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Sugar’s Buddy: An Introduction




  Once at a gathering of regional booksellers it was my job to find a writer to speak at a breakfast assembly, and I was able to get Lewis Nordan to appear. This was before I had met him, and he called me shortly before the time he was to speak and asked if there was anything in particular he should say or read. I told him he could say whatever he liked. He was silent for a moment, so I added that it certainly was not necessary to say how much he loved booksellers or bookstores. At the breakfast, when he began to speak, he explained to the audience that he planned to go against my advice, which was to say how much he loved booksellers, and that he would simply read one of his stories.




  Only a few days later I was to become again the only person in an audience to “get” a Lewis Nordan joke of which I was also the sole butt, when he came to read in our store. He asked what I would like him to read, and again I said the matter was up to him, but, if I had my druthers, I would like him to read something long—not generally my request with readers. As he prepared to read to the crowd, he explained that, although I had asked him to please read a very short story, he had decided to read instead a long one.




  I don’t know whether inverted truth is a device Lewis Nordan employs in writing and therefore plays around with in life, or if it’s a part of his character that ineluctably comes out in his fiction. But if you asked him, I am certain you could not rely on his answer.




  “I’ve got this mythology,” Lewis—Buddy, as he is known around home—Nordan says, “the Delta earth is part of everybody who’s ever walked across it.” To understand the Mississippi Delta, the “South’s South,” as Richard Ford once called it, is to understand America, America’s economic, social, racial, and political extremes in their most ambivalent state, perhaps the whole miserable and joyous human condition.




  The Delta is not a typical river delta. It is an ancient floodplain, a flat crescent of land two hundred miles long and eighty miles wide, incorporating the plantations and crossroads of the great Delta blues musicians and Buddy Nordan’s hometown, Itta Bena. As recently as a hundred years ago, it was a vast, swampy wilderness, much of it cleared out first by slaves, then by cheap black labor, “the richest land this side of the Nile,” as Big Daddy says in Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, a hot, humid, mosquito-plagued, snake-infested farmland known to kill a dog in five years, a mule in ten, and a man in twenty.




  Buddy Nordan’s Itta Bena is down the road from Money, the town where Emmett Till was murdered, an event that Nordan finally felt he could write about in his fourth book, Wolf Whistle (1993). In his early stories collected here, however, race is peculiarly absent, with the exception of one black character, Floyd, who remains invisible for most of the title story, “Sugar Among the Freaks.” “It’s the truth, I couldn’t see him,” says Sugar, sounding much like Nordan who, when asked whether at that time he was intentionally avoiding racial themes, answered, “At the time I didn’t know I was avoiding it, which I was. I was traumatized by racial violence . . . I also didn’t know how to write about sex, either, though I’d had plenty of experience with both.”




  It is also true, particularly in these early stories, that Nordan maintains a sort of distance from outright reference to his relationship with Mississippi. And Mississippi has kept an odd distance from Nordan. Bewilderingly, he is seldom mentioned in numerous articles about Delta or Mississippi writers or artists. Although he won a Mississippi Arts and Letters Institute prize in 1992 for his beautiful novel-in-stories, Music of the Swamp, he is represented in the Mississippi Writers Room of the Eudora Welty Library in Jackson by only two of his five books, and his photograph is noticeably missing from the walls. He rarely appears in adoring articles in the state press the way Miss Welty and Willie Morris do, where one can read weekly, it seems, what’s up with John Grisham.




  This likely is owing to the fact that his stories are emotionally complex and literally bizarre. Many reviewers and small-town paper editors might reasonably have a hard time glamorizing Nordan’s stories of fishing for roosters, adolescent cross-dressing, swamp elves, administering suppositories, eunuchs (who never really show up) in a small Mississippi town, or the likes of a lake-water lamprey eel, or a mother who attempts suicide in her son’s presence, stories where “doom is domestic and purrs like a cat.”




  Sugar Among the Freaks is, with the exception of three omitted stories, a complete but rearranged collection of Lewis Nordan’s first two books, both story collections: Welcome to the Arrow-Catcher Fair (1983) and The All-Girl Football Team (1986). Welcome to the Arrow-Catcher Fair was published by the Louisiana State University Press after it had come in over the transom and found editor Martha Lacy Hall, who was “arrested by those stories as soon as I saw them,” and who now, upon picking up the book more than a dozen years later, “remember[s] each one vividly.” Hall had edited a good bit of fiction for LSU Press, most famously John Kennedy Toole’s A Confederacy of Dunces, in 1980, the novel that had been turned down by numerous New York houses and whose author killed himself, due in part, many say, to the initial failure of the manuscript, which was finally tossed to LSU by Walker Percy, where it went on to sell exceedingly well and win the Pulitzer Prize.




