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			Introduction

			In the summer of 2004, as I was juggling a baby and freelancing on the side, President George W. Bush was barreling toward reelection. Democrats were beside themselves that Teresa Heinz Kerry’s uncharismatic housewife, John Kerry, couldn’t run away in the polls against a man they hated with every ounce of their withered, coexist-bumper-stickered souls. Not only were conservatives still popular, but President Bush’s wartime brand of God-fearing Midwestern conservatism gathered applause at every campaign stop (though the big spending and expansion of government would later tarnish his legacy due to Tea Party criticisms).

			That’s why they pushed a near nobody named Thomas Frank onto the best-seller list and kept him there for nearly five months with a book called What’s the Matter with Kansas? Frank had traveled around his family’s home state trying to discover why liberals were not popular in a state where Democrats had ruled a century before. His book got some things right, like the disconnect between many Republicans in Congress and the citizens they claimed to represent. He got bigger things wrong, however, like his thesis that those citizens would eventually realize their opinions were all wrong and would turn into progressives exactly like him.

			What’s remarkable about the book, though, isn’t where he ended up; it’s where he started. The coastal city dwellers knew so little about people in a state like Kansas that they were eager to read the ramblings of anyone willing to go there and translate. They were as curious and ignorant as Columbus sailing for the New World, and those coastals turned a book about malls and cornfields and cities too small for Minor League Baseball fields into a best seller.

			This book is just one example of a media strategy we’ve seen employed countless times before and since: Send a reporter out to ’Murica and see if he can explain what the heck these people do without Cuban-Indonesian fusion restaurants, appletinis, juice bars, and SoulCycle.

			This would all be funny if the coastal elite didn’t run this country.

			 • • • 
Whenever coastal snobs lecture the rest of America about a problem that requires social engineering, that problem resembles what the rest of us call “real life.”

			Growing up, I never viewed church as some sociological, political force, some graceless entity that required containment, something that extended beyond a simple moral code that every successful society needs to achieve success. Church was the place we heard the preacher tell us that despite our imperfections, we were still loved. It was the place that dispatched a shepherd of God to hold my grandmother’s hand when she was too proud to weep and make it right with Jesus in front of her family on her deathbed. It was the place where people came together after my grandmother died and cooked hot meals for my family, who were too distraught to think of much else. When the patriarch of our family finally fell away, it was church people, the congregation, who surrounded us, comforted us, made the day-to-day functions of living a little more tolerable in a sea of grief. It was where baby showers were held for the preacher’s daughter and for the daughter of the congregation who became pregnant out of wedlock. It was the parking lot where the turtle races were held during the summer festival.

			I also never viewed guns as an “epidemic.” They were what brought venison sausage to my family’s table. They were what protected my life and the life of my family members one late-summer night as I slept in Grandma and Grandpa’s bed. A mile away my aunt’s estranged husband tried to kill her and threatened to follow her to my grandparents’ house as she raced through the dark woods in nothing but a nightshirt to escape. It was the silhouette of my navy-veteran grandfather and his shotgun on the moonlit porch that ended the threat a full twenty minutes before the law arrived. Guns were what gave me safety and peace of mind while raising two babies in St. Louis when my neighbors and I discovered that a drug den had opened down the street.

			The military is what one of my cousins admirably did after high school graduation, not some ridiculous topic of “imperialism” that hipster-suited coastals debate sans experience with authority at cocktail parties in our nation’s capital. The summer before my sixth-grade year our family threw him a party on the riverbank, replete with a huge bonfire. Every night I watched the news about George H. W. Bush’s campaign in Iraq because it felt like we were tracking my cousin’s movements on TV. My grandfather had been a gunner on the USS Alabama and with some prodding would tell fascinating tales about his time at sea. There isn’t a family in Flyover Nation without military associations.

			Caring for the environment is what my grandpa and family did every day, tending to cows, preventing overgrazing, growing crops, and controlling the predator population so that the population of each woodland denizen was at a healthy level. Mismanaging the land might mean your family went hungry for a season or you didn’t have meat in your freezer. That’s true conservation, not the religion of recycling preached by coastals who’ve never had to live off the land in the way that Flyover has for generations. People in Flyover develop a reverence for the land and wildlife in their care. Even now I can say without a doubt that southern Missouri is one of the most beautiful places on earth, if not the most beautiful. My childhood memories are of running through fields during the golden hour as the sun set, eating fresh watercress from the spring, catching tadpoles and crawfish in the Black River, going to bed with a belly full of venison and the smell of a wood fire in the air. You ask me to describe heaven and that’s what I’d tell you. It’s miles away from the freakish image coastal elites have concocted of Flyover.

