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Praise for Summer of Deliverance


“In this wrenching memoir of his father and himself, Mr. Dickey tells us both the use of a poet and where he was coming from.”


—Christopher Lehmann-Haupt, The New York Times


“A fascinating description of what it’s like to be the real child of a man who lives primarily in his imagination.”


—Susan Cheever, The Washington Post Book World


“This beautifully crafted story of the two men’s faltering steps toward reconciliation is also the horrific story of all that went before … interspersed with moments of love and loyalty.…”


—Polly Paddock Gossett, Chicago Tribune


“… an acute and affecting portrayal of a lost-and-found relationship between an extraordinary father and his bewildered son.”


—Earl L. Dachslager, Houston Chronicle


“Wrenching, scorching, pedal-to-the-metal. … A splendidly recalled, splendidly related reminiscence.”


—Henry Kisor, Chicago Sun-Times


“A not-to-be missed book that is one of the year’s major publishing events.”


—New York Post


“Scrupulously fair and absolutely riveting, Summer of Deliverance is as fine a literary memoir as I’ve seen this year.”


—Dwight Garner, Newsday


“… an absolutely riveting story of a family … that is both wonderfully and brutally strange.”


—Cyril Jones Kellett, The San Diego Union-Tribune


“A brilliant memoir … a father-son odyssey and a classic tale of hubris, self-destruction and redemption.”


—George Gurley, The Kansas City Star


“Dickey writes with a natural storyteller’s gift for narrative. … A frank, unexaggerated account that evokes his long journey from anger to reconciliation with a soft touch and unflagging skill.”


—Gordon Haber, Milwaukee Journal Sentinel


“… a book written with more love and understanding than bitterness … pure moments of understanding, of reconciliation.”


—Elizabeth Bennett, Pittsburgh Post-Gazette


“… Often brave and painful admissions of loss, betrayal and love—mostly of love. In the book, the son pays tribute to the father, a tribute borne of unflinching honesty earned through the understanding of a man who was a lot of things to a lot of people.”


—Christian Viveros-Faune, Raleigh (N.C.) Spectator


“… by turns angry and elegiac, but always well written and affecting. It is Christopher Dickey’s triumph that he is finally able to redeem himself and his difficult, complicated father.”


—Michael Kelsay, Lexington Herald-Leader


“The kind of memoir you can read in a few sittings, 80 to 100 pages at a time. Dickey shows that the truth about a parent lies in listening, understanding and accepting what one learns.”


—Repps Hudson, St. Louis Post-Dispatch


“It is the measure of Christopher Dickey’s own imagination that he neither excuses nor condemns the Great Man, content with a remorselessly detailed, cold-eyed reminiscence that mysteriously emerges—you can’t imagine how—as a deeply moving portrait and a kind of benediction.”


—Peter Kurth, Salon Magazine


“Christopher Dickey’s prose elevates this searingly honest book to a higher plane. … A most compelling book.”


—Charles Sermon, The State (Columbia, S.C.)


“In the rich, heartbreaking literature that deals with the subject of fathers and sons, Christopher Dickey has produced a book that is a high-water mark in the genre. Because of this book, we now know that James Dickey produced a son worthy of his poems and novels.”


—Pat Conroy


“I knew, and valued highly, Christopher Dickey’s father and mother. Scalding as his account of their lives may seem, it ultimately awards them the redemption they earned—the deep comprehension and eventual gratitude of a son who is both a keen-eyed witness and a writer with the gifts for telling their story.”


—Reynolds Price


“By turns droll and heartbreaking, Christopher Dickey’s beautifully written narrative is not only the portrait of a great poet in the throes of self-ruination but an unflinchingly honest self-portrait as well.”


—William Styron







ALSO BY CHRISTOPHER DICKEY

Innocent Blood: A Novel
Expats: Travels in Arabia, from Tripoli to Teheran
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For Carol, who took me home
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… Come, son, and find me here,
In love with the sound of my voice.


—“The Owl King: The Call”








OVERTURES


I thought that I could save my father’s life.


For most of twenty years I did not see him, couldn’t talk to him, could not bear to be around him. I believed—I knew—that he had killed my mother. He belittled and betrayed her, humiliated her and forgot about her, then watched her over the course of a few years quietly, relentlessly poison herself with the whisky she had at her right hand all day long every day until she died, bloated, her liver hardening and the veins in her esophagus erupting, bleeding to death at the age of fifty.


My father was a great poet, a famous novelist, a powerful intellect, and a son of a bitch I hated, and that last fact was just a part of me. It was a cold knot of anger that I lived with, and that helped drive me to do the things I wanted and needed to do in my own life. I became a foreign correspondent—as far from him as I could be.


Anger was so much easier to deal with than love. And he made it so easy to be angry. He was drunk himself for most of those twenty years. If I didn’t get him on the phone before eleven in the morning, there was no point in calling at all. He wouldn’t remember, or couldn’t speak coherently enough. And he never called me. So those times I got out of El Salvador or Nicaragua, Libya or Lebanon feeling lucky to survive and in love with the world, I could just barely bring myself to call him. We’d talk, but not much, and I’d say “I love you” when I said goodbye, and “Fuck you” when the phone hit its cradle. What a shame, I would think, that I still loved him at all.


But I did. And that disturbed me much more than the anger. I understood my hurt. I didn’t understand him. I didn’t begin to understand us.


I thought that there was a time when I was a little boy when everything was basically right. My childhood was an adventure story, not a horror show. My father and mother had adored and spoiled me. I was “the firstborn son,” as he liked to say, and for seven years, until my brother, Kevin, was born, I was my parents’ only child. Together, as a family, we traveled all over the United States and Europe. We made friends quickly, but said goodbye almost as easily. We felt self-contained. We lived in Texas, France, Florida, and Georgia before I was five; Italy, Oregon, California, and Virginia before I was sixteen. But by then the corrosion had set in. My mother had begun to drink heavily, steadily. You could hear that tinkling of ice cubes in the kitchen at six in the morning. When I was seventeen, I went to college; at eighteen, I was married and a father myself.


I was making my escape by instinct, and my father knew the distance between us. The morning after the wedding he gave me the galleys of his novel Deliverance. “On the first day of the new life, and with every love,” he wrote, and signed it: “James Dickey.” But none of us was ready for what happened then.


