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“It’s been decades since I’ve read a literary offering like Dear William. Through inventive storytelling and heart bursting revelations, David Magee welcomes us into the making and near breaking of an American family. Tone is one of the hardest narrative tools to responsibly wield. The tone here is breathtakingly brilliant, carrying us into unexpected depths of despair and concentrated layers of joy. Walk with this book, consider new beginnings and ends of loss, and be forever changed.”

—Kiese Laymon, author of Heavy and Carnegie Medal winner

“David Magee passionately brings to life a story of joy and devastation—one that invites the reader into a world of boundless love and sacrifice. I feel so lucky to bear witness to this vital recollection. This powerful and revelatory memoir plants seeds for a future in which his son’s legacy becomes synonymous with the word love.”

—Aimee Nezhukumatathil, New York Times bestselling author of World of Wonders

“Dear William is a staggering and generous gift. Here, David Magee documents and illuminates an epic American family saga. In the writing, he translates pain into revelation, loss into propulsion, tortured despair into buoyant hope.”

—John T. Edge, author of The Potlikker Papers and host of True South

“Dear William educated me as a parent, dazzled me as a writer, and moved me as a human. This book is a big, soulful account, told with fearless honesty and insight. David Magee’s ardent-hearted journey will inspire all.”

—Tom Franklin, New York Times bestselling author of Crooked Letter, Crooked Letter

“Dear William is big and bold. It is heartbreaking and unflinching, a story of loss and grief and pain that knocks us to the floor yet lifts us back up to somehow face the world. A remarkable story.”

—John Archibald, Pulitzer Prize–winning columnist and author of Shaking the Gates of Hell

“David Magee connects with parents and students on the topic of substance misuse and personal responsibility like few people I have witnessed. He started a movement … and he hasn’t let up since—inspiring students and parents as a speaker and starting a university wellness center. His voice resonates with vulnerability and common sense, with a story every parent and every student can benefit from.”

—Dr. Brandi Hephner LaBanc, Vice Chancellor for Student Affairs, University of Massachusetts
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Introduction

The officer standing in the doorway raised his arm when I stepped forward, blocking my entrance to my son’s apartment. I tried to peer over his blue-uniformed shoulder to gaze around the corner to where the body of my son sat on the couch. My precious William—I saw him take his first breaths at birth, and I’d cried as I looked down at him and pledged to keep him safe forever. Now, within a day of his final breath, I wanted to see him again.

“Please,” I said to the officer.

“Listen,” he said, and I dragged my eyes from straining to see William to the officer’s face. His brown eyes were stern but not unkind. “You don’t want to see this.”

“I do,” I said. “It’s my son.”

He glanced over his shoulder, then back at me. “Death isn’t pretty,” he said. “He’s bloated. His bowels turned loose. That’s what happens when people die and are left alone for a day or more.”

I didn’t say anything. I couldn’t.

“And there’s something else,” he said.

“What?”

“He’s still got a $20 bill rolled up in his hand used for whatever he was snorting.”

I felt the pavement beneath my feet seem to tilt. I reached to steady myself on the splintered doorjamb one of the officers had forced open with a crowbar just minutes before.

At his hip, the officer’s radio squawked. I knew the ambulance would be here soon. “Your son—we found him with his iPad in his lap. It looks like he was checking his email to see what time he was due at work in the morning.”

Yes, William was proud of holding down that job at the Apple Store. He was trying to turn things around.

“It’s typical, really,” the officer continued. “That’s how addicts are. Snorting a fix while hoping to do right and get to work the next day. It’s always about the moment.”

This past year, William had been the chief trainer at the Apple Store, and he’d been talking again about heading to law school, the old dream seeming possible once more now that he was sober. He seemed to have put the troubles of the previous year, with his fits and starts in treatment, behind him. They’d kicked William out of one center in Colorado because he drank a bottle of cough syrup. Another center tossed him out because he and a fellow rehabber successfully schemed over two weeks to purchase one fentanyl pill each from someone in the community with a dental appointment. They swallowed their pills in secret, but glassy eyes ratted them out to other patients, who alerted counselors. When asked, William confessed, hoping the admission might move the counselors to give him a second chance. But they sent him packing back to Nashville, where his rehab treatment had begun. One counselor advised us to let William go homeless. “We’ll drop him off at the Salvation Army with his clothing and $10,” he said. “Often, that’s what it takes.”