			When people in Flyover identify a problem, it’s usually a problem they’ve seen up close. So we create workable solutions. What we consider problems and what coastal elites consider problems are vastly different things. I’ve noticed on the East and West Coasts, whenever a problem is identified the solution is always to appeal to government, and the more the solution costs, the better the solution. Not to mention that these solutions always include some limitation of the rights of others. A criminal illegally obtained and used a firearm to commit a crime? Certainly we must pass more restrictive gun laws for the law abiding to follow and the criminals to ignore! When the subject of gun homicide arises, the solution from the coasts is to always penalize the only people who actually go and get background checks and don’t unlawfully carry. It never includes waging a campaign against the corrupt judge who reduced a felon’s unlawful-carry gun charge to mere probation, which let him back on the street to reoffend, or disbarment of the judge who reduced a ten-year prison sentence for a straw purchaser to 180 days’ house arrest. Increasing background checks on private, in-state transfers isn’t going to impact criminal possession when criminals are barred from carrying anyway, much less purchasing. Not to mention that the message is contradictory: Everytown, a Michael Bloomberg–funded anti–Second Amendment group claims it’s about saving kids, yet its political director, Matt Burgess, is also the political director for Planned Parenthood. Some reasoning Olympics must be involved to justify that contradiction. Perhaps the goal is to achieve fewer victims of gun violence by ensuring fewer of them make it out of the womb. But just “do something,” they implore.

			“Do something” isn’t a slogan. It’s a whine.

			In Flyover it’s believed criminals should be punished. On the East and West Coasts a doctrine of “rehabilitation” has taken root. Of course, they have to believe in it in order to reduce their out-of-control prison populations. Criminals thrive on such indulgence.

			The East and West Coasts have difficulty reducing the abstraction of simple concepts like church, firearms, race relations/Black Lives Matter, conservation, ending rape culture, and Occupy Wall Street (OWS) to concrete, tangible solutions. A bunch of hippies camped out on Wall Street and defecated on cop cars. A lot of good that did anyone. What did they accomplish? Nothing. Black Lives Matter makes it a societal crime to suggest that all lives are equal and thus matter. They’ve demanded segregated spaces on college campuses, à la the sixties. What is the point? Third-wave feminists think it’s a human rights issue that they have to pay for their own birth control pills, which explicitly concern sexual recreation. Every problem is always met as a civil rights issue, from hurt feelings to lack of participation trophies and the expectation that we live in a meritocracy. It’s always met with some sort of protest where the same chants and slogans of the past fifty years are rehashed. Protests have turned into tantrums; coastals don’t even know how to protest. The point of a protest is to bring awareness to a particular issue and use that momentum to effect actual, lasting change. OWS changed nothing, and Black Lives Matter only made it taboo to publicly state that every human is worthy of life, the opposite of the equality spirit its organizers claim motivates them. If left to the East and West Coasts, every problem would be met with government intervention and require much federal spending. In a materialistic culture, money thrown at problems is like fairy dust that makes it all better. The East and West Coasts don’t like the market-directed minimum wage? Then petition the government to artificially increase the wages for menial labor, outpacing the pay of EMTs in certain areas, and increase the prices of the goods produced (goods mainly relied upon by those in lower income brackets) to justify them. Make said products more expensive so that the demand decreases and the business struggles to keep its doors open and employees on the payroll. Most of these pinkies-out, cocktail-drinking appletini fans selfishly entertain these grandiose plans of economic equality without realizing their negative impact on the very people they publicly pride themselves on helping. It’s the true class warfare that’s being ignored: the appropriation of middle-class struggles as a justification for implementing bigger government.

			Coastal elites glom on to issues like the above just as they do branding. Using Apple products suggests something different from using a PC; claiming you’re for certain issues brands you too, in an era where everything is all marketing and no soul. Meanwhile, in Flyover it’s all soul and no marketing, which is why our values and ideas have been so underserved and underrepresented all these years. These are issues we know intimately. Coastals know about guns because they watched The Matrix; Flyover knows them because they got an NRA junior membership and a deer rifle as a gift for their thirteenth birthday. Coastal elites champion factory workers from Hollywood; Flyover knows them because their mom worked the night shift in a granola bar factory and one of the perks was trash bags of granola bars for each employee to bring home every Friday. For Flyover these are real issues, not just themes paraded on the Sunday talk show circuit; this is what Flyover wakes up to, lives with, and goes to sleep with each evening. It’s hard to abstract and overanalyze what you live. It’s not just a cultural difference; it’s a difference in realities.

