

[image: image]




[image: image]




[image: Image]




Also by John Sellers


Perfect From Now On: How Indie Rock Saved My Life




[image: Image]








	
[image: Image]


	Simon & Schuster Paperbacks
A Division of Simon & Schuster, Inc.
1230 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com







Copyright © 2011 by John Sellers


All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information, address Simon & Schuster Subsidiary Rights Department, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020.


First Simon & Schuster trade paperback edition May 2011


SIMON & SCHUSTER PAPERBACKS and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.


The Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau can bring authors to your live event. For more information or to book an event, contact the Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau at 1-866-248-3049 or visit our website at www.simonspeakers.com.


Note: The names and identifying characteristics of some of the individuals featured in this book have been changed to protect their privacy. In addition, the timeline of some events has been compressed.


A small part of this book originally appeared in The Believer.


Designed by Esther Paradelo


Manufactured in the United States of America


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available.


ISBN 978-1-4165-8871-9


ISBN 978-1-4165-9246-4 (ebook)




For Megan, of course—and George





PROLOGUE


Many people have called me a couch potato, but I don’t buy it.


The phrase is too geographically limiting, for one thing. “Couch potato” says nothing about the many hours I spend awake in bed each week contemplating crossword puzzles, marveling at the effortless way my wife is able to rise daily at precisely 7:03 a.m., and guiltily gorging on reality shows that focus on people with no special qualities aside from an overwhelming desire to be momentarily famous. The term doesn’t factor in the regular procrastinatory marathon computer sessions during which I check the lineups of my three fantasy baseball squads or track down arcane facts about 1980s sitcoms while swiveling obsessively in my desk chair. And while I do of course lounge frequently on my actual couch doing all manner of spudlike things, the futon in my office gets equal usage. “Furniture potato” would be more like it.


Further implied by the expression is that I must look, well, potato-y. Not true. When last I dared to check myself out in a full-length mirror, I glimpsed a gangly physique that was neither ovoid nor pointy in parts—more asparagus than anything in the tuber family. My head didn’t sport googly plastic eyes, a huge plastic nose, or oversize plastic ears. At least not plastic ones.


But I admit that there must be plenty of couch potatoes who look nothing like Mr. or Mrs. Potato Head, and some of them may even resemble yours truly, a man an angry former girlfriend once described as “JFK Jr. after a bad couple of years.” So go ahead and call me what you want. I mean, certainly I am partial to inactivity, the identifying characteristic of couch potatoes around the globe. Or maybe it’s not so much inactivity that I’m prone to as it is in doors activity—it does actually require some physical exertion to press all of those buttons on a video-game controller. I realize that this will make me sound pathetic to even the most pear-shaped of adventurers, but unless it involves an athletic field, a questing literary character, or something showing on an IMAX screen, I don’t care much for the outdoors. I never have. That’s not to suggest that I wish nature any harm or that I don’t appreciate it. I am very much on the side of the good men and women striving to preserve our forests, wildlife, bodies of water, and other precious natural resources. I feel outrage and sadness whenever I hear about an oil spill, a corporate land grab, a smog-billowing factory, or the extinction of a species, particularly one wiped out to satisfy the demands of the senseless aphrodisiac and SUV markets. I share basic sentiments about nature and our environment with every other thoughtful human being on the planet, namely that there’s some amazing stuff to be found out there (e.g., geysers and narwhals) and that much of it is mesmerizingly awesome (ditto). It’s just that I happen to think about these things while chilling out in a La-Z-Boy surrounded by bags of Funyuns.


Frankly, the outdoors has always seemed unnecessarily daunting. The lack of climate control, the abundance of wide-open spaces with no flat-screen televisions for hundreds of miles, the difficulty of finding toilets or meatball subs at critical moments, the probability of being eaten alive by bugs, sharks, and hippos, the threat of being taken out by rock slides, lightning, and quicksand—who needs any of that? And who can deal with the constant menace of ickiness? You can muck up your shoes in a puddle. You can brush up against fungi. You can walk face-first into spiderwebs. You can encounter horsey smells. You can get dripped on by substances that can only be described as goo. You can be assailed by rats, gnats, and cheerful hikers who haven’t showered for days. You can step in dog feces—or, worse, human feces. Almost everything I’ve ever experienced in the out-of-doors has made me want to come back to the in of them.


