married.

“He’s rich.”

“Rich? What do you mean rich?”

“He has money, T. Lots of it.”

“What kind of money?”

“Family money,” she said.

“He inherited it?”

“Sort of. I mean, yes. But he works hard to make his own money too. He owns his own company. I told you that, didn’t I? He’s not just sitting around counting his daddy’s money or anything.”

“Okay,” Truely said.

“You won’t hold it against him, right?”

“Maybe just a twinge of envy. Is that allowed?”

“Don’t tell Mother and Daddy. They don’t need to know until the time is right.”

“All right,” he agreed.

“Just act like he’s a normal person, True. Because he is — basically.”

“Got it.”

“Why am I being so apologetic?”

“You tell me.”

“I just want you all to give him a chance.”

“How about you give us country bumpkins the benefit of the doubt, Court.”

“You’re right. I’m sorry, True. You’re right.”

“One more thing.”

“What?”

“Have you explained to him that we have our own thing going on down here in Hinds County? Family not-money.”

“See?” she said. “That’s exactly what I mean.”

HASTINGS’ FIRST VISIT to Hinds County was not a total success. He and Courtney had been living together for months by then, their romance in full bloom. Nonetheless, Truely’s parents would not allow Courtney and Hastings to stay together unmarried under their roof. That was understood. It went without saying. So Hastings rented himself a hotel room at the best hotel in downtown Jackson.

“I told him I could fix up the sofa in the living room,” Truely’s mother said. “But nooooo. Mr. California has to check into the most expensive hotel in Jackson.”

“His name is Hastings, Mama.”

“Who is he trying to impress?”

Courtney and Hastings drove out to the Noonan place for supper the first night. Their high hopes were painfully apparent. Truely’s mother’s nervousness caused her to talk too much. His daddy’s resentment made him silent.

It was Truely who finally invited Hastings outside to walk the property — a ritual his daddy usually conducted when company came. His daddy took pride in pointing out the vegetable garden, the fruit trees, the catfish pond where they’d spent endless hours watching corks bob, the old shed turned woodworking shop, the woodpile ready for winter, the antique John Deere tractor he had spent a couple of decades working on, the pen where he once kept chickens, the bird feeders he built himself, the deer lick at the edge of the pond, the stream that ran along the property boundary, the spot where he might like to build a smokehouse someday to cure his own venison there. Truely could give the tour as well as his daddy did but was offering it mostly to diffuse the tensions in the house.

Hastings was walking beside Truely, trying to listen to his explanation of the surrounding terrain. “I get the feeling your father would like to take me behind that woodshed over there and beat the hell out of me with a slat of that timber.”

“Probably would,” Truely said.

“Courtney told me they equate California with hell,” he said.

Truely tried to laugh. “Pretty much.”

“So what does that make me — Satan?”

“Pretty much.”

YOU DIDN’T HAVE to be Sherlock Holmes to know that nights after she thought the family was asleep Courtney snuck out of her girlhood room, started her mother’s old station wagon and drove to Jackson, where she stayed with Hastings until the early morning hours, when everybody in the house could hear her pull up into the side yard in the dark, get out of the car and sneak back into the house before daybreak.

“You’re acting like a jerk,” Truely told her as she crept in the second morning. “Two days of abstinence is going to kill you? Is that right?”

“My God, True, you think this is about sex?”

“Isn’t it?”

“It’s about seeing the world differently from the way they see it — living my life differently from the way they live theirs. Don’t you ever get tired of marching to the beat of Mother and Daddy’s drummer, True?”

“Dammit, Court, this is their house. When in Rome. Would that kill you?”

“The good news is I’ll be gone tomorrow, True. But you know what? I hope I’m never as passive as you are.”

“God forbid,” he said. “I hope I’m never such a selfish pain in the ass.”

HASTINGS CAME by the house the next afternoon in his rental car to pick up Courtney for the airport. Truely had a few minutes alone with Hastings as he loaded Courtney’s luggage in the trunk of the car. Hastings seemed miserable.

