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​1–The Drunkard and the Dead
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I never meant to write the dead. I was only looking for a chair, a bottle, and somewhere warm enough to forget my name. That is the honest beginning, which I understand is a poor way to start a story in Tanner County, where honesty was mostly saved for funerals, courtrooms, and women who had already packed their husband’s clothes on the porch. My name was Amos Riddle, though most folks called me Riddle, because Amos sounded too biblical for the shape I was usually found in. I was the town drunk by occupation, the town embarrassment by reputation, and the town philosopher by my own estimation. There was no salary attached to any of it, but a man can’t have everything. The trouble started on a Thursday evening when Mr. Edwin P. Calloway, editor and partial owner of The Tanner County Tribune, came down with what his wife called “printer’s exhaustion” and what Doc Bell called “too much sausage, whiskey, and believing his own sentences.” Either way, Mr. Calloway collapsed across his desk with his suspenders twisted, one cheek stuck to a notice about bridge repairs, and both eyes shut tighter than a Baptist purse at a horse race. I found him that way because I had entered the Tribune office through the back door, which was not locked because Tanner County had not yet produced a thief willing to steal responsibility. The place smelled of ink, dust, burnt coffee, and lies that had dried into respectable columns. I had gone in seeking warmth. I found employment. On Mr. Calloway’s desk sat a stack of mortuary notices from Pruitt & Sons Funeral Parlor, though everybody knew there was only one Pruitt and no sons, unless you counted disappointment. A note lay on top: “Must print before morning.” Now I had been drinking, yes, but not so much that I could not recognize urgency when it was written in a widow’s handwriting and underlined three times. I looked at Calloway. He snored. I looked at the notices. They waited. I looked for the bottle I had hidden behind the stove the previous winter. It was gone. That, more than public duty, moved me. A thirsty man will do strange things when deprived of comfort. I sat in the editor’s chair. It squeaked like it knew better. The first notice concerned Mr. Horace W. Peavey, who had died at seventy-one after a lifetime of calling other men lazy while seated. The prepared obituary said: “Beloved husband, respected businessman, faithful church member, and friend to all.” That was where I first saw the problem. Horace Peavey was not beloved by his wife, who had once told my aunt she would miss him mainly as a warning to other women. He was respected only by men who owed him money. He attended church faithfully because his store sat across from it and he liked counting who gave what. As for friend to all, Horace had once charged a widow interest on a sack of flour during a drought and then complained her tears spotted the counter. So I corrected it. “HORACE W. PEAVEY, seventy-one, died Tuesday after several decades of being technically alive. He leaves behind a wife, two sons, one daughter, eleven unpaid apologies, and a store ledger mean enough to curdle milk. Services will be held Friday, unless Mrs. Peavey decides to sleep in, which many would understand.” Now that, to my mind, was an obituary. It had fact, feeling, and weather in it. The next was Mrs. Eula Mae Pickens, a woman so sharp-tongued she could peel apples by staring at them. The funeral parlor had written: “Known for kindness, charity, and gentle spirit.” I laughed so hard I dropped the pen. Eula Mae had once told a seven-year-old his ears looked like God had started handles and quit. She once refused to lend sugar to her own sister because “sweetness was wasted on that bloodline.” Still, she had fed half the town during the flood of ’89, though she insulted every person she handed a plate to. So I wrote: “EULA MAE PICKENS departed this life Wednesday, likely after correcting the Lord’s pronunciation. She was kind in deed and violent in tone, which confused many but fed them anyway. She loved her children according to a private system none of them understood. Burial Saturday. Those bringing flowers are advised not to choose anything cheap, as some of us are not certain death improved her standards.” By then, the work had hold of me. There are men who drink and see snakes. I drank and saw clarity. One by one, the dead arrived on paper, and I gave them back to the town less polished than they had been delivered. Captain Elias Brumby, who had never been a captain of anything but a poker table, became “a brave veteran of several battles he described but nobody else could verify.” Miss Cordelia Finch, who had never married because, as she once said, “there weren’t enough clean men to justify the paperwork,” became “a spinster by choice, intelligence, and a low tolerance