So as you can imagine, spending three straight days in the swamps of southern Michigan would not be something I’d regard as a good time. Especially if such an excursion also involved my dad. You might as well throw in a jack-hammer to the groin.


Whenever you make a list of the worst situations you might be unlucky enough to find yourself in—and obsessive paranoiacs like me compose lists of this nature roughly twice a month—there’s a tendency to include the absurd. Falsely accused of necrophilia. Forced to attend a Speedo fashion show. Tethered to a wolverine. Tethered to Carrot Top. But unless you’re terminally misfortunate or you have some very interesting substance-abuse issues, these things will never, ever happen to you. Considering them at all is a waste of your God-given list-making abilities.


Indeed, the most airtight list of this kind is filled with scenarios that not only might reasonably happen to you in the future, but with ones that have also repeatedly threatened you in the past. In other words, these are situations that, in one way or another, you’ve spent much of your life actively trying to avoid.


For me, being subjected to unnecessary alone time with my dad has always ranked at or near the top of this list. So it’s difficult to remember why I ever thought that spending multiple consecutive days in his company would be a sensible idea. Nearly three decades after the divorce that allowed my mom, my two brothers, and me to flee the home we shared with him like sanitarium escapees, he is practically the same. He’s still broke. He still snores. He still chews noisily. He still dresses inappropriately. He still smokes (only now he occasionally does so while simultaneously wearing as many as five nicotine patches). He’s still given to bellowing, often while consuming Franzia boxed wine, “Stick that in your pipe and smoke it!”


Plus, he stutters. Badly. Especially when gooned on Franzia. This would be easier to cope with if, upon being instructed in therapy that mantras and aphorisms can help mitigate difficult speech impediments, he hadn’t gleaned many of his safe words from his favorite movies and TV shows. Or if he didn’t make use of them quite so frequently.


Take, for example, “Prove it,” Jack Palance’s deadpan line from the 1953 western Shane. Literally anything can and will be followed up with “Prove it.”


“Dad, I need a ride to the arcade,” you might say.


“Prove it.”


“Whoa—this pizza is incredible!”


“Prove it.”


“A muskrat gnawed off my left arm on the way home from school, Dad, and a significant amount of blood appears to be squirting out of the stump.”


“Prove it.”


All of these quirks, as well as any other idiosyncrasy he ever whipped out to frustrate, humiliate, or anger me, are still present and accounted for in the seventy-year-old vintage of Mark Ashley Sellers Jr. Yet for reasons I began to regret almost immediately, or at least strongly reconsider, he and I recently formulated a plan to set off on a three-day trip—the longest stretch of time we would spend alone together since 1986, when we drove straight through a blizzard from Michigan to Washington, D.C., and instead of performing standard-issue fatherly tasks like playing the license plate game or lecturing me about the importance of choosing the right lawnmower, he did unpredictable, borderline-insane things, such as yelling over a Don Henley song, “Semis! Goddamn semis! Aieeee!”


This wasn’t going to be just any old road trip with my dad into the swamps of southern Michigan, either. I would be heading with my dad into the swamps of southern Michigan to catch snakes.





ONE


I have nothing against snakes, provided that they’re hundreds of miles away from me. And I have nothing against my dad, given the same set of conditions. Put them together, up close and personal, and well, you have my childhood.