“Courtney is pretty upset.”

“You can be sure if Courtney is upset, everybody is upset.”

“None of this is her fault,” Hastings said. “I was the one who wanted to come down here and meet her family. She tried to talk me out of it.”

“Let me ask you something, Hastings.” Truely folded his arms and leaned against the rental car. “You planning to marry my sister?”

“We talk about it. When the time is right.”

“I’m not telling you how to live your life or anything,” Truely said. “But I’d hold off on coming back down here until you put a ring on my sister’s finger, man.”

“That’s the way it is?”

“My parents just want what they believe is right for Courtney.”

“I understand.”

Truely smiled. “One more thing.”

“What?”

“How invested are you in that ponytail?”

“The ponytail stays,” Hastings said.

“Right,” Truely said. “Just asking.”


Three

FOR HIS SEVENTEENTH BIRTHDAY Courtney and Hastings sent Truely a plane ticket to fly out to visit them. It was far beyond anything he’d thought to wish for. His parents briefly discussed insisting that he send it back — claiming it was excessive. But Truely talked them out of that—with the long-distance assistance of Courtney. First they’d learned that Hastings had plenty of money. Now they learned that he wasn’t the least bit stingy. Knowing the second thing made it much easier to tolerate the first thing.

Before meeting Hastings neither Truely nor Courtney had ever known anything at all about money or the people who had it. Like most Mississippi kids they had dreamed dreams that had little or no significant financial dimensions to them. They thought of money the same as they did weather — necessary in some form, unpredictable, volatile enough to wipe you off the map of the world at any given time. It would have been fair to say Truely and Courtney had little interest in money, people with it, or ways to get it. Truely thought that might be what Hastings had found so irresistible about his sister. She liked him in spite of his family money. She forgave him his wealth.

Truely’s trip to California was the first time he had ever flown — and he’d been plenty scared. He’d never prayed that much at one sitting before. By the time he landed the third time that day — Jackson to Atlanta, Atlanta to Chicago, Chicago to San Francisco — and saw Courtney and Hastings waving to him at the gate, he felt like a veteran traveler — and closer to God too, his prayers answered. He was visibly relieved to have arrived mostly intact.

They all squeezed into Hastings’ small sports car with the top down and drove headfirst into the luminous city. Truely thought about Star Wars—the way he had felt the first time he saw the movie and had actually considered the possibility that there might be other worlds out there somewhere, incredible places waiting to be discovered by the best and boldest. San Francisco gave him the Star Wars feeling.

“What do you think, True?” Courtney watched him scan the horizon, crouched down in the tiny back space of the speeding car.

“We’re not in Kansas anymore, Toto,” he said.

By the time they got to Hastings’ apartment Truely felt he had traveled beyond the known galaxy. Hastings’ apartment was on the eighteenth floor and had a view of the bay, which he would not see fully until the following morning. But what Truely liked even more were the endless city lights in all directions sparkling like a million fireflies as far as he could see.

The actual apartment was the nicest place Truely had ever been. It was small, even by Mississippi standards. It was modern too, with sleek furniture, glass tables and what his mother would have referred to as “genuine oriental rugs.” There were abstract paintings on the walls. Large canvases. Two he recognized as Courtney’s work. There were fresh flowers, of course. Hadn’t their mother taught them that you always welcomed visitors with a vase of fresh cut flowers — or in the winter months in Mississippi, holly berries, nandina or a stem of magnolia leaves? Both tiny bedrooms in the apartment had beds low to the floor on wooden platforms. Truely had never slept low before — unless he was camping someplace out in the woods. In Hinds County people liked their beds high off the floor so you had to climb up into the bed and could store Lord knows what underneath it. Here everything was simple and sparse. Truely might have said the rooms were mostly empty. Courtney called them minimalist modern. “In California,” she explained, “less is more.”