for breathing fools.” Old Man Tuckett, who had been kicked by three horses and outlived them all, became “proof that stubbornness is sometimes mistaken for health.” I do not claim every sentence was kind. I claim every sentence had a pulse. The issue went to print at dawn because I found Calloway’s assistant sleeping in the paper room and convinced him the editor had approved everything. This was not difficult. The assistant was nineteen, nervous, and had the moral backbone of wet bread. By breakfast, the whole county was reading the dead with its coffee. By nine, the living had begun to riot. Mrs. Peavey arrived first, dressed in black and fury. She slapped the newspaper on Calloway’s desk hard enough to wake him from whatever pork-and-whiskey country he had been visiting. “Edwin Calloway,” she said, “my Horace was beloved.” Calloway blinked at the paper. “Apparently not by the obituary department.” That was when she hit him with her handbag, which contained keys, peppermint, and possibly a brick. The Pickens children came next, all five of them, arguing before they entered. “Mama was gentle,” said one. “Mama once threw a biscuit at a deacon,” said another. “He deserved it,” said the third. “That ain’t the question.” They bought twelve copies. Anger, in Tanner County, often traveled with souvenirs. By noon, the street outside the Tribune office was full. Some came offended. Some came delighted. Some came to find out if they had died without being told. Reverend Pike stood on the boardwalk holding the paper with both hands like it might bite. “This is indecent,” he said. “Which part?” asked Sheriff Muncy. “The disrespect for the dead.” “I knew Horace,” said the sheriff. “Seems more like disrespect got tired of waiting.” The sheriff was not a deep man, but occasionally the truth used him for transportation. Mr. Calloway found me behind the livery stable, where I was considering whether a man could survive on regret and rainwater. He held the paper rolled in one fist. “Riddle,” he said, “did you write these?” I considered lying, but the problem with lying in Tanner County was the competition. “I improved them,” I said. “You ruined my paper.” “Your paper sold out by noon.” That stopped him. Commerce has a calming effect on offended principles. “Sold out?” he asked. “Boone’s boy is carrying copies to Cedar Ford. Folks are reading them aloud at the feed store.” Calloway looked toward the street. You could see his moral outrage wrestling his business sense, and business had the better boots. “People are furious,” he said. “People are awake,” I said. “That ain’t always different.” By evening, something stranger happened. Folks began bringing more notices. Not funeral notices exactly. Corrections. Additions. Counterclaims. Mrs. Peavey returned with a folded page. “If you are going to mention Horace’s ledger,” she said, “you might add that he did forgive the Miller debt after the boy lost his leg.” “He did?” I asked. “After I threatened to nail his supper plate to the wall.” “Still counts?” “Put it in.” So we did. The next edition read: “Mr. Peavey, though tight as a tick in most financial weather, once forgave a debt under domestic encouragement. Let the record show meanness was not his only talent.” Then came the Pickens children, each wanting their mother remembered correctly. Not sweeter. Correctly. “She did feed people in the flood,” said her oldest son. “She called me useless while handing me cornbread,” said a neighbor. “But she handed it,” said the son. That became: “Mrs. Pickens believed hunger was a worse sin than bad manners, though she fought both unevenly.” People kept coming. They brought stories the polished notices had left out. Good things. Bad things. Things in between, where most human beings live. A man named Jasper admitted Captain Brumby had lied about the war but had once carried a fevered child six miles through mud to Doc Bell. Miss Finch’s niece said Cordelia kept a drawer of coins for women leaving bad husbands. Old Tuckett’s nephew said the old man was impossible, yes, but he never let a neighbor’s fence stay down before weather. By Saturday, the obituary column had become the most dangerous place in town because it did not flatter anybody clean. It told the truth crooked, but it told enough of it to make people uncomfortable. That is when Reverend Pike preached against me. His sermon was titled “Let the Dead Rest,” though half the congregation had brought newspapers and was checking his quotations. “Death,” he said, “is not the occasion for mockery.” Aunt Fanny, who feared neither God nor grammar when properly stirred, said from the third pew, “Neither is living, but that never stopped Eula Mae.” The church went silent. Then someone coughed into a laugh. Reverend Pike glared at me as if I had personally loosened the hinges on holiness. I had not even wanted to attend, but Calloway made me, saying public scandal required visible suffering. After service, the