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PIG CANDY


1.
ELEVATION 690 FT.
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IN MARCH OF 2004, just when the urge to rake out garden beds and plant summer bulbs is too strong to resist, despite the possibility—the near certainty—that snow will come again to Philadelphia, I pick up my father and his wife and head south.
We drive from their suburban retirement community to Philadelphia International Airport, then fly to Georgia, them in business class, me in coach. In Atlanta, we rent a car and aim for Monticello, a small town surrounded by small towns: Zebulon and Sparta, Musella and Smarr. This is Monti-sello, not chello, seat of Jasper County, home to the fighting Hurricanes, one-time buckle on the Georgia peach-growing belt, birthplace of my father, and the town he shunned for decades, until twenty years ago when he gave in to a childhood dream and bought a farm a few miles from Monticello’s town square.
Across the seat of our full-size sedan, I see my father, George Newton Funderburg, grow more energetic with each mile. He looks out the passenger-side window as big-box malls trickle away, replaced by pine forest and signs for barbecue. My father is a handsome man. I tend to look at him through a lens in which surface and shape hardly register, except as conveyers of emotion, but I can see that at seventy-seven, he has barely a crease in his skin, much less a wrinkle. He is still in the vicinity of his peak height, five feet eleven inches, and his close-cropped hair, never grown long enough to complete a kink, is slightly more salt than pepper. His face and body are well-proportioned, except for the large-belly/no-posterior dilemma that plagues many men after a certain age, and his gray-blue eyes and meticulously flossed, brushed, and later-life-orthodonticized teeth sparkle with charm and good humor when the spirit moves him. Down here, most people look at his skin, the color of faded parchment, and call it “high yellow.” Up north, most people assume he’s white.
Dad interrupts his own reverie with projections: how we’ll occupy ourselves on this trip, what changes we’ll encounter, what will have stayed the same. He anticipates, accurately, that we will find his 126-acre farm-cum-vacation home in pristine condition, thanks to the attentions of Troy Johnson, a friend and fellow retiree who watches out for the house and three ponds, the ancient grove of pecan trees that yield seemingly on whim, and several well-manicured pastures Dad rents out to the cattle-farming Howard brothers, forty-eight-year-old identical twins named Albert and Elbert.

DOWN SOUTH, spring has advanced. Pear trees are in full bloom, naturalized daffodils stripe the just-greening pastures with yellow, and deep red camellias dot walkways and yards, sentries at every door. Sweaters need to be kept nearby but not on, windows are cranked open to ensure a cross breeze. We make good time from the airport to the farm, just over an hour, and Dad and I don’t bother to unpack before we turn our attention to the two items on our agenda: roasting a pig and getting him some chemo.
First, the pig. In January, my father read a newspaper article that chronicled the author’s experiment with cooking a seventy-pound pig in a Cuban-American–designed roasting box called La Caja China ['kä-hä 'ch[image: image]-nä]: a simple plywood cart lined with metal and designed to suspend coals above rather than below the meat. The outcome, sweet and savory, succulent and crisp, earned the paradoxical moniker “pig candy.”
Pig candy?
Dad ordered the largest model Caja from its Miami manufacturer and had it sent to the farm.
Clever inventions and well-prepared food both make my father’s list of favorite things. Together they were irresistible. My father has always displayed a fascination for crafty mechanics, for improved ways to clean and fix and open and close. Over the years he has plied Diane, Margaret, and me, his three daughters, with laundry tables, vises, fingernail buffing systems, magnetic polishing kits, and Evelyn Wood Speed Reading Dynamics. Efficiency is his aesthetic, and in any given room of his various abodes, you are assured of finding flossing materials—waxed thread, plastic, and mint-impregnated wood—in the drawers of ubiquitous side tables that support the ubiquitous lamps (You can’t read in the dark), coasters (Put something under that glass), and Kleenex (Who’s sniffing? Blow your nose!).
Dabbling is my father’s über-hobby. He’ll become possessed with something new (thank-you notes, golf, people’s middle names), and, like polar bear club swimmers on a winter beach, he’ll plunge in completely, then retreat from the depths, shaking off water and done with it all. If there’s an instructional video, all the better. Sometimes watching that is enough and he won’t expend energy on the actual doing of the thing. This was the case with net fishing and square-foot gardening, horse whispering and harmonica playing.
Dad uses word of mouth to support his passing fancies. In Monticello, population 2,500, with its intertwined bloodlines and relationships, word gets around. Dad tells everyone we run into about La Caja China, or “pig box,” as we have come to call it. He informs anyone he can corner that he’s looking to find a whole pig: that he needs it dressed and delivered and preferably one hundred pounds, which is the box’s stated maximum capacity. He mentions this to Connie, the cashier at the Tillman House Restaurant. He inserts this into small talk when he’s charging wigglers and deer feeder pellets at Monticello Farm & Garden. He broadcasts it at Eddie Ray Tyler’s barbershop, where one or two men sit in the defunct shoeshine stand that serves as a waiting area whether someone’s in Eddie Ray’s cutting chair or not.
At Eddie Ray’s, the men sit for hours, reading the paper and talking about politics and the land’s yield, which, these days, is suburban sprawl. Every few months, another local farm is subsumed into Atlanta-orbiting subdivisions. The prefabricated houses are vinyl-sided and asphalt-shingled, central-air impervious to barometric shifts and connecting to the state capital by way of long, arduous commutes. Developers swallow up fields and pastures, enticing title holders to abandon the land that ate up their parents’ lives, maybe broke their parents’ hearts. In the year of my dad’s birth, 1926, Georgia had more than 250,000 farms. Now there are fewer than 50,000, with no signs of that number going anywhere but down. Since 1959, when I was born, Georgia land dedicated to farming has been cut by half.