Growing up during the 1970s and ’80s in a suburban area of conservative Grand Rapids, a city of roughly 200,000 residents in western Michigan, I was surrounded by classmates and neighbors who had been sired by pillars of the community. Attorneys. Principals. Accountants. In other words, men who held down stable, respectable jobs. Some had careers that I imagined as being enviable, even fascinating, like that mysterious subset of humans who referred to themselves as consultants. I had no earthly clue what being a consultant entailed, but I liked to imagine that their work involved attaché cases handcuffed to wrists and covert meetings conducted in dark alleys. Or at the very least Lamborghinis. In reality, these consultant fathers were just run-of-the-mill professionals who went to work in suits from JCPenney. They would not have seemed interesting or exotic to anyone else, except maybe to Stinky Pete, the unfortunate kid whose dad emptied septic tanks. But even the sanitation trade seems glamorous when your father is a freelance herpetologist.


Saying that you practice freelance herpetology, of course, is just a flowery alternative to admitting that you’re a rarely employed guy who likes snakes. And until he retired a decade ago my dad was indeed poorly compensated for many years to observe snakes in their natural habitats. Yes, snakes—those slithering reptiles fetishized by backwoods religious cultists, considered a go-to protein in hobo cuisine, and famously eradicated from a plane by Samuel L. Jackson. For weeks at a time, my dad would scour forests, fields, and other far-flung locations for these strange beasts, and then return home looking and smelling like the love child of the Swamp Thing and Ted Kaczynski.


What made the emergence of this peculiarity even more surprising is that my dad’s first stab at a career was in the Lutheran ministry. Possibly because snakes represent evil throughout the Bible, not to mention Grand Rapids, he worked hard to hide his outward interest in serpents during his three-plus years as an associate pastor. He did have some experience in being secretive where this subject was concerned: According to my mom, she did not become aware of this offbeat passion of his until they were already on their honeymoon, when, without warning during a stroll with her near their beach rental in the Outer Banks of North Carolina, he bolted down a hill to check out a black racer he’d somehow spotted through scrub brush from a distance of more than twenty yards. His snake obsession seldom flared up in the early years of his marriage to my mom and his journey toward pastorhood, and was mostly confined to ministry-related matters, such as the occasional sermon or his seminary thesis about the Fall of Man. But in early 1972, at the age of thirty-one, he abruptly left the church and began inching toward a degree in natural resources management. Nine years later, sporting exceedingly tight bell-bottoms and a Marlboro Man mustache, he entered a profession that would initially net him an annual income of four hundred dollars. That isn’t a typo.


When the rare work opportunity did arise, he would take off for long stretches of time, presumably heading south to conduct surveys for various government entities in murky locations that my brothers and I referred to collectively, and always with a groan, as “the swamp,” and that my mom, an industrious high school English teacher and unapologetic hater of all things yucky, dubbed her “worst nightmare.” These bizarre absences, which generated barely perceptible upticks in income, were difficult for any of us to fathom or condone, especially for a preteen who wanted little to do with being outdoors if it didn’t involve walking across a parking lot to enter an arcade. I suppose other boys my age—maybe even those whose dads engaged in the stodgy professions mentioned above—would have killed to have been saddled with a father who never cared if you got ridiculously dirty and who actively encouraged you to consort with creeping, crawling things. But I only ever wished that my dad was halfway as normal as everyone else’s seemed to be. Okay, and that I might one day play third base for the Detroit Tigers and hold hands with Erin Gray.


Normal, my dad has never been. His vehicles, always hatchbacks, were visibly stuffed to the ceiling with hoes, tarps, towels, nets, and discarded Carlton cigarette containers, and his bumper sticker read LET’S R.A.P.—REPORT ALL POACHING!, quite a contrast from other parents’ sensible sedans and minivans, which were blissfully hoe-free and typically adorned with banners boasting of their children’s honor-roll statuses. Well into the 1980s, my dad wore a pair of scandalously tight blue jeans whose disintegration was being held in dubious check by the dozens of gaudy, slogan-bearing patches he had cajoled my mom into sewing over the holes.* He is also notorious for giving impressively disappointing presents. Once, he plunked down a homegrown zucchini on the gift table at a friend’s wedding, accompanied by a handwritten note that said, “Behold the fruits of the earth.” At the rehearsal dinner thrown the night before my own wedding, he made a big show of presenting my fiancée and me with a king-size Kit Kat, completely worthless “hisand-hers” baseball cards, and a wall calendar that happened to be three years old. My poor mother had it much worse. A partial list of the trifles she received from him at various Christmases during their nineteen-year marriage—and, mind you, each of the following items represents the sum total of what she scored that particular year—would include: absolutely nothing, a Snickers, nothing again, a mood ring, still more nothing, and, two Decembers in a row, a self-help book entitled When I Say No, I Feel Guilty. When she called him out for merely rewrapping the book he’d given her the previous year, my dad replied, “Ah, but you haven’t read it yet.”