  LSU Press fiction was capable, then, three years later, of getting reviewers’ attention, and Arrow-Catcher fared well in the January 15, 1984, New York Times Book Review. It was reviewed with two other books of short fiction, all first books by their authors. Edith Milton said that all three “add up to something of a celebration of the variety of which the short story is capable,” singling out Arrow-Catcher by saying, “in fact, Lewis Nordan’s Arrow-Catcher nicely illustrates the diversity all by itself.” Her favorite stories were “Storyteller,” the first one in this collection, and “The Sin Eater.”




  Many of the stories that eventually were published in the second collection, The All-Girl Football Team, never saw magazine publication. Harper’s rejected the title story, writing back to Nordan, “Dear Mr. Newman, Thank you for your article on football” and explaining that it did not publish sports pieces. In a short, favorable review in The New York Times Book Review, Ursula Hegi said that, in The All-Girl Football Team, “Lewis Nordan questions the line between inner and outer reality again and again in this stunning collection of short stories.”




  As it turned out, neither book sold very well for LSU Press, although Martha Lacy Hall said that they sold well enough “for university press fiction”—a figure one could guess to be about 2,500 copies. As is the pattern with much lasting literature, most of the attention Nordan’s stories received was from other writers.




  Pat Mulcahy was an editor at Vintage Books, the prestigious Random House paperback imprint, when she went to LSU Press shopping for James Lee Burke’s The Lost Get Back Boogie, a book that rescued that author from obscurity. Mulcahy lost the auction for Burke’s book, but in the process discovered from Martha Lacy Hall the work of Lewis Nordan. “I was looking for an original voice . . . something fresh,” Mulcahy said, and found Nordan brilliant “primarily as a storyteller”; plus, she could not resist, she said, “Sugar—who is a little Huck Finn-ish.”




  The All-Girl Football Team was reprinted first by Vintage (probably because its title was thought to be more marketable), then Welcome to the Arrow-Catcher Fair a few months later, in 1989, under the Vintage Contemporaries imprint. The VCs had rocked the publishing world with a combination of paperback originals—such as Bright Lights, Big City and The Sportswriter—and modern classic reprints—such as Suttree and A Fan’s Notes. They were hot . . . for a while. But by the time Arrow-Catcher came out under the VC imprint, now six years after its original hardcover publication, the list had grown to some seventy-odd titles and “lost its sheen among hip writing,” as Mulcahy said. Sugar was late to the ball and didn’t get the marketing attention accorded earlier VC titles.




  By late 1989, Mulcahy had left Vintage for Little, Brown. Meanwhile, Shannon Ravenel, who had encountered Nordan’s stories in the literary magazines she read as series editor of The Best American Short Stories, had joined Louis Rubin in founding the upstart publishing house, Algonquin Books of Chapel Hill. When she heard that Nordan and his agent were looking for a new publisher, she opened Algonquin’s door. “To my mind, Lewis Nordan’s writing was so extraordinary that I was not very hopeful about asking to be added to what I was sure was a long list of publishers lined up for his new book. To my endless delight, Buddy and his agent thought Algonquin was the right place for his work.” Algonquin has published all of Nordan’s subsequent books—Music of the Swamp (1991), Wolf Whistle (1993), and The Sharpshooter Blues (1995)—and has acquired the rights to the now out-of-print LSU collections. Said Ravenel, “We see Lewis Nordan as an important American fiction writer and we want to try to keep all of his best work in print—hence, and I might add, especially, Sugar Among the Freaks.”




  The Sugar (Mecklin is his surname) who appears in so many of these stories is as complex a character as the “freaks” around him. His creator is not a simple writer, either, having more than a little in common with Sugar. If the publication history, while short at this point, seems peculiar, it’s a lot like so much of Lewis Nordan’s life and writing career, and Sugar’s world as well—fraught with fortuity.




  As an infant, Nordan lost his father. “My stepfather was good, but there was a space there. Naturally,” he said, “I was attracted to lost father themes,” which have become one of the more forceful, arresting characteristics of Nordan’s work. In “Sugar, the Eunuchs, and Big G.B.,” the story in which Sugar struggles with his love for his father intensely and violently, Sugar fires a pistol into his house knowing his father is inside and says that at one point he “believed that my daddy and I were somehow the same person.” In “The Talker at the Freak-Show,” a story that swims with Nordan’s satisfying ambiguities, we see through Nordan’s eyes just as Sugar sees through his daddy’s, that “belief and disbelief were the same creature in me.” Nordan credits among his early literary influences comic books, yes, especially Superman. “I identified with Superman, who was separated from his parents.” Superman’s heroics, his death-defying feats meant nothing to Nordan. “I identified with him as an alien . . . I was an alien on my own planet.”




  “As a young man I thought I’d been ‘cheated’ by being raised in the Delta,” he says. “I thought I’d be better off if I’d gone to Harvard, or been raised in New York.” But Nordan acknowledges he never could have written what he has without the Delta, a place where he does know “shit from shinola,” as the expression there goes. When Nordan was 35 he moved his family to Fayetteville, Arkansas, to attend the writing program at the University of Arkansas. He had got his Ph.D.—Shakespeare—at Auburn, but became “hopeless about Shakespeare” when he could not get one of the 250 teaching jobs he had applied for.