We knew that kind of tough-love, hit-rock-bottom stance might be right, but our parental training couldn’t stomach abandoning our son to sleep at the Salvation Army. Instead, my wife and I drove five hours from our home in Mississippi to Nashville to pick him up. He was fidgety but he hugged us firmly, looking into our eyes. We took him to dinner at Ruth’s Chris Steak House, and, Lord, it felt good to see his broad smile, our twenty-two-year-old son adoring us with warm, brown eyes. We told stories and laughed and smiled and swore the bites of rib eye drenched in hot butter were the best we’d ever had.

The next morning, after deep sleep at a Hampton Inn under a thick white comforter with the air conditioner turned down so low William chuckled that he could see his breath, we found a substance treatment program willing to give him another chance.

“This dance from one treatment center to another isn’t unusual,” a counselor explained at intake. “Parents drop their child off for a thirty-day treatment and assume it’s going to be thirty days. But that’s just the tip of the iceberg.” My wife and I exchanged a look; that’s exactly what we’d thought the first time we got William treatment. Thirty days and we’d have our boy home, safe and healthy.

The counselor continued, “If opiates and benzos are involved, it often takes eight or nine thirty-day stays before they find the rhythm of sobriety and self-assuredness. The hard part for them is staying alive that long.”

When we left William in Nashville for that first thirty-day treatment, weeks before Thanksgiving, we imagined we’d have him home for Christmas. In early December, we bought presents that we expected to share, sitting around the tree with our family of five blissfully together. But William needed more treatment. Thanksgiving turned into Christmas, and Christmas turned into the new year, and the new year turned into spring. We missed William so much, but finally, the treatment was beginning to stick. We saw progress in William’s eyes during rare visits, the hollowness carved by substances slowly refilling with remnants of his soul.

Now, when parents ask me how they can tell if their kid is on drugs, I say, “Look into their eyes.” Eyes reveal the truth, and eyes cannot hide lies and pain. In William’s eyes, we saw hopeful glimmers that matched improved posture and demeanor. Progress, however, can become the addict’s worst enemy since renewed strength signals opportunity. Addicts go to rehab because substances knocked them down, yet once they are out of treatment and are feeling more confident, they forget just how quickly they can be knocked down again.

Yet we, too, were feeling confident about William’s prospects. He’d always been scrappy, a hard worker. In college, he ran the four-hundred-meter hurdles in the Southeastern Conference Outdoor Track and Field Championships, despite the fact that he had short legs for a college hurdler. He overcame that by being determined, confident, and quick. And all the time he was competing at the Division 1 level, he was an A student in the Honors College. He’d set his mind on law school and people had told us that with his resumé he could get into most any law school in America.

During that year after his graduation, in 2012, when William was in and out of treatment, I decided to quit my job as a newspaper editor to spend more time with him. I wanted to keep an eye on his progress and be there if he started to slide, so I visited him in Nashville every other week. He worried I was throwing my career away, but I would throw away anything to help him. Also, I had a plan. Instead of the daily grind of editing a newspaper, I thought quitting might provide the opportunity to return to a book project I’d abandoned. The Greatest Fight Ever was my take on the John L. Sullivan versus Jake Kilrain bare-knuckle boxing match of the late 1800s. The Sullivan-Kilrain fight was an epic heavyweight championship held in South Mississippi, lasting seventy-five rounds in sultry July heat, part showmanship theater and part brute brawl. I had researched the story for years and was once excited about explaining its role in the playing—and hyping—of sports today. I enjoyed sharing anecdotes over the years, like how the mayor of New Orleans served as a referee. Or that the notorious Midwestern gunslinger Bat Masterson took bets ringside on the fight, which set the standard for sports’ bigger-than-life culture that continues today.

I had written other books by then, including some that found commercial success, but looking back at them from a distance, I judged none to be as excellent and useful as they could have been. I wanted the Sullivan-Kilrain fight story to change that. But William noticed as we visited that my enthusiasm for the story had evaporated. I wasn’t spending time crafting the manuscript.

“You need to finish your book,” William said that April when I visited him in Nashville. We were eating breakfast at a café known for pancakes, but I was devouring bacon and eggs as William wrestled with a waffle doused with jelly.

“I’m trying,” I said between sips of coffee. “It’s easy to tell a story, but it’s more difficult to tell a good story. That’s what I’m working at.”

“You are a good writer. You can do it if you get focused.”

“It’s hard to immerse yourself in a championship boxing match from the 1800s when you and your family are in the fight of a lifetime,” I said.

