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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

         

         The images that accompany the words of this book are photographs of silence. Over the course of two years, Spencer Ostrander made several long-distance trips around the country to take pictures of the sites of more than thirty mass shootings that have occurred in recent years. The pictures are notable for the absence of human figures in them and the fact that no gun or even the suggestion of a gun is anywhere in sight. They are portraits of buildings, often bleak, ugly buildings in undistinctive, neutral American landscapes, forgotten structures where horrendous massacres were carried out by men with rifles and guns, briefly capturing the country’s attention and then fading into oblivion until Ostrander showed up with his camera and transformed them into gravestones of our collective grief.
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         I have never owned a gun. Not a real gun, in any case, but for two or three years after emerging from diapers, I walked around with a six-shooter dangling from my hip. I was a Texan, even though I lived in the suburbs outside Newark, New Jersey, for back in the early fifties the Wild West was everywhere, and numberless legions of small American boys were proud owners of a cowboy hat and a cheap toy pistol tucked into an imitation leather holster. Occasionally, a roll of percussion caps would be inserted in front of the pistol’s hammer to imitate the sound of a real bullet going off whenever we aimed, fired, and eliminated one more bad guy from the world. Most of the time, however, it was sufficient merely to pull the trigger and shout, Bang, bang, you’re dead! 

         The source of these fantasies was television, a new phenomenon that began reaching large numbers of people precisely at the time of my birth (1947), and because my father happened to own an appliance store that peddled several brands of TVs, I have the distinction of being one of the first people anywhere in the world to have lived with a television set from the day I was born. Hopalong Cassidy and The Lone Ranger were the two shows I remember best, but the afternoon programming during my preschool years also featured a daily onslaught of B Westerns from the thirties and early forties, in particular those starring handsome, athletic Buster Crabbe and his old geezer sidekick, Al St. John. Everything about those films and shows was pure claptrap, but at three and four and five I was too young to understand that, and a world sharply divided between men in white hats and men in black hats was perfectly suited to the thwarted capacities of my young, primitive mind. My heroes were good-hearted dumbbells, slow to anger, reluctant to talk, and shy around women, but they knew right from wrong, and they could out-punch and outshoot the crooked ones whenever a ranch or a herd of cattle or the safety of the town were threatened.

         Everyone carried a gun in those stories, both heroes and villains alike, but only the hero’s gun was an instrument of righteousness and justice, and because I did not imagine myself to be a villain but a hero, the toy six-shooter strapped to my waist was a sign of my own goodness and virtue, tangible proof of my idealistic, make-believe manhood. Without the gun, I wouldn’t have been a hero but a no one, a mere kid.

         I longed to own a horse during those years, but not once did it occur to me to wish for a real weapon or even to fire one. When the chance finally came to do that, I was nine or ten and had long outgrown my infantile dreamworld of television cowboys. I was an athlete now, with a particular devotion to baseball, but also a reader of books and a sometime author of wretchedly bad poems, a boy plodding along the zigzag path toward becoming a bigger boy. That summer, my parents sent me to a sleepaway camp in New Hampshire, where in addition to baseball there was swimming, canoeing, tennis, archery, horseback riding, and a couple of sessions a week at the shooting range, where I first experienced the pleasures of learning how to handle a .22-caliber rifle and pumping bullets into a paper target affixed to a wall some twenty-five or fifty yards away (I forget the exact distance, but it seemed just right to me at the time—neither too close nor too far). The counselor who instructed us knew his business well, and I have vivid memories of being taught how to position my hands when holding the rifle, how to line up the target along the sight at the end of the barrel, how to breathe properly when preparing to shoot, and how to pull back the trigger in a slow, smooth motion to send the bullet surging through the barrel into the air. My eyesight was sharp back then, and I caught on quickly, first from a prone position, where I once scored a forty-seven out of a possible fifty from the five shots that made up a round, and then from a sitting position, which entailed a whole new inventory of techniques, but just as I was about to advance to the kneeling position, the summer ended, and so ended my career as a marksman. My parents decided that the camp was too far away and sent me to another one less than half the distance from home the following summer, where riflery was not on the menu of activities. A small disappointment, perhaps, but in all other ways the second camp was superior to the first, and I didn’t give the matter much thought. Nevertheless, more than sixty years later, I still remember how good it felt to fire a shot clear into the bullseye, which brought with it a sense of fulfillment similar to the one I experienced whenever I dashed out from my position at shortstop to catch a relay throw from the left fielder and then wheeled around to throw the ball to the catcher as a runner steamed around third base and headed for home. A sense of connection between myself and someone or something a great distance from me, and to throw a ball or fire a bullet and hit the target for the sake of some predetermined goal—to prevent a run from crossing the plate, to run up a high score at the shooting range—produced a deep, glowing sense of satisfaction and achievement. The connection was what counted, and whether the instrument of that connection was a ball or a bullet, the feeling was the same.