  When Nordan first began to write at Arkansas, he “had no sense of what [he] wanted to write about.” Over lunch one day he told this to William Harrison, one of his teachers there, and Harrison said, “‘I don’t know?’ That sounds like what a sophomore in college would say.” “I felt terrible,” Nordan said. “By the end of lunch I told him, ‘I think I want to write about love and death in a comic way.’ I said this without knowing what exactly that meant.”




  Although he dropped out of Arkansas after a year, he was productive there, placing stories in such literary magazines as the Greensboro Review and the New Orleans Review. Harper’s eventually published several early Nordan stories, the first being “Rat Song,” the seventh story in Part I here. “Rat Song” was recommended to Harper’s by an editor at The New Yorker who loved it but could not persuade the magazine to publish it. The story is about love and lust and a man who takes in as pets two rats from his daughter Missy’s class and says “Godamnit” at least once—not your typical New Yorker fare, not of those days, anyway.




  The first four of the five stories in Part III all appeared originally in The All-Girl Football Team, the second story collection. Most of the stories were written in Pittsburgh, where Nordan had been offered a position teaching creative writing at the University of Pittsburgh. Shortly after moving there, one of Nordan’s sons committed suicide (another son had died earlier, at birth), and Nordan “wrote in a frenzy,” as this book became for him “a cathartic experience.” It is logical that we find young Sugar Mecklin in these stories, and that the fulcrum for them is the relationship between Sugar and his father, Gilbert, for Nordan must have written out of complete emptiness—“that diamond of pain and emptiness,” as loss by death is described in “The Sin Eater.”




  There is a story about Buddy—I don’t know whether it’s true—that he drank hard for a number of years before he straightened himself up, climbed on the wagon, and put together a résumé in order to find a job. The period of several years when he was drinking vodka was left blank, and when he interviewed for a job, the interviewer said, “Mr. Nordan, I notice that the years from 19-- until now, you appear not to have been employed. Can you tell me what you were doing those years?” “Well,” Nordan is said to have replied, “I wasn’t just sitting around drinking vodka.” Supposedly, he got the job.




  “I was a storyteller a long time before I became a writer,” Nordan has said. “Everyone in my family is a storyteller, though none of the others are writers. For a long time I thought I was somehow defective for not being able to tell the truth—the ‘truth,’ I should say—without changing it, amplifying it, or romanticizing it. This seemed to be a flaw in my character. Now I think that it may be a flaw, but it is also a gift for which I am grateful.”




  That Lewis Nordan succeeded in “writing about love and death in a comic way” was never an accident, not his accident, anyway. Only a person from his time, from his place, with his own sweet and tragic life, with his artistic sensibilities and a propensity to reinvent truth, steeped in Shakespeare, brought up in the Delta and taught to write in Arkansas, only Lewis Nordan could have written these thrilling, fabulous stories.




  Richard Howorth


  Oxford, Mississippi




  
Foreword




  In the summer of 1981, I was a part of the small, lively writing community of Fayetteville, Arkansas, centered around the university’s Creative Writing Program, where I had been a student a few years previously. Ellen Gilchrist, Jack Butler, Steve Stern, Lee K. Abbott, John Dufresne, Carl Launius, and Otto Salassi were a few of the other youngish writers just beginning to publish their work. There were a dozen or more others. I had placed a few short stories in small magazines, and a couple of times had sold stories to Harper’s, so my situation was similar to everyone else’s. Though publication was always on our minds, we drew our real strength as writers from the constant conversations we had about writing, the late-night talking and drinking and reading sessions. We sometimes stayed up all night reading aloud scenes from Shakespeare, and no one was ever shy to read his or her own work. This was a formative and scary time for all of us, and it is fair to say that we were using one another to seek out—or at least to talk out—our own identities as writers.




  I am remembering a particular evening when the title story of the present collection rose up before me, out of the summer mist, or seemed to do so, I swear.




  As in many writing communities, there were a couple of bars in town that were receptive to our presence. The Deluxe Rathskeller (pronounced “Dee Lux Rat Cellar”) and George’s Majestic Lounge (then catering to gays but also friendly to artsy types like ourselves) were among them. I have not visited these establishments in many years now, but then both were bare-boned, hard-core bars, smelly with stale beer and dark as graves.




  One suffocatingly humid summer evening I was scheduled to read from my work in an outdoor courtyard behind George’s Majestic Lounge. I was to appear on a bill with an amazing young poet named John Stoss, of whom there are enough stories to fill many books. The only problem was that the story I was supposed to read had not yet been written. I had begun writing the story, but only barely, and what was written was a complete mess and not working at all. At this time I was still writing everything out in longhand on a yellow legal pad.