William looked at me over his jelly-slathered waffle. He knew I wasn’t just referring to his struggles. I was referring to my own as well. Two years earlier, I’d almost destroyed our family completely through a string of spectacularly bad decisions, and we, individually and collectively, were fragile.

“William,” I said. “I’m worried about you. I’m worried about me. I’m worried about all of us.”

We hadn’t talked so much about my own self-immolation. But now William turned to me. “I’m sorry if the mistakes I’ve made were what made it worse for you. I mean—” he looked off and took a breath. “For so long, I thought drugs were for fun, and I didn’t realize how deep I was in. And then it was too late. I needed them. I’m sorry for making it harder on you and Mom.”

“No, William, don’t put that on yourself. I caused my own problems. And I want to apologize to you too. I’m sorry for when you struggled in college and I was so caught up in my own life or career that I wasn’t there when you needed me. I failed you.”

We went on that way for a while, saying the things that had burdened us, the things we’d needed to say for a long time. That weekend was our best, most direct connection in years. I was glad to sit beside my son over coffee and a breakfast we could live without for conversation we’d been dying for, glad I’d quit a decent editing job, glad even to stop pretending I was writing a book that no longer held my interest.

“Maybe there’s another book you should be writing, Dad,” he said.

“About sports?”

“About us.”

I looked at his plate, the waffle barely eaten. I looked at his eyes, shining with encouragement.

“Do you ever think maybe other people could learn something from hearing about our story? I mean, when we were growing up, no one would have looked at our family, this all-American family that pretty much lacked for nothing, and predict how bad we’d crash. But maybe hearing what happened to us could help people. Maybe that’s the story you should tell.”

“Maybe we should tell it together,” I said after a bite.

“I’m not ready yet,” he said. “But one day, we’ll do it.”

“Yes,” I said, clutching his hand in mine. “One day, we’ll do it.”

We said goodbye then and told each other we loved each other, and I walked to my car.

“Dad,” William called out.

“Yeah?” I turned over my shoulder.

“Make sure you finish that book,” he said.

I stopped. “What book? The Greatest Fight Ever?”

He smiled and waved goodbye.

I wiped tears away, then drove home.

That was the last time I ever saw my firstborn child.

Five sleeps later, William died. He didn’t plan on dying. But the early days of sobriety can be the loneliest days. And it’s never hard for an addict to find an excuse.

William’s excuse was a concert that warm spring Friday when he got off from the computer store after a long week. He met up with a fraternity brother from college, who’d also moved to Nashville, for a Widespread Panic show at the amphitheater. William had seen the southern rock jam band several times in college, always getting messed up along with the rest of the crowd, the “anything goes” mood at these shows bolstered with a smorgasbord of substances. This time, however, William had planned to go easy, utilizing some of the skills he’d learned in rehab. He’d drink one beer, maybe two—that’s it.

But he was out with an old friend, tapping his feet to the old jams, and the old cravings came roaring back. He drank a beer, then another. After a few beers, William wanted vodka. After some vodka, he wanted marijuana. After marijuana, he wanted cocaine. After cocaine, he wanted opiates, the one that most controlled him. By the time the concert ended, William had ingested alcohol and drugs for hours, consumption on par with his peak days of use before rehab. It’s not what he set out to do that evening, but after that first beer, the night was beyond his control.

When William’s friend drove them home, he noticed William’s clenched jaw from too much stimulant. “Dude,” he said, dropping William off at his apartment. “Go to bed, OK?”

William nodded.

“That’s enough,” he said. “I mean it. No more. Do you hear me?”

William waved over his shoulder and let himself into his apartment.

Once inside, William texted a dealer, buying more cocaine.

The body can only take so much, after all. Eventually, it shuts down. That’s what happened to William’s body—the body I used to watch soar over hurdles as he raced around the track, the body that seemed to defy gravity—as he snorted the last of the cocaine through that twenty-dollar bill.

While my son sat on his couch, dying alone, I was at our condo in Chattanooga, two hours away. I called him that night to check on him, as I did every night. When he didn’t answer, I knew. I knew, though I hoped and prayed. Surely there was an explanation. He took a spur-of-the-moment trip. Something. Anything. When I called the computer store in the morning, William would be there.

But when I called the computer store, he wasn’t there.

“It’s not like William to miss work,” his coworker said.

No, not like him at all.