So overwhelming were these peripheral quirks when compared with the demeanors of other fathers that it took me years, decades even, to understand that most people are embarrassed and confused by their parents, no matter how upstanding they might appear on the outside. But as a kid, while I sat in the waiting room at the dentist’s office and read in the pages of Highlights for Children magazine about the exploits of Goofus and Gallant, those diametrical opposites, it was like being shown important secret messages regarding my dad:


Gallant stocks up on the choicest cuts of meat for the backyard barbecue.


Goofus stores dead blue racers in the freezer, thereby terrorizing anyone contemplating a simple Popsicle.


Gallant teaches his son’s Little League team the virtue of good sportsmanship.


Goofus invites an old hippie pal to his son’s baseball game and says nothing as his friend clips his toenails in the bleachers.


Gallant safely drives his children to school.


Goofus does all of the following when he spots a snake slithering across the road in front of his car:


1) yells, “Thar!”; 2) slams on the brakes; 3) leaps from the vehicle with the engine still running; 4) barrels into the underbrush in pursuit; 5) disappears for what seems like two days; 6) emerges with the serpent dangling from his grasp; 7) belts out the “He is dangerous!” line from Jesus Christ Superstar.


Even more puzzling, these rampant oddities were utterly incongruous with his upbringing. My dad was a self-made weirdo.


Mark Ashley Sellers Jr. was born in Washington, D.C., on September 15, 1940, and raised first in Arlington, Virginia, and then in an affluent section of the nation’s capital, the younger child and only son of a prominent attorney and an acquisitive former grade school teacher. His dad was a well-mannered but shrewd Alabama lawyer who had moved north to work as an assistant attorney general under Franklin D. Roosevelt; in the 1940s, after a wartime stint with the Food and Drug Administration, he co-founded a law firm, still in existence more than three decades after his death, specializing in government contracts. He and my grandmother were active in several influential social organizations around D.C., with my grandfather serving a term as president of the Cosmos Club, whose members over the years have included Alexander Graham Bell, Theodore Roosevelt, Nelson Rockefeller, Carl Sagan, and Henry Kissinger. Their two children received educations from elite private schools, and the family employed a gardener, a nanny, and a maid. My dad’s sister was even feted with a debutante ball.


You’d never be able to guess any of that if you met my dad today; there isn’t a trace of high society in him. But by all accounts, he was different from the rest of his family almost from the start, and not necessarily by choice. At age three, he inexplicably developed the pronounced stutter that continues to plague him, and at five, he contracted polio, which sent him to the hospital for nearly six weeks. These hardships almost certainly formed his lifelong position as a champion of underdogs and outsiders—and it’s unfortunately the case that, unable to overcome his pesky stutter, he has effectively been forced to play the role of underdog and outsider himself nearly his entire life (although maybe he didn’t need to embrace it quite so energetically!). Despite the bad luck, however, he proved himself to be a fairly typical adolescent, decent at school, sports, making friends, and evading bullies. It wasn’t until he joined the diverse student body at the University of North Carolina—where he found drugs, folk music, the protest movement, and God—that he embraced his eccentricities.