My father had been working on that first novel from the time I was ten, and his fame as a poet had been growing all along. He won the National Book Award. He became the Poetry Consultant at the Library of Congress. Deliverance was just one of his projects, something to talk through on our long drives across two continents. Now here it was. And as I read it that night after my marriage, in a motel on the New Jersey Turnpike, I had to admit it was very damn good. Much as I wanted to, I couldn’t put it down. The book appeared in the stores the summer of 1970, and quickly became a best-seller. The next summer, it was made into a movie with Jon Voight and Burt Reynolds. And after that, nothing good was the same.


The story of four suburbanites who head down a wild North Georgia river that runs straight to redneck hell was so compelling it became part of American culture. Its success was so big, and such a surprise to us, that for a long time after I left home I blamed Deliverance for what happened to my father and our family. It was a line of demarcation between making it and made it, between success and stardom, the beginning of a new life. The Big Break. It was the definitive end of my childhood.


It seemed to me then and for a long time afterward that forces of self-indulgence and self-destruction, which were always there in my father but held in check, were now cut loose. And worse. Because the poet in the public eye is a particular kind of spectacle. And my father was a special kind of poet, who had known from before I could remember that he wanted to create a new kind of poetry. “I have written some fair poems, but no really good ones this summer,” he wrote to my mother in 1953. “But, in each, I am nearer what I want: each one has more of the fast, athletic, imaginative, and muscular vigor that I want to identify as my particular kind of writing. I am learning how to do it.”


By the time Deliverance happened, my father was middle-aged, and well known, and he had done that thing, and it wasn’t enough to write muscular, vigorous, virile poetry. There was an expectation you’d live it. Be it, somehow. And people loved the show. Playboy magazine did a profile of my father in 1971, and the first page told the tale. “THE STUFF OF POETRY,” said the headline, was “a little guitar picking, fast-water canoeing, booze, archery and weight lifting—if you happen to be James Dickey in search of deliverance.”


The show eventually became a parody. Then a bore. A columnist in the Atlanta Journal picked up on the theme, mincing his words for the sake of libel laws and a tone of gentility. Dickey had been “everybody’s darling—the moonshot poet who gave us the inspired new perspective on ourselves with ‘the blue planet’; he toured with Russian poets; visited Picasso in Spain. Then his fame turned infamous. Stories floated about of unseemly and unsober behavior, even as his popularity grew as a guitar-pickin’ reader of poetry on the college circuit. The little wine and cheese faculty affairs became a legacy of Dickey trying to convert them to larger affairs with faculty wives. He became the South’s favorite gossip topic. We had need of such—a naughty native son to be scandalized by. You see, at this time all our old snorting demagogues who used to shock and delight us had mutated into being bland, boring or president.”


The pickin’ and singin’, drinkin’ and whorin’ regional poet. The naughty native son.


And he was so much better than that. So much better.


And his own two sons were pulling away, extracting themselves from him.


And his wife was dying.


And there didn’t seem any way to make contact with him. He had always been interested, he liked to say, in “the creative possibilities of the lie.” He believed the poet “is not trying to tell the truth, but to make it.” But the lying wasn’t limited to the poem. And, in truth, he lied the most about the people who loved him most, until we came to feel he didn’t so much know us as imagine us. Which is not to say that he couldn’t see us for what we were. He could, sometimes. And his disappointment was impossible to endure.


He would always make things worse. Two months after my mother died, he married a girl who’d been in one of his classes. I read about it in People magazine: “FOR NEWLY WIDOWED POET JAMES DICKEY, DELIVERANCE IS A BRIDE NAMED DEBBIE.” She was younger than me; less than half his age. They posed with mock formality for the invited paparazzo. “The day began,” the caption coyly informs, “with a champagne brunch.” And what I thought was: “Somebody needs to take care of you, Dad, and better her than me.” Then the stories started coming about the violence. There was something about her stabbing him with a broadhead arrow. There were press reports about his drinking. There was a scandal, but I wasn’t sure what, about a trip they took to Mexico as cultural envoys for the Carter administration. A decade later, in 1986, he had surgery on his brain to relieve the pressure of bleeding beneath the skull. He denied then that Debbie had hit him, but no one believed him.


By then they had had a little girl. I did not know, and dared not think, how she was being raised. There was nothing I could do, I told my father’s friends. He had decided on this woman, this life, this late-in-life child. I couldn’t do anything about the decisions he’d made. I took refuge in my helplessness and I kept my distance. My first marriage fell apart and I made another, better one, and left the United States. In Central America, the Middle East, Europe—in guerrilla wars and Gulf conflicts—I thought I was getting on with my life.


But blood doesn’t let go of you.


By the early 1990s, I was as much my own man as it was possible for me to be, and nothing that I wrote or did was identified with my father in anyone’s mind—except my own. Despite all the years and all the distance, the knot of anger inside me had become a void I didn’t know how to fill.


I would start to write a novel about prisons and see it veer toward a tale of surrogate parents. A piece I did for Vanity Fair about an old explorer of Arabia’s Empty Quarter became an allegory of the search for fathers. I labored over a profile of Jacques Cousteau, and found myself fixated on the alienation of his sons. I started another novel, about terrorism, and it turned itself into a story of broken families and angry loneliness. But I couldn’t talk to him, couldn’t see him. We would meet for an afternoon in New York every couple of years, as if by accident. Once we saw each other during layovers in the Delta Terminal at La Guardia. My father had finished a couple of whisky miniatures before I got there, and downed another before I’d left.


Finally, in the summer of ‘94, at my wife’s insistence, I went back to South Carolina, back to my mother’s grave among live oaks in a little churchyard and to our house near the coast, steeling myself in middle age against all the madness I knew still lingered there. And I discovered that I was right about the horrors. There were more than I could have imagined. But I was wrong to have stayed away so long.


One of the first things I found was that Deborah, my father’s wife, was a convicted drug addict, and her condition was much worse than anything the local papers knew or dared to print. My family—my father and the baby sister I barely knew—had been introduced to a world of thieves and murderers. In 1991, Deborah was caught in an abandoned building injecting cocaine with the help of a man she said was a stranger. My father forgave her, always. When she pleaded guilty to one count of possession, he told the court he would “stand beside her until death and mourning.”


