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NEARBY TOXIC WASTE DUMPS





  I had to assume that my mother took the photographs of me standing near the alligator pit. The same goes for the ones of me standing next to Dad on the edge of Blowing Rock, and the ones in the cotton mill amid a thousand running looms. There’s a curled black-and-white picture of me somewhere on the roadside near Cherokee, North Carolina, with my hand inside a black bear’s cage. All of my childhood pictures had taken place in precarious situations: on my father’s lap aboard a tractor cutting through corn-stalks; at the rear end of a working cement truck’s trough; held in my father’s arms between two hot rods at the ready to race down Forty-Five’s main drag. There were pictures taken of me sitting in a stroller on the roof of the house, bricks braking the wheels while Dad cleaned our gutters. I know that sometimes people think that they remember a situation when really they just recall hearing family stories ten thousand times, or they’ve seen the photographs and/or eight-millimeter home movies a million. For me, the occasions for these snapshots remained as vivid and recognizable as when I first teethed, took a step, or got potty-trained, except for who had held the Brownie camera. I wasn’t three years old before I’d done about everything scary outside of flying upside down in a crop duster or shaking hands with Republicans. When the county fair came to town, my mother had evidently shot a series of photographs of me sitting on the laps of fat ladies, bearded ladies, geeks, Siamese twins, and knife swallowers—all people who could have kidnapped and made me part of their otherworld. I rode on the back of a two-headed calf. My father always stood nearby, usually only half his body in the frame, either smiling like a fool or as somber as any rebel soldier intent on being slain.




  “Just because you’re drowning in gasoline doesn’t mean you should light a match to enhance evaporation,” my father said when I asked him about the photos. I was seventeen, and full of myself, and although I remembered everything on a daily basis, this was the first time I’d seen those memories in monochromatic, two-dimensional splendor. These family photographs had remained in a shoe box tucked behind some pink insulation beneath a homemade safe in the attic. Now I needed to pick one out for some kind of Before-and-After thing Miss Ballard, the yearbook sponsor, wanted to try out.




  I didn’t know what my father meant by gas and evaporation, of course. “What’re you talking about, man?” I said.




  “Some things are best left alone. I was just trying to do what I thought best. Your mother had other ideas. If she’d’ve stuck around and had her way, you would’ve been brought up wearing safety boots and a helmet. I did the opposite. Sorry if you ended so messed up, son.”




  This was in mid-April of 1976, and the yearbook deadline approached. I already had a reputation for being some kind of loner hermit freak at Forty-Five High School because my father made me read all of Durkheim and Marx and recite it daily, because we didn’t go to a church of any sort, because I could run two miles in ten minutes but wouldn’t join the track team, because I planned on going to a college that didn’t offer agriculture science, because I talked to and admired my female black friend, Shirley Ebo, because I listened to the Grateful Dead, because I accidentally laughed uncontrollably when our revered football coach died of a heart attack on the sidelines losing 72-0 midgame, because my father made me lure stray and feral dogs from the tree farm across from our house on Deadfall Road and keep them until we could get them properly fixed or neutered, because I didn’t smoke cigarettes, because I knew early on that female genitalia wasn’t known as “cock,” though some of my idiotic redneck male counterparts called it that, because I could speak French perfectly without knowing what I said, because I wouldn’t participate in the Pledge of Allegiance or daily prayer each morning, and because I probably won the countywide spelling bee six years earlier only by enunciating f-o-s-s-o-r-i-a-l without counting on my fingers.




  I said to my father, “I’m not saying that I’m messed up, or that you messed up. I just need a picture of me when I was younger. We don’t have a picture of me sitting on Santa’s lap or anything like that? There’s got to be a picture of me riding a tricycle, or opening Christmas presents. I remember Mom taking a picture of me holding that rat snake.”




  My father held the shoe box on his thighs. We sat at the kitchen table. He shook his head sideways. “Your mother might’ve stolen some pictures with her back then, I don’t know. Your mother might’ve taken a lot of things from this house thirteen years ago or whenever, but I can’t be responsible for all that. To hell with me. Here.” He reached into the box and handed me a three-by-five photograph in which I stood beside a sign that bled off the left side of the frame. It only read IC UMP, and I wore a perfectly wonderful and crisp seersucker suit, plus a watch cap. My father’s arm came out of the right side of the picture. Did the sign say TOXIC DUMP from top to bottom? Were we in Savannah, or Nevada? Was my father touching my shoulder gently, or pushing me toward the hole? I kind of remembered the day, but seeing as I couldn’t read at the time, I wouldn’t have known what the sign read. Maybe it said PUBIC LUMP and we stood near another one of those country fair sideshow people. Maybe it read SCENIC JUMP.