Back in Mississippi Truely had never learned less-is-more or any of that. He was pretty sure less-is-more was some indulgent concept only a rich person would think up. Down in Hinds County less was less and more was more and everybody knew the difference. What he liked most were the floor-to-ceiling windows and the sights beyond. Two weeks visiting Courtney and Hastings was more than enough to dazzle Truely Noonan, son of the South. Afterward he had gone home to Mississippi changed.

IT WAS CLEAR to Truely’s parents that he had taken to California same as Courtney had and come down with a serious case of California dreaming that would keep him feverish all the next year. Not long after his trip he sat at the kitchen table and filled out a small stack of college applications, among them an application to San Jose State. “San Joe’s?” his mother said when she looked over his shoulder. “What kind of school is that?”

“It’s a good school,” Truely said.

Courtney and Hastings wanted him to apply to Berkeley and Stanford instead, because as they put it, “a degree from there will open doors for you the rest of your life.” Hastings was a Berkeley man himself. He liked to make that known too.

It would have been a long shot, but maybe Truely could have gotten in those schools since he was near the top of his class in Hinds County and had blown the lid off the SAT, which was somewhat of an embarrassment to him back in Mississippi, where an excess of brains was generally frowned upon. But when Courtney had taken him to look at both schools he decided that neither one was a real fit for him. The glut of privilege and money was hard for a Mississippi boy to embrace. Unlike Hastings, he didn’t have the prerequisite sense of entitlement. In Mississippi they might forgive you for being smart, but never for acting smart.

A few days later, while they were shoveling a load of manure over tilled garden soil, his daddy broke the silence, saying, “Son, I’m not against college, you know that, right? But I hope you don’t set out to try to be something you’re not.”

Truely paused, bare-chested, shovel in hand, his ball cap sweat-soaked to his head. His daddy had never said such a thing to him before. It didn’t set right. He took off his ball cap and slapped it against a fence post, a spray of sweat flying out. “I don’t know what you’re getting at.”

“Too many books can change a man — and not for the best sometimes.”

“What’s your point?” Truely slung a heap of pungent manure over the newly dug soil and tried to stir it in with the blade of the shovel like he had watched his daddy do so many times before.

“A man’s got to know who he is. He’s got to accept what he knows.” His daddy was going over the spot Truely was working, rearranging the soil with his hoe.

Truely stabbed his shovel into the dirt. Anger crept over him like a swarm of fire ants.

UNLIKE SOME OF HIS BUDDIES, Truely had never been afraid of books. Following his daddy’s example, he had read the newspaper every day of his life since sixth grade, starting with the sports page. He had a vague idea what was going on in the world. It was true that Truely could generally nail a test, took a certain pride in it, but he was also a guy who liked to dance all night to throbbing music in makeshift clubs off unlit country roads. He liked to drink a cold beer on a hot day, maybe a flask of Jack Daniel’s on special occasions. He wore his baseball cap backwards, his jeans ripped and torn — because they were old and practically worn-out, not because he bought them that way. His hair was a little too long, his boots a little too big, his aspirations modest. He preferred listening to talking — and wasn’t all that great at either. He liked barbecue joints more than restaurants. Catfish and hush puppies or hot dogs burned black over a campfire were his favorites. He preferred simple food dished out in large helpings. He liked to serve himself and go for seconds.

Truely got a rush out of seeing geese flying in V formation, every kind of dog — but especially a hound on a scent — hard-hitting defensive football, explosive tackles, athletes with suddenness, tan-legged girls in bare feet, girls with guts and gumption who spoke up and got heard, guys who didn’t talk too much, who only lied when it was the right thing to do, great teachers who made you rethink things, and true stories of every kind. He was partial to old people, old trucks and old stories he’d heard a thousand times. None of this was going to change because he went off to college. Not if he could help it. He’d gone to church nearly all his life, but had never considered himself religious. If he’d actually had a religion he guessed it would have been familiarity — he worshipped the familiar.