reverend cornered me beneath the oak. “Mr. Riddle, a man’s sins should not be printed after he is gone.” “Then when should we print them?” I asked. “We should show mercy.” “Mercy ain’t the same as lying.” He looked wounded by that, which surprised me. Preachers handle truth better when they are delivering it. “And what of grace?” he asked. I nodded toward the cemetery. “That’s God’s department. I was only helping with accuracy.” It was a smart answer, and like most smart answers, it was only half right. The other half found me Sunday night, when I walked past Pruitt’s Funeral Parlor and saw Mrs. Peavey sitting alone on the steps. She had the look of a woman who had buried a hard man and still had to live with the shape he left in the house. “You made people laugh at him,” she said. I took off my hat. “Yes, ma’am.” “He was mean.” “Yes, ma’am.” “He was also afraid most of his life. His father beat thrift into him with a strap. Horace thought money was the only fence between him and hunger.” I had no joke for that. A rare event, and not pleasant. She looked at me. “You told the truth, Mr. Riddle. But not all of it.” That sentence sobered me more efficiently than coffee, shame, or falling into a trough. Because she was right. A polished lie is still a lie, but a sharp truth can be its own kind of theft if it steals the rest of a person. I had written Horace as mean. He was mean. But meanness had roots. Fear had roots. Love, when it existed, had roots too. I had chopped the tree at the stump and called myself a lumberman. The next morning, I went to the Tribune office before Calloway arrived. This was alarming to several citizens, who had never seen me upright before breakfast and assumed either revival or plague. I wrote a new editorial. Calloway read it twice. “This is almost thoughtful,” he said suspiciously. “I was unwell.” He printed it anyway. It ran under the title: “CONCERNING THE DEAD, THE LIVING, AND THE PORTION LEFT OUT.” In it, I admitted that I had told truths too small to carry the whole weight of a life. I wrote that a man may be cruel and still once kind, cowardly and still brave on the right afternoon, foolish and still loved by someone with bad judgment or strong vows. I wrote that the dead should not be turned into saints just because they stopped arguing, but neither should they be carved down to their worst habit for the entertainment of neighbors. I wrote that memory is a public road and a private room, and a decent town ought to know the difference. Then I added, because I was still myself, that Horace Peavey’s ledger remained mean enough to need baptism. The paper sold out again. This time, fewer people yelled. More of them talked. That was worse in some ways. Yelling ends. Talking spreads. For the next month, the Tribune ran what Calloway called “corrected obituaries,” though the town called them “Riddle’s Dead Reports.” Families came in with full accounts. Not fancy ones. True ones. “Daddy drank, but he sang pretty.” “Mama complained, but she stayed.” “Uncle Reed stole chickens, but only from men who underpaid him.” “Miss Alma lied about her age so long the truth got tired and left town.” Some of it was funny. Some of it hurt. All of it sounded human. I did not become respectable. Let us not wander into fantasy. I still drank too much, owed money to men who sighed when they saw me, and once slept under the church steps during a wedding. But after that winter, folks stopped calling me useless. They called me dangerous, which was an improvement. One morning, Calloway put a chair by the stove and said, “You can sit there when you’re sober.” “What about when I ain’t?” “Then you may sit outside and reflect on your calling.” That was as close to employment as I ever got. Years later, when I died—peacefully, I am told, though I would have preferred something with witnesses—the Tribune printed my obituary. Calloway was gone by then, and his assistant, now editor, wrote it. I have seen a copy, though explaining how would trouble several denominations. It read: “AMOS RIDDLE, known locally as the Drunkard of the Dead, passed from this life Thursday after a long argument with liquor, dignity, and furniture. He wasted many days, ruined several hats, and told enough truth to make better men nervous. He reminded Tanner County that the dead deserve honesty, the living deserve warning, and nobody should be remembered by their cleanest lie or dirtiest truth alone.” That was fair. I would have cut “several hats,” because a man has his pride, but otherwise I had no complaint. And that is the moral, if a tale like this is permitted to have one: do not lie about the dead just because they can no longer correct you. But do not tell the truth so small that even the grave feels cheated. A life is not a sermon, a receipt, or a polished stone. It is a mess. If you must write it down, write the mess. Just spell the names right.
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