  Or maybe the sign had read something else altogether, I didn’t know. I said it would be good enough for Miss Ballard’s yearbook, and got up from the kitchen table. I excused myself to go rig a garden hose from our car into the living room window, to rid our household of a probable degenerative disease passed on from father to son. My father said, “Make sure you come back in time for us to dig some holes in the backyard. I have a few more things to bury so you’ll have something to unearth and sell later on after I die.”




  I told my father to hide my childhood photographs somewhere else so I wouldn’t find them again, ever.




  MY CHILDHOOD TOOK place a few miles outside of Forty-Five, South Carolina, which meant I lived a hundred miles from any town with a population of twenty thousand or more people. Charlotte, Greenville, Augusta, and Columbia were far away. In between were places like Level Land or Graniteville, Ninety Six or Doweltown, Putdown or Takeaway. Gruel. Between those towns stood plain space. Here—a mile up the gray, bumpy asphalt—was Rufus Price’s Goat Wagon store, and down Deadfall Road slanted a series of shingle-sided shacks where people like Shirley Ebo lived. Over in Forty-Five stood three cotton mills, their requisite villages, and my high school on Highway 25. Between the town and my house was a flat, flat, barren expanse of red clay nothingness and uncultivated scrub pine ready for development by people like my father, maybe the only man in all of Forty-Five with the ability to look past tomorrow.




  “I could take a photograph of some little child now and we could say it was you,” my father said on the afternoon after I turned my mysterious IC UMP photograph in. “We’ve got some pictures of your momma’s sisters’ kids we could turn in and no one would know the difference. I’ve been upset all day thinking about what few relics I have of you growing up, and therefore what you have of yourself.”




  I said, “Miss Ballard said she liked the one of me standing in front of IC UMP. She asked me where we were, and I said California. I said we were somewhere on vacation in California.”




  My father put his hand on my shoulder—at this point I stood nearly as tall as he did—and said, “I’ll tell you where we were if you promise not to tell anyone else. I mean, I’ll let you in on a mean-ass joke I played, if you can keep your big barbecue pit doused.”




  I had a story to tell him, too. I’d gone by the Winn-Dixie on the way to homeroom, bought a jar of strained Gerber’s pablum, taken off the label, then sworn to Miss Ballard later that I had been the child-baby actor who modeled for the picture. I said to my father, “Don’t hit me.”




  He had that look on his face. My father had taken to walking with a hard, hard cane for no reason whatsoever, and he liked to slap me across the hamstrings with it in a similar fashion to what most people used to pat someone’s shoulders.




  “That picture your mother took of you was taken right in the backyard there.” He pointed out toward a field owned by a man named Few, one of Forty-Five’s wealthier citizens, a man who kept land around because, over the generations, his kin had moved upstate from Charleston in order to escape heat and mosquitoes each summer. My father continued with, “I felt then and I feel now that, in time, that land will be sold to a land developer, and that that land developer will correctly begin making a subdivision out of it. You know for a fact that I would buy up the land if, and only if, I could sell it to land developers, but I don’t want a subdivision on our back property.”




  I looked out the window of our sad cement-block house. I saw weeds, goldenrod, scattered four-foot pines, the small crosses I had fashioned over the last ten years when I’d buried dead wild dogs that had chased cars badly out in front of our house. I said, “No it wasn’t. That picture was taken somewhere else. It doesn’t even look like the same place.”




  My father hit me with his cane. “Landscapes change over fifteen years, fuzznuts. You’re going to find out sooner or later, believe me. One day someone’s going to start digging back there, and your property value for this house will drop dramatically. But you won’t have a subdivision out the kitchen window. Those toxic-dump barrels will stop that little project.” My father swiped at me again with his cane. “You won’t ever remember this, though, seeing as you’re not even listening.”




  My mother had snapped the photograph in the early 1960s. Out on the West Coast, entire cities of near-prefab houses were being developed. My father foresaw the groundswell moving to the southeastern United States—and although he never put it down on paper, he often liked to predict what would happen to places like Atlanta and Charlotte. My mother still lived with us then; my father went out and gathered, according to him right there in our kitchen, some hundred black fifty-five-gallon steel drums. He borrowed a backhoe and bought stencils and spray paint, supposedly. “Your momma helped me spray-paint TOXIC MATERIAL or TOXIC DUMP or TOXIC WASTE on every one of the barrels. I put them in the ground all over the place one Christmas week when I knew that old man Few wouldn’t be over this way. He and his family always met down in the low country most of December and January, you know.”