As with seemingly everything else in Monticello, the demise of farming is intertwined with race. My grandfather used to say that once land went from black hands to white, it never went back. My father has found that to be true in Jasper County, except for this farm of his and a parcel of property bought by the city manager. Those are exceptions, Dad says when I raise them. But they don’t take away from the truth of your granddaddy’s point. When I investigate the claim, I find that Georgia farming is an overwhelmingly white enterprise. The state’s black population is almost 30 percent, according to the 2000 U.S. Census, but nonwhites own only 3 percent of its farmland.

MY FATHER’S LIFELONG LOVE of farming has never wavered, even as the romance of living off the land seduces fewer and fewer people. And it truly is a romance, marked by all the irrational fervor that accompanies infatuation. Obstacles for the individual farmer are vast and varied, from agribusiness competition to the disdain of the local labor force—what dwindling labor pool remains.
Still, Georgia is a farming state. It ranks first in the nation in peanuts, pecans, and rye. It is also the number one producer of broiler chickens and thus, not coincidentally, eggs. Jasper County, covering 374 square miles, grows mostly corn and wheat. And despite the seemingly irrevocable tumble toward suburbanization, a direct link to nature endures among its people. Concern for weather is deeply embedded, locked into their consciousness along with the taste of summer’s first ripe fruits and the smell of a coming storm. Everyone talks about how it’s been raining too much or too little, been too hot or too cold. Crops are growing too fast or not fast enough. Pecans and peaches are coming in good this year or they’re not.
Dad discusses these topics with endless enthusiasm, but his interest is largely theoretical. Beyond fertilizing the pecan grove and ponds, weed-whacking the fence line, and mowing the pastures, most of which falls to Elbert and Albert, Dad’s property is as much nature preserve as it is agricultural enterprise.
Alfred Johnson, Troy’s older brother and a Monticello fixture five years my dad’s senior, remembers my father calling when he purchased the property in 1985. Dad had bought it over the phone, sight unseen, knowing only that it sat next to farmland his own father had once rented. Bubba, my father said, using Alfred’s nickname. Bubba, I bought a pig in a sack.
Before Troy, Dad formed a partnership with Bubba. My father had the funds and the spirit of adventure, but Bubba had the skills. He had been the town’s first black plumber-electrician, spent years as the local demolitions expert in a terrain where holes couldn’t be dug in the red clay soil as easily as they could be blasted, and worked at Georgia-Pacific’s lumber mill for more than twenty years. Bubba’s grandfather owned more land than any other black man around, a nine-hundred-acre farm in nearby Gladesville, where Bubba spent much of his childhood. Bubba knew how to work the land.
From the start, and aside from the occasional trash pickup or brush removal, my father farmed primarily by phone. His hands are big but soft, not like Bubba’s. Dad pored over agricultural how-to articles and wore out phone books looking for experts to call. He built his cattle chute based on a pamphlet he saw on the county agent’s bulletin board, and its efficiency in holding cows for worming and tagging still prompts visits from the curious and the admiring. He frequently prevailed on the University of Georgia’s Extension Service for information: on beaver control and management, whether topical surfactant treatments would kill the persimmon seedlings that grow out of cow dung, and what price per inch he should pay for fish to stock his ponds with.
In the 1980s, with Bubba riding shotgun, Dad attended viniculture seminars and cattle auctions. He and Bubba bought a bull and thirty head of beef cattle, Herefords and Angus mixed, and enough grapevines to plant fifteen rows, six vines per row. He joined the American Chestnut Foundation, which counted fellow Georgian and former President Jimmy Carter among its members, and Bubba planted the ten whips that came by mail. In only the slightest nod to his and Bubba’s advanced years, Dad had a roll bar and seat belt installed on the riding mower. When Dad had a sign painted for the entrance to the farm, he asked Bubba what he’d prefer to be called: manager or overseer? Overseer, Bubba said, without a moment’s hesitation, choosing a title that, in their youth, black men never held and that Dad immediately had printed in black block letters across the bottom of the sign. Alfred Johnson, Overseer.
Every farm-related transaction was calculated for its impact on both individual and community. People are more likely to make themselves available to you, he explained, and no one feels taken advantage of. When Dad hired people to do anything, he paid more than the going rate, which he based on whatever various laborers told him they earned, or, in the absence of such information, on what bag packers earned at Ingles, the recently opened “American-owned” supermarket just around the bend. Next to the Georgia-Pacific plant, a little ways down Highway 83, Ingles was the county’s biggest private employer.
My father made Bubba a signatory on a local checking account so Bubba could be the one to write checks when supplies had to be bought or work was done. I never paid anybody, my father says. They had to go to Alfred to get a check. And, boy, there’s nothing that improves relations better than having that kind of buying power. People would come to Alfred and say, “Mr. George want to buy any more land? I got forty acres out here.” “No, Mr. George don’t want to buy any more land.”
My father’s agenda was to draw attention away from the source of funds and to share the power that came with purchasing. Why? By way of explanation, my father tells two stories. The first concerns my paternal grandfather, Frederick Douglas Funderburg, who served as the town’s black physician for half a century, starting in 1922. In the aftermath of the Great Depression, my grandfather had just started to earn a decent living. He was walking through town when an old white farmer (a redneck, my father says) called out.
