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For Alix


It’s quite a mystery, albeit largely unacknowledged, to be alive, and, quite simply, in order to remain alive you must keep eating. My notion, scarcely original, is that if you eat badly you are very probably living badly.

—Jim Harrison

So come on, fatso, and just bust a move.

—Young MC



Prologue


KILLING THE HOG

I have this dream. We’re on a road trip, out in this house in the country, and I’m trying to talk to my wife. But this hog gets in the house. It stinks and it’s slick to the touch and I can’t keep it off me. I push it away but it keeps plowing back and I see tusks. I finally shove it out the door. Now I’m in bed. Here comes the hog again. I can barely stave it off with my hands. It’s all over me. I get to my feet and kick it and ram it with my shoulder and we tumble out into the yard. My mouth is coated with hog-slime, and I reach in and scrape it off my tongue. I’m half-dressed, stinking, miserable. Suddenly we’re back in a room and I can sense I’m being watched. Three or four official-looking people are lined up at a table, like judges on a panel. One of them says, “Here’s what you have to do.”

I wake up knowing two things.

One, I have to kill the hog.

Two, the hog is a part of me.


NEW YEAR’S EVE, 2014


I weigh 460 pounds.

Those are the hardest words I’ve ever had to write. Nobody knows that number—not my wife, not my doctor, not my closest friends. It feels like confessing a crime. The average American male weighs 195 pounds; I’m two of those guys, with a ten-year-old left over. I’m the biggest human being most people who know me have ever met, or ever will.

The government definition of obesity is a body mass index of thirty or more. My BMI is 60.7. My shirts are size XXXXXXL, which the big-and-tall stores shorten to 6X. I’m six-foot-one, or seventy-three inches tall. My waist is sixty inches around. I’m nearly a sphere.

Those are the numbers. This is how it feels.

I’m on the subway in New York City, standing in the aisle, clinging to the pole. I live in Charlotte and don’t visit New York much, so I don’t have a feel for how subway cars move. I’m praying this one doesn’t lurch around a corner or slam to a stop because I’m terrified of falling. Part of it is embarrassment. When a fat guy falls, it’s hard to get up. But what really scares me is the chance I might land on somebody. I glance at the people wedged around me. None of them could take my weight. It would be an avalanche. Some of them stare at me and I figure they’re thinking the same thing. There’s an old woman sitting three feet away. One slip and I’d crush her. I grip the pole harder. My palms start to sweat and all of a sudden I flash back—

to elementary school in Georgia, standing in the aisle on the bus. The driver hollers at me to find a seat. He can’t take us home until everybody sits down. I’m the only one standing. Every time I spot an open space, somebody slides to the edge of the seat and covers it up. Nobody wants the fat boy mashed in next to them. I freeze, helpless. The driver glares at me in the rearview mirror. An older kid sitting in front of me—a redhead, freckles, I’ll never forget his face—has a cast on his right arm. He reaches back and starts clubbing me with it, below the waist, out of the driver’s line of sight. He catches me in the groin and it hurts, but not as much as the shame when the other kids laugh and the bus driver gets up and storms toward me—

and the train stops and jolts me back into now.

I peel my hands from the pole and get off. I climb the stairs to the street and step to the side to catch my breath. I’m wheezing like a thirty-year smoker. My legs wobble from the climb. I’m meeting a friend near Central Park at a place called the Brooklyn Diner. Why is there a Brooklyn Diner in Manhattan? Are Manhattan diners not up to lofty Brooklyn standards? I have time to think about such things. I’m fifteen minutes early, on purpose, because I have to find a safe place to sit.

The night before, I had Googled “Brooklyn Diner interior” to get an idea of the layout. Now I scan the space like a gangster, looking for danger spots. The booths are too small—I can’t squeeze in. The bar stools are bolted to the floor—they’re too close to the bar and my ass would hang off the back. I check the tables, gauging the chairs. Flimsy chairs creak and quake beneath me. These look solid. I spot a table in the corner with just enough room. I sit down slowly—the chair seems OK, yep, it’ll hold me up. For the first time in an hour, I take an untroubled breath.

My friend shows up on time. By then I’ve scouted out the menu. Eggs, bacon, toast, coffee. A few bites and the shame fades. At least for a little while.