  I said, “You’ve lost your mind. Did you have a dream last night? What’re you talking about?”




  “So then in years to come, long after I’m gone, somebody will buy up that land and set out to put down septic tanks. They’ll unearth those drums and have no choice but to get scared and back out of the deal. I can’t expect you to thank me now, but you and your wife will put flowers on my grave the day this all happens. Are you listening to me?”




  I didn’t say how I had a plan to move—if not out of America, out of the South. I didn’t say how my entire life would not be worth living unless I got the hell out of South Carolina, that I would find a way when traveling from, say, New York to Florida, to detour the state of my training in order not to buy gasoline and/or snacks. Even in 1976 the state sales tax went only to erecting roadside historical markers that described what pre–Civil War plantations stood nearby and how happy the slaves were there. I said, “Did you put anything in those barrels? What’s in the barrels?”




  I’ll admit now that I wasn’t listening, though. My mind wandered to some unknown woman I would meet in college, fall in love with, marry. My father said, “You don’t think all those feral dogs just started chasing cars when you came along, do you?” He laughed hard, threw his head back, and pulled his cane back to hit me. I cringed and waited for the impact. When my father placed his cane on the kitchen table I went to get us beer out of the refrigerator and thought about how I had to get back my Gerber’s label and replace it with the original photograph.




  MISS BALLARD SAID, “I am proud of you, Mendal. I knew that you wasn’t the model for the Gerber baby ad. I seen a magazine article one time about that baby. He ended up robbing banks for a living, and then moved off to Argentina where he’s living amongst ex-Nazis.” Miss Ballard taught dummy English when she wasn’t trying to lay out the yearbook. She subscribed to and taught from the National Enquirer. The football players and cheerleaders were always talking about half-human, half-sheep children born in Alabama.




  I said, “I want to go back to the old photo. It’s the only one I got that isn’t blurred. My mother took the picture. She wasn’t much of a photographer.”




  Miss Ballard lowered her head. This was at 8:25, right before the homeroom bell. Presently a member of the Junior ROTC would say the Pledge of Allegiance over the intercom, then a prayer. The assistant principal would come on next and outline what car washes, candy bar drives, and PTA bake sales would take place in order to purchase new baseball bats, football helmets, basketball nets, track spikes, and orange cones for parallel parking in driver’s ed. Our sad choir had robes so old and frayed that the altos might as well have stood there naked. They should’ve staged Hair, if anything. Miss Ballard said, “I heard your mother drank quite a bit. Maybe she shook bad, and that’s why they blurred.”




  I said, “No, she wasn’t a drunk, Miss Ballard. My mother left for Nashville to become a singer.”




  Miss Ballard shuffled through her manila envelope of photographs and found the torn Gerber’s picture. I handed her the one of me standing next to the sign that said IC UMP. “Nashville,” she said. “I understand that there’s a problem with heroin in Nashville. And it’s also the last sighting of Bigfoot east of the Mississippi.” She took my three-by-five and said, “What does this mean?”




  I looked at her scuffed metal bookcase with National Enquirers stacked on top of each other working as bookends for the vertical stack of Dick and Jane classics, Bobbsey Twins, and search-a-word paperbacks. Her students would stay in Forty-Five, work for their own daddies, then marry each other and raise children. It was endless, and I knew it. I said, “Septic pump. We were at a water-treatment plant. Hey, Nashville has a large population of blind and deaf men. Maybe you should go visit there.”




  She didn’t get it. Miss Ballard said, “I’ve been about everywhere I want to go in this life. I’ve been to Myrtle Beach. I can’t imagine no other place to go for more fun. I don’t like to be disappointed.”




  Her students filed in for homeroom. I looked over at Shirley Ebo and said, “Hey, Shirley.” She popped her head up once, then set two or three books on the desk.




  “What’re you doing in here, Mendal Dawes?” she asked me.




  I said, “Before-and-After.”




  Shirley said, “Too bad we didn’t take a picture when you were a virgin, and one after. I guess they don’t want to put a picture of you in the yearbook with your eyes closed both times all Chinesey. Like a moron or something.”