         The next chance I had to fire a gun came when I was fourteen or fifteen. By then, my passion for sports had expanded beyond baseball to include football and basketball as well, and whether I was playing tackle or touch or full-court or half-court, the connection with someone or something a great distance from me was still the most inspiriting part of the game—sinking a jump shot from fifteen or twenty feet out or, in my role as quarterback, heaving a pass forty yards downfield that fell into the arms of my sprinting receiver for a long gain or touchdown. One of my closest friends during those years came from a wealthy family, and not long after his father had acquired a gentleman’s hobby-farm in Sussex County, I was invited out there one Saturday or Sunday in mid-November. Most of that visit is lost to me now, but what stands out and has never been forgotten is the hour or two hours we spent skeet shooting in that chilly rural landscape of bare branches and swooping, clamoring crows. Not a .22 rifle this time but a double-barreled shotgun, a heftier, more imposing piece of equipment with a stronger recoil, and no longer was I shooting at a paper target affixed to a wall but at an airborne moving object—a round black disc called a clay pigeon that was launched from a device on the ground and sent flying upward, and as I took aim at the black thing streaking across the gray-white sky, I knew that I had to act quickly or the disc would fall to the ground before I had a chance to fire. Oddly enough, it didn’t feel difficult to me, and even on the first try I was able to judge the speed and trajectory of the disc and therefore to know how far in front of the target I should aim, so that once the cartridge was winging its way through the air, it would collide with the thing cruising toward it. My first shot was a direct hit. The clay disc burst apart in midair and fell to the ground in tiny fragments, and then, moments later, when the second clay pigeon was launched, I did it again with my next shot. Beginner’s luck, perhaps, but I felt strangely confident, and as I waited for my friend and his father to take their turns, I told myself that it must have had something to do with all the footballs I had thrown in the past two or three years. More than that, I also understood that much as I had enjoyed shooting at stationary targets in New Hampshire, this kind of shooting was far more satisfying. First of all, because it was more difficult, but also because it was much more fun to blast apart a clay pigeon than to put a hole in a piece of paper. For the rest of the afternoon, I didn’t miss once.

         Given how naturally I had taken to this new sport, I find it somewhat mystifying that I didn’t go any further with it. Even in New Jersey, I’m sure it would have been possible to find a gun club somewhere and go on shooting once or twice a week for as long as I wished, but for all the enjoyment I had felt that day on the farm, I simply let the matter drop. Even more mystifying, not once in the many years since then have I held another rifle or shotgun in my hands.

         For want of any other explanation, I suspect that my indifference to guns came from the fact that nothing in my background had disposed me to care about them. Neither my father nor my mother nor anyone else in our extended family owned a firearm, and none of them had anything to do with hunting birds or beasts or shooting for sport or ever talked about buying a handgun or a rifle to protect the household against a criminal invasion. The same held true for all my friends and their families, and even though stories about gangland murders filled the newspapers of the 1950s, I don’t recall a single instance when a person in my town brought up the subject of guns. Young boys who lived out in the country hunted wild animals with their fathers, tough, impoverished boys from the big cities went after one another with homemade zip guns, earning the label “juvenile delinquents,” but in my mostly tranquil suburban world, which had its fair share of delinquents as well, guns were not an issue. Not even during those years when twenty or thirty Westerns aired weekly on television and Hollywood studios were cranking out dozens of Technicolor pictures about the Wild West. Add in the many gangster films and television shows that were also produced in the fifties and early sixties, and millions of big screens and small screens from one end of America to the other were awash in images of gun violence. I enjoyed that mayhem as much as anyone else, but for all the scenes I watched of shoot-outs, ambushes, and men writhing on the ground with mortal wounds, they had little effect on me. The guns were merely props in carefully staged cinematic productions, and the blood that spilled from the wounded men was red paint or, in the case of movies and shows filmed in black-and-white, Hershey’s chocolate syrup. My dream life as a Texas cowboy had ended years before, and based on what I had seen of the old frontier’s twentieth-century equivalents, I also understood that I had no intention of growing up to become a gangster, a bank robber, or—perish the thought—a G-man.