He was exactly like his daddy that way, wasn’t he? They both liked things that actually were what they appeared to be. People especially. Truely liked mothers who looked like mothers and fathers who looked like fathers. He cringed when he saw those too-thin mothers trying to pour themselves into tight-fitting jeans and wearing their hair like a teenager. He’d felt bad for guys with mothers like that. Truely generally felt lucky to have his own mother with her dated hairstyle, which she referred to as “a body wave.” Truely liked his mother’s sensible shoes just fine, her pear shape in her polyester JCPenney’s pantsuits, all the little lines around her eyes, and the way she insisted on putting powder on whenever she left the house so her face didn’t shine with heat. He could tell from the wedding photo that sat on her bedroom dresser that she had once been young and pretty. It was okay with him if she didn’t stay that way forever. He didn’t notice his daddy complaining either — not exactly. He loved the way she insisted on hanging wet clothes outside on the line, letting them bake in the fresh air, even though she had a clothes dryer out in the carport that worked just fine. He admired the way most of the messages put out by the modern world were wasted on his mother. He counted on that.

His daddy too. Every morning his daddy was up early, dressed in his work coveralls, drinking his black coffee when Truely came stumbling to the table for breakfast. His daddy worked repairing large household appliances, refrigerators, washing machines, stoves, for Jackson Home Appliance and he was good at it — was made manager of the repair department a few years earlier. Sometimes he brought home an abandoned appliance and repaired it in his spare time and then sold it on the side. Or sometimes he just gave it away to somebody he thought might need it.

Truely liked the way he’d come to know what his daddy would say before he said it — like he had memorized the short script that constituted the basic dialogue of his daddy’s small life. It comforted Truely in its predictability.

To this day there was not much he loved more than hunting with his daddy, sitting silently for hours cramped in the deer stand in the dark, damp, early morning listening to each other breathe and shiver — never speaking a word. They had gotten a buck the last three years he was home, the third one six points. All three bucks still hung on the garage wall, two looking left and one looking right. He was proud of them too, even though his mother had refused to allow them to hang over the fireplace in their den where he thought they actually belonged.

When he was a kid he had loved to sit out by the pond and fish with his daddy too. For hours on end the two of them sat in the shadiest spot they could find, eating sandwiches they’d made themselves, sharing an RC Cola and believing they had all the time in the world ahead of them. Even though he didn’t get around to it much anymore, he still liked to fish. You could think when you fished. That was the thing. It was like doing something and doing nothing all at the same time. If more people fished, then fewer people would need to pay psychiatrists. He believed that. If he was part redneck, the way Courtney had lovingly introduced him to her California friends on occasion, then he was okay with that. Maybe he was even proud of it.

Maybe some of Truely’s Mississippi buddies spent their days wired to sound systems or watching the mind-numbing tube, but not Truely. He liked to wander down to Snake Creek by himself and throw his line in the slow current. Sometimes he took a tattered notepad with him in case something came to mind that he thought he needed to jot down. It wasn’t a journal. Girls kept journals. It was just a notebook that helped him keep track of his thoughts. He hid it from his mother the same way he used to hide dirty magazines when he was a kid — in the same place too, inside an old sleeping bag rolled up on the floor of his closet.

Truely Noonan knew who he was. Hell yes. He knew who he was and where he came from — and he was mostly at peace with all of it. He’d swear he’d never spent a minute of his life trying to be somebody he wasn’t.

EVENTUALLY they sent photos, of course, the two of them on the windy beach in Santa Cruz, on a cold day, surrounded by smiling friends, jackets slung over their shoulders, lifting glasses of champagne. Courtney’s newly blackened hair was flying across her porcelain face like dark, wet seaweed. Hastings’ hair was slicked back in a tight ponytail, his lone earring almost indiscernible to the naked eye. The expression of pure adoration on his face was more than endearing to Truely’s parents. And there was no mistaking the certainty in Courtney’s eyes. She looked perfectly beautiful to them, in that pale, half-starved way of hers. His parents wept when the photos arrived in the mail. Their daughter was married. A legal wife. Her virtue was restored.

Truely always wondered how, of all the guys in California, Courtney had known that Hastings was the one most likely to transform her life into the masterpiece she had always imagined.