  Sergeant Penny Yingling—who would see her way out of Forty-Five via the military—got on the intercom and started the Pledge. I stood there bent over Miss Ballard’s desk. I looked down her dress front, at first by accident. Miss Ballard stood up and chimed in about “… and to the public.” I leaned closer to make sure that she said, “… under God, in the visible,” and so on, like I knew she would. I looked back at Shirley Ebo, who, like me, didn’t even try to mouth the words. Shirley stood up like everyone else, but stared at a poster of a cat and a pigeon sniffing each other’s faces that Miss Ballard kept tacked on the wall.




  I left my real photo on the desk and walked out during the Lord’s Prayer. I knew that I had upwards of an hour before my first-period class would start, that I could go out to the parking lot, get in my Jeep, drive to Rufus Price’s Goat Wagon store, buy an eight-pack of Miller ponies, drink half of them, and get back in time to say “Buenos dias” to my new Spanish teacher, a woman named Senora Schulze who thought we should all take a field trip to Brazil one day to perfect our Spanish.




  I would think, Ic ump, ic ump, ic ump, the entire morning, and wonder if it meant anything in Latin.




  Rufus Price was only three feet tall. He didn’t have legs. He had stumps and had named his own little neighborhood store after the eight billy goats he liked to team up to trot him all over Highway 25 before, after, and during his hours of operation. Rufus Price’s beard resembled his goats’ faces—a long, long train of wild, wiry, grayish hair that came down in a point above his sternum. He wore a porkpie hat, always, and sat in a wheelchair once his goats brought him back to the storefront. Unfortunately for my father, Mr. Price had sold off some fifty acres of his own land to Harley Funeral Home, and they made a perpetual-care cemetery out of the place, behind the Goat Wagon, before anyone could plant fake toxic drums. I said, “Hey, Mr. Price,” when I came in.




  He said, “School not out again?”




  I said, “Yessir,” and walked past the cans of pork brains in milk gravy, Spam, Vienna sausages, Hormel Deviled Ham, and various other potted meats. I passed the penny gums and the pork rinds. I walked around a display of watch-bands and another for Putnam Dyes. “I’m just taking a break before my first period.”




  “Running a special on day-old bread, Mendal. You can get you carbohydrates out of bread, day-old or not.”




  I was pretty sure that my father had asked Rufus Price to take care of me, but I didn’t know for absolute sure. I said, “I’m getting something for Dad. I thought I might as well get it now than have to wait until after school. You might have a big rush between now and then.”




  He creaked his wheelchair forward. Out beside the shotgun-shack building, Rufus Price’s goats bleated and shuffled and banged their horns against the wooden slat exterior. He said, “Your daddy might want some gum, too. He might want some gum or Life Savers. He ain’t starting up a pulpwood business these days, is he? I won’t sell to pulp-wooders. You know why.”




  As I pulled out the eight-pack, I wondered if my friend Compton would show up like normally, but remembered how his art teacher had asked her students to come in early for an entire week so that they could go out on the football field and make a chalk collage of the history of Forty-Five Mills. The president of the place had promised to donate a picture book to the library about the history of textiles that he’d written and published himself.




  I bought my beer, gum, and breath mints. Rufus shook his head at me. His beard swayed like a strange grandfather clock’s pendulum. I said, “Ask my dad. This beer ain’t for me.”




  Mr. Price wore his usual overalls, the legs folded up neatly to his stumps. He said, “You need a girlfriend who keeps you inside the hallways of school, son.” He spat on his own floor. “You need a hobby. Don’t end up like me. Don’t end up like everyone around here. You smart, boy. Nothing’s enough for some people. But nothing’s a whole lot less than two minus one.”




  Mr. Price liked to show off that he was a graduate of Forty-Five High, too.




  I’D BEEN KNOWN to dig holes in my father’s backyard when I knew he’d be gone for more than an hour. And I acted thusly if, and only if, I’d awakened in the middle of the previous night to hear him grunting and cursing, burying something that he either foresaw would be valuable in the coming years—old metal gasoline-station signs seemed to be his forte—or that he thought was an eyesore. He seemed to have something against whatever Baptist preacher it was in Forty-Five who, plagiarizing roadside Burma-Shave ads, stuck BIRD ON A WIRE/BIRD ON A PERCH/FLY TOWARD HEAVEN/FIRST BAPTIST CHURCH up and down Deadfall Road, Powerhouse Road, Highway 25, and Calhoun Drive. I made a three A.M. note to myself as to where the sound emanated from so I could later find the pine straw covering the freshly dug clay and find out what it was that he deemed worthy of concealment.