I rushed to my car and sped to Nashville, praying the whole time, Let him be alive, just let him be alive. Let him be scared or messed up or even hurt, but let him be alive.

When I reached his apartment, I found his car parked in front, with the apartment shades drawn. Dear Lord, I prayed, let him be asleep inside.

I pounded on the door. “William,” I yelled. “William!”

I called the Nashville police, then leaned against William’s slate-colored Toyota 4Runner, rehearsing the lecture I planned to deliver if he was alive, if this were merely a mix-up. Thirty minutes later, the police arrived, forced the door with a crowbar, and found William inside.

I let out a muffled cry and fell to my knees on the pavement.

Two officers stayed inside and another moved to the doorway. “I’m sorry,” he said quietly.

I stood up and made a move toward the door, but that’s when the officer stretched his arm out, holding me back. “You don’t want to remember him that way.”

The officer was right. That’s not what I wanted.

I preferred instead to remember the sweet toddler who curled into my lap to cuddle as if I was a giant safety blanket.

I preferred to remember that shy little boy who sang in the church choir, wearing his red robe with a white collar, belting out words to “This Little Light of Mine,” slightly off key but sounding just right. “Don’t let Satan (blow) it out! I’m gonna let it shine. Don’t let Satan (blow) it out! I’m gonna let it shine.”

I preferred instead to remember that middle schooler who collected Beanie Babies, collapsing in a faux faint when he received the most-desired Diana Bear for Christmas.

I preferred instead to remember that teenager who realized he’d never be great at football and instead turned his passion to track and field, who stood on the winners’ podium at the state meet and dipped his head with a modest grin as the officials draped a medal around his sweaty neck.

I preferred instead to remember that college man who endured a two-hour track practice and a two-hour study session for Spanish, then had so much energy to laugh and spend time with family and friends.

Yet, less than one year after graduating from college with so much promise, William was hauled away on a gurney with a sheet covering his head. I stayed outside, watching with a hand over my mouth muffling sobs. Two days later, we had him cremated, and I didn’t ask to see his body before they reduced it to ashes. At the memorial service, I declined to speak, crippled by pain and a sense of responsibility. Besides, I did not understand what happened to William, what happened to me, what happened to our family, so how could I use words to put his life in perspective?

But I was wrong about all of it. I shouldn’t have listened to that police officer. I should have fought my way to William’s side, wept beside his body. I should have stroked his wavy brown hair back from his forehead and kissed his cheeks. I should have found words to tell him the love in my heart. I should have held his hand, and I should have closed his eyelids on the world.

Now, I’m ready to tell our story, the story of the greatest fight. It is for you, my dear William, the book you told me to write. I hope and pray it makes a difference for someone, somewhere.




✶ Chapter One ✶

Beneath the Surface

I grew up in a big, old house with tall oak trees in the front yard and a dachshund called Happy. And happy is what we might have been called by others who peered through the window of that big, old house and saw our family of four: a daughter, a son, and two parents with college degrees and jobs.

But inside the house, where Dad makes our dog live in the basement, where the fleas are so bad we can hardly approach, we’re not so happy. None of the four of us are blood related. My sister and I have both been adopted. And my sister isn’t happy about it, erupting into nighttime rages that distract me from homework and sleep. Also, my dad is, well, odd. Old and odd. He buys expired food from the discount bin, which I have to serve my friends when they come over. He works hard at his hobbies—beekeeping, landscaping, cake baking—but his wacky attempts at mastery usually end in failure, his depression, and my shame.

His newest obsession is me. My skin, to be exact. He wants a clear-skinned boy. I’m twelve, and my nascent puberty is more substantial than his will.

“You’re too handsome to have these marks on your face,” Dad says, running his fingers across my forehead. I fidget at his touch. I just want Clearasil, I tell him, like everyone else in junior high. My father, a professor at Ole Miss down the street, has a PhD in microbiology; he will solve this microbial problem and save precious money at the same time.

“Clearasil is inherently flawed,” he replies, his breath hitting my face. “It’s a solution used after the fact. The whole point is to prevent the oil from gathering in your pores and becoming infected, causing bacterial eruptions, in the first place.”

His eyes peer through glasses perched on the tip of his nose, and I turn my gaze away. He wants me to look like a clean-cut boy with silky smooth skin he can pose in photos.

I want him to look like something besides an embarrassment. He wears decades-old suits that he preserves in mothballs. He smells like a grandpa, and he looks like one too. His head is bald, with only a gray fringe.