No one had told me anything. And I had been glad not to know. But now that I was back on the scene, Deborah wanted to talk, and talk, and talk about it all, as if telling some of the worst incidents over and over again would mean all of the past could be forgiven, forgotten. And repeated. As long as my father was sleeping or drunk twenty out of the twenty-four hours in the day, she’d always been able to count on that. It was a system she’d learned to play. She was good at it. She’d be taken care of, provided for, protected. And so there was no real need to get better.


But death and mourning were closer than we knew. In October 1994, my father was hospitalized with alcoholic hepatitis. Deborah, by turns protective and abusive, slid deeper into madness and addiction. But I couldn’t walk away this time. Because of Bronwen, my sister, it was no longer possible to say there was nothing to be done. For thirteen years she had learned how to survive, and even to excel, in the dense atmosphere of madness and love, drunkenness and genius that surrounded my father. She was intelligent, pretty, perceptive, funny. But things were just too crazy now. Something had to be done for her. And through her, I believed, something could be done for all of us. Over Christmas, we two grown sons and this young sister entered into a kind of conspiracy to break the cycle of destruction, to save Bronwen and assure her future, to rescue our father, maybe even to salvage Deborah, and finally to save our exiled souls.


Jim Dickey had survived an attack of liver disease so fierce that 80 percent of patients in a similar condition die. His body cavity was filled with fluids like a water bed. His face was skeletal and shrunken. The hole where fluid was drained from beneath his skull nine years before showed a deep pit in the skin of his forehead. It was clear that he was afraid—physically terrified—of his wife. “Do you see this?” he said, touching the hole in his skull as he spoke into my tape recorder, putting his last wishes on the record that Christmas after he fell ill. “She did this.…” She had struck the blow that had caused the bleeding. “But don’t let her get hold of that tape,” he said. “It would be worth my life.”


He was very weak, physically shrunken, desperately out of breath from a fibrosis of the lungs that got worse even as his liver got better. But he was sober. And he spoke now, as he had not for many years, with dazzling lucidity. Within three months, Bronwen had been accepted at the best boarding schools in America. Within a year, Deborah had moved out of the house, and was more seriously committed to treatment for her addictions than ever before. We were scattered, but drawing together.


So, every few months, I went back to the South and, sitting in the mist by the Atlantic, or driving along the Carolina flatlands from the coast, or at the house in Columbia, among his books and bows and guitars and manuscripts piled as precariously as wooden building blocks around his armchair, my father and I talked about much that went before that summer of Deliverance and, slowly, some of what had happened after. We were feeling our way delicately toward each other through fields of abandonment and anger. From the mildewed boxes in his garage and the depths of my own basement; from old journals and police blotters and yellowed copies of the New York Times Book Review; from the anecdotes of madness and despair that friends and colleagues and acquaintances of my father and the family recounted to each other like a collection of dirty jokes, we remembered—and we learned.


We both saw that we had been given this tremendous gift: the chance to set everything right. What I had done so far had worked. And by the summer of 1996, when I started on this book about him, and me, and Deliverance, I thought that if I could save my father’s life I could fill the void forever.


I thought I could.




FATHERS


I touched my wife. I saw my son, unborn,
Left living after me, and my Self,
There, freed of myself,
In a stricken shade dancing together….


—“Dover: Believing in Kings”





THE LANDINGS


The house at Litchfield had been neglected for a long time.


When my father bought it, in the early 1970s, I remember it felt so modern. It soared upward, a cedar-sided tower rising three tall stories toward a top floor with skylights and long windows looking through twisted branches. It was set close among other, lower vacation houses in a small development built on an old South Carolina indigo plantation. There was in fact a big white house at the end of a long allée of live oaks and Spanish moss, with tall columns and porches that looked out over salt marshes where deer and alligators edged up to the well-trimmed lawn. The benign ghost of the man who had built the plantation house was said to leave cold footprints on the back stairs at night. But that was not our place.


Ours was about newness. It was bought with movie money and it had smelled like clean air conditioning and fresh affluence. My mother decorated it with white rugs and pastel furniture and abstract art, her own special memories and her own sense of order. Later, my father liked to say he bought the house as a tribute to her. He liked to show that James Dickey, the intellectual and poet that he was, and the whisky-slugging Deliverance novelist-screenwriter celebrity that he’d become, could buy her by far the best house in this elegant country-club community. Certainly it had become her refuge. In the end, not least, from him. After she died in 1976, nobody came here much.


Now, twenty years later, the grounds were maintained just enough for appearances, but only if you didn’t look too close. The wood near the front door was covered with black lichens. The oval metal plaque with the name that my father gave the house, “Root-Light,” hung loose on a single nail. In the living room, the picture window was replaced after a hurricane blew through it, but the white wall-to-wall carpet was left with the rot and water-marks of the storm. The curtains were never put up again. Small creatures from the marshes found their way into the house and died and dried in the sun. Wasps by the hundreds lay on the sills or embedded in the rug. Two little chameleons were mummified on top of the television. There was no vacuum cleaner that worked, and, that afternoon when we arrived in July of 1996, no will to clean up.


It had been a long drive down from Columbia. Just before we got to Litchfield, we had gone past my mothers grave, a few hundred yards up the road, but we hadn’t stopped. We would come back there, we said. We had tried to settle into the house. My wife, my fifteen-year-old half-sister, and my father’s secretary had gone to sleep. My father and I had watched the last recap of the first day of the Atlanta Olympics. Now it was after midnight, and the ceiling lights in the living room didn’t work, and the few lamps left in the house had been broken, bent, smashed. All the lampshades had disappeared. I wasn’t sure why. The bare-bulbed glare in the living room was oppressive.


“Let’s roll,” said my father, bracing himself for the climb to the bedroom on the third floor, beneath the skylights.


“You could sleep down here,” I said. All he had to do was stretch his long, fragile body on the sofa where he was sitting. I’d bring a blanket and make a bed for him. Then there would be no need to move the oxygen-generating machine; no need to get out the backup bottles of air; no reason to strain the lungs, hardening with fibrosis, that worked so hard to take in so little. No chance of a fall. The machine sat safely in the corner of the room whispering shhhhh, pausing, shhhhh, with its own reliably calibrated breath, feeding pure blood-reddening oxygen to him at 3.5 liters a minute through a thirty-foot plastic tube coiled near his feet. “It would be easier.”


“No,” he said, adjusting the plastic loop draped over his ears and beneath his nose that sifted the air to him. “I want to be in my room.”