Hey, Doc, the man said. How you doing? I hear you banking a bale of cotton a day.
A 480-pound bale of cotton was worth about fifty dollars at that time. Somehow the man, although not an employee of the bank, knew the amount of my grandfather’s cash deposits. From then on, Grandfather took the month’s receipts, wrapped them in newspaper, and carried them off to banks in Atlanta and in Eatonton, the next town due east.
If somebody knew you had money, my father explains, they’d figure out a way to get it out of you, arrest you, make false accusations.
The second story takes place in the midst of Prohibition. Because my grandfather had some standing in the white community due to his profession and his light complexion, other blacks would come to him for help negotiating the white-dominated social and legal systems: posting bail, buying property, even arranging private loans, using their houses and livestock as collateral. A neighbor named Charlie Couch earned his living making moonshine and trapping rabbits. My grandmother was a regular customer for the latter, often buying one rabbit for fifteen cents or two for a quarter.
Mr. Couch came to Granddaddy and said, Doc, I got this two thousand dollars. I want to put it somewhere where it’s safe.
Don’t put it in the bank in Jasper County, Granddaddy told him.
Well, could you help me out?
Grandfather took Couch to the bank in Eatonton.
Hello, Doc, the banker said as soon as Granddaddy and Couch walked in.
I have Charlie Couch here. He wants to open an account.
What kind of account you want to open, Charlie? How much money you got?
Two thousand dollars, my grandfather said.
Come right in, Mr. Couch.

THANKS TO MY FATHER’S PENCHANT for order and Bubba’s ability to implement it, often by himself, the pig in a sack turned out to be a prize. The farm became a beautiful sprawl of cleared pastures, well-fertilized pecan trees, manicured ponds, and freshly painted gates.
As purchased, the farm came with a house, a single-story wood-frame building topped with a corrugated tin roof. A small sitting porch faced away from the entrance road, partially shaded by the largest, oldest pecan tree on the property. The farmhouse, as purchased, came with tenants: Paul Marks and his family. Marks worked a long career at a sawmill but had been forced into early retirement by emphysema, the lung disease that would make him weak, chain him to an oxygen tank a few years down the road, then take his life.
Beyond any reluctance he might have felt about dislodging the Markses, my father never considered living in that building, which he refers to by its address, 294 Fellowship Road. Instead, he and Lois, his second wife, stayed at his boyhood home. By then, the street he’d grown up on had been renamed Funderburg Drive, in honor of my grandfather. Funderburg Drive had also been paved since Dad’s childhood, and the smaller, surrounding houses wired and plumbed.
Two years after Dad acquired the farm, Granddaddy passed away, and the house in town was willed to his children. My father promptly bought out his siblings’ shares. But that house presented problems that made it, too, an unlikely base of operations. Nothing was modern about it, despite past claims to cutting-edge technology. It was, after all, the first house on Colored Folks Hill to have indoor plumbing and electricity, although the latter consisted of bare bulbs hanging from the ceiling by a cord. No similar innovations followed those early glory days, and from the day Granddaddy moved out in the late 1970s until my father took up part-time residence, the house had been tenanted by an eccentric local dentist who considered himself a health-care protégé of my grandfather, who grew juice-bound wheatgrass in wooden crates that seemed to take up every available kitchen surface, every counter and tabletop.
It wasn’t the house’s dog-eared kitchen or wood-paneled den that troubled my father once the dentist moved out and he and Lois moved in. It wasn’t the enduring decrepitude of the neighboring shotgun shacks, wood-frame boxes packing in one generation after another of the same families. The problem with the house, to my father’s mind, was its location. It sat squarely inside one of the town’s remaining all-black sections, the other sections bearing names like Frogtown and Blue Ruin, as in the popular brand of bluing, the laundry-whitening additive so many black women had used to do white folks’ washing. My father was sure most white people would feel uncomfortable coming to a house on Colored Folks Hill, even if they were too young to know that name for it or too polite to use it. He was bound and determined that he would never host a segregated event in Monticello. So he turned his gaze to the farm, outside of town and free of racial associations, at least as much as a place owned by a black man could be.
My father decided to build his own house. He and Bubba discussed its siting: Dad leaned toward breaking ground along the farm’s northernmost edge, parallel to Route 16. Bubba disagreed. There was the noise factor, first of all, between general traffic and the constant rumbling of lumber trucks: forty-foot trunks of freshly sawed wood jostling against one another, straining against their chain-link lashings with every bump in the road. More important, Bubba thought, there was the hill.
Along the property’s southern boundary, five yards or so from the cattle fence that signals the beginning of a neighbor’s pasture, was the farm’s highest point. Bubba had noticed its panoramic view during a foray on the riding mower. You could see thirty miles to the south, he figured, all the way to Forsythe and beyond. The next time my father came to town, Bubba drove him to the apex. Dad looked out over the swells of grazing land and forest and decided, on the spot, that Bubba was right.
It seems only logical that the house you build from scratch is going to embody your dreams. You might think that. You would not be my father.
He had initially handed over to Lois the design aspect of the project, but when her dreaming began to spin out of his control, he took the project back and called up the architects who designed Waverly Heights, his retirement complex ten miles from the center of Philadelphia. Waverly has town houses and apartment buildings and a medical wing fused onto a 1912 manor house built for a railroad executive. Dad flew Waverly's designers to Georgia, told them what he wanted, and wrote a check. They measured the site, noted the direction of the sun, and drew up a plan re-creating the single-level villa in which Dad and Lois currently reside.