•  •  •

By any reasonable standard, I have won life’s lottery. I grew up with two loving parents in a peaceful house. I’ve spent my whole career doing work that thrills me—writing for newspapers and magazines. I married the best woman I’ve ever known, Alix Felsing, and I love her more now than when my heart first tumbled for her. We live in an old house in Charlotte with a yellow Lab mutt named Fred. We’re blessed with strong families and a deep bench of friends. Our lives are full of music and laughter. I wouldn’t swap with anyone.

Except on those mornings when I wake up and take a long naked look in the mirror.

My body is a car wreck. Skin tags—long, mole-like growths caused by chafing—dangle under my arms and down in my crotch. I have breasts where my chest ought to be. My belly is strafed with more stretch marks than a mother of five. My stomach hangs below my waist, giving me what the Urban Dictionary calls a front butt—as if some twisted Dr. Frankenstein grafted an extra rear end on the wrong side. Varicose veins bulge from my thighs. My calves and shins are rust-colored and shiny from a condition called chronic venous insufficiency. (You never want any medical condition that contains the words chronic and insufficiency.) Here’s what it means: The veins in my legs aren’t strong enough to push all the blood back up toward my heart, so it pools in my capillaries and forces little dots of iron up under my skin. The veins are failing because of the pressure caused by 460 pounds pushing downward with every step I take. My body is crumbling under its own gravity.

Some days, when I see that disaster staring back, I get so mad that I pound my gut with my fists, as if I could beat the fat out of me. Other times the sight sinks me into a blue fog that can ruin an hour or a morning or a day. But most of the time what I feel is sadness over how much life I’ve wasted. When I was a kid, I never climbed a tree or learned to swim. When I was in my twenties, I never took a girl home from a bar. Now I’m fifty, and I’ve never hiked a mountain or ridden a skateboard or done a cartwheel. I’ve missed out on so many adventures, so many good times, because I was too fat to try. Sometimes, when I could’ve tried anyway, I didn’t have the guts. I’ve done a lot of things I’m proud of. But I’ve never believed I could do anything truly great, because I’ve failed so many times at the one crucial challenge in my life.

What the hell is wrong with me?

•  •  •

What the hell is wrong with us?

As I write this, the Centers for Disease Control estimates that seventy-nine million American adults—forty percent of women, and thirty-five percent of men—qualify as obese. That’s more than the total attendance of every Major League Baseball game last year. Our kids are right behind us—the obesity rate among American children is seventeen percent and climbing. Our collective waistline laps over every boundary—age, race, gender, politics, culture. In our fractured country, we all agree on one thing: second helpings.

Fat America runs on the fuel of easy and cheap junk food, motivated by constant ads for burgers and beer, soothed and sated by oversized portions. At most movie theaters now, a small soft drink is thirty-two ounces. No reasonable definition of small encompasses a quart of Coke. The English language, like my elastic-waisted cargo shorts, has stretched to fit our expanding country.

As every fat person knows, there’s no such thing as a cheap buffet—you always pay later, one way or another. Fat America comes with a devastating bill. According to government estimates, Americans pay $147 billion a year in medical costs related to obesity. That’s roughly equal to the entire budget for the U.S. army. But the money is just part of the cost. Every fat person, and every fat person’s family, pays with anger and heartache and pain. For every one of us who can’t shed the weight, there are spouses and parents and kids and friends who grieve for us. We carve lines in their faces. We sentence them to long years alone.

I know this from experience. I also feel it like a burning knife right now. Because my sister, Brenda Williams, died on Christmas Eve.

•  •  •

One of the great joys in our family was getting Brenda to laugh. If somebody cracked an off-color joke, her eyes cranked open wide and her eyebrows flew up her forehead like a cartoon. Sometimes she let out a low cackle that tickled me even more. She and her husband, Ed Williams, had been married forty-three years and raised three kids. Brenda was never happier than when she had a houseful of the people she loved. But she didn’t laugh as much the last few years. Her weight scared her and isolated her and eventually it killed her.