“I know,” I said.


We had strategized the ascent to the bedroom like Alpinists, from base camp to summit. First, we had to get to the staircase. I shoved aside the battered coffee table, clearing a path. Focused and determined, decrepit when he moved, but still oddly athletic when he thought about moving, my father made his way twenty feet to a little camp stool at the bottom of the stairs and sat down, exhausted.


We waited. “It’ll get easier,” I said.


“Sure,” he said. “Sure it will.” “Ready?”


He stood with concentrated effort and an upward push of his body—and lost his balance. I caught him, held him up, then, slowly, steadied him. One step. Two. I touched his arm as lightly as I could and watched the fear on his face give way again to determination. Three, four—eight steps to the first landing, where a chair was waiting. He eased himself down into it, completely winded.


“I’ll take the machine up,” I said.


He held up his hand, ordering me to be quiet. A minute passed slowly. “Okay,” he said, shaking his head to clear it.


“It’ll just take a second to get it up there,” I said. He’d keep the little plastic hose with him, but for a couple of minutes no air would come.


He waved his hand; said nothing.


The machine was about as big as a hotel minibar and probably as heavy. I held it next to me as I climbed, afraid that I’d lose my balance. I’d always tensed up around my father, always been clumsy. I was forty-four years old and that hadn’t changed.


One flight, the landing, one flight, the second floor, another flight and another landing, and finally the last flight, to the top floor. I set the machine down delicately, then stood up and stretched with some slight sense of accomplishment as I felt the muscles in my back and shoulders pump up a little from the strain. I found a plug, hit the switch. The machine sighed to life. The little ball floating in a tube on the front climbed to the 3.5-liter line and steadied.


“Five!” he shouted from below, and I wondered where he got the breath. “Five! Got to have it!”


I adjusted the knob, watched the ball rise. “You got it,” I shouted down. I couldn’t see him from where I was. I shook out the long plastic tube to make sure it wasn’t kinked and he had some slack. It went taut. And jerked.


Then jerked again.


And again.


Damn!


“Chrissy?” His voice sounded as okay as it could.


“Chrissy? What’s that?” He jerked on the tube again, like a fish striking a line.


He was playing. Ah, God. He was calling up memories of summer vacations forty years ago on a long pier in Florida; memories of a father teaching a son the secrets he’d held on to from his own childhood, that code you build up over a lifetime: how to hold a marble and aim it and shoot it; or how to make a predator-call from a blade of grass between the thumbs; or how to know when a fish was striking a hand-line, or a crab was just sawing at it. I jerked gently on the tube to set the hook, just like he taught me, and went back downstairs smiling.


When my father had been drunk, he would tell the same stories again and again, like he was playing tape-recorded loops. It was all one-way communication. You could hear it, but if you responded the machine didn’t pick up. Sometimes the anecdotes were about places we had been and things we’d done. Or he’d just re-enact scenes from the movie Deliverance. For no reason, except that he was bored and wanted to stop the conversation, he’d launch into the speech Burt Reynolds makes when the suburbanites are deciding what to do with the body of a redneck they’ve killed. “You believe in democracy, don’t you?” Strangers enjoyed the show. And if he played the same loops for people who lived with him and loved him, and they didn’t enjoy them, well, fuck them.


Now that my father drank Ensure instead of malt liquor in the mornings, even when he told some of those same old stories they were the beginning of a dialogue, not a way to break it off. He was trying to remember. He was trying to help me remember. And I thought that, if I could just remember enough, understand him enough, I would have what I needed to keep him going.


“We’ll stay here a while, here on the landing,” he said, when he could get any words out at all. I sat on a step waiting, looking out the big window at a few leaves that were lit by the spotlights outside, and a lot of darkness that was not. Finally he said, “What do you think of the movie?,” and he shook his head.


There was a new script to work on that week. My father’s third novel, To the White Sea, the one about the murderous American loner let loose in wartime Japan, had been bought by Hollywood, and the producer was enthusiastic, as producers tend to be. But the project was out of my father’s hands. Others had written the screenplay this time, and the old man had been mulling what had been done to his work, and looking to make it better.


“The string,” I said.


“Yeah.”


He’d fixed on the vignette where Muldrow, the killer and the hero, has been discovered by two little children on a moonlit night near a Japanese farmhouse. Muldrow might murder them, but instead he weaves a little string figure, a sort of cat’s cradle, with his fingers.


The screenplay made this a brief, odd encounter. But my father wanted to draw it out, as it was in the novel, for all the tension it could hold. He wanted Muldrow to weave a string ladder with his fingers and hold it up against the moon for the children to see, and move it so the moon climbed the diamond-shaped rungs. Then he wanted Muldrow to take this circle of string and hang it around the neck of one of the little children, so that, as you saw the knot at the throat, you couldn’t be sure if Muldrow would strangle the little boy or not.


As my father talked, I saw the string as he had woven it for me one afternoon on the steps of his mother’s house in Atlanta in the 1950s. Maybe I was three or four. Anyway, I was still small enough for him to coax a thrilled little-boy laugh out of me by tossing me in the air on a long, warm afternoon after a Sunday dinner with the family. But he’d gotten tired of that game and wanted to show me another, and he had brought out a circle of string from someplace. “I’m going to cut off my head,” he said, wrapping the thread around his neck, then lacing it through his fingers. And I knew it was just a trick. But my heart still picked up speed. And then he clapped his hands and, as if by magic, the string passed through his neck. But his head was still there. And I was amazed.


Another trick with the string was one he called “the seesaw.” He put one loop in his mouth and another on each hand, then I took a fourth, and as he pulled his hands apart, he pulled my loop of string closer to him. Back and forth, and back and forth. It was the kind of game you never want to end when you’re three or four. But he was still building to the climax of his repertoire: Jacob’s ladder. His powerful fingers, made for holding a football or pulling a bow, now wove the string as delicately as the legs of a garden spider knitting its web. And then, with a turn of his wrists, there appeared, stretched between his hands, the ladder. “Climb it with your fingers,” he told me, and when I reached the top rung, he drew the strings together to catch me there.


“I’ll show you something else,” he said. “Jacob’s coffin.” He shifted the loops on his fingers and drew them tight, and the wide rungs of the ladder closed into a tight little knot suspended in an X of string. “You see Jacob there in the middle?” he said, as his black nurse Corinne must have said to him when she taught him these things. “You see Jacob there in his coffin?” That question was part of the ritual of the trick somehow. But I didn’t see it, really. I wasn’t sure then what a coffin was. And how could that little twisted knot be Jacob?