Granted, there are slight modifications: more square footage to each room, higher cathedral ceiling, extra bedroom and bath, sun porch, and the designation “354 Fellowship Road” rather than “Villa 13.” Still, the overall effect is the same, as are the materials, down to the brick wainscoting outside and slate hearth inside. And because Lois is so constant in her household organization and spare decor, a quirk has resulted: in photographs of family gatherings, it is nearly impossible from backgrounds alone to tell the location.
When the house was built, exactly ten years after Dad’s purchase of the property, he changed the “Funderburg Farm” sign. He relocated it from the rental house entrance to the new driveway laid for 354 and had it amended to read “George’s Hill.” He also had Bubba’s name painted over. After eight years of partnership, serious stomach troubles and surgeries gone wrong forced the seventy-five-year-old Bubba to step aside and his brother Troy to step in. Bubba cut back to tending just his own vegetable “patch” of twelve and a half acres, his grapevines, flower beds, dozen cows, and three dogs. In place of Bubba’s name, the farm sign read “Elevation 690 ft.”
One morning, Dad and I look out over the biggest pond, the one that has a white sand bank surrounding its dock, the sand installed subsequent to my sister Margaret’s offhand mention that a beach would be nice. Morning mist hangs over the water, the sun just beginning to burn through, and a majestic heron rises up from the opposite shore. It flies across the pond and into a tree with vast, slow-moving wings that seem to defy gravity. Look! I exclaim, the city child ever thrilled by manifestations of the natural world. My father follows my pointing finger in time to see the bird alight onto a branch.
Hunh, he grunts. He’s eating the dollar bass.



2.
A PRODUCTIVE MEMBER OF SOCIETY
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DAD MENTIONS HIS PIG QUEST to Marshall Tinsley, a handsome man close to sixty with a strong, open face and a brilliant smile, despite a few missing teeth on the bottom row. Marshall is a mason twice over: by trade and also as a thirty-third-degree Free and Accepted Mason of the Most Worshipful Prince Hall Grand Lodge of Georgia, for which he serves in the office of Worshipful Junior Grand Steward. Marshall’s first visit to Dad’s farm was to fix a screen door. His skill and thoroughness caught my father’s attention, and now Marshall comes to Thanksgiving. He even brought the turkey once, which he’d deep-fried at three minutes per pound.
Marshall is somehow related to Holsey Tinsley (the childhood sweetheart and now second husband of my father’s sister, Chase, which makes Holsey, I realize a few years after their marriage, my uncle) and directly related to the owner of Dave’s BBQ & Soul Food restaurant, who is Marshall’s brother, Dave Tinsley. Marshall has a bad back and a bum knee that collapses under him without warning. It looks like he’s doubling over with laughter, except it’s weakness and pain. He went through “the cancer,” as some people here put it, and when he hears that Dad’s prostate cancer has come out of a fifteen-year remission and that he’ll have to have chemotherapy, Marshall recommends strawberry-flavored Ensure, which he drank when chemo killed his appetite, which was all the time. Dad is sure to mention the pig quest to Marshall because Marshall is well-connected through the Masons and work and church activities and through taking at least one meal a day at his brother’s restaurant on Frobel Street, one block east of the town square. One of Marshall’s closest friends is a heavily networked bus driver/prison guard/chicken farmer who goes by the nickname of Tater and is Marshall’s partner in a venture concerning a herd of goats.
Before Marshall has a chance to make headway, Dad finds a pig. His pork conduit is Ben Tillman, owner and head cook of Tillman House, a restaurant twenty steps west of the town square, a square through which eighteen-wheelers still pass and people recognize one another’s vehicles with honks and waves. In his off-hours, Ben does catering. If clients want help serving and cleaning up, he brings his little sister, Sissy Tillman Hulsey. Sissy may well be older than Ben, but she is a quarter of his size. He is monstrously solid, heavy but not truly obese. He’s just big, as is his daddy, Mack, the former sheriff who bought the restaurant in the late 1970s but has since sold it to Ben and now just helps out, pouring sweet tea into to-go cups and putting Styrofoam containers into bags.
Ben’s place is open only on weekdays from 6 A.M. to 2 P.M., but it easily does as much business as the nearby Hardee’s and Dairy Queen and Big Chick combined, even though their doors stay open longer. Dave’s comes closest to Tillman’s in its menus and cafeteria line setup. The main difference is that most of Dave’s sit-down clients and all of his staff are black. Most of Tillman’s clients and all of his staff are white.
The morning after we arrive, Lois is still asleep when Dad and I leave the doppelgänger house to go to Tillman’s for breakfast. Inside the restaurant’s front door, Dad takes off his taupe Stetson and places it on an empty chair. Cowboy hats are not a popular head covering in central Georgia—I can’t recall seeing one on anybody else’s head—but my father has never been a slave to fashion. He adheres to a foundation of cleanliness and good repair, but beyond that, function and comfort prevail. And innovation. For some years, he favored a stiff polyester traveler’s blazer, the blue one with hidden pockets he had ordered from a stamp-sized ad in The New Yorker. He treats clothing as a uniform, a necessary accoutrement of living but nothing more.
Tillman's business is brisk, as it is every morning, yet there are still plenty of open tables. We sit up front, near the entrance and cash register and recently expanded retail product line: shelves of jams, barbecue sauces, and peppered vinegar locally brewed and bottled and canned. My favorite is “The Enhancer: The Sauce that Demands Your Imagination.” We order eggs, sausage, and grits from Connie, whose long brown braid swings down the back of her Christian rock concert T-shirt as she pads around the restaurant in high-top cross-trainers. She swallows the ends of words in the local fashion, talking about a husband who keeps her out of troub-and wondering at the end of our meal if we want anything el-.