  Several hours before the reading was to begin, I took the miserable legal pad and its failed fiction with me to George’s and sat alone at the bar. I ordered refreshments for myself and, in the dim half-light of a revolving beer sign, began to try to salvage the story I had begun to scrawl there. The story purported to give a more-or-less straightforward account of a trip to Oklahoma with two friends, one of them the poet and memoirist Carl Launius, a quadriplegic paralyzed years before in a high school football game, and the other a man afflicted with the condition popularly known as Elephant Man’s disease. For some reason I had imagined that the extravagant health problems of my friends constituted an interesting story, in and of itself. This was ridiculous, of course.




  I sat at the bar, I drank, I stared at the paragraphs I had written. The story was not interesting. Something was wrong, but I didn’t know what. I knew that my friends were interesting people. I knew that I was interested in them and in their courageous struggles in life. And yet the story was flat.




  So I took a red pen from my pocket and went down the first page of the piece, circling in red everything I did find interesting on that page, each image, detail, idea, turn of phrase. When I had finished, there was a bare scattering of red circles. I sat and looked at how few there were, and in this way had a sort of objective picture of my dullness. By doing this, I developed in that moment a technique that still serves me, and that, in fact, is the basis for the prose style that I now claim as my own. I said, “All I need is more red circles.”




  I went back to the first paragraph. The character was sitting at the counter of a truck-stop restaurant. A bland, third-person narrator—myself, I mean—told the reader this. So in a way I already knew what was uninteresting about the story. I was the wrong person to tell the story, for some reason. So I changed the narration to first person. I didn’t know who this new speaker was, but he had to be more interesting than me. He sat at his counter for only a moment before he noticed what I had not. He saw a pie case behind the counter. He looked into the case and saw the pies. He noticed that the meringue was “real dilapidated.” Then he noticed the detail that made this story possible, and easy, and fun to write. He saw a couple of flies on the inside of the glass pie case.




  I don’t know why those flies changed this story for me, but they did. As if a key had been inserted into a lock, a door was flung wide open and my imagination was allowed to get out, escape, and run laughing and wacky into the daylight. Later, after I had finished writing, I went back and covered this page with red circles, but not right away. I kept writing. No one could have stopped me. I wrote and wrote and wrote, filling the legal pad. The bar started to fill up with people, regular customers at first, then people coming to the reading. I kept on writing. Eventually the crowd moved to the outdoor area, and I stayed at the bar with my pen and legal pad. The reading started without me—John Stoss, big as a gentle bear, reciting those delicate, sweet poems.




  I wanted to be out there, among those people I loved, listening to those lovely lines, but—to say this only slightly more dramatically than I felt it at the time—Sugar Mecklin and his whole strange family were being born beneath my hand.




  I finished the last lines of the story before John Stoss finished reading his final poems. I stepped out of the bar, into the audience, and took my place at a table in the dark, beneath the stars, and listened until he was done. There was a break. Waiters came around. I made myself a part of the crowd I had shunned for a few hours. I rewarded myself with extra beers. Later I read to this receptive crowd the story I had just written and was pleased by their laughter and applause. The story, of course, was “Sugar Among the Freaks.”




  I was also pleased at a deeper level, as I have said. I knew I had just invented a boy whom I loved and wanted to know better. I knew that if I was lucky and worked hard, I might be able to write more stories about him. He was surely a part of me, and yet when he spoke of his parents, it was clear they were equal parts of me as well. Sugar Mecklin was not me—no more or less than Gilbert Mecklin was—but he could speak for me, for all my contradictory parts, and now he seemed free to do so. I think of this moment as a particular turning point in the process of my finding what I meant to write and how I meant to write it.




  “Sugar Among the Freaks” is the only story in Welcome to the Arrow-Catcher Fair (LSU Press, 1983) in which Sugar himself appears, and it was the last I wrote before putting together that collection. Even then I was suspicious that “Sugar Among the Freaks’’ was slightly misplaced in that book, but I knew that in this story I had turned a corner of some kind. In my second collection, The All-Girl Football Team (LSU Press, 1986), Sugar appears as himself, or in barely disguised form, in most of the stories. He is the central figure in a later novel-in-stories, Music of the Swamp (Algonquin Books,1991). And now as I look back over the early stories in those first two collections, from which these fifteen stories are drawn, I see clearly how the town of Arrow Catcher, Mississippi, its geography and its inhabitants—not just the Mecklins but also many others—were slowly taking form and shape and moral dimension, a little like a photograph in a developing tray, appearing first in dim and fuzzy outline and then becoming crisper in the details, sharper at the edges.




  The grown-up Sugar, who narrates much of his biography in these stories and in the third book as well, would seem to have an unreliable memory, at best. He tells two versions of his father’s death; he seems confused about when he knew of the existence of the Rock ’n’ Roll suit; and isn’t it unlikely that Sugar’s mother ever made a dramatic, semisexual suicide attempt right in front of Sugar, as the mother does in “The Sears and Roebuck Catalog Game”? Sugar seems a little crazier in “Sugar Among the Freaks” than the child of the same name in the later stories.