         Had I come from a different background, there is every chance I would have embraced guns as an integral part of my life. Such is the case for tens of millions of Americans across the country, and if I had grown up elsewhere with another set of parents in another sort of community, and if I had been encouraged by my father to take up shooting as one of the fundamental imperatives of manhood, a boy with my innate marksmanship talents surely would have followed his example with enthusiasm. But my father was not one of those men, and therefore I was not one of those boys. More than that, there was something I didn’t know, an essential something that lay buried in the ground throughout my childhood and into my early twenties, but once that thing was pulled up into the light, I finally understood how much my father must have abhorred guns and how badly his life had been scarred by the brutality of guns when real bullets are fired into a real human body.

         From the beginning of my conscious life, I had always known that my paternal grandfather had died when my father was a young boy. I had two grandmothers but only one grandfather, and the shadow of that missing person often swept over my thoughts, prompting me to speculate about who that man might have been and what he had looked like, since there were no photographs of him anywhere in our house. As I remember it, at three different times in my early childhood, I asked my father how his own father had died. There was always a pause before he answered, and each time he gave me the story, it was different from the one he had told earlier. The first time I asked, he said that his father had been repairing the roof of a tall building and had died when he slipped off the edge and fell to the ground. The second time, that he had been killed in a hunting accident. The third time, that he had been killed as a soldier in World War I. I was no more than six or seven, but I had lived long enough to know that a person dies only once, not three times, yet for reasons I don’t fully understand, I never challenged my father to explain the contradictions in his stories. It could be that because he was such a remote, silent person, I had already learned to respect the distance between us and to stand obediently on the other side of the wall he had built around himself. To break through that wall and effectively accuse him of lying was therefore not within the realm of the possible. I have a dim memory of going to my mother and asking her about the three different stories my father had given, but her answer was just as puzzling to me. “He was so young at the time,” she said, “he probably doesn’t know how it happened.” But that made no sense either. My father was the youngest of five children, and surely one of his older siblings would have told him, even if his mother had refused to talk about it. As the third youngest of nine first cousins, I eventually asked four or five of the oldest ones if they had ever been told anything about our grandfather’s death, and one by one they all said that they had received the same sorts of evasive answers to their questions that I had. The four Auster brothers and their sister had chosen to hide the truth from their children, and not one of us from the younger generation had any hope of ever cracking the mystery of what had happened to our grandfather, who had died long before any of us was born.

         Years passed with no progress on any front, and then, through a wholly improbable trick of chance that seemed to overturn every rational assumption about how the world is supposed to work, one of those older cousins happened to find herself sitting next to a stranger on a transatlantic flight in 1970, and that man, who had grown up and still lived in Kenosha, Wisconsin, the same small city where our fathers had lived with their parents in the years before and during World War I, uncovered the secret that had been hidden for the past five decades. Because of who my father was, and because of who I had become by then, I never said a word to him about it for the rest of his life, which lasted close to nine more years after that. I knew what he knew, but he never knew that I knew. Whatever his motive had been, he had protected me with his silence when I was young, and now I meant to do the same thing for him when he was old.