“Teach me to do it,” I pleaded, the way little children do. “Teach me. Teach me.” And my father said he would, but the secrets of this magic had to be kept just between us. And there, on those steps at the front of the Atlanta house that were slick with green moss and smelling of pine needles and damp cement, I entered into his conspiracy, and he put the string on my tiny fingers and showed me how to work it.


What I did not learn or did not register until a long time later, when I was reading back through a collection of my father’s poems and read the one called, simply, “The String,” was that his brother, the one who died before he was born, the one whose death, in my father’s mind, was the reason for his birth, had lain in his sickbed making string figures hour after hour.


Except when he enters my son,
The same age as he at his death,
I cannot bring my brother to myself.
I do not have his memory in my life,
Yet he is in my mind and on my hands.
I weave the trivial string upon a light
Dead before I was born.…


The image haunted and reassured me. It seemed such a perfect expression of family, of loss and regeneration, this story of “a skeletal, blood-sharing child.”


A man, I make the same forms
For my son, that my brother made,
Who learnt them going to Heaven…


Right there at the old house in Atlanta, where the air smelled of green moss and pine straw.


And then, this evening, on the first landing at Litchfield, I asked him about his brother and the string.


“I made that up,” he said.


“Yeah?”


One of the great lessons he’d learned in poetry, he said, was from Monroe Spears, who taught him at Vanderbilt in the 1940s, and was just telling him what he needed to do to improve a particular poem—“What should happen here is …”—when my father had said, or so he said he said, “It didn’t happen that way.” And Spears had told him, “No artist is bound by the truth.” A great lesson, my father thought. “And later,” my father said, “I saw it was Nietzsche: ‘No true artist will tolerate for one minute the world as it is.’”


We sat there on the landing for a while longer, not talking, waiting for breath from the machine.


“But you’re a journalist,” my father said. “So the truth is important.”


“In journalism it is.”


He considered that proposition for a time, as if waiting for more or better air.


“Remember this,” he said, “as if these were my last words. No matter what anybody says.”


“I’m listening.”


“Remember what I was—to you.”





THE COLLECTOR


My father liked to collect the things he cared about. Books. Guitars. Bows, arrows, knives. Typewriters. And he liked backups. Redundancies. He liked the things themselves, and he liked the idea of the things. He would wear two watches on his wrist. Altogether he must have had a dozen guitars—six-strings, twelve-strings—and maybe twice that many bows—recurves, compounds, longbows. He built walls of books in every place we ever lived. He bought himself multiple cameras, Dictaphones, televisions. Many of these things broke, or their batteries just died and moldered, but they were never repaired, and never thrown away. At the house in Columbia he kept a typewriter in almost every room, although most of them stopped working many years ago, jammed with dust or run out of ribbon.


At the Litchfield house, in the top-floor master bedroom, he had backups of all the icons he would not be without. Here were a couple of little hunting bows with elegantly curved limbs; there were two guitars in their cases; an electric typewriter sat on a leather-topped campaign desk. I recognized them all from the early 1970s. At least one of the bows was a gift from the Bear Archery Company, which supplied the hunting equipment for the filming of Deliverance in 1971.


Near the floor-to-ceiling bookcase was an aluminum-framed reclining lawn chair that rocked upright or supine, depending on how you shifted your weight. We’d probably had five or six like it over the years. For as long as I could remember, in fact. There was even an old Soloflex exercise machine. Instead of weights, a Soloflex used the resistance of big elastic bands to give you a workout. My father had one just like it in his bedroom in the house in Columbia, and it had become a kind of silent valet draped with clothes. This Soloflex was just draped with the spent, stretched-out rubber bands that used to give it strength.


What I could not find in the top-floor bedroom was sheets. The king-size mattress centered beneath the skylights was covered with decades of embedded stains. Spilled drinks. Bodily fluids. It looked like there had been a lot of blood at one time or another. I tried not to look too close. But there were no sheets at all up here to cover it. Finally I found a few in the laundry room downstairs. I made the bed.


My father was waiting on the last landing. “We’re ready for you,” I said. He was in pain as he stood, struggling and teetering as he mounted the last eight stairs, but when he made it to the top he kept moving until he was seated on the bed that we’d been trying to reach for most of an hour. He was steady now. The oxygen machine a few feet away whispered reliably. He checked to see if I’d brought up his big glass of chocolate Ensure, and the books he’d been reading, especially a copy of Stephen Crane’s The Red Badge of Courage, for which he was writing an introduction.


I lay down on the chaise, which rocked back with my weight. “I’ll sleep here,” I said.


“No,” said my father. “You go along. I’ll be okay.” That night, in that house, in that room, my father wanted to be alone.


I checked on him again. My sister and his secretary were asleep on the floor just below. He had the phone by his side, and the light, and his books. He urinated into a bottle and I emptied it. He settled into his sheets, his bed, and I kissed him good night.


I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t relieved to close the door of the Litchfield place behind me that night. The South Carolina summer air was heavy, but this late in the evening there was a hint of cool dew, and it was sweet and easy to breathe. I wheeled my rented car through the plantation toward the big house, now a fashionable bed-and-breakfast, where my wife waited in a clean, well-ordered room. Near a stand of pines, the headlights swept across a small herd of deer. Their eyes were moon-silver as they looked up. “The ghost of a deer, but a deer just the same,” my father wrote somewhere in Deliverance. I wished that he were out here with me to see them. Even when I fled him, I missed him.


Now that I was back, he wanted to talk to me about the truth. But the deeper I got into this dialogue, the harder it was to know what answers I was looking for—or even which voice was asking the questions. Was I the grown man talking to his aged father, or the little boy talking to his dad? I would wake up in the middle of the night and start to write in my journal about the life we led when I was seven or eight, and I became that child again, and then, when I looked in the mirror at the terribly tired, forty-something face that was there, I would be surprised. How grimly fascinating to be so old and unlike my father’s son, and like my father.