The restaurant's cafeteria line and three seating areas are carved out of the first floor of a large, old, wood-framed house, obligatory porch out front. On one wall a horse halter hangs between two fur stoles sagging on metal coat hangers. Atop an upright piano, Little League team portraits alternate with historic shots of the area collected by Benny, the UPS delivery man who is also an amateur historian. In a picture from the 1930s, a white man sits on a horse-drawn cart, legs primly crossed and hands in lap, presiding over dozens of black men in prison stripes and shackles.
There was a time, before the Tillmans bought the business, when we could not have passed through these doors and sat at a table. As Coloreds (or Nigras or Mulattoes or Blacks or whatever term was in fashion), we would have been relegated to the back door of the restaurant to buy our food and take it away. To my father, this past is direct, personal, and constant, etching itself into his instincts. My father is as fair-skinned as I am, so the restrictions he grew up under, so largely tied to skin color, were, in his case, not actually because of the color of his skin, but because of the idea of skin color. To me, this past is historical, his story abstract. As a white-looking mixed-race girl, growing up in the urban, integrated North in the 1960s, I have only heard of such customs.
WE ARRIVE ON A TUESDAY. The pig fest is set for Saturday. In the interim, Lois will ensconce herself in the sunroom’s BackSaver lounger, set at full recline. Lois and my father have established fairly separate activity orbits in the thirty years they’ve been together (twice the length of his marriage to my mother). Dad finds projects, obsessions, intrigues to pursue, either telephonically or in person. His modus operandi is all operandi, all the time. Lois watches English mystery series and reads whodunits. While we’re at the farm, the sunroom is her headquarters, and she has a mystery novel in hand, telephone and remote control within reach. She gets up only to use the bathroom and for meals, in both cases relying on a walker to keep her upright. Her mind is sharp but her balance is gone. It’s brain chemistry rather than inner ear, the doctors tell her, and her only protection from dizziness and imminent collapse is to remain horizontal.
Lois seems relieved whenever my sisters and I are around. For better and worse we absorb our father’s attention, and more than once, his tendency toward irascibility has prompted a reactionary alliance. I credit Lois for establishing the noncompete policy under which she and I operate: I was twelve when she became a part of my family, too young to do much more than feel resentful. Toward me and my sisters, and her own four children, as far as I can tell, she displays a curious blend of being unsentimental but generous, uninterested but accommodating. As physically inhibited as she is, she seems fairly content, and so I do little for her while we’re in Georgia other than to bring her a glass of water, no ice, when she descends into one of her chronic coughing spells, or to ask her if she needs anything when I’m going to the store. Only rarely will she ask for something, and only when I’m already headed out on an errand.
In Georgia, my father lives from errand to errand, repair to repair, enterprise to enterprise. He keeps lists in a small spiral notebook or on index cards or the backs of envelopes, and he scratches off items as each is accomplished. Ever since August of 1985, when my sisters and I flew down with him so that all of us, including him, could see the farm for the first time, one of his to-do items is to bestow allowances at the start of every visit.
The Chamber of Commerce welcomes you to Monticello, he says, then proffers a handshake, a crisp fifty-dollar bill (and after a few years and in a nod to inflation, a hundred) folded into his palm. He singles out each of us to do this, delivering his welcome in a low voice, as if the transaction is a secret to be kept. This largesse, this whimsy, from a man whose cash gifts for most of my life consisted of birthday checks for five dollars, half of which had to be given to charity and the other half deposited into a savings account. My sisters and I come to call his presentation the Golden Handshake, and the joke of it is that, beyond purchasing nail polish from the drugstore or The Enhancer from Tillman House, there is nowhere to spend the money.
Tuesday’s to-do list is shorter, less ambitious than usual. My father seems to have misplaced his up-and-at-’em. He has trouble climbing in and out of his high-riding ten-year-old Isuzu Trooper, a small truck manufactured before consumer comfort was incorporated into SUV design. He alley-oops one leg into the truck using progressive swings, then shifts his body weight into the center of the passenger seat in labored increments before picking up the other leg with both hands and pulling it up after him. Sometimes during this process he lets out a little laugh, a chortle I take to mean: This is how it is. We’ll just carry on. Do not pity me.
Old age is hell, is the most he’ll say out loud. Or, tacking on the nickname coined for me by his one grandchild, My legs don’t work so good, Leesee. For my father, this is as bare as he’s willing to get. It’s more than I am used to.
WE TURN OUR ATTENTION to chemotherapy on Wednesday, after breakfast at Tillman’s. Dad’s errand list is tucked into his breast pocket, and we climb into the Isuzu, which doubles as a mobile toolshed. In the rear cargo area, paper towel rolls commingle with green plastic five-gallon buckets that once held pond fertilizer and now await either the day’s catch, pecans (when it’s a good year), or roadside trash. Clever devices are always close by, most designed to save the operator from bending over. This includes two three-foot poles attached to wire cages that are rolled over the ground to snag fallen pecans. For efficiency’s sake, Dad likes to operate both at once. Also, a long-reach, two-clawed trash grabber sits near a bag of used supermarket bags that are wedged between rectangular plastic tubs, one filled with fish kibble, the other with fish trap bait that resembles dried horse manure. Pliers and deerskin work gloves tend to remain up front, stuck between driver and passenger seats. A condition of using the vehicle is that one must keep the glove compartment locked at all times. It holds a loaded pistol. Inevitably, Kleenex boxes are within reach and miscellaneous tools are strewn around. You never know when you’ll need to tie a hammer to a rope, heave it up and over the nut-laden branch of a pecan tree, and tug at the two rope ends until nuts shake off and fall to the ground, after which you can roll over them with the picker-upper cages.