  Driving back to school from Rufus Price’s Goat Wagon, I knew I’d get out a spade later in the afternoon, seeing as my dad would be somewhere over near the Savannah River all day trying to figure out what useless piece of land would later be bought up by the state for ten times its worth so a roadside park could be built, or a boat landing that dropped down to a fishless dammed lake. Maybe I would walk back to the acreage owned by the Few family trust and see if phony toxic barrels were actually standing upright beneath the surface.




  “Presente,” I said to Senora Schulze when she called the roll.




  Libby Belcher said, “I smell beer. I smell beer coming from Mendal’s direction. Senora Schulze, I smell beer.”




  Senora Schulze said, “Cerveza, Libby. You smell cerveza.”




  Well, ha ha ha ha ha, I thought. Libby had no way of knowing that I kept the other four beers in my backseat, that I kept the door unlocked so Senora Schulze could go out there during her lunch break and down them. Libby Belcher’s head turned toward me in midspasm. I shot her a peace sign, then curled my index finger away. Senora Schulze turned on the overhead projector to reveal a slew of irregular verbs that we needed to know. I leaned over to the left and whispered to Libby, “Why aren’t you in Miss Ballard’s class with the rest of the cheerleaders and football players? Why do you think you need to know a foreign language? Are you planning on having a Mexican baby or something?”




  Oh, I could be as mean as my father back then. And I’ll give Libby Belcher this: she grew up to get a doctorate in education, then become a superintendent of schools. But she didn’t have the right answers on this particular day. She said, “I’m taking Spanish because I’m taking home ec. I need to know how to make tacos in an authentic manner.” Then she said, “I know you been drinking. And I saw your baby picture from yearbook staff. When’re you going to understand that you can’t trick everybody, Mendal Dawes? You can’t. You been trying since first grade. We all know better. We all know.”




  Senora Schulze said, “Oh, never mind,” and cut off the projector. “I doubt y’all will ever need to know these verbs. It’s been my experience that you only need to know a bunch of nouns to get your idea across to foreigners.”




  When the bell sounded I walked to the gym, found Coach Ware, and said I’d be willing to run track in May if he gave me a note saying I needed to go home for the rest of the day. Forty-Five High couldn’t afford to have its track team ride a bus to meets, but they splurged once a year and allowed us to take part in the regional meet. If anyone qualified for the Upstate, then his parents had to take him all the way up to Greenville—fifty-five miles away—in order to compete. I should mention that although no psychologist had invented attention deficit disorder in 1976, Coach Ware suffered from the malady. I went to him once a week and gave him my word about joining the track team, though he never took me up on it later.




  Let me be the first to say that I felt bad whenever I drove home from school at midday. First off, Senora Schulze wouldn’t get her cerveza—maybe the only word she really knew in Spanish. My biology teacher in second period wouldn’t have anyone there to help him say “mitochondria,” a word for which he never figured out the right syllable to stress. The third-period history teacher who never blinked, and always found a way to relate everything that ever happened in America to the invention of the cotton gin—in a way she was before her time, in relation to focus and specialization—would miss me. She should’ve become a college professor, and then maybe a full-out dean. When she experienced slight petit mal seizures, I was the one who always said something like, “Could you explain the connection between the Great Chicago Fire and the cotton gin?” Forget trigonometry—that teacher said “maff” when he wasn’t undergoing coughing and/or sneezing attacks when someone asked for him to explain, again, how the notions of sine or cosine would be important to us later on in life.




  And so on. But I got out of there. At this point I’d already gotten into a few colleges—the ag school that guidance counselor Mrs. McKnight made me apply to; all of South Carolina’s state schools, including all-black S.C. State, just in case Shirley Ebo and I finally fell in love with each other; a liberal arts Baptist school my father said he’d let me go to if I didn’t mind his daily visits with a firebrand to burn the place down; and an experimental place up in North Carolina founded by Unitarians, where I ended up going. It allowed students to double major in anthropology and basket weaving. Anthropology and pottery wheel. Anthropology and furniture making. Anthropology and metal casting. I knew to go into anthropology and geography, so I would know not to make a wrong turn and end up back in Forty-Five.




  I should mention that Mrs. McKnight got some kind of yearly districtwide award for Miss Guidance, though she never understood the pun.