In 1962, during the summer before graduation, he hitchhiked around the country, emulating his folk heroes Jack Kerouac and Woody Guthrie, and worked for two weeks as a lumberjack in Idaho. Eventually, he got hired on to service laundry at a lakeside hotel in Yellowstone National Park. Walking directly into this buzz saw was Wittenberg University student Pamela Jill Cheetwood, who had traveled west during the summer between her sophomore and junior years to work as a chambermaid at the same hotel. Born in the small town of Wauseon, Ohio, on September 28, 1942, and raised in nearby Bowling Green, she was the older child and only daughter of a high school football coach turned florist and a quick-witted librarian. A voracious reader, my mom set a goal as a preteen to finish all of the classics before she died—a goal she’s still a few titles shy of achieving. She was obedient, brainy, sociable, courteous, and church-going. No matter how hard my brothers and I have pressed her on the topic, she has coughed up no stories of rebellion as a young girl, other than a habit of sneaking the occasional cookie between meals. To three boys hoping to justify frequent shenanigans, this was incredibly disheartening.


Her first act of defiance may very well have been marrying my dad in 1964, after a two-year, long-distance courtship conducted primarily through letters. My dad’s were written so eloquently and enigmatically that they caused her to romanticize him as a younger, loopier, stammering version of Henry Fonda, and to say yes when he proposed just before her college graduation. And so, without having spent more than ninety hours in my dad’s presence before becoming engaged to him, my mom soon moved east to be near him while he worked on completing a bachelor’s degree in the history of religions at George Washington University. She found that summer—during which she planned their Bowling Green wedding without much input from him—to be a difficult one, to put it mildly. Her first week in D.C., while she waited for an apartment share to become available, my mom stayed with my dad’s parents, whom she had met only once. The very second night, she was dressed down by my grandmother, whom we all later knew to be a highly opinionated woman with a healthy laugh and a knack for making a mean tomato-and-mayonnaise sandwich, but also a dyed-in-the-wool Southerner with deep-rooted social biases and a gift for making truly harsh backhanded compliments. Because my mom had wished to pay her own expenses and have something edifying to occupy herself with until the wedding ceremony in September, she had made a point of securing a job interview ahead of her arrival—and by doing so, she had become possibly the first person in the history of the universe to apply from a distance of more than five hundred miles for a part-time waitressing position at a Stouffer’s, which is now known as a maker of prepared meals found in your grocer’s freezer but back then was a chain of affordable, Denny’s-style restaurants. She was given a job on the spot. After a long afternoon waiting tables, my mom arrived back at my grandparents’ stately brick Georgian house in the northwest part of D.C. and chattily told them how she’d unexpectedly spent her initial day as a resident of the city. By way of response, my grandmother drawled, “In the South, there were two things a nice, young lady would never be: a waitress or a nurse.” The nice, young lady from Ohio, reduced to tears by her soon-to-be mother-in-law’s scorn, quit the following morning.


In those months leading up to the wedding, my mom also began to sense that the man she had agreed to marry was not the one she’d conjured up in her mind as a result of his expertly written letters. One example of this was his inability to feign even the most basic level of chivalrousness. With no friends in the D.C. area, and with no automobile of her own in those years before the Metro opened, my mom was often reliant on my dad and his family for transportation. She had enrolled in the master’s program in English literature at Georgetown University and would occasionally study at the Library of Congress with my dad, who was working on his thesis. One evening he left her in the reading room to meet up with “some drug-taking friends,” as she recently referred to them, saying he’d be back at closing time to pick her up. After the library locked its doors at 9:30 p.m., she went outside to wait for him on the steps in front of the building. In those days, the neighborhood surrounding the Library of Congress was the kind in which a woman wouldn’t want to pass much time without a companion, and after nearly an hour of becoming increasingly convinced that she was going to be kidnapped and sold at auction into the harem of a grotesque sheik, she finally decided she’d had enough. She banged on the locked door of the library and begged a gruff security guard to let her use the house phone to call my dad’s parents, who lived clear across town. Mark Sr., who had been getting ready for bed, arrived a half hour later to find my mom in hysterics. Minutes later, his son—my ever thoughtful dad—pulled up in his 1956 Ford sedan, a full ninety minutes after the library had shut its doors. As my mom remembers, “Boy, did your grandfather let him have it.” And rightly so.