  The third-person narrator of other stories makes as many mistakes as the unreliable Sugar. He reports, without blinking, Hydro’s double or triple parentage and his life in both Arkansas and Mississippi. By this narrator’s account Sugar once went by the name of Harris, as in “The Attendant.” Arrow Catcher itself seems formerly to have been named Big Ugly, a corruption of some strange Native American word meaning Home in the Woods. And what is Sugar’s mother’s name, for heaven’s sake? What exactly do eunuchs do at Episcopal baptizings? What is a swamp elf?




  There is no use pretending that there is any design in all this confusion. There isn’t. In many of the stories collected here I was, without knowing this at the time, painting details that I would later reimagine, revise, repaint, when it came time to add them to the broader canvas. That afternoon and evening in George’s Majestic Lounge, when the door of my imagination was flung open, I knew that one way to close it again, maybe forever, was to entertain a foolish belief that consistency and good sense are as important as invention. They are not.




  I hold a special affection for the stories collected here. They cause me to remember the young writer that I was, twenty or more years ago, as I wrote the stories included in the present volume—frightened, compulsive, ambitious, driven, with nothing to lose. I learned how to write alongside friends who were also teaching themselves to write. I used to complain, back then, that I didn’t have a “generation” to identify myself with—lost, beat, silent, angry, agrarian, whatever—and that if I did, I’d be a better writer. Well, who knows. Here are the stories. They feel like old friends themselves, one of that number that I stayed up all night with, so many nights, talking, talking, talking, telling the tales that would make me, make all of us, ready to write the ones that needed to be written.




  Lewis Nordan


  Pittsburgh, 1995




  
Part I




  
Storyteller




  It was Wiley Heard talking and cooling his coffee at the same time. “You heard about all them grain elevators blowing up in Kansas, didn’t you?” Wiley was a short, wiry one-legged man with a red face and white eyebrows. He was retired head coach of the local football team. He stopped blowing across his coffee and took a long, slurping pull, then held up the heavy cup, like evidence, so everybody could see. One or two of those standing around moved in closer to the marble counter and were careful not to overturn a spittoon. They poured cups for themselves and laid their change on the cash register. “See this?” he said. “It’s the best cup of coffee in the entire state of Arkansas. Right here in Hassell’s Blank Store. Used to be called Hassell’s Drug Store, long time ago. Back before any you boys would remember.” They tried not to notice Coach Wiley pour a nip of Early Times into his coffee from a flat bottle he slipped out of his jacket pocket. “Yessir,” he said, “Gene Hassell sold the wrong drugs to the wrong man. Two men, in fact. Federal agents pretending to work on a truck for two days across the street, out yonder by the railroad tracks, before they come in for pills. On account of which old Gene’s pharmacy license got taken away. And so did Gene, come to think of it, down to the Cummins penitentiary. Couldn’t get him in Atlanta. It was all full up that year, I think was the trouble. His wife, poor thing, Miss Eva, I swan. She just painted out the word Drug on the sign and held a shotgun up under her chin, bless her time. It was that old twelve-gauge of Gene’s that kicked so bad, real old gun, belonged to his daddy and ejected shells out the bottom. Remington, I think it was. She pulled the trigger and shot off her face. The whole damn thing from the bottom up, jaw, teeth, nose, and eyes, and broke both her eardrums. Terrible sight to see, even after the skin grafts. No face at all. Can’t see, hear, smell, or taste, just keep her alive in a nursing home down in Arkadelphia, feeding her through tubes, and not one pellet touched her brain. It’s a sad case, boys. It would break your heart. We been calling it Hassell’s Blank Store ever since, and him still in jail, I guess, or dead, but you say you did hear about them grain elevators, didn’t you?”




  Somebody said he had. Everybody else agreed.