Today, I drive. Dad began to criticize my shifting technique a year or so ago, wincing and groaning whenever the clutch-gas-shift interaction fell below his standards. Which was every time. But this day, he looks out his window and says, apropos of nothing, My vision seems to be getting fuzzier, and for the rest of my visit, the job of driving will fall to me by unspoken agreement. We must travel thirty miles to meet an oncologist whose offices are in the town of Covington. Dad no longer radiates disapproval when first gear hiccups into second or second stutters into third, but while I drive, he steadies the manila envelope filled with test results in his lap and dispenses orders.
Turn left, he instructs as I approach an intersection, after you stop at the stop sign.
Otherwise, we are mostly silent. I drink in the landscape as we drive north on Highway 83. Everything I see demands translation. I don’t know the seasons, only that the azaleas here will be long gone before the ones back in Philadelphia come close to blooming. Wisteria, with its grape-bunch flower clusters, climbs up into the trees the way I know ivy to do, and kudzu druids loom at the highway’s edge. Roll after roll of baled hay line recently shorn fields, and unpaved red clay roads splinter off to the left and right, marked by various signs promising religious fellowship, fresh eggs, or, come election time, the best bet for sheriff.
Pastures and pine forests dominate, interrupted by long, low poultry barns and pecan groves. The land in Jasper County yields up its bounty unevenly, and farmers are increasingly drawn to whatever requires the least amount of labor. One man can grow a hundred-acre stand of pine trees by himself. One family can run a poultry operation of a hundred thousand broilers, the Chicken McNuggets and shrink-wrapped family packs of tomorrow, bred and plumped in six-week cycles. Crops take more hands than most farmers can find, none more labor intensive than peaches and cotton, the two that at one time made certain Jasper landowners rich.
I don’t know many of the trees we are speeding past, why they grow the way they do, what it means when a stand of pines has burned down to charcoal, if that’s a good or bad thing. Topography, too, confounds me. I understand the anonymity of urban grids, the consensual distance that exists between apartment buildings and front doors squeezed up against one another. But these one-lane highways are necklaces stringing together small-town pearls, each one a community in which relationships link across generations. The string itself puzzles me: I can’t bring it into focus, but I suspect that an adage pointing up the regionally distinct ways in which discrimination is articulated socially and socioeconomically might be of help: In the North, supposedly, blacks can get high but not close; in the South, close but not high. In the South, the possibility of having some shared history if not ancestry is great, unlike the autonomy I grew up with in the North, in the nation’s fourth-largest city.
I don’t know this world at all.
IN CAHOOTS WITH OUR FATHER, my sisters and I have devised a plan that should allow him to continue spending spring and fall here without disrupting the chemotherapy that he is supposed to start and that, according to his oncologist at home, he’ll stay on until it stops working. One of the mildest forms of chemo there is. Once a week, three weeks on and one week off. Not meant to cure—it's too late for that—but to slow the rampant climb of Dad’s prostate-specific antigen (PSA) level, a number that indicates prostate gland activity and that has been doubling every month since the first spike was noted last year.
I presume cessation of treatments will be concurrent with death or in close proximity to it, since the cancer has already metastasized and can only be slowed now, not stopped. But chemo is chemo, my sisters and I reason: regionless. Surely the treatment will work better for him if administered in “Big Foot Country,” as he has started to call Jasper County. So far, Dad’s plan is to drive himself to and from these treatments. I’ll pull over if I’m sleepy, he says. This reasoning, along with his diminishing vision, does not reassure.
The man we’re going to see this morning, Dr. Carter, has provisionally agreed, pending the examination he’ll conduct today, to administer chemotherapy to Dad in Georgia. Consistent with small-town interconnectedness, Dr. Carter was recommended by Bubba’s son Troy, an emergency room physician in the nearby town of Milledgeville who was named after the uncle now watching over Dad’s farm.
At the start of the appointment, we find out that Dr. Carter has taught at Emory University in addition to running a private practice, and that he is a natural instructor of the best sort. In the tiny examination room, he delivers an exuberant, extemporaneous lecture on prostate cancer: its origins, method of progression, and available treatment modalities, along with their pluses and minuses. He is in constant motion as he talks, pushing his glasses back up onto the bridge of his nose, gesturing and hopping about the room, practically acting out the disease and the steps we can take to combat it. He touches my father’s arm from time to time, as if to seal a mutual understanding.
On the paper sheet that covers the examination table, Dr. Carter spells out estramustine and antigen-resistant with a thick black marker. He also makes cartoon renderings of the spine, the cancerous lesions that weaken it, and the weight-bearing bones of the body that are likely points for “spot-welding” radiation down the road. A fractured skull won’t kill you, he explains, but a broken hip is usually the beginning of the end.
He pulls more paper from the roll above the table’s headrest, joking that his nurses give him heck for wasting their supplies. He says “heck,” not “hell,” which may be related to the Pentecostal literature that fills the waiting room magazine rack and side tables. I brace myself in case he brings up God, not one of my father’s favorite topics. When Dr. Carter leaves the room briefly, I walk over to the examination table drawings.
I’d love to take these home, I say.
Ask him, my father commands. When he comes back in.