Brenda was sixty-three and weighed well north of two hundred pounds. Her feet swelled so much she could hardly wear shoes. Her thighs cramped so bad, with so little warning, that she was afraid to drive. For years she dealt with sores on her legs caused by the swelling. They leaked fluid and wouldn’t heal. In late December, one of the sores got infected. Brenda was tough, so by the time she admitted she was sick, she was in deep trouble. Her husband took her to the emergency room in Jesup, Georgia, as we were heading to Tennessee to spend Christmas with Alix’s folks. My brother called at two in the morning on Christmas Eve and said things were getting worse. We tried to sleep for a couple of hours, got up, and got on the road. The infection turned out to be MRSA. It spread so goddamn fast. We were somewhere outside Asheville when my brother sent a text: She’s gone.

The funeral was on my mom’s eighty-second birthday. She cried tears from the bottom of the ocean. She lived next door to Brenda and Ed for almost twenty years—we moved her there after she retired. She spent so many nights telling stories around Brenda and Ed’s dining-room table. Now she won’t go back in their house. All she can see is the empty space where Brenda used to be. The infection was the official cause of Brenda’s death, but her weight killed her, sure as poison.

What happens when someone close to you dies? People bring food.

It arrived at Brenda and Ed’s house, and my mom’s, within minutes and in great quantities. Neighbors made potato salad and pecan pie. Folks who didn’t cook brought cold cuts and light bread. One of Ed’s friends arranged for the Western Sizzlin down the road to send a whole rolling cart of meat and vegetables. No matter where you stood, you were no more than ten feet from fried chicken. I crammed everything I could onto my double-thick paper plate. The sugar and grease pushed back the grief, just for a minute or two, long enough to breathe.

This is the terrible catch-22. The thing that soothes the pain prolongs it. The thing that brings me back to life pushes me closer to the grave.

I think a lot these days about a guy named David Poole. David and I worked together at the Charlotte Observer—he was a brilliant NASCAR writer when I was the local columnist. I weighed more than David, but he was shorter and rounder. We didn’t look alike, but we were two fat guys with our pictures in the paper, so readers lumped us together. People would come up to me on the street and ask if I was him. He was one of the smartest guys I’ve ever met, a great reporter with a fearless voice, one of Alix’s closest friends for years. David died of a heart attack when he was fifty. I’m about to turn fifty-one.

Guys like us don’t make it to sixty.

Some of us rot away from diabetes or blow out an artery from high blood pressure, but a heart attack is what I worry about most. My doctor likes to quote a statistic: In a third of the cases of heart disease, the first symptom is death. Right now my heart tests out fine. But I can hear it thumping in my temples, eighty-some beats a minute even when I’m resting, and I know I make it work too hard. Sometimes, when it’s quiet in the house, I close my eyes and listen to it strain, praying that it won’t just stop like a needle lifted off a record. Every day I wonder if this is the day I might keel over in my office chair or at the bookstore or (God help me) at the wheel of my car. At 460 pounds, I’m lucky to have made it this far. It’s like holding twenty at the blackjack table and waving at the dealer for another card. Without a miracle, I’m bound to bust.

Bless me, Father, for I have sinned: I lust after greasy double cheeseburgers and fried chicken legs and Ruffles straight out of the bag. I covet hot Krispy Kreme doughnuts that melt on my tongue. I worship bowls full of peanut M&M’s, first savoring them one by one, then stuffing my mouth with handfuls, then wetting my finger to pick up those last bits of chocolate dust and candy shell. My brain pings with pleasure; my taste buds groan with desire. This happens over and over, day after day, and that is how I got here, closer to the end of my life than the beginning, weighing almost a quarter of a ton.

More than anything, I want to buy time. I want to write every story that needs to come out of me. I want to be the old retired guy with nothing to do but read books and play cards. I want to pack a bag and fill a cooler and get in the car and just ramble. I want to kiss Alix on her eightieth birthday, and I want her to kiss me on mine. I want to look back and be able to say with an honest heart that my years were not wasted.

I can’t say that now. I have wasted so many.

After we got back from Georgia, I hung my black suit in the closet. It’s my only suit. I bought it seventeen years ago to get married in. I had to have it cut special at a big men’s store called Thick and Thin. We ended up going with a tuxedo for the wedding, but I kept the suit. Sometimes it’s a little tight, sometimes a little loose, but it more or less fits because I’ve been more or less the same size all these years. I’ve worn it to other people’s weddings, to a few fancy parties, to a couple of anniversary dinners. Mostly I’ve worn it to funerals. I wore it to Brenda’s. Before long, I fear, it’s the suit I will be buried in.