  “I know you did,” said the coach. “You heard about it on the Walter Cronkite Show, didn’t you? They had it on the TV every night for a month, seem like. But I bet you forty dollars you didn’t hear what happened the other day over in El Dorado, did you? Just outside El Dorado, I ought to say, over close to Smackover. A dog food factory blew up. That’s about like El Dorado, ain’t it? Ain’t nowhere but El Dorado, and maybe parts of north Mississippi, they going to blow up a dog food factory. But you never will hear that one on the Walter Cronkite Show, nayo-siree, and don’t need to. The longer they can keep El Dorado, Arkansas, off the national news, or Smackover either one, the better for everybody, is what I say. Hound Dog dog food factory—and three men are missing, so they tell me. Might of been mule skinners, mightn’t they? I think they was, in fact. If any you boys are looking for work they going to need somebody to skin them miserable old horses before they can put them in a can. Over this side of El Dorado actually, up close to Smackover. But that was years ago Gene Hassell went to jail. You boys wouldn’t remember him, years ago. Hell, he may not be dead now, all I know. Probably is, though. Probably is dead now he can’t drink no more of that paregoric. He probably died his second day off that paregoric, didn’t he? He’d been drinking it for twenty years. He’s been constipated that long. He probably didn’t know what to think, did he, down there in Cummins behind them bars, or out on that hot scrabble farm chopping him some prison cotton, when he felt that first urge to go to the bathroom. Hell, he probably died right off, didn’t he? Didn’t even have to call the dispensary. He probably got him a shit fit and the blind staggers and keeled over with his eyes rolled up. His old crazy paregoric eyes probably looked like the rolled-up window shades of Miss Dee’s whorehouse on Sunday morning, he was so happy. But not Miss Eva, that’s his wife, she’s not dead. She’s still over to Arkadelphia at the Wee Care Nursing Home, got a married daughter out in California, or is it granddaughter, pays the bills. That little redbrick building with the neon sign saying Wee Care out on the old airport road, real nice place, and expensive too. But Jerry Rich down in Prescott, out beyond Prescott really, just this side of Delight, he’s the one owns this place now, Hassell’s Blank Store. He’s owned it for years. Poor old woman had to sell out right away, of course, after she lost so much face here in town trying to kill herself, and her husband in the pokey. The daughter had to sell, I mean. And no face at all, Miss Eva, and never did have much personality to speak of. But old Jerry, he doesn’t get up here much anymore, long as there’s a quail in them cornfields and one old sorry dog in the pen. Not even to change the name on the front of the store. Painting out Gene’s name would be a piss-poor way to remember a good man, though now wouldn’t it? Lord, but his wife was a boring woman, even back when she had a face. It was three of them missing, though, three skinners, all of them white men, I believe it was, I’m not real sure about that. Dog food factory over in El Dorado, outside El Dorado really, out close to Smackover, Hound Dog dog food factory.”




  Wiley was still talking. “They used to feed dog food to circus animals. Sounds awful, don’t it? But it’s true. It’d make them crazy, too. It’d make a trained beast turn on his master, so I hear. Nothing to be done about a bitch elephant once they turn on their keeper. Bull elephant’s a different story, trust-worthiest old wrinkled buggers you ever want to meet, but not a bitch, you can’t trust one with a nickel change once she gets sour on life, might as well save yourself the trouble.”




  “Why’s that, Coach Wiley?” The coffee drinkers turned and looked. It was Hydro, a gawky young man with a broom and a large head.




  “Nobody knows,” said the coach, “and don’t ask no more questions, Hydro. Godamighty. You get on done with that sweeping before you start asking so many questions. But it happened one time over in Pocahontas. One two y’all might be old enough to remember it. Your daddies’d be old enough. Some little off-brand circus or other. Clyde Beatty or something. Naw, not even that good. They had two old scrawny lions that hollered half the night they was so hungry from eating that dried dog food they give them. Probably Hound Dog dog food, when they was looking for meat, like that place blew up over past El Dorado, except that factory wasn’t there till ten years ago, so it must have been some other brand the lions had to eat, but nobody ought to feed dog food to a lion and get away with it. King Jesus jump down. It’d take a worthless sumbitch to do that, now wouldn’t it? Worthless as a whistle on a plow, as my poor old dead daddy used to say. Daddy he was a funny little quiet man with rusty hair and deep eyes. Housepainter and paper-hanger, and a good one too, and a handful of elephants with their nose up each other’s ass like a parade and some scrawny old woman in a little white dress and bleached-out hair riding on top of the first elephant, when this baggy old gray African elephant went kind of crazy. Commercial-Appeal said she was in heat and real nervous. That’s when they dangerous. Some old boy name of Orwell, from West Memphis or Forrest City or somewhere, was quoted as saying that was right. He claimed to know all about elephants, though I can’t say I ever knew a family of Arkansas Orwells. Plenty of them in Mississippi, of course, Delta people, but none to my memory in Arkansas. Unless, of course, they come here since the World War, but I think she was just sick of Pocahontas and circus food. That’d be me. Best thing ever happened to Pocahontas was that tornado in 1957, tore down half the town. They just about due another one, if you want my personal opinion. Didn’t have many teeth, my daddy, and had fainting spells on top of that, because you notice she didn’t bother to pick out her own trainer to step on. That’d be too easy. She had to bring down all hell and her left front foot on another African, one of her own people, you might say. She had to step on some little local boy hired on as a handler. Plez Holloman’s grandson is who it was, in case some y’all are old enough to remember Plez. Course my daddy always did love his whiskey and had a heart enlarged up the size of a basketball, but the fainting spells commenced long before that come to pass, who I always liked, Plez I’m talking about, and hated to see anything bad come to him in spite of not especially blaming the elephant and never could straighten up his back, Plez, on account of getting syphilis when he was just a boy, stepped right on that poor little child and flattened him out like one them cartoon pictures when a steamroller runs over somebody. He looked like a pitiful little black shadow some child lost. But you couldn’t blame the elephant, I couldn’t, having to live cooped up in Pocahontas all week and that terrible sawed-off circus. It wouldn’t do, though, but they had to kill the elephant, and you can see their point, especially if that Orwell boy from West Memphis knew what he’s talking about, though I still think he was from somewhere over in Mississippi.