My mom also told me not long ago that, despite my dad’s pedigree, her instincts were yelling at her not to marry him, even on the wedding day. But she decided to go through with it, she said, because 1) she didn’t want to disappoint her parents; and 2) “I’m not a quitter.” Bad call. While the ceremony itself went down without incident, his idea to go swimming in the hotel pool with his contact lenses still in just an hour before the guests began to arrive at the church should have triggered some alarms. His lenses popped out in the water, and he had naturally forgotten to bring his glasses with him to Bowling Green. As a result, my dad delivered the line that every bride (of Frankenstein) longs to hear from her new husband after exchanging vows: “You looked like some kind of apparition floating down the aisle toward me.”


By the time my dad left the clergy, they’d already been through hell—or more accurately, she had. On the long list of things she never bargained for was the continual stream of oddballs he’d invite to stay with them in their cramped two-room studio apartment in New York City, where they had moved in the fall of 1965, so that my dad could enroll in the master’s program at Union Theological Seminary. First, there was the jittery college friend with eyes going in two directions. “You couldn’t tell if he was looking at you or not when he was talking to you,” recalled my mom. Then there was the skinny, homeless panhandler with a Jerry Lewis fixation. This young man, who had initially asked my dad for some pocket change but knew a chump when he saw one, performed a few bits of physical comedy to make my dad chuckle, then trailed alongside him while smacking him liberally with the sympathy card. Unsurprisingly, my dad took pity on him. The wayward youth had already been crashing on a cot in my parents’ kitchen for nearly a week, repeatedly extolling the comedic chops of the Patsy, when my mom finally reached her breaking point. For maybe the first time in her adult life, she had entered into that dreaded territory that will lead a small-town girl to take out a marker and some posterboard, scrawl CHARITY BEGINS AT HOME in chunky block letters across it, and hang the sarcastic sign on their front door for her husband to see every time he entered the apartment.


And, of course, later, after they’d relocated to Grand Rapids, there was the mephitic youth pastor with bladder-control issues.


She also spent countless nights sitting home alone during a lonely year in Mineola, on Long Island, waiting for my dad to return from what he called “studying in the city,” but what she later learned was in actuality the avoidance of schoolwork by hanging out in the bars and cafés of the East Village. Then there were the exercises prescribed by my dad’s unorthodox speech therapist. One necessitated my mom to approach a gentleman she’d never met and engage in friendly conversation with him, all while pretending that she had a violent, lifelong stutter; another, spread out over many months, required my dad to wear outlandish plaid yellow pants and a black Russian fur hat in public. The idea behind the latter exercise was that, by dressing so garishly, he might become desensitized to what other people thought of him. This had a positive effect on my dad’s confidence, no doubt, and it definitely explains a lot of things about him, but for my mom it inevitably meant that she would find herself walking down a crowded street with a man dressed in ugly plaid yellow pants and a black Russian fur hat. And this man was her husband.


These ordeals, designed in part to bring my parents closer together, had the opposite result. And it’s not difficult to imagine why. My mom must have resented being asked to jump through hoops to better understand my dad’s stutter when she had obviously already accepted his speech impediment enough to have married him in the first place.


And plenty more resentment built up after he abandoned his respectable, if unremarkable, career in the ministry. He almost immediately started up the practice, two toddler sons and a new mortgage be damned, of taking off on long, budget-busting road trips with or to visit old friends, including the reprobate college buddy who would later clip his toenails at my older brother’s Little League game. After my dad returned from that first trip in the spring of 1974—he’d gone to Mardi Gras—he was never quite the same. The man who had earned the nickname “Tank” in college due to his proclivity for overindulging became a regular at bars around Grand Rapids. He also got involved in the counterculture and the counter women, and in turn fell away from any semblance of decency, all at a time when my mom, who was searching for a job as a high school English teacher while essentially raising two children by herself, just needed some moral support and financial stability. She requested a trial separation in 1975, and that probably should have been it.