TRUELY HAD BEEN going out with Tay-Ann Rogers for nearly two years. She was a pretty girl, dark-haired, book smart and ambitious. She dreamed of being a doctor someday, maybe doing mission work in Africa or South America as a testament to her love for Jesus Christ. He didn’t know a single person who didn’t like her. His mother and daddy, for example, claimed they loved her and he believed they did.

Tay-Ann was a great dancer — which was how things had got started in the first place that night out at Lester’s off Highway 18. The girl might have Jesus in her heart, but she had music in her blood. He really loved a girl who could dance — and would. Truely had seen Tay-Ann at school a thousand times and never really noticed her. It wasn’t until two summers ago, when he had gone out to Lester’s with some football buddies and Tay-Ann was there, sweat drenched, wet-haired and dancing barefoot, that he had not been able to take his eyes off her. She wore a short white sundress pasted to her tanned skin. Her dark hair was curled around her damp face and her mascara was smeared. The movement of her hips was hypnotic. She bit her bottom lip as she danced, concentrating on the pulsing music with her eyes closed. Truely was done. It was over.

He never technically asked her to dance. He just made his way through the crowd to where she was swaying with some half-coordinated guy, caught her eye and began to dance beside her. She smiled. The place caught fire. That’s the way Truely remembered it.

Lots of nights now, he picked up Tay-Ann in his daddy’s truck and they drove the back roads of Hinds County. She was easy to talk to. She had plenty to say even when Truely was at a loss for words. Her daddy owned some significant tracts of land and Tay-Ann had keys to all the locked gates on his property. Some nights they parked on dark dead-end roads in the woods and made each other promises, whispering their way to perfect silence. He lost his virginity to her on a blanket laid out in the back of the truck, the two of them stark naked under a pale fingernail moon.

TRUELY AND HIS DADDY were sitting in tattered lawn chairs in the yard, facing the pond, watching a pair of bullfrogs leap at the water’s edge, finishing up bowls of chili and saltines, when Truely handed his daddy his acceptance letter to San Jose State. “This came,” he said.

His daddy read the letter with anything but enthusiasm. Afterward he folded it carefully and dropped it into his lap. “Why?” he asked.

“I’m not trying to follow in Courtney’s footsteps if that’s what you think.”

“What’s right for your sister is not necessarily right for you.”

“I know that, Daddy.” Truely leaned forward in his chair, annoyed. “This is not about Courtney.”

“What’s this about then?”

“I’ve been in Hinds County all my life. Maybe I want to try something else for a while. I like California. I got this scholarship out there.”

“Is that some kind of Mexican college?”

“San Jose State? No. It’s not Mexican, Daddy.”

“Sounds Mexican.”

“It’s a good school. Maybe you’ll come west and see it sometime. Bring Mama. Do some sightseeing out there.”

“They got a football team?”

“Yes.”

“Any good?”

“They beat Stanford practically every year.”

“Stanford?”

“Pac-10 team.”

His daddy shook his head. “You’re going to break your mama’s heart with this news.”

Truely had to swallow hard to keep from saying something he might regret. In matters of breaking his mother’s heart he didn’t think he was in danger of being the primary offender. He bit his tongue. “I’ll write y’all,” he said. “I’ll call.”

“It’s not the same.”

“I’ll come home at Christmas, Daddy. It’ll be like old times. The four of us — well, the five now. We’ll decorate the house and everything like always.”

“Courtney wants your mama and me to fly out to her place for Christmas this year,” he said. “She’s sending us tickets.”

“Okay then,” Truely said. “Good. Even better.”

“I don’t understand why you’re doing this, son.” His daddy looked away from him then. He cleared his throat. “Is it because —”

“No.” Truely didn’t want the conversation to take the turn his daddy was hinting at. He’d promised himself never to allow it.

“Anything you might need to ask me?”

“No.” Truely’s tone was abrupt.