  “Anyhow, that’s what the mayor and aldermen said, got to destroy the elephant. They was agreed with by the Colored Ministers Association, which has now got some other name and is joined up with the NAACP. They was quickly agreed with, I might add, which was the first and last time the Pocahontas town officials and the colored ministers ever agreed on anything, except maybe last year when Horace Mayhan—you remember him playing football right here in town and always stunk real bad, before old man Mayhan moved them all to Pocahontas where they’d belonged all along and fit in so good with the paper mill—last year when old Horace won a free trip, so to speak, to Washington, D.C. He had to testify before a Senate subcommittee on the subject of who cut them eyeholes into the sheets the FBI found in the trunk of Horace’s car, that cream-colored Mustang with the rusted top and STP stickers on the front bumper. That boy gave new meaning to the word white-trash, not to mention who sawed the stocks and barrels off all his shotguns and enough dynamite to provide every man, woman, and child in Arkansas fish dinner every night for a week. But the trouble was, of course, that nobody in Pocahontas had a gun big enough to kill an elephant, not even a hungry old scrawny elephant that probably needed killing.”




  “Shoot him in the eye.” The words were totally unexpected, but the minute they were in the air everybody knew it was Hydro again and that he was in trouble. He had forgotten that the coach told him to stay quiet. It was obvious from his enormous face that he thought he had made a good suggestion. The coach stopped talking and looked at him. Everybody else looked at the floor and tried not to breathe. They wanted to become invisible. “Hydro, my man,” Coach Wiley said, with a chill in his voice that galvanized every gaze upon the floor, “I always kind of liked you, boy. And I know you got your own problems. But listen here. Don’t you never interrupt me again. Not now, and not never. Not till you get smart enough to know a whole hell of a lot more about elephants than shoot him in the eye.”




  “Or,” said a voice with an unnatural cheeriness, “maybe you could just shoot him up the butt.” It was Hydro again, and he had missed the fury underlying the coach’s tone. If any of those standing around the coach in the Blank Store had not been too embarrassed to think of it, they might have hated Hydro, and themselves, and they might have hated God for making Hydro so damn dumb. Nobody thought of it. Nobody knew why they depended on Wiley Heard’s approval, and dreaded his disapproval. “It’s bound to bust something loose up in there,” Hydro said, still pleased as he could be to help.




  The coach became more deliberate. For everybody but Hydro, breathing was out of the question. Some of this began to dawn on Hydro.




  “Hydro,” said Coach Wiley Heard, “I am going to say this one more time. Now, boy, I mean for you to listen. Are you listening?” There was no need for Hydro to answer. He had caught on now. “Shoot him in the eye and shoot him up the butt will not do. Not to interrupt me telling a story, nawsir. And neither will anything else do, to interrupt me telling a story. Are you listening, Hydro? Not nothing that you or anybody else that’s going to come into Hassell’s Blank Store is likely to think up is going to do to interrupt me. So just forget about interrupting me, boy. At any time, or for any reason whatsoever, with shoot him in the eye or shoot him up the butt or anything else. Now do you understand what I am saying?”




  Hydro was quiet and miserable. He said “Yessir” in a tiny whispery voice. He recognized his chastisement. The act of breathing started up again. Throats got cleared, and feet were shifted. Some of the little crowd looked up.




  When the coach finally spoke again, it was not to them, not at first, not exactly. His voice was low and deep and coarse and gravelly, and there was a snort of a humorless laugh behind it. “Shoot him up the butt,” they heard him say, almost soundless, and they heard the low, snorting laugh. A few of them laughed a little too; they tried it anyway, the laughter, not loud and not self-confident, and when they heard it, they found no pleasure in its sound. For a few more seconds he let the silence continue. He sweetened his coffee again with Early Times, and they made sure they didn’t notice.




  When he began again, the tone of his story was immeasurably darker. There were no more self-interruptions, there was no more marshaling of irrelevant detail. The story had become deadly serious and even most of the errors of grammar had disappeared from his speech. If the story were told again, or if it had been told without Hydro’s interruption, each person in the store could have imagined it as wonderfully comic, the dark, laughing comedy that underlay every tale he told. But it was not comic now. The elephant he said, would have to be killed. It would have to be killed by hanging. Some let out sounds that might have passed for laughs, but none of them were proud to have done so.




  “By now the elephant was quiet,” he said. “I saw her led to town by her trainer, a dirty man and sad-faced. The bleach-haired woman was with them too, wearing a maroon suit and low-heeled shoes, the one who rode the elephant in the parade. The railroad crane and log-chain were on a flatcar. The chain was made into a noose and put around its neck. The giant gears started creaking, the crane was lifting. I remember a blind fiddler was in the crowd and a little Indian boy with blue short pants and no shirt high up on the top of a locomotive. The elephant’s feet were like the feet of a great turtle. The hind feet brushed the air a scant inch above the cinders in the station yard. When she was up, hanging there, choking, she lifted the wrinkled old trunk straight up and trumpeted one time, one blast to heaven, before she was choked dead. Her back feet, her gray old big turtle feet, were just an inch above the cinders, a little inch.”