•  •  •

There are radical options for people like me. There are boot camps where I could spend thousands of dollars to have trainers whip me into shape. There are crash diets and medications with dangerous side effects. And, of course, there is weight-loss surgery. Several people I know have done it. Some say it saved them. Others had life-threatening complications. A few are just as miserable as they were before. I don’t judge any people who try to find their own way. I speak only for myself here: For me, surgery feels like giving up. I know that the first step of twelve-step programs is admitting that you’re powerless over your addiction. But I don’t feel powerless yet. The hog in my dream terrifies me. He’s vicious and strong. But somewhere under all these folds of fat is a small part of me that still believes I can take him.

Being a journalist, I work best on deadline. Do you know where the word comes from? In the Civil War, in my home state of Georgia, there was a horrible Confederate prison called Andersonville. Tens of thousands of captured Union soldiers starved and suffered there. More than thirteen thousand died. Inside the prison, there was a wooden railing that separated the prisoners from the stockade walls. It wasn’t much of a barrier—except that when any prisoners tried to climb it, or even touch it, the guards shot them on sight. That railing was the deadline.

In my life I am the prisoner, and I am the guard. With every big meal, and every day spent on the couch, I have reached closer to the railing, and I have fired a slow bullet aimed for my heart.

Here is my deadline. By the end of 2015, one year from now, I am going to lose weight and get in shape. I’m not going to set a number, because every time I’ve done that, I’ve fallen short. My goal is to prove that I can head down the right path and stay on it. I have to show that I won’t quit even when it’s hard, because it’s going to be hard.

If I get to the end of the year and I’ve failed, every option goes back on the table: boot camp, pills, surgery, everything.

I have a long history of doing this the wrong way. I’ve thought about a few simple things that might help me do it right. But it will take more than just a meal plan and a walk every morning. I have to dig deep.

One weekend in college, I went to Atlanta to visit Virgil Ryals and Perry Beard, my two closest friends, who at the time were students at Georgia Tech. They had a bunch of people over to their apartment, and everybody was drinking, and somebody started up a game called Questions. One person starts off by asking anybody else in the group a question. That person doesn’t answer the question; instead, he or she immediately turns to somebody else and asks a different question. You go until somebody can’t think of a question. It’s harder than it sounds. Especially if you’ve been pounding Jose Cuervo and Bud Lights.

A couple of guys I didn’t know were at the party. They were drunker than everybody else, but they had come up with a winning strategy. Every time one of them had to take a turn, he’d look at me and go: “Tommy, why are you so fat?”

They thought this was hilarious. It was even funnier, to them, that I kept losing the game—once they asked me that, I couldn’t stammer out a question to anybody else. After three or four rounds of this, I slipped off into the kitchen. I thought about going back in with my own question: How would you like me to beat the shit out of you? My fists were ready, but my heart wasn’t in it. Those guys were assholes, but they were asking the same question I had asked myself my whole life.

Why am I so fat?

I’ve never really understood why I eat so much and why I’ve never been able to slow down for good. I need to make sense of how I grew up, crack the shell on some old memories, reach down and feel around in dark places, find out what is waiting down there in the mud.

I fight my cravings every day. My weight affects everything I do. It’s going to kill me if I don’t change.

I’ve spent a lifetime telling other people’s stories. My weight is the biggest story of my life, but I haven’t told it—because I was embarrassed, because I was afraid, because I knew I didn’t understand myself.

It’s time to tell it. It’s time to go to work.

I’m on deadline.



One


A CHOCOLATE MILK CARTON OF LOVE

The slice of cheese is the color of the sun. I’m three or four years old, alone in the dirt yard of our little house on St. Simons Island, down on the Georgia coast, halfway between Savannah and Jacksonville. My mom is watching me through the kitchen window. Next door is a kindergarten called Alice’s Wonderland. Some older kids are over there playing kickball. They won’t pay me any attention. So I go inside and open the fridge and grab a slice of individually wrapped processed American cheese—waxy and square, yellow and orange, perfect and beautiful. I unwrap it and fold it into quarters so it will pass through the chain-link fence. I go back outside and now the kids notice me. A couple of them come over and take the pieces. One of them throws me the ball. We kick it back and forth over the fence until they have to go inside. Then I go back in to get a slice of my own.