I wanted to know what made him him. I wanted some hold on his childhood experience in the North Georgia woods at the side of his own father, that dilettante lawyer and devoted gambler who took his son with him to cockfights, or to watch raccoons chained to floating logs fighting off packs of hounds, or to just about anything else where blood and death had money riding on them. I wanted to know about his mother, the woman he thought was very nearly saintly, who ran the family from her sickbed, suffering in silence in her darkened room every afternoon from the angina that was supposed to have very nearly killed her before he was ever born. That was the risk she had run—for him, he thought—although she lived to the age of ninety, and died, in the end, of cancer. And what about his military career? I hadn’t learned until I was about thirty that he was not, as he told the world, and told me all my life, a pilot in a night-fighter squadron in the Pacific. He was a radar operator, an “intercept officer.” The second guy in the plane. Brave enough, with his thirty-eight combat missions and five bronze stars. But that was not enough for him. At least not for a long time.


There was no way to get at him without filtering his experiences through my own: my memories of his parents, my adolescence, my wars, my middle age. And when I would read the letters and the notebooks and the poems written by James Dickey at the height of his powers, I found a man who was just my age—no older, no younger—an accessible genius and a shadow father-brother whom I could know, I thought, I hoped, like no one else. It was as if, in all those poems, in all that he wanted for me and made of me and wrote about fathers, brothers, sons, he was waiting for this. The more I sifted through his life and mine, the more I tried to bring my father to myself, the more I realized that what I was looking for lay somewhere between truth and imagination. Long before Deliverance, my father had begun to make himself up. And me. He would not tolerate for a minute the world as it was.





ROOT-LIGHT


It was well after dawn, but the morning still had a little cool left in it when I got back to my father’s house at Litchfield. I let myself in and made my way up the stairs, none too quietly, looking forward to waking him and to talking.


He lay on the bed utterly rigid, his hands crossed over his chest in sepulchral repose, like the figures on the tombs in Westminster Abbey. I said nothing. Surreptitiously he opened one eye to see if I was watching, then saw that I was. “Just practicing,” he said.


“Dad, you are so full of shit.” I let out a long sigh. “Are you ready to go down, or do you want to stay up here a little longer?” There was no TV in the bedroom. Litchfield had fallen out of use before he started collecting the huge back-projection televisions he had in Columbia, so, if he wanted to watch the Olympics, and he did, we’d have to go back to the living room and see them on the set down there, the one with the chameleon mummies on top.


We’d take it in stages, he said. It was a few more minutes before he swung his legs over the side of the bed to sit upright, waiting to start the morning ordeal of descent, which was almost as difficult as the trip up to the bedroom at night. He was looking absently at the black iron structure of the Soloflex that loomed near his desk. I browsed the bookcases, just to see what was there, and came across a first edition of Pat Conroy’s powerful, excruciating novel of fathers and sons, The Great Santini. Conroy had been a student of my father’s; had idolized him, as so many of his students did, but seemed to have pulled out of my father’s life these last few years, as so many people had. The book was autographed to my brother, Kevin, in 1976, the year it came out. I guessed no one had ever told Kevin it was here.


“Chrissy? Can you do something for me?” Dad was still pondering the Soloflex. “Can you take those rubber bands and throw them away?” Sure, I said. All of them were limp, lifeless, useless. “Sure. Why?”


“They remind me of my dick,” he said.


“Don’t you worry about that,” I said. “You’re going to come back strong on all fronts.”


Dad shook his head a little and smiled a little. “We’ll see about that.”


“You’re going to be around for a long time,” I said, not thinking too much about what I was saying. “Carol says the Dickeys don’t die, they just kill everybody around them.”


He looked at me and let that idea settle for a minute.


“I’m not afraid of dying,” he said matter-of-factly. “No, really I’m not. I know just how it is.” When he was in the hospital in 1994, jaundiced and bloated, he’d barely been able to move. “All I could do was curl up under the blanket. And I heard this voice, I guess it was the doctor, this voice said, ‘We’ve lost him.’ And I thought, Is this it?”


“How was it?”


“It was just like going to sleep.” He shrugged.


“So you know the great secret already,” I said.


“Yeah, I guess I do.”


For as long as I could remember my father talking to me about poetry and poets, which was just about as long as I could remember, he’d loved to tell a story of Shelley and Byron, about how they had been swimming together when Shelley suddenly sank to the bottom—and stayed there. Byron waited for him to surface again. But he didn’t. And finally Byron dived down and dragged Shelley back to the air. “Why did you do that?” Shelley wondered. “In a few moments I should have known the great secret.”


That had been a hard thing for a five-year-old boy to think about, that image of the poet willfully waiting to drown while his friend panicked. Wasn’t Dad a poet? And my father had always followed that story with the tale of how Shelley really had drowned at sea, and his body, washed up on the Italian shore, had been burned. But the heart would not burn. And Byron had reached into the coals and taken it out.* If Dad was a poet, he must be Byron, I thought then. But now I think I was wrong.


“Shelley. Yeah,” said my father, “I like him because I like anybody who is super-inhumanly idealistic.”


There was a part of my father, a central part, that always believed he could become super-inhuman—could become, in some sort of way, a god. “Intelligence should be imperishable,” Shelley said. And if you could just be intelligent enough, you would be imperishable, too. About the time Deliverance was being made into a movie, my father published a journal called Sorties. “It seems to me that I am the bearer of some kind of immortal message to humankind,” he wrote on page 34, and when I read that, as a teenager, it was just the kind of bombastic bullshit I would have expected of him. But there must have been times when, drunk or dreaming, or writing or giving readings or fucking, he felt that he was getting close. You see that in the poems, if you read them all together. And I hadn’t understood that. Just as it wasn’t until much later that I understood—a related fact—how really afraid he was, and had been, all of his life. And of so many things.


Little Jimmy Dickey was born on February 2, 1923, at Atlanta’s Crawford Long Hospital and spent the first few years of his life in his grandmother’s house in Atlanta, his mother’s mother’s place at Pershing Point. “Grossmutter,” as she liked to be called, had been born in Germany. And little Jimmy learned in the nursery some German that stayed with him for the rest of his life. Grossmutter’s favorite word was tüchtig, do it right. She often quoted lines from a German poet—“Es muss sein, es muss sein,” it must be, it must be—that haunted him always. If there was an air of Mozart playing on the gramophone, she would demand the house be quiet. “Silence,” she would say. “There is music.” And her loving severity could be fearsome. One of the first books she read to Jimmy was Struwwelpeter, a collection of sadistic German stories meant to frighten little children into behaving as they should. “The scissors man always comes / To little boys who suck their thumbs” was one couplet. “Ah, that was a horrible book,” he’d say, remembering. “Scariest damn thing you’ve ever seen.”