His daddy looked at him then, saw that the subject was closed. He looked away a minute, as if rethinking something. “This is not how your mama and me thought things would go, you know? Courtney out there with …”

“Hastings?”

“Yes.”

“She’s real happy, Daddy.”

“That’s what your mama says.”

“You don’t believe it?”

“I don’t like it — that’s all. My daughter so far off. Now you leaving too. Makes me wonder what we should have done that we didn’t.”

“Nothing,” Truely said.

“Look.” His daddy pointed across the pond. “There’s that doe again. See her over there?” In the thick brush on the bank of the pond where his daddy had put out a salt lick stood a fearless doe. His daddy made his hand into an imaginary gun, aimed it and pretended to pull the trigger. “Bam,” he whispered.

The doe looked up momentarily then went back to grazing.

His daddy sat still a minute, then swatted a gnat on his forearm. “Okay then.” He returned Truely’s letter. “Congratulations are in order, I guess.”

Truely took the letter, folded it and put it in his pocket.

“How about let’s get these chili bowls washed up and put away before your mama gets home. You know how much she likes to come home to a clean kitchen.”

Truely grabbed his empty bowl and followed his daddy to the kitchen.

“When you planning to tell your mama what you’ve decided?”

“Not yet,” Truely said.

“You told Tay-Ann yet?”

“Yes.”

“What’d she say?”

“She thinks she can change my mind.”

“Can she?”

“No. I don’t think so.”

His daddy held the screen door open for Truely, nodding for him to step into the kitchen. “It’s decided then,” his daddy said mostly to himself.


Four

THE SUMMER AFTER GRADUATION Truely loaded his primitive, outdated home computer, hopped-up stereo equipment and goldmine of CDs and old LPs, along with his clothes — three pairs of jeans, some T-shirts, sweatpants, shorts and one brand-new pair of khakis his mother had bought him, along with a basic navy sport coat with brass buttons exactly like every one he had ever owned and two less-than-notable neckties his mother had chosen for events unknown — into the used pickup truck he and his daddy had negotiated for as a graduation present. It wasn’t a bribe exactly, more like an unspoken thank-you for Truely’s maturity in exercising restraint and demonstrating loyalty to his daddy in ways that would remain unmentioned by both of them all the rest of their lives.

Truely didn’t like secrets — knowing them or keeping them. The fact that he had found himself an involuntary steward to a handful of secrets belonging mostly to other people was no small part of his decision to leave Mississippi and the weight of such knowing. He hoped distance would free him. California seemed like a place that would let him forgive and forget, which was nearly always his instinct.

He drove himself across country to California, taking back roads, listening to Al Green, Percy Sledge and the Temptations — pretty much the same stuff his daddy and most everybody else in Mississippi listened to. He had come to like Willie, old Hank Williams stuff and Don Williams too. All the mellow country guys. When it came to music Truely liked his vocals strong and his instrumentation simple. Driving along with a sack of sandwiches and peanut butter cookies his mother had packed him, an old map of his daddy’s, the open road and the freedom to take his own sweet time, he was pretty close to perfectly happy. At the time, he was convinced that happiness had something to do with freedom.

Back in Hinds County he had left Tay-Ann Rogers if not heartbroken then at least heart-bruised. He felt bad about that. As far as he knew he had never made a girl cry before. Tay-Ann Rogers was a special girl by all accounts. Saying good-bye to her had been harder than saying good-bye to his mother. A few months earlier he had even found a way to tell Tay-Ann he loved her, which he believed he did. Just not enough to give up his California dream. He had imagined he could house her in some pleasant waiting room in the back of his mind until the time was right to merge her life with his — if the time ever was actually right. He hadn’t expected her to refuse to cooperate. Once it was clear to her that he was leaving Mississippi she turned to someone who was staying — some guy she had met at Ole Miss, where she was headed in the fall.

The irony wasn’t wasted on Truely when at one point his daddy took him aside and said, “Son, sometimes the thing you go searching everywhere for is sitting right under your nose. You need to think twice before you let Tay-Ann get away.”
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