  Anyway, I left Forty-Five High School and went back to Rufus Price’s Goat Wagon. Rufus sat outside handing his goats the stale and expired products. When I got out of the Jeep he said, “School not out again?” He might’ve been kin to Coach Ware, for all I knew.




  I said, “Hey, Mr. Price. I’ll leave the money on your counter if you trust me.”




  He held out a piece of Little Debbie Snack Cake to three-horned Tripod, my favorite goat. “I don’t trust anybody, son. The last man I trusted said the pulpwood truck wouldn’t roll forward while I worked on its radiator.” He dropped some oatmeal cake on his lap by accident, and Tripod gathered up the crumbs. Mr. Price leaned his head backwards.




  I nodded. I said, “Yessir, I remember.” I thought about doing anthropology and condemnation, mostly because my father had me read Schopenhauer when I finished those other books he ordered from publishing houses that never sent anything to our local library. But no one needed a minor in condemnation, I decided. Everyone in Forty-Five could brag about having a major in condemnation, whether they knew it or not.




  BILLY GILLILAND HAD a photograph of himself sitting on a nice front porch while a Chihuahua licked his face. He wore what might’ve been knickers. Libby Belcher’s picture had a fake background of Niagara Falls amid the Rocky Mountains. Timmy Stoddart stood in the middle of Ballantine Oldsmobile’s car lot holding a car key in his hand, wearing a boat captain’s hat. Helen Valentine wore a tutu. Glenn Flack looked angelically toward a wasps’ nest. Bobby Coleman’s red-topped head shone and shone as he looked straight at the camera from beside a land tortoise housed at the Forty-Five Petting Zoo. Bobby Williams—the king of calling a woman’s nether parts “cock” later on—had a picture of himself with his diaper on backwards, his hands covering his nipples. Peter Human, Frank Funderburk, Mack McDowell, Vivian Hulsey, Eugenia Wimmer, and Patty Addy all had childhood photographs taken up in Ghost Town in the Sky, standing beside a wooden cutout figure of one of those Indian chiefs, or General Robert E. Lee, or Paul Bunyan, or the Marx Brothers, or Eisenhower.




  My friend Shirley Ebo’s picture was taken in front of Forty-Five Indoor Movie House, a place that still had a balcony where blacks had to sit. As a matter of fact, she was standing in front of the sign out on the sidewalk. At the left of the photograph you could see WHIT with an arrow before it. To the right of Shirley Ebo there was an arrow pointing upwards. Her little figure blocked the printing, though—all but OREDS.




  I shuffled through all of the pictures like an idiot. Miss Ballard had either left altogether or was standing off in the smoking area. Me, I’d already been home, rifled through every drawer and safe in the house in case Dad had hid something new, found nothing special, drunk my beer, put on running clothes, covered six miles in thirty-six minutes without even sprinting toward the end, put some clothes in the washing machine, then come back to Forty-Five High School like I meant to attend one of the after-school clubs or meetings. Like I meant to care about Spanish Club, or Glee! Club! Like I went to the Ecology Club meeting, whose members went out once a semester with convicts from the county detention center and always complained that they got bullied out of their cigarettes.




  I am not proud of any of this, of course. I’m a buffoon, understand. I took those yearbook pictures home, spread them out on my father’s kitchen table, and said things like, “Look, peckerhead, these are the kinds of pictures that get taken of children when they are children,” et cetera. I accused my father of an abuse that wouldn’t make the media for another decade.




  “Listen,” my father said. He rolled his neck in all kinds of directions. “I see your pictures here.” He stared down at the kitchen table. It wasn’t so much that I wanted to prove that everyone else had happy childhood photographs. No, I wanted no one to have them, I realized, even back then. Unfortunately, I wanted no one to have memories of happy days. “You have pictures of you not standing in front of a ditch, or poison ivy patch. You just don’t have those pictures in your possession, fool,” my father told me.




  The telephone rang. As my father walked toward it, I believed that it was either my guidance counselor or my mother. My father said, “Yes … yeah … I understand. … We’ll see that it doesn’t happen again, I promise.”




  He hung up the phone and leaned on his cane. He didn’t turn my way. I said, “That was Mrs. McKnight saying how I cut classes today, right?”




  My father turned his head but not one bit of his torso. He said, “I believe you have something else to tell me, Mendal. Why are you acting up so much these days? I know I ain’t done the best job raising you, but please, please understand that I’ve tried my best. Goddamn, son.”