  Those who listened stood, silent, and held their coffee cups without drinking. One man, whose son stood beside him, laid an unconscious hand on the boy’s arm and pulled him a little closer to his side. No one knew what to say, or do. For a moment, during the silence, they forgot that Coach Wiley Heard was in charge, in control of the pause. He allowed a few more seconds to pass. They thought of the beast’s trumpeting. They did not imagine, even for a second, that the coach’s story might be untrue, that he might have made it all up, or adapted it from an older tale, and now maybe even believed it was all true, that it had all really happened on a certain day, to a certain people with bleached hair or sad faces or blind eyes or Indian blood, or any other hair and face and eyes and blood he chose to give them, and that it all happened in a station yard in eastern Arkansas, in a town called Pocahontas. If disbelief crept in, it came like a welcome brother into their company. They poured it a cup of coffee and showed it the sugar bowl and treated it like a friend too familiar to notice. They thought only of the gray feet and the cinders, the little inch between.




  Then it was over. The coach released them. With a sudden, unexpected cheeriness, and maybe even a wink, he said, “You not going to forget what I told you, now are you, Hydro?”




  “No sir,” Hydro said, certain he would not, but still a little uncertain how to act. The coffee drinkers were able to love Hydro again, and pity him and feel superior to him. He shifted his broom and looked at its bristles. Everybody felt confident and happy. Everybody smiled at Hydro’s innocence and at his need for forgiveness.




  “Shoot him up the butt!” the coach roared suddenly, merry and hilarious and slapping his good leg. “Shoot him up the butt! Great godamighty!” Now they could laugh. They did laugh, uproarious and long. The coach slapped Hydro on the back and called him son and hugged him roughly against him and shook him by the shoulders. “Shoot him up the butt!” he said again. “Got damn, Hydro, I’m going to have to tell that one on you, now ain’t I!”




  When the laughter was over and the coach had wiped a tear from each eye with a clean handkerchief, he spoke to Hydro in a voice a little different from the one they had been listening to for most of the day. He said, “Let me tell you about my daddy, son. You’d of liked him. He had to walk on crutches all one winter, he had tonsillitis so bad.” They knew now that they could stay and hear this story if they wished, but they knew also that it would not be told to them. They envied Hydro. They wished they were Hydro. They wished they were holding his broom and feeling the coach’s warm, alcoholic breath on their faces. “Daddy always smelled like turpentine and Fitch’s shampoo,” they heard the coach say, as if from a distance. “It’s the only place I ever smelled the two in combination. It breaks my heart to remember.” There was a pause, a silence of a few seconds. “He carried this little nickel pistol with him,” the coach said, thoughtful. “I’ll show it to you sometime. A little nickel pistol, with walnut handlegrips.”




  Hydro was happy. Everybody could see that. There was no reason for anybody else to hang around, though. They eased out by ones and twos.




  
The Sears and Roebuck Catalog Game




  I had known for a long time that my mother was not a happy woman. When I was a young child in Mississippi, the stories she read to me at bedtime were always tales of Wonderland—of little worlds into which one might escape through rabbit holes or looking glasses or magic wardrobes. The same was true of the games she and I played together.




  My favorite game was to open a Sears and Roebuck catalog and to sit with my mother on the floor or in her lap in a chair and to point to each model on the page and to say, What does this one do?—where does this one live?—which one is her boyfriend?




  My mother was wonderful at this game. She made up elaborate dossiers on each of the characters I asked her to invent. She found names and occupations and addresses and proper mates for each. Sears and Roebuck was a real world to me, with lakes and cities and operas and noisy streets and farmlands and neighborhoods.




  There was even death. Mother shocked me when I was ten by reporting a suicide among the inhabitants of Sporting Goods. I loved and was terrified by the unpredictable drama and pain.




  My father had no imagination. He disapproved of the game. It is more fair to say that he was baffled by it, as he was by all forms of imaginative invention. He did not forbid games or movies or books or Bible stories; he simply did not understand what use they could be to anyone. At night when my mother had finished saying my bedtime nursery rhymes to me, he would sometimes say to her, “Why do you do that?”




  The summer I was fourteen I had occasion to think of the catalog game again.




  I had taken a job working for my father on a painting site at the county high school. The local swimming pool was directly behind one wing of the schoolhouse, so while I should have been carrying ladders or washing brushes or wiping up paint drippings, I was usually hanging out the window watching the swimmers in the pool.




  That’s what I was doing one Friday afternoon, when I happened to see a child drowning. I don’t know how I happened to see her. Even the lifeguard had not noticed yet. It was a gangly retarded girl with long arms and stringy hair plastered to her face.




  I watched her rise up out of the water, far up, so that half her body showed above the surface, then she sank out of sight. Once more she came back up, and then she sank again.
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