			Imagine how different our politics would look if the DC smart set spent a little time out here in the real America with the hoi polloi. Imagine if just a few of them came next Sunday and sat in the pew with you.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			You Can’t Unfriend Family

			When I was a kid a giant poster of New York City hung in my room. It was a poster of the Brooklyn Bridge at night, the city lit up like the Fourth of July behind it and in the bottom right corner a dimly lit riverfront street I didn’t know. The poster took up half the width of my bedroom wall at my home in southern Missouri. To me it represented everything my rural community south of St. Louis did not: excitement, adventure, opportunity, sophistication. Everything I knew about New York came from The Baby-Sitters Club: Stacey’s Mistake (No. 18). I wanted to picnic in Central Park. I wanted to see the museums and eat lox and bagels. But when I visited Manhattan for the first time, my childhood dream was shattered, because no matter how large my poster was, it couldn’t convey the size of the city. I felt like the buildings were long fingers clasping over me, and I couldn’t see the wide-open sky. It was pointless to drive a car anywhere, and the first time I tried to relax in Central Park two homeless people fought in front of me and everywhere smelled like urine and pretzels. The childhood Dana took down that Brooklyn Bridge poster from her mind’s bedroom wall.

			I never realized my attachment to that wide-open Flyover sky until I had to do without it. As much as I wanted to love and fall in love with NYC, I couldn’t. My very first visit to the city left me overwhelmed. I was in town to appear on Wendy Williams’s television show. The staff was wonderful and gracious; they put me up at the W in midtown, and some band booked on Jimmy Fallon’s late-night show played me to sleep in Times Square. There were so many people and so many things and advertisements and cars and noise that I went to Sbarro, got a slice of pizza, and holed up in my room for the rest of the day watching the city parade past, many stories up, through the glass. I got more adventurous with every visit, although my views of the city were mainly limited to what I could see through the tinted windows of a studio-hired car en route to this or that network. I’ve been to NYC more times than I can count at this point, but every time I go I take a big breath as the bridge dumps me out of Queens and into Manhattan. I also can’t sleep without a white-noise machine that plays crickets and frogs.

			My childhood was fraught with upheaval, a tempestuous childhood of domestic violence that resulted in a struggling single-parent household in Flyover. My mother worked in the city because the jobs were in the city, not in the rolling hills and green pastures of the rural farmland where she and the rest of my family originated and still live. I was angry at her for having us live so far from everyone we knew. I hated my elementary school and the kids who didn’t like me: I was small for my age, reed thin, and unremarkable in every way. From my mother’s feminist, leftist perspective, in rural America you were either a wife, a waitress, or a bank teller at the small branch in town—or you got lucky and scored a job as a makeup artist for the local mortician, as my mother’s best friend did after high school. The city offered more opportunities for employment (for her) and education (for me). Every weekend we’d make the two-and-a-half hour journey back to “the country,” as we simply called it, the nouveau city mice visiting the country mice. Every weekend my spirit was restored in a tiny one-room church, playing in the creek with my cousins, catching fireflies at dusk, and sleeping at the foot of my grandparents’ woodstove as the sound of crickets lulled me to sleep; in the winter it was the sound of complete silence from the woods buried in snow. Nothing was ever so wonderful as being in the Ozarks. My cousins were cared for after school by my aunts, older cousins, and Grandmother. They grew up spending every day, not just weekends and summers, playing in the creek, picking corn, naming Grandpa’s goats, chasing Grandma’s pheasants when she wasn’t looking. Their caregivers consisted of familiar places, familiar locations.

			Everyone in the family knew where each grandkid was at any given point in the day. My cousins had one another at school during the day. If you messed with one, you messed with all. They attended one another’s basketball and volleyball games; they cheered wildly whenever a cousin made a basket or scored a point. They rooted for one another at the town’s annual beauty pageant and gathered at Grandma and Grandpa’s beforehand to dress that year’s appointed female cousin in the best gown and makeup the Ozarks had to offer. They attended church together and sat next to one another, filling up half the pews in the sanctuary. If you didn’t have a father figure in your life there was Grandpa, a bevy of uncles, and older cousins there to fill the role. Everyone always had a partner at recess, company at dinner, a shoulder on which to cry, a hand to hold, a ride from school. They were separated from me by hours of asphalt and rolling hills.