         The truth comes down to this: On January 23, 1919, two months after the end of World War I, at the beginning of the third wave of the Spanish flu pandemic that had broken out the previous year, and just one week after the ratification of the Eighteenth Amendment to the Constitution, which banned the production, transport, and sale of intoxicating liquors in the United States, my grandmother shot and killed my grandfather. Their marriage had broken up at some point within the past year or two. Following the separation, my grandfather had moved out and settled in Chicago, where he was now living with another woman, but he came back to Kenosha that Thursday evening in 1919 to give presents to his children, and while he was paying what he no doubt imagined would be a short visit, my grandmother asked him to repair a faulty light switch in the kitchen. The electricity was turned off, and as the second youngest Auster son held a candle for him in the darkened room, my grandmother went upstairs to tuck in her youngest for the night (my father) and to retrieve the pistol she kept hidden under the little boy’s bed, whereupon she went back downstairs, reentered the kitchen, and fired several shots at her estranged husband, two of which entered his body, one in the hip and the other in the neck, which must have been the one that killed him. The Kenosha newspapers announced his age as thirty-six, although I suspect he might have been a few years older than that. My father was six and a half, and my uncle, the boy holding the candle who had witnessed the murder, was nine.

         There was a trial, of course, and after my grandmother was unexpectedly acquitted on the grounds of temporary insanity, she and her five children left Wisconsin and headed east, eventually landing in Newark, New Jersey, where my father grew up in a wrecked family presided over by a hotheaded, often unhinged matriarch who trained her children never to breathe a word among themselves or to anyone else about what had happened in Kenosha. Resources were pinched, day-to-day life was a struggle, and even though all four boys had after-school jobs, coming up with the rent from month to month was often a problem, which meant that they moved several times a year to escape angry landlords, which in turn meant that the boys kept changing schools as they bounced from one neighborhood to another. So many friendships interrupted, so many potential bonds broken, until all they could count on in the end was one another. This was not the genteel poverty of a family that had come down slightly in the world but the rough poverty of a family that had fallen close to the bottom, with all the attendant stress, anxiety, and bouts of panic that come from never having enough.

         The gun had caused all this, and not only did the children have no father, they lived with the knowledge that their mother had killed him. Nevertheless, they loved her—stubbornly, ferociously, and no matter how deranged she could be at times or how capriciously she acted with them, they held fast and never faltered in their devotion.

         When we talk about shootings in this country, we invariably fix our thoughts on the dead, but seldom do we discuss the wounded, the ones who survive the bullets and go on living, often with devastating permanent injuries: a shattered elbow that renders an arm useless, a pulverized kneecap that turns a normal stride into a painful limp, or a blown-apart face patched together with plastic surgery and a prosthetic jaw. Then there are the victims whose bodies were never touched by gunfire but who go on suffering from the inner wounds of loss—a maimed sister, a brain-injured brother, a dead father. And if your father is dead because your mother shot and killed him, and if you go on loving your mother in spite of that, it is almost certain that you will gradually succumb to living in a state of so many crossed mental wires that a part of you will begin to shut down.

         The three oldest children, who had been mostly formed by the time of the murder, had an easier time adjusting to their new reality than the two youngest ones, my six-and-a-half-year-old father and my nine-year-old uncle. The boy who witnessed the murder grew up into a successful but haunted man given to savage bursts of rage, horrific jags of shouting, screaming, and uncontrollable anger that could build to hurricane force and knock down walls, houses, and whole cities during his most violent tantrums. As for my largely subdued father, he worked hard at transforming his radio repair shop into a full-fledged appliance business and remained a feckless, freelancing bachelor who lived at home with his mother until he was thirty-three. In 1946, he married my twenty-one-year-old mother, a woman he supposedly worshipped but could not love, for by then he was a lonely, fractured man whose inner ground was so murky that he lived at a remove from himself and others, which made him unqualified for marriage, and so my parents eventually divorced, and whenever I think about the essential goodness of my father and what he could have become if he had grown up under different circumstances, I also think about the gun that killed my grandfather—which was the same gun that ruined my father’s life.

      



OEBPS/images/second_half_title_online.jpg
BLOODBATH
NATION





OEBPS/images/logo_online.png
faber





OEBPS/images/landing_logo.png





OEBPS/images/title_page_online.jpg
BLOODBATH
NATION

PAUL AUSTER

hhhhhhhhhhhhh

EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE





OEBPS/images/9780571386888_cover_epub.jpg
PAUL
AUSTER

-

SPENCER
OSTRANDER