But the horror that he remembered with almost unutterable intensity was his grandmother’s diabetes. She had grown very fat, this imposing and loving woman, and she had gone blind. And she had gotten gangrene in her foot, and lost her leg.


No memories he had or shared of the other branches of his family were so deep, or so disturbing. They were just the subjects of Atlanta anecdotes, the kind of thing women might talk about over iced tea, or men over a whisky. There was a woman on his mother’s father’s side of the family, for instance—one of the Swifts—who was said to have raised the Confederate flag in Atlanta after the Yankee general William Tecumseh Sherman took the city. She was spared hanging because she was a woman, but it was a close thing. Or so it was said. About Jimmy’s father’s folks, the Dickey forebears, there wasn’t much talk at all. His father’s brother, James Lafayette Dickey, for whom he was named, made a lot of money in real estate as Atlanta started to grow. He supposedly owned the property where the governor’s mansion now stands. But if you started tracing the bloodlines back to the time of the War Between the States, well, that wasn’t something you really wanted to talk about. The Dickeys lived in the mountains of North Georgia, around Mineral Bluff, and many supported the Union. A great-uncle who is still remembered in those parts was named, significantly, William Tecumseh Dickey.


Jim had a whole collection of well-honed stories about the characters found under his grandmother’s roof. “Both sides in my family are specialists in ne’er-do-wells and black sheep,” he liked to say. There was Mr. Huntley, Grossmutter’s second husband, who used to get drunk and walk down the stairs in the main house buck naked—and playing a zither. And there was an Aunt Katie—or was it Aunt Jeanette?—” who fired a maid for breathing on her.” Cousin Eugenia, according to family lore, used to go to bed every night of the year wearing a Kotex, for fear a man would rape her in her sleep and she might not otherwise know of it.


But the stories he loved to tell the most were of Uncle Tom Swift, the youngest of Grossmutter’s five children, and the only boy, who grew up to be, like so many of the men in the family, a drunk. “Another alcoholic,” Jim remembered, “of the most extreme and lovable kind.


“He was a heavyset fella who rather resembled Thomas Wolfe. Not that tall, but with a sort of heavy face, and a deep dimple in his chin. As a little boy, two and three and four, I became a great favorite of his, a great favorite. One day I was up in the upstairs hall, just rattling around the house, like children will do. And I passed by his door and it was open. He said, ‘Come on in, Jimmy.’ He was always joking or teasing. And I got about halfway across the room and I was looking at his face, and a look of the most horrible fear—or some emotion—came over him. I had never seen anything like it on a human face. I thought it was one of his jokes, but I just didn’t understand what was going on. He says, ‘Jimmy! Those cats. Those cats! Get those cats out!’


“I thought, What on earth? ‘Uncle Tom, there is nothing, I don’t see any cats. There aren’t any cats over there.’


“‘The cats, Jim. Get those cats out!’ He got up”—and the grown Jim, telling the story, made as if to rise, then settled back into his chair. “He scared the shit out of me. He was having the DTs.” Jim remembered Tom as “a wastrel and a bum,” and loved him, and loved the sound of the phrase, too.


Little Jimmy and his parents moved to their own place on West Wesley Road, off Peachtree Street, and Grossmutter eventually got fed up with Tom’s hell-raising around the house and built him his own apartment over the garage. It was heated by a big potbellied stove. “He took right to it,” Jim would remember. “I heard later he’d have these huge carousers with all these reprobate friends—especially women—all these low women would come out. My poor grandmother would die to see that, I was told. And they would get drunk and—”


Jim never could keep from laughing when he got to this part, even when he was short of breath and the laughing cost him.


“—and Uncle Tom would rise and piss on the stove.”


“Hell, Dad, you thought that was funny then and you think it’s funny now.”


“Don’t you? Sssssssssshhhh. The steam!”


The house on West Wesley was very different. “My mother’s life was far too secretive and withdrawn for that to happen out there. That was practically a hermitage.” The image of his mother that hardened in James Dickey’s poetry and his head was of the woman in his poem “Angina” whose children tiptoe into her room “overawed by their own existence, / For courtly doctors long dead / Have told her that to bear children / Was to die.”


I spent a lot of time in that house on West Wesley myself when I was a little boy. It was there that my father taught me the string tricks, that the concrete steps smelled of pine needles and green moss, and it was there that my grandmother took care of me whenever my mother needed a break. I do not remember that Grandmama was very sick. Or sick at all. She was kind and sweet, as my father remembered. But she was also funny, very cutting about other adults, and gloriously, playfully indulgent with children.


Every corner of the house was open to us, whether we were in the kitchen making peanut-butter sandwiches, up in the attic raiding our father’s toy chests, or in the bathroom pillaging the cosmetics and bromides in the medicine cabinet to concoct secret “ingredients.” A chair lift installed to help my grandmother up and down the stairs became a Dickey family amusement ride.


All along one side of the house was a wide screen porch elevated, because of the way the property sloped, to the level of the tree branches. At one end of it was a swinging bed suspended from the ceiling by chains. It was our pirate-ship-spacecraft-stagecoach and, in the summer, a magical, frightening place to sleep. Moths fluttered against the screen seeking the faint lights inside the house, and a screech owl haunted the hidden limbs of the trees.


The yard itself was more than an acre, and every corner had its secrets. The garage was a separate building at the back of the property, and in a little corner of lawn to one side of it you could find wild strawberries in the spring. When I was very little, my grandmother used to sing me a lullaby that, like all the lullabies I grew up with, and my father grew up with, was about death. Two little children wander away from home and die in the woods: “Then one day some robins so red / brought strawberry leaves and over them spread / and sang them a song the whole day long.” And I thought that Grandmama meant those woods near the screen porch, those robins that hopped along the edge of the yard, those strawberry leaves back behind the garage.


There in the back, too, my grandfather kept a chicken coop where he’d stash fighting cocks when he felt the need to bring them down from the country, where a man named Wha-cha-know Joe took care of them on a ramshackle little farm with junked cars in the yard. The chickens were mean as hell, and we stayed away from them. My father would claim later that he had to shoot a couple that got loose. More often, if they hadn’t proved their mettle or been killed in the pit, they’d go to old George, the yard man, to be executed. He’d take off their heads with a hatchet, and we’d watch, fascinated, as they cartwheeled around the yard in fountains of blood.