			In the city, no one knew who I was or to whom I belonged. An endless string of teenage girls babysat me after school. I felt no particular attachment to any of them. One time one of them forgot to make me lunch and instead made out with her boyfriend on my mom’s bed. I turned up the television so Heathcliff would drown out their noises and then ran outside and down the steps to the sidewalk in front of our house, where I sat on the bottom step and embraced my knees. There was no one to whom I could run. I had no tribe. The neighbors on our left were a poor family whose daughter smoked pot and whose bedroom consisted of a mattress and rainbow curtains; her parents fought at night and I could hear her mother’s every scream. The neighbors to our right were a family who seemed to find themselves in our hovelly hood due to hard times, and they kept to themselves. My mother did the best she could for me. I hid the transgressions of babysitters so that she wouldn’t worry while she slaved away at one of the three jobs she worked so we could avoid taking government handouts.

			No one knew me at school. I didn’t fit in with the preps, the burnouts, the jocks; I didn’t even fit in with the weirdos, which made me the weirdest weirdo of all. I ate lunch alone and pretended that people at my school who remotely looked like me were family members. I sat on the bus alone and no one noticed me. Literally. One day I forgot to get off at my stop and was too small for the driver to see. My mom and the school found me a couple of hours later, crying in my seat in the dark bus shed. It’s amazing how you can feel lonelier in a city than in the country. In the city you’re isolated by all of the nameless faces and the noise of their conversations. Everyone around you does what you do, so no one stands apart.

			During recess I swung. It was a solo activity. I would swing higher and higher until I could look down the hill at the long drive that led up to my elementary school. I’d imagine my mom’s green Oldsmobile coming up that windy drive to collect me early from school and take me away back down south to our family. Every Friday that’s what she did: She picked me up after school and we’d escape. We’d eat sandwiches, or if I was lucky, I’d eat a McDonald’s Happy Meal in the car. There wasn’t time to stop and eat anywhere; Mom wanted to be on the road and get to the country as badly as I did. I’d hand her fries while she drove. We’d chase the last stretch of sunbeams across the plains until the white lines on the highway were all I could see. I’d drift off to sleep and wouldn’t wake up until I could hear the crunch of Grandma and Grandpa’s gravel drive under the well-worn tires of our thirdhand car.

			Waking up on Saturday morning at Grandma and Grandpa’s was magical. Sometimes I would be so tired that I’d sleep through the rooster’s crow, but Grandma’s bacon and eggs would wake me up every time. I’d get out of bed and make my way down the hall to their sun-drenched living room. I’d hug Grandpa first because he was always in his recliner, watching wrestling and drinking coffee.

			“Are they treating you nice up there?” he’d always ask. I’d always answer yes, even if it wasn’t true. I think he knew when it wasn’t, but Grandpa never pried. He was selectively half deaf from firing .50 caliber guns on the USS Alabama during World War II. He would pretend not to hear you when he didn’t want to but always amazed us with what he would hear and inquire about later. After Grandpa, I’d find Grandma in the kitchen and hang on her waist while she fried eggs. My grandmother was a micromanaging matriarch with a terrible temper, but no one fiercely loved and protected their brood like this woman did. She would kiss my head and tell me that she’d made sure to fill the cookie jar before we arrived. Mom would sit at the kitchen table, smoking a cigarette while Grandma cooked. Mom would brief Grandma on everything during those Saturday mornings when I slept in: her divorce, her work, my school, how we were doing. After breakfast we dressed, and then by noon the entire family would descend on my grandparents’ house. It was a Saturday tradition. The adults would visit and we kids would tear loose throughout the hills and valleys around Grandma and Grandpa’s property.

			Where I lived was very different from the country, where the Quik Mart owner, canoe rental proprietor, gas station attendant, town preacher, and everyone else recognized me without even hearing my family name, all because I had the family looks: dark hair, large dark eyes, olive skin, and a slender build.

			“I know you. You’re Gale’s daughter,” one would say. “You look just like all of ’em.”