From then on I knew: Food is connection, food is friendship, food is a certain kind of love.

There’s a photo of me from around that time. I look about the same now as I did back then. Same Shoney’s Big Boy haircut. Same belly stretching my white T-shirt. Same thighs too big for my shorts. At birth I was normal-sized—seven pounds, one ounce. But by the time I was old enough to know anything, I was fat. I’ve never been not fat.

We lived four blocks from the ocean in a house with a chartreuse fiberglass awning and a palm tree in the yard. Those years come back to me in smells. The salty funk of the breeze coming off the marsh. The rotten-egg stench of the pulp mills from over on the mainland in Brunswick. The DDT from the mosquito truck that rode down our street at dusk, blowing clouds of bug poison from a nozzle in the truck bed.

And, most of all, the aroma of catfish frying in our kitchen. You could hand me a bushel of honeysuckle and it wouldn’t smell as sweet as that grease in my mama’s cast-iron pan.

Rich people have always lived on St. Simons—it was once one of the largest cotton plantations in the country—and tourists come for a taste of salt water and Spanish moss. But in the early sixties a working man and woman could find a little wafer of land there and start themselves a life. That’s what my mom and dad did. They met on the job at SeaPak, a seafood processing plant on the island. My mom, Virginia, supervised one of the packing lines. My dad, L.M., fixed and maintained the big machines. When they got married in 1963, my dad had a cast on his left hand from getting his fingers mangled at work. When I was born, on January 4, 1964, the mortgage payment for our house was fifty dollars a month. We had a weary Pontiac station wagon and a VW Bug with holes in the floorboard. Nobody used the phrase working poor back then. But that’s what we were.

My dad wore blue work shirts with his name patched on the chest. He always looked a little caved-in, as if somebody had just thrown him a sandbag, and his shoulders were sloped instead of squared. But his forearms were creased with muscle, and when I hugged him, his back felt like an oak. He was built for work, not for show. He had a bald spot the whole time I knew him, and held his comb-over down with a greasy gel called Score. It smelled like spilled gasoline. I put it in my hair for years so I could be like him.

Old age has shrunk my mama some. I used to rest my chin on her head when I hugged her, and now I have to bend down to do it. I remember her with big hair and big glasses and sweat beading on her upper lip as she cooked supper or pulled weeds. She wouldn’t go to the movies because they wouldn’t let her smoke. Even now, on the back side of eighty, tethered to an oxygen hose, she is as tough as boat rope.

They had it about as hard as white people could have it in the first part of the twentieth century. They were born into Depression families of South Georgia sharecroppers, picking cotton on somebody else’s land. They bent over in the sun all day until the backs of their necks blistered—that’s where the word redneck comes from. Every day but Sunday, from the time they could walk, my people spent all day in the heat, dragging cotton sacks that got heavier with every row. Their fingers bled from the thorny seedpods under the cotton boll. Mama’s brother, my uncle Junior, would start fights with his brothers to get out of the field. If that didn’t work, he would stand on a stump and holler at God to send rain.

The men who owned the fields deducted the cost of every last seed and broken hoe handle. When it came time to settle up, the sharecroppers’ share vanished from the books. My mama’s family moved from shack to shack, one step ahead of the rent. My aunt Mae remembers the nicest place they ever lived being the one that didn’t need pasteboard to cover the cracks in the walls. The seven kids bathed in the same water, one after another, in a washtub. They got one pair of shoes a year and an orange at Christmas.

My dad was seventeen years older. The times he grew up in were even worse. He didn’t like to talk about it.

I never knew my grandfather—my mother’s father—but he was a one-man country song. One year he took the family’s payout from the cotton harvest, bought a car, drove it to Florida, and totaled it. He worked for a time as a cop, and later did time in prison for shooting a woman. My grandmother raised the kids mostly by herself. But when she was still a young woman, she had a stroke and lost the use of her left side. My mom was the oldest girl still living at home. So at age twelve, she took over the household.