Out front was a towering fir tree with branches that hung so low and wide we could hide beneath them as if in a cavern. Along one edge of the yard was a stand of bamboo that seemed to regenerate itself endlessly even as we grandchildren assailed it with coping saws and hatchets to harvest spears and telescopes. But those woods along the side of the house, below the screen porch, were not a place we went to much, at least not when we were little.


There were servants to watch us, certainly. Old George always seemed to be working somewhere in the yard, or waiting for a meal on the back step, near the kitchen. (He was allowed into the house only on family holidays, and then just to play the harmonica and drink one beer.) And there was Julia, the nearly toothless Hungarian cook, fat and heavy-breasted, wild-eyed and sweaty, who lived next to the furnace in the basement. But it was Grandmama who took care of the grandchildren when we were over at the West Wesley house, and we were there a lot.


She did take a nap every afternoon. But I thought even then that the point of her nap was to keep the men in the family, especially her husband, from bothering her. “Pop,” as everyone called him, liked to hang out with people like Wha-cha-know Joe, people my grandmother didn’t care to know. “Why, they’re just Bettelsacks,” she’d say. Junk people. It’s the only German word I ever remember her using. But when my grandfather wasn’t in the house, which was often, Grandmama would take me to play in his room. There, where the bedcovers and the leather club chair smelled like pipe tobacco and the corners were piled high with Grit and Steel magazine, she’d let me twirl the dials on his big vacuum-tube shortwave and, most fun of all, play the 45s on his record player, so I could bounce and dance on his bed until I was exhausted. Her own nap, if she took it at all, didn’t seem to last very long.


Other times, when she took me into her own room, my grandmother would lie with the drapes closed against the afternoon light, and the doors closed against the rest of the house. She smelled of rosewater from the cold cream she spread over the cultivated whiteness of her face and hands. The air conditioner hummed loudly in the window. It was the only one in the house in those days. Sometimes she would listen to gospel music on the radio in the dark and tell me to hush now, to try to take a little nap. More often she turned on a light and read about the old gentleman rabbit Uncle Wiggly and the skillery-scallery alligator, who was tricked into swallowing a statue instead of gobbling up the old rabbit himself. My father grew up with Uncle Wiggly, too, and it was read to him in the same voice.


I suppose there were photographs of other members of the family in Grandmama’s room, but the only one I remember was on a wall diagonally across from the bed, just where I could see it when I was snuggled against her side. It was a picture of a little boy in a sailor suit, Gene, the brother who was dead before my father was born.


The idea about his own father that hardened in Jim Dickey’s mind was of the old man’s indifference and apathy. “He just drifted. And because he was like he was, it filled me with, as they used to say, a burning desire for consequence. Value. To attach significance to things. Because there was not anything to him that had any significance. Any.” It was his father who introduced him to verse, and he never forgot the powerful rhythms of “Horatius at the Bridge” or “The Shooting of Dan McGrew.” But one of the reasons James Dickey wrote poetry, he said when he was old, was to “obliterate” his father.


Little Jimmy’s idols were everything his dapper, sedentary pop was not. Some were just the heroes of his time, or of any boy’s life. He was fascinated by body builders. Among bits of memorabilia his mother saved for him there was a 1935 brochure from the York Bar Bell Co., “The Road to Super Strength.” “You will be like the soldier buckling on his sword. Equipped for life—capable to meet every physical emergency,” it promised. “The world wants strong men today more than ever. Men of action, endurance, pep, punch and power. The type of man your heart aches to see you be.” Later, Jim became a fan of Charles Atlas, whose “dynamic-tension” exercises, supposedly learned from watching panthers tensing against the bars at the zoo, could turn a ninety-eight-pound weakling into Mr. America.


In a little clearing in the woods below the screen porch, twelve-year-old Jimmy Dickey hung a thick rope from a tree branch. He spent hours climbing hand over hand, or chopping stumps and logs with a heavy ax. He drove himself hard. As he wrote later, he prayed that “the chicken-chested form” he belabored


Might swell with the breast of a statue
From out of the worm-shattered bole,
While I talked all the time through my teeth
To another, unlike me, beside me:
To a brother or king-sized shadow
Who looked at me, burned, and believed me:
Who believed I would rise like Apollo


With armor-cast shoulders upon me.…


The miracle didn’t come. But slowly the rope and the ax and the barbells, high-school football and high-school track and the hormones his “rack-ribbed body” had waited for, started working to make him more of what he wanted to be. There is a photograph of Jimmy Dickey taken in the back yard of the West Wesley house when he must have been about fifteen. He’d built a little sawdust pit and a high-jump bar, and the shutter caught him with his shirtless body arching forward and his arms outstretched just as he hit the apogee of his leap. He was already tall then; his chest and arms were just beginning to fill out. He was—beautiful.


His fantasy life was growing, too. Lying there in the swinging bed on the porch in Atlanta, Jimmy would read one pulp novel after another. Edgar Rice Burroughs, creator of Tarzan, was one of his favorite authors. But his Tarzan was not the Tarzan of the movies, his was Lord Greystoke, raised by the Great Apes after his parents are killed in the jungle—a man who could defeat the most powerful bull ape with nothing but a knife, but also a man who could teach himself to read from the primers left in his parents’ abandoned cabin. He loved this idea that one man, alone, could educate and improve and transform himself.


But Tarzan was not the only Burroughs hero that Jimmy Dickey seized on. There was also John Carter of Mars, Carson of Venus, and David Innis at the earth’s core. There are not so many of the Innis books, and Innis himself, a mining engineer turned warlord, was not so interesting, but the earth’s core—which Burroughs called Pellucidar—was Jim Dickey’s favorite Burroughs world. There, at the hollow center of the planet, the horizons curved upward like the edges of an enormous bowl, until they disappeared into the distance, and the sun was a molten orb suspended permanently in the center of the sky. Time almost stood still. Huge beasts and powerful, primitive men roamed jungles and plains in a world that was vast but finite, accessible, self-contained. To my father as a boy—and even as an adult telling me about it—this land of enormous animals and upward horizons seemed a world that ought to be plausible, even reachable. Pellucidar ought, somehow, to be.
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