A lab technician samples and processes Dad’s blood while we’re with Dr. Carter, and the minute the doctor has confirmation that Dad’s PSA level is in the mid-300s, he advises us to schedule chemo with the front desk as soon as possible.
My husband, John, and our friend Claudia are coming from Philadelphia for the weekend, and we have reservations to return together on Sunday afternoon. When Dr. Carter says treatment can start on Monday, I decide to let them go back without me.
ON THURSDAY, MY FATHER’S DAY, and therefore mine, is organized around waiting for a fish broker to come restock the ponds. The man didn’t show on Wednesday, claiming truck problems, and my father is anxious to cross the task off his list. When the fish man finally does arrive, in a heavy red truck with oxygenated water tanks on its bed, his rail-thin wife is riding shotgun. She has no duties that I can see, other than to watch what happens, smile when greeted, and smoke cigarettes.
Dad and I follow the red truck in the Isuzu, and we are still establishing our photo-taking position when the fish release begins. It takes less than ten seconds for three hundred pounds of catfish to cascade into the biggest of the farm’s ponds from a long metal chute swung out from the side of the truck. The fish are about eight inches long, which Dad hopes is big enough to stand a chance against the pond’s extant bass and bream and grass carp.
Catfish dispensed, the truck turns back through the woods and up to the paved driveway, across a pasture, and down through a sloping stand of pines to the smallest pond, where Dad is introducing carp to keep down the vegetation. This pond is not named, nor is the midsized one on the other side of the pecan grove. Curious, since my father is obsessed with signs. It’s not clear if he’s just amusing himself or trying to share the “ego massage” he says he got from having a University of Pennsylvania building (actually an information kiosk inside a building) named after him upon donating several properties to the school when he retired from his real estate career. To whatever end, there are signs bolted to trees and railings all over the farm property: Carolyn Funderburg Fish Pond Road (named after his niece); Diane Funderburg Fish Pond (his oldest daughter); Margaret Funderburg Beach (his middle daughter); Phoebe Funderburg Moore’s Woods (his cherished granddaughter); Lise Funderburg Motor Boat; and, in a less expansive nod to his sons-in-law (one of whom has been painted over a previous name, due to divorce and subsequent remarriage), the shared Greg Moore & John Howard Ladder.
For his carp delivery, the fish man stops the truck halfway down the hill and walks close to the small pond, tamping the earth with his feet to check its solidity. There’s been steady rain in the last few weeks. Satisfied with the firmness of the terrain, he returns to the truck, eases it close to the bank, and keeps the motor running.
The man brought three sterile carp rather than the requested four, but these are so big, he promises my father, they’ll clean up the pond in a minute. And even though they’re bigger, he says, he won’t charge my dad extra. My father, not a fan of having transaction terms changed without his consent, says nothing, just waits and watches. The fish man wrestles the fish out of their tank one at a time, using a heavy-gauge net with a thick metal pole for a handle. The carp he’s brought certainly are big, fifteen to twenty pounds each, and can grow to sixty pounds, apparently, with nothing to stop them. They have no natural enemies, the fish man tells me, and that’s why it’s illegal to possess the fertile variety. Even with the nonreproducing fish, the authorities keep careful track. These three here? he says. The state of Georgia knows each one of ’em by name.
[image: image]
The carp don’t cooperate. They recoil from the net and once trapped, thrash about, requiring the fish man to hold on to the pole with both hands. I see one carp attempt to leap out of the tank, seemingly standing on its back fins while assessing its future. I sense panic.
No one panics outright after the fish man has finished and tries to leave and his truck spins its wheels in the red clay of the pond’s edge, sliding a few inches toward the water with each gunning of the engine. My father has been standing to the side of the goings-on, leaning on a cane and observing from under the brim of his black Stetson, the camera he calls his “shoot and run” holstered to his belt. Once the truck is clearly stuck, he switches into action mode.
Take me to the shed, he commands. We drive up and out of the woods, through the pasture gate, and to a tilting equipment shed that came with the property. I park facing its wood double doors, and Dad stays in the Isuzu, directing me through the piles and cobwebs in search of a towing chain. I find only a twisted wire cable, stiff with age and disuse. Clearly dissatisfied but without other options, he orders me back to the truck, back around the cow gate, back through the pasture, and down to the embedded truck.
At this point, my father decides to drive. He pulls himself up into the driver’s seat by the steering wheel, his arms doing the bulk of the work, his legs trailing behind. He thrusts the Trooper into four-wheel drive and backs it close to the embedded truck’s front bumper. The fish man finds enough give in the old cable to fasten the two vehicles together, and his wife stands a few yards away, puffing on a cigarette with new vigor. Rev, rev, rev. Nothing. Not even a budge. Revvvvvv. A burning smell seeps out from the Isuzu’s hood. Dad gets the fish man to unhook the vehicles and orders me back behind the wheel. Back we go to the shed, where Dad unfolds himself, picking up each leg with his hands in order to set it on the ground. He approaches the John Deere, a thirty-year-old tractor he bought after reading a farm bulletin that promoted diesel-motored equipment as a prophylactic against an anticipated fuel shortage. Dad bought it from the man across the road, whose extensive collection of used farm equipment borders on the pathological.
Dad tries to climb onto the John Deere’s driving platform but can’t reach its seat, mounted a good four feet above the ground. He tries to swing his legs, to lift them, hands gripping the seat and steering wheel, knuckles blanching as he tries to hoist himself up.
Shit, he says.
I have been trained over a lifetime and by this man not to interfere at such tense moments, but to stand completely still, to cause no distractions, to breathe quietly, and to say nothing. I have also been taught to be helpful. I step in.