The main job was keeping the family fed. Every morning she got up before light and made two or three pans of biscuits on the woodstove. She mixed some extra flour with bacon drippings for white gravy. That was breakfast. Then she’d pour water over black-eyed peas or lima beans and leave them to simmer while everybody went out to the fields. Those beans and cornbread were lunch and supper. If they were lucky, there was a hunk of ham to throw in the pot. Once in a great while they had a few chickens running around. One day, when she was little, Mama had to kill a chicken for supper. She wrung its neck and it broke her heart. She has refused to eat chicken ever since.

In every picture of my family from back then, the men and women are as lean and strong as deer. They didn’t have to diet. They had never heard of a gym. Their lives were exercise. When they weren’t picking cotton, they chopped wood for the stove or hauled water from the well. They had the stamina of triathletes. They shoveled in all the food they had just to keep them going. They could down half a dozen biscuits without an ounce of regret. Their eating habits landed hard in my DNA. Turns out you don’t burn off those biscuits so fast when you work at a desk in air-conditioning.

•  •  •

My mom had two kids from her first marriage—Brenda and my brother, Ronald Bennett. They were a lot older than me—out on their own by the time I was old enough to remember. I was my dad’s only child. He was forty-eight when I was born. He had waited a long time to be a father. He spoiled me as much as he could with the money they had. When I started to show an interest in basketball, he built me a goal out of plywood and plumbing pipe. He bought me the special G.I. Joes with the Kung Fu Grip even though he just about passed out when he saw how much they cost. I still have two of them in a drawer somewhere, naked and handless. It must have been a terrible war.

Every night, when he finished his shift at SeaPak, my dad stopped by the canteen and bought me peanut butter crackers and a carton of chocolate milk. Mama told him to stop, but he couldn’t help himself. He wanted to show how much he loved his boy. When I eat those two things now, in my mouth they turn into one—the milk softening the crackers, the crackers flavoring the milk—and in my mind that taste conjures a boy in short pants, playing in the dirt, waiting for Daddy to come home.

My folks often worked staggered shifts. Mama would wake me up at dawn on summer mornings to take me to my cousins’ house on her way to work. I’d lie on a pallet in their living room, the country music station on low, Charlie Rich singing about what goes on behind closed doors. Daddy would pick me up in work clothes stained with grease. Mama would come home smelling like shrimp.

My parents never got an education because their families needed them in the fields. Daddy stopped school in sixth grade, and Mama quit after one day of the fourth. But they both loved to read. My dad alternated between his two sacred texts: the Bible and the Bass Pro Shops catalog. My mom, to this day, reads two or three romance novels a week. All that reading rubbed off on me. Somehow I could read and write a little by the time I was two and a half, and I could name every car on the road by sight. The woman who ran the kindergarten next door found out about this and called the Brunswick News, the local paper. They came and did a story on me. My mom, of course, still has the clipping. “Tommy’s favorite pastimes are reading and writing,” the story says. “He spends a lot of time at his blackboard.” Today it’s a keyboard, not a blackboard, but my life is basically the same.

When I started school, I was ahead of most of the others in class but way behind on the playground. Donald Evans, the fastest kid in first grade, invented a sport that gave him endless entertainment: He’d slap me on the back of the head and dash out of reach, knowing I could never catch him. I couldn’t pull myself up on the monkey bars or clamber up into the live oaks in the schoolyard. (There was a time when schools let kids climb trees. This was before the invention of lawyers.)

The worst days were the ones with relay races. Even now the thought of them makes me sweat with dread. The teachers split us into two long lines. One kid at a time in each line, run to the pine tree and back. As soon as we lined up, kids would shift around to match up with somebody in the other line. I always ended up across from a girl named Pamela. She was as big as me. I’d glance at her, over in the other line, and she looked like I felt—full of fury and scared enough to pee her pants. I never ran harder in my life than during those relay races. I knew I was fat and slow, but I hated being the fattest and the slowest. I wanted to beat Pamela so bad. Sometimes I did, and I am ashamed of how much I enjoyed it. Other times she beat me and ruined my day. Either way, the same thing always happened: When we tagged the tree and turned toward home, the other kids would be laughing at us. Sometimes I wonder where Pamela is, and if she watches the relays at the Olympics, and catches a sudden smell of pine sap, and feels an ache in her gut.