			“Well, I’ll be,” said another. “You’re the spittin’ image of ’em all.” They’d watch me and my cousins with amusement as we’d walk into the store barefoot, fresh from the creek, and pick up Sixlets and cream sodas before unfurling damp, wadded-up dollars on the counter to pay for them. There’s a certain credit you carry when everyone knows your family. In the city your family name means nothing to anyone. Down here, down in these dark crevices of the Missouri hills, it means inclusion, belonging, familiarity, legacy. Family isn’t perfect. You can’t unfriend family; you can’t unfollow them. They are yours. They are mine. And I know in my soul that if ever I found myself in a situation, my family would be there, just as I would be for them. My cousin once heard about threats I’d received and messaged me that he would “come to the city and sit on your porch with my shotgun.” I cried for an hour straight. My Flyover family. They were bred for the woods, for the prairies, bred to live off nature, to fight, and to love. They live in one of the most beautiful parts of the United States, a place people don’t see unless they look down from their plane windows at thirty thousand feet.

			Aside from faith, name, looks, and mannerisms, I shared something else with my family: their politics. The stereotype is that country bumpkins are just one big Republican voting bloc. They’ve never met my family. I’ve said before that Bill Clinton was the second man after my father to screw me over, and it started me down a path of political self-discovery. My faith and my politics are intertwined because, you see, one led me to the other. It was my biggest vulnerability that drove me to God and to a deeper understanding of self-sustainability and responsibility.

			I came from a broken home. I am a statistic in that regard. I had a horrible relationship with my father that followed me into my adulthood and nearly killed me spiritually. The entire first half of my life was tainted by its effect on me. I allowed it to control me. I hated men, I hated marriage, I never wanted children, and I believed that the only good place for a woman to be was on her own. I was rude to men, I was cruel to boys I dated, I was angry at the world, and I felt that the entire universe owed me a giant apology. I was uncomfortable in the homes of friends who had intact families. It didn’t help that I had friends whose parents viewed me as damaged goods because I had a single mom at home. They went to big churches and prayed to God, but I didn’t see any fruits of their faith in their hushed tones and condescending looks whenever my mother would collect me from their house in her old car. I resented them, I resented their faith, and I resented their wealth. I resented that they always had family in the stands cheering them on at track meets while it was rare for someone to be there for me. I raged at God in prayer.

			Why did I get the shaft, God?! I would mentally scream. Why did you do this to me? I thought you were omnipotent! He just took it. He took all of it. Over the period of a few years He began to soften my heart (a child’s heart!) to the point where I could open a Bible and read it. And I did. The first Bible I read was the giant Bible my grandma and grandpa kept on their coffee table. Some people keep art books or magazines on their coffee tables, but at my grandparents’ house they kept a giant Bible. It was in a wooden box specially made for them by a cousin in shop class. Every now and then I saw Grandpa reading through it. (We later learned, after Grandpa got sick, that he hated banks and kept a sizable amount of money in his Bible. His reasoning was that “no heathen is going to take it.”) I picked it up one weekend and spent an entire night reading the Gospels. That’s how my journey began. I went to Sunday school and church with my grandma, aunts, and assorted cousins. It was a tiny little Baptist church in the hills with three rooms: one for worship and two classrooms for adults and kids in the basement. My family aren’t what I’d call “holy rollers,” but Grandpa would crack you with some Scripture when needed. It was from this that I asked my mom to start taking me to church. Mom picked up another job on certain weekends, so whenever she couldn’t drive south she’d take me to church near our house. From there I attended church camp and was saved. The absence of a father figure in my life had created an abyss in my heart so deep that I almost couldn’t function. Without even realizing what I was doing, I began seeking out a way to fill it and through this pain found my faith. I may not have had an earthly father, but I have a Father in heaven. I was saved at a country Baptist church camp when I was eleven. I am still growing in my faith to this day. It has not been without bumps along the way, particularly during my teenage years, but it has been my relationship with Christ alone that has brought me to where I am now.

			It all began in my grandparents’ living room with their coffee table Bible.

			 • • • 
My family and other families in Flyover Nation have an odd tradition. For someone who dies in Flyover, popularity is measured in three ways: the number of flowers delivered to the funeral home for the wake/visitation, the length of the funeral procession, and the number of trinkets that cover a grave site in the years after someone dies.

			An aunt of mine is family-famous for once encouraging family members to drive separate cars so it looked as though there were more people turning out for another family member’s burial. When attending other visitations, it is not remarkable to see people taking inventory of who sent flowers and the sizes of the bouquets. If so-and-so sends Dorothy Smith’s wake a big bouquet and sends someone else’s only a peace lily—and so-and-so knows both in equal measure—there will be a cold war. Everyone knows that the peace lily is the lazy funeral flower. For instance, you do not send a peace lily to a close friend’s or family member’s visitation. It’s the middle finger, the I don’t care of funeral botanicals. If you don’t send a family member visitation flowers for their loss, you might as well go and burn their house down and shoot their dog, such is the offense. The unwritten rule is that a person is on the hook for visitation flowers by twenty-one years of age. My mother once called eleventy frillion times in one week to make sure that I had ordered visitation flowers for Great-Great Aunt So-and-so (whom I could remember only for always having coral lipstick on her dentures), and what time would they arrive? My uncles had their own tradition, much to the funeral home owner’s chagrin, of tucking a bottle of Busch beer between the body and the casket lining. In the town where my family originates, there is one undertaker and one funeral home. I always facetiously imagined him rubbing his hands together and counting his money as he watched the families in town gray and wither.