Here, I say. I can get you up there.
I crouch underneath him, the lower half of my back wedged under his rear end. I start to count aloud, making one and two into two-syllable warm-up words. Wuh-un…Too-oo… He joins in, and at the one-syllable burst of three, I push upward. On this first try, thank goodness, he makes it. For a moment, the tension is broken. We are effervescent with success.
The engine turns over after several false starts, and Dad drives back to the pond. I run ahead to the pasture gate so I can close it after him. I watch his face as he passes. As he thins and ages and ails, Dad looks more like Granddaddy, when he was close to the end of his own life. Dad’s upper lip is a half circle facing down, his bottom lip a horizontal, unbending line.
Once hitched, the tractor merely rocks the fish man’s truck in the muddy furrows its wheels have formed, and on the biggest heave-ho sets it sliding sideways, several feet closer to the water’s edge.
Dad, usually dogged beyond reason, has had enough. We call the local towing company from my cell phone and request a wrecker. We drive the tractor back to the shed and leave the fish man and his fumy companion to wait by the pond while we return to the house. An hour passes, and as I drive out to pick up the midday meal from Tillman’s (Thursday is fried pork chops, thin as a dime, and if I’m lucky, sweet and earthy boiled rutabaga on the side), I can see through the pine trees that the wrecker, an impossibly big truck in a land of big trucks, is working away at its task. When I return ten minutes later, the wrecker and the fish man are gone.
But not forgotten. Storytelling is a Funderburg pastime, the way other families once might have gathered around a radio or sung hymns. Key elements include self-deprecation, suspense, and endless marveling at natural or mechanical wonders. How big those carp were! How quickly the catfish slid down that chute and into the water! We depict each other and ourselves as characters who frequently straddle the line between haplessness and ingenuity, both of which are substantially embellished. As long as no one has come to bodily harm, mishaps and embroilments constitute the farm’s canon. Stories are replayed and further embellished for newcomers, visitors, whoever comes within hearing range. By the end of a trip, any of us can tell any story, our actual participation immaterial.
FRIDAY IS AN EASY DAY. We’re waiting for the pig to be delivered and then for John and Claudia—whose deep cultural identification with being Jewish in no way precludes a love for pork—to come prepare it. I’m a good cook, but my interests lean more toward outcome than art. My husband and our friend, on the other hand, are fierce, inventive, and impassioned at the stove. Also bossy. The combined force of their talent and opinions is too much for me, and when they get together in a kitchen, I find reasons to go elsewhere. Until plates hit the table.
To quell my father’s back-seat hosting and finger-wagging aphorisms, which include, Leave nothing to chance and The challenge is in the moment; the time is always now, I have stopped by Tillman’s to confirm the three-thirty pig delivery time, tabulated charcoal needs, inventoried paper napkin reserves, and searched the Web for recipes that will approximate the citrus, garlic, and cumin mojo marinade one traditionally injects into a Caja China pig. For the task, my father has somehow procured not one but two veterinary injection needles. I raise practical and logistical questions. How many bags of ice will we need to keep the pig cool overnight? What’s the forecast?
Call Troy, Dad says in answer to each query, then barks out only the last four digits of Troy’s telephone number, since all of Monticello shares the same area code and three-digit exchange.
Troy is the fifth of eight children (Bubba, the second). After fifty years of working in a Connecticut textile factory, ending up as a foreman and union leader, Troy retired, and he and his wife, Dorothy, born and raised in Monticello, came back home to live next door to her retired schoolteacher sister and mother. Actually, the sister and mother live two doors away, but Troy and Dorothy own the house in between and keep it empty. They don’t want to be bothered with tenants.
We call it our closet, Dorothy says.
Troy took over caretaking my father’s property after Bubba got sick. The terms of the arrangement have shifted slightly in that Dad pays Troy for his labor and Troy, more outgoing than his brother, takes a more active role in the care of the house, in the directing of the twins, in the planning of projects and anticipating maintenance needs, from water pumps to lawn mower blades. In the wake of Dad’s disintegrating health, Troy keeps the farm going.
For an hourly wage that is left to Troy to track, he does some mowing, some minor repairs, a lot of checking up on things, and various pond-related tasks, from filling Dad’s motorized wildlife feeders to testing the pond’s algae levels. As soon as Dad comes into town, sometimes before going to the farm, he’ll head for the Johnsons’ house to resolve outstanding debts.
Got to keep the money straight, he’ll say to Troy.
If Dad orders something while in Pennsylvania, he has it sent to Troy’s. Exhibit A: La Caja China. Troy has been curious about it ever since the two fifty-pound shipping boxes containing its unassembled parts arrived. He wants to see the thing in action, and he says he’s going to be there on Saturday from start to finish. Any kind of pig roasting requires that one be in attendance through the entire enterprise, Troy says, primarily to stand around, drinking beer and talking trash.
Friday afternoon and thirty minutes ahead of schedule, Ben Tillman pulls up to the garage of 354 Fellowship Road in a glossy black Chevy 1500, his truck bed lined in corrugated plastic and filled with a plastic cooler and a plastic-swaddled pig, forty-eight inches of pale pink flesh stamped by government inspectors and curved into a semifetal position.
Ben is close to forty, although I'm not sure on which side of it, balding and close-cropped. His well-fed stomach stretches the fabric of his blue T-shirt, and his skin is as pink as, maybe pinker than, the pig’s. Troy happens to be at the house. He’s come to pick up two largemouth bass I’ve caught but
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