In the months that followed, her mom confided in her that they always wished she’d had the good sense never to marry my dad in the first place (Donna Cheetwood, circa 1976: “He’s just not normal.”), a sentiment shared by her new friends at the suburban high school at which she’d found employment. My siblings and I are of course relieved that she did marry my dad, and everyone’s thankful that they reconciled after being separated for nearly two years, if only because it led to Matt, our little brother, joining the family. But we also suspect that Pamela Cheetwood Sellers would take a marital mulligan if she could. “At first your dad’s behavior was funny and cute and amusing,” she told me recently. “But that lasted for only about two years. Then my life just became total Bizarro World.”


Now, my dad has many good qualities, as well, or this expedition into the swamps of Michigan would have been a kind of forced march. He’s uniquely hilarious, for one thing—or more accurately, is himself a unique object of hilarity. My dad’s finest attribute may be his ability to laugh heartily at himself, a trait that in turn has helped us deal with his endless string of idiosyncrasies, in part because it has given us the green light to make them and him the butt of countless family jokes, without fear of retribution.


One incident he’s still complicit in being razzed about, thirty years later, stems from his nonchalant demeanor during an accident we got into one winter while driving down to Bowling Green, where Thanksgiving dinner was waiting for us at my grandparents’ house. A light snowfall had kicked up into a major blizzard, and somewhere outside Ann Arbor my dad ran over a patch of ice. The car skidded out and began to spin toward the ditch in a slow, menacing circle. This may be apocryphal, but his all-too-willing acceptance of this potentially disastrous situation was demonstrated first by removing his hands from the steering wheel, then by picking up the drinking jar at his side, then by taking a carefree swig, then by setting the jar back down, then by lighting a cigarette, then by smoking it down to the filter, then by stubbing it out in the ashtray, then by telling a joke that no one understood, then by adjusting the rearview mirror, then by turning down the radio, then by patting toddler Matt reassuringly on the head, and only then by announcing, “Here we go!” as we careened toward probable death-by-snowbank. Many years later, my dad confided in me that he’d smoked a joint in the bathroom of a service station we’d stopped at a few minutes before the accident, which, in retrospect, makes too much sense.
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| have nothing against snakes, provided that
they're hundreds of miles away from me. And
1 have nothing against my dad, given the same
set of conditions.

In‘a fit of questionable judgment, consummiate
indoorsman John Sellers tags along on a journey
to search for snakes with his eccentric, aging
father—an obsessive fan of Bob Dylan, a giver
of terrible gifts, a drinker of boxed wine, a min-
ister-turned-heretic, and, most importantly, the

If guardian of the cop-
perbelly water snake:

The quest is their fumbling attempt to recon-
nect. Decades of bitterness, substance abuse,
acrimonious divorce, and divergent opinions
about personal hygiene have conspired to make
the two estranged. Sellers has just begun to
develop a new appreciation for the American
wilderness, and all the slithering creatures that
populate it, when his father’s deteriorating
health thwarts their mission and disturbs their
tentative peace. Determined to finish what they
started, he ventures back into the swamp—
alone, but more connected to his dad than ever.

With big-hearted humor and irreverence,. The
0ld Man and the Swamp tells the story of a
father who always lived on his own terms and
the son who struggled to make sense of it all.

JOHN SELLERS is the author of Perfect From
Now On: How Indie Rock Saved My Life and has
written for GQ, The Believer, The Atlantic, and The
New York Times, among many other publications.
Originally from Grand Rapids, Michigan, he cur-
rently lives in Brooklyn, New York. For more
information, visit johnsellers.com.
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“I want to ride in a car with John Sellers and his father.”
—Justin Halpern, author of Sh*t My Dad Says.
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