  Hell, I thought he was going to cry. I went ahead and told him all about buying two eight-packs of tiny beers, of skipping classes, and how I used hot water when I washed clothes, even though he’d told me he read something somewhere about how cold water cleaned just as well and didn’t run up the electric bill. I even went back a couple years and admitted that a stranger hadn’t really driven by and shot our cement-block house with BBs, that in truth I’d found a three-wood and a sack of golf balls in a ditch over by the all-black Cokesbury Hills Country Club’s nine-hole course and tried to tee off over our house on a dare from Compton.




  My father turned his body almost imperceptibly and faced me. He said, “That was Mr. Lane. He called up to say how we used some inferior hooks on a trotline we laid out on Lake Between. They’re all bent straight down, and unless there’s some hundred-pound catfish on that lake, we probably cut corners too much.”




  I said, “There might be that big a catfish in Lake Between.” Already I could feel his cane hitting my hamstrings, triceps, or side. It occurred to me that my father spoke cryptically on the telephone at all times, perhaps readying himself for a day such as this.




  He lifted his arm, shifted his weight, and laughed. He said, “A firecracker’s still a firecracker, lit or not.”




  I kept my eyes closed, waiting for him to strike me. I had no clue what he meant concerning pyrotechnics, and tried not to wonder about what a firecracker was after it exploded, outside of smoke and smell and nonflash.




  I DIDN’T TAKE my classmates’ baby photographs back to school the next day. My father had gotten up in the middle of the night and either buried or hid them somewhere. At the breakfast table—we ate grits every morning, with sausage balls to the side on special days—I asked, “Hey, I should take those pictures back. Where’d you put those pictures of everybody for their Before?”




  My father tapped his cane on the linoleum. “That photograph of you was the only real picture. Where the heck do you see waterfalls around here?” He swung one arm. “I don’t see any mountaingoddamntops. Give me a break. I knew I should’ve sent you to a private school. I’d’ve sent you to a private school if there was one around here that wasn’t only a white-flight place. If there was one around here at all.”




  I pretended that there wasn’t too much butter in the grits. I tried not to think about how my English teacher said how all southern novels had grits in them, or a grandmother who didn’t want to go to Florida, and how grits and grandmothers were symbolic of Good. I said, “I like public school, Dad. I like meeting people of different ilks in life.” Well, maybe I just thought all of that later, like in college, when my new classmates all hailed from prep schools up and down the eastern seaboard.




  My father got up from the table and opened the freezer door. He pulled out the manila envelope and tossed it like a Frisbee. “I was just playing with you. Go ahead and look through them if you want, make sure I didn’t lose any of them.”




  I poured them out. I don’t want to accuse my Forty-Five classmates of crawling from a gene pool so shallow that it wouldn’t take a Dr. Scholl’s insert to keep one’s soles dry, but I have to tell you that they all, as babies, had held the same broad, high foreheads and eyes that floated a little too close to their noses. Except for Shirley Ebo, it looked as though the same child had posed in front of Santa, or the fake nature backgrounds, and so on.




  My father had me recheck the pictures for a reason. I didn’t find the one in which I stood in front of the fake toxic barrel, but there was a nice black-and-white of me with my mother. I’d not seen a picture of her since he’d either burned, buried, or otherwise destroyed every single document that proved she’d had a part in the short-lived marriage. I said, “This is Mom.”




  “I took that picture. Hell, it might be the only time I got the camera away from her. She was always a little shy about getting her photo taken. You’d think a woman like that, who ran off to Nashville, would want her picture taken a thousand times daily. Publicity photos and whatnot for her singing career. But not your mother.”




  I held it and pored over every square millimeter. My mother and I were standing in front of my father’s old Buick. She wore a dress that seemed to have too many buttons. The neckline came halfway up her chin, like an old Puritan outfit. Shiny mother-of-pearl buttons clasped every inch down the front, all the way to the hem. Even in the black-and-white, I could see the bluish gray swirls of them. I imagined the dress in disuse, filleted out like a saltwater fish, those buttons off to one side like vertebrae.




  She wasn’t smiling. I wore some kind of ensemble made up of short pants and a jacket. I said, “I’d rather have my toxic-dump picture for the yearbook, Dad. This is too weird. They make enough fun of me over there.”