No matter how much I do in life, no matter how far I’ve made it, it takes only an instant to snap me back to that field of dirt and sandspurs, churning as hard as I can go, still falling behind. All of a sudden I hear that elementary school laughter in my head, and know in my heart, despite all the evidence, that I am back in last place. I have felt that way with teachers and bosses, strangers and lovers. Out of nowhere, sometimes, I start heaving tears. I cry quicker and harder than a man ought to. As big as I am, it takes so little to make me feel small.

•  •  •

Grown-ups never made sense when it came to food. We ran laps in Midget League baseball to get in shape, but if we won a game, we got free snow cones from the concession stand. The go-to flavor was suicide, which was all the flavors mixed together. It tasted brown. When I was nine, and we won the first-half championship, the coach took us all to the Sizzler. I think it was the first time I’d ever been to a steak house. At the end of the season, when we had our team banquet at a fancy place called Bennie’s Red Barn, the coach got up to praise us one by one. “And Tommy—well, Tommy’s still over there eating,” he said, laughing. I looked up from my country-fried steak and noticed that everyone else had put their forks down. Where I came from, somebody talking was no reason to stop chewing.

I don’t remember making the connection back then between eating and getting fat. My first side hustle was selling Now & Laters—packs of taffy cut into little squares like Starburst. To South Georgia third graders, they might as well have been crack. I’d buy a pack of ten for a quarter at the little store near our house, then sell the squares for a dime apiece on the playground. I spent some of my profits on comic books but most of it on junk food for myself—Tom’s potato chips and Dreamsicles and tiny wax Coke bottles with little shots of fruit drink inside. Scientific studies have shown that there’s almost no limit to the amount of sweetness a child likes. I floored the sugar pedal. Sometimes I wonder if little grains of Pixy Stix are still wedged in my cells, waiting to get sweated out.

During the week, my folks didn’t have time to cook much. We ate what poor folks ate in the South. Hamburger Helper. Chicken potpies, ten for a dollar at Pantry Pride. Jell-O with fruit cocktail suspended inside and Cool Whip on top. Light bread smeared with Bama peanut butter and jelly, swirled together in one jar so you didn’t have to buy two.

What we ate more than anything was fish and seafood. My folks could get frozen shrimp from SeaPak for a dollar a pound. In the eighties, when trendy restaurants started selling shrimp and grits for twenty bucks a plate, it sounded to me like a prank on the Yankees. Shrimp and grits was what we ate if there was nothing else left in the house.

Sometimes we’d catch whiting off the St. Simons pier, or spot-tail bass—what they call redfish or red drum in other places—from the jetties on the beach. But we spent a lot more time in fresh water, mostly in the Altamaha River, which cuts a diagonal slash through southeast Georgia. My dad grew up on the river. He knew every bend in the channel and every overflow pond back in the woods. He had scraped up the money to buy a used bass boat, the fiberglass colored pale green like the hallway of an elementary school. We spent many a Saturday casting balsa-wood plugs and Dedly Dudly spinnerbaits among the cypress knees, looking for largemouth. One morning I pulled in a nine-pound bass on a black plastic worm. We didn’t mount it on the wall—we took it home, sliced it into strips, and fried them up like chicken tenders.

But bass were mostly for sport. When we needed to eat, we went for catfish. Five or six kinds lived in the river, and they all tasted different. Mud cats were the worst, then yellow cats, then blues. We wanted channel cats—they lived in moving water, instead of dead spots or eddies, so they weren’t as fatty. We’d tie our boat to a willow tree, bait the hooks with worms we dug that morning, and drop a line over the side until the sinker thumped the bottom. If we picked the right spot, within seconds we’d feel the stuttering pull of a channel cat. The younger, smaller ones tasted best. On good days we’d take home a coolerful.

Saturday night at our house, pretty much any weekend between 1970 and 1982: I’m out back with Daddy, skinning catfish and trying to keep from getting finned. (Catfish have fins as sharp as ice picks.) Mama is inside with the skillet, heating drippings from a can on the back of the stove, or maybe a scoop of Crisco. She dredges each fish in cornmeal, then places it in the skillet. If you asked me to narrow my whole childhood into one sensory wash, this is it: the hot bubbles outlining the fresh fish, the grease popping like angry rain, the smell of old river bottom and bacon once removed.
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