			This flower business may sound wasteful, but where I’m from you want to live a good and generous life and you want everyone to know you were loved and respected for it. By “everyone” we mean everyone whose life you personally touched. Of no importance is how big the paper ran your obituary or whether anyone famous attended your funeral. Even though we believe our dearly departed have moved on to a better place, funerals are always heavy, somber, and emotional events. In certain parts of Flyover they serve double duty as family reunions, revivals, and theatrical performances, particularly in my family. It used to embarrass me, but in hindsight I view it as an extraordinary, unique quality of my family (but not to the point where I can’t wait for the next death to witness it again). I hesitated for a bit to introduce my husband to my family. I had just turned twenty-one and we were engaged. My family was overjoyed simply because they had thought that either I was a lesbian or no man would take on the challenge of marrying me. When they got wind of Chris, my grandma said her prayers had been answered and one of my particularly frisky and liquoriffic aunts immediately asked when I was going to bring him down to meet all the kin. Unfortunately, before all of this was to happen my great-uncle, who lived in St. Louis, died. It was the rare relative who lived in the city, so the entire family was making the trek from down south to up north. I told Chris that I would see him later that weekend, as my family would be arriving soon and I needed to attend the visitation and funeral.

			“Well, I am going too,” he said.

			“Oh, no, you’re not,” I replied.

			“Oh, yes, I am,” he countered. “You’re my fiancée. I want to be there for you and your family.” His poor, sweet little heart had no idea what it was asking. After some back-and-forth I conceded and resolved myself to being single after he met my family—at a visitation—for the first time. I coached him before the Friday-evening visitation.

			“First,” I instructed sharply, “do not make eye contact with any wailing people. If someone falls, step over them.”

			“If someone falls . . . ?”

			“Step over them.”

			He was incredulous.

			The day arrived and my family piled into the small sanctuary at the funeral home in the city. Most of them had crammed themselves into as few cars as possible, as all my aunts were terrified of driving anywhere beyond the reaches of southern Missouri. Then my grandmother arrived. Most of the women in the family have always taken their lead from Grandma. If Oscars were awarded for performances not given on screen, the woman would be the most awarded thespian in all of the craft. Sometimes it was genuine emotion, but mostly she just liked the attention. I heard her sobbing before she even entered the room. She walked past, hanging on the arm of a second cousin, and made her way up to my great-uncle’s casket.

			Then the wailing began.

			Grandma threw herself on the casket and screamed, “Why, God, why?”

			“Because he was old and unwell?” I offered under my breath. An uncle elbowed me. Chris was stunned.

			Other family members joined the Wailing. That was the signal to me, my cousins, and most of the men in the room to exit. Chris was on my arm and we made our way to the exit, which, unfortunately, was by the casket and the Wailing.

			Chris was so close.

			Just as we were at the home stretch, Grandma cast a cursory glance around the room before crumpling to the floor. I stepped around her. Chris did not. He was suckered. In the safety of the foyer our group of escapees took inventory of our numbers.

			“Oh no . . .” I said softly.

			“What is it?” asked a cousin.

			“Chris. He stopped . . . he stopped to pick her up.”

			“Newbie,” said an uncle as the rest murmured in agreement. About fifteen minutes later Grandma was escorted through the door clutching Chris’s arm. She shot me a baleful look as she passed while Chris looked concerned but horrified.

			“Well, she got him,” said another cousin. I thought for sure he’d ask for the ring back in the parking lot.

			“I won’t judge you until you come to one of my family reunions,” he said before hugging me.

			 • • • 
In my family’s town there is a process for death. Oftentimes family will elect to have home hospice, as in the case of my grandmother, and have the family member pass at home. Home births, why not home deaths? The family preacher comes to visit, often bringing a handkerchief with which to wipe his brow after a furious prayer session. Family gathers, food is delivered, and everyone pretends that they’re not just staring and watching for the death mask.

			What I experienced at visitations
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