  He said, “But if you ever lose this picture, then you’ll have it for keeps in the annual. I’d go with this one. Do it for me.” He didn’t tear up, or choke-voice. “Besides, I wasn’t thinking right earlier. What if someone got real smart and saw that picture of you twenty, thirty years down the road, put two and two together, you know, and when the land developers started unearthing those barrels they thought you had a part in it all? You might go to prison for inciting a panic, or contributing to the delinquency of a businessman.”




  His speech sounded practiced. I knew that he’d sat up all night working on his words. I said, “Thanks. That’s a good idea. Well, I better get going.”




  My father said, “When you’re over at Rufus Price’s Goat Wagon pick me up some pipe cleaners. I’ve been coming up with such good ideas, I might need to take up smoking some Captain Black.”




  I guess practicing words was a Dawes family trait: already I’d devised a way to explain to Miss Ballard how the photographs went missing originally, how I had accidentally picked them up off of her desk when I’d meant to pick up my Spanish project—a term paper detailing the life of architect Antonio Gaudí—and so on. I knew that Senora Schulze—bombed out of her mind—would back me up, seeing as she couldn’t remember if or when her muchachos had special projects assigned or not. Then I could blame Miss Ballard for losing my research, and Senora Schulze would have no choice but to give me an A, and so on.




  I drove east to school. The sunlight blinded me. All I could see were those buttons on my mother’s dress. Later that day I would explain it all to Compton Lane. His mother had left his father, too, at about the same time. We always wondered if they ran off together, but this was a nice, naïve, quaint, and innocent time, before anyone knew about lesbians who finally figured things out between themselves and their bad marriages. I wasn’t even sure that all of the Nixon Watergate stuff made it into the local weekly newspaper. The Forty-Five Indoor Movie House had been showing Mary fucking Poppins for an entire year.




  MISS BALLARD HAD called in sick, evidently. I stood in her homeroom, waiting. Shirley Ebo said, “Mendal Dawes, what you think you are, some kind of teacher now? You can do better than that.”




  I said, “Where’s Miss Ballard?”




  Shirley said, “Drinking beer with your Spanish teacher, out in your Jeep. I saw them driving around the parking lot, tooting the horn.” She got up from her desk. “Let me see those pictures of yours.”




  Shirley lived on an island more deserted than mine. She was the only black girl preintegration at Forty-Five Elementary, and when integration occurred she was shunned by her black counterparts. Shirley survived six years of white kids mesmerized by her white palms and feet, then six years of white kids who no longer found her exotic and black kids who didn’t trust her surrounded-by-whiteys past.




  I said, “That’s a good one of you, Shirley. If we had a Xerox machine at this school I might go copy some of these pictures and put them on my wall back home.”




  Shirley said, “A what?” Everyone else in the room looked at me as if they’d heard me speak Russian. None of them knew of any copiers besides those mimeograph machines that produced purplish-blue inky facsimiles. Not much earlier—maybe in the 1960s—according to my father, Forty-Five High employed monks to handwrite duplicates.




  Shirley slid out the photos and spread them on Miss Ballard’s desk. No one in the homeroom got up to inspect them, which I thought to be odd later on. Were they so respectful of rules that they wouldn’t get out of their desks until they were told to do so? Did they have no curiosity whatsoever? Had one of the dozen P.E. teachers told them that they should conserve energy in order to live a long, long life?




  Shirley picked up the one of my mother and me. She said, “This is your momma?”




  I said, “You didn’t really see Miss Ballard and Senora Schulze driving around in my Jeep, did you? You made that up, right?”




  Shirley turned the photograph ten or twenty degrees to the left and right, which made those buttons shine more so. I made a point not to look down Shirley’s worn cotton dress front. Her nipples poked out like little fried-clam strips I’d eaten at a Red Lobster up in Greenville. She said, “I seen these buttons before. These are buttons a person remembers.”




  Then she put the photograph down on top of the picture of Charles Dunn wearing his mother’s high-heeled shoes and wig, walking around the den. I said, “They’re buttons.”




  Shirley leaned toward me and whispered, “I can take you to a place that has these buttons, Mendal Dawes. You want to see your mother’s buttons, I know where they is. But you can’t call it a date. We ain’t going out on a date or nothing like that.”




  Sergeant Penny Yingling came on and said, “The Pledge of Allegiance. I pledge allegiance, to the flag,” as if someone had shot her with a tranquilizer dart. Everyone in the absent Miss Ballard’s class stood up and acted accordingly. I said to Shirley, “Did my father give your mother this dress?”
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