“If I can solve your face, we might even get rich!” he adds, dreaming of his long-awaited recognition. He also thinks he’s going to cure cancer. I hope he does, if only because he could buy a new car and stop driving his old Dodge Dart.

Days later, I find a plastic container on the shelf of my bathroom sink. It has instructions typed on white paper strips, taped to the side.

Swab affected areas with a cotton ball and solution in the morning after the shower. Swab affected areas with a cotton ball and solution at night.

So, I do it because it’ll be the first thing he asks me. The thick pink concoction doesn’t absorb into the cotton ball. It lays on top like a layer of goo, and when I swipe it on my face, it does the same thing.

I don’t see how it can work if it doesn’t soak in. I know pimples start way underneath. I can feel them before they erupt, red and volcanic, making me want to squeeze them into submission. But if I don’t comply, Dad will withhold my weekly allowance, and I need the eight dollars to get into the skating rink or the movie theater on Fridays and buy a drink and a snack. I wonder if my real dad, my birth dad, would keep me hostage by withholding my allowance.

I’m desperate to flee the terminal loneliness of my house and go roving in Oxford, a town in which I know who lives in the houses in every direction, and I know the store owners, the schoolteachers, the preachers, and the professors on campus. Our town, with about eight thousand students and eight thousand residents, is a kind of town-and-gown Mayberry, nestled into the gentle, rolling hills of North Mississippi. We’re big enough for a five-day-a-week newspaper, even if it has only eight pages a day. But we’re small enough that you have to drive to Memphis for a commercial airline flight, and Mom has to drive me to Tupelo to buy cleats. We have one two-screen movie theater, a skating rink with disco lights, and a new McDonald’s that’s such a big deal our elementary school practically dismissed for several consecutive afternoons as we all got hamburgers, fries, shakes, and smiles. Yet the university keeps things from feeling too cloistered and precious and excels in developing All-American quarterbacks, Rhodes Scholars, and Miss Americas—Mississippi had back-to-back crowns in 1959 and ’60, in fact.

My parents aim to make our patchwork family of four fit picture-perfectly into the quaint community. We take an annual Christmas card photo, posed in bulky sweaters we rarely ever wear otherwise, with me holding a ball and my older sister, Eunice, holding a clarinet she doesn’t much play. They named us from the Bible, and I’m OK with David, but she hates Eunice, visibly withdrawing each time Dad says her name.

Our family home is among the most picturesque in the town, one that visitors who come for football games, university symposiums, or campus visits take one look at before proclaiming, “I want to live there.” Constructed in the late 1800s, painted a Williamsburg yellow, its big wraparound front porch has swings just perfect for reading or watching folks on a stroll. You can walk for five minutes in one direction and land on campus, or walk five minutes in the other direction to arrive at the town square.

We have a big front yard, which Dad manages with hours of Saturday morning yard work. He is clumsy with pruning, hacking away to achieve symmetry but failing, much the same way he gives me haircuts in the kitchen. At least, that is, until Mom sneaks me off to a salon on a Saturday morning while he relocates the azaleas.

I think nothing can be worse than his yard work, until the hot morning he skips the yard work, deciding it’s time we bond over father-and-son activities. First up: golf. I know he knows I love all kinds of sports, though neither of us has ever golfed before. We walk the university course since he won’t pay for a cart, his face growing redder and redder as the temperature climbs. After the first nine holes, we pass the clubhouse, where he insists on stopping. Inside, he slumps into a chair and vomits on the floor, splashing his unfashionable plaid trousers. I hand him a towel, looking around to see who might be watching.

Dad has just enough energy to raise his head. “Call the ambulance.”

I ride in the back of the ambulance with him on the way to the hospital, growing scared as he vomits up the salt tablets the medical technician gave him. It occurs to me he might be dying; these might be our last moments together. I hold an ice pack on his forehead and see my tears are splashing on it. “Dad,” I say, “I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry you felt we needed an athletic father-and-son activity …”

“I’m sorry I got sick,” he says, barely lifting his head.

“No,” I say, as more tears drip, “I’m sorry.”

In the end, we learn he had heat stroke, caught just in time since we’d reached the clubhouse before the back nine. So there are no repercussions, except for the fact that everybody has heard. When I bicycle to the ballpark for baseball, my friend’s father approaches. “I heard Lyman had a heart attack,” he says. “Is he gonna be all right?”

Only grandfathers had heart attacks, and I’m embarrassed by my father’s age: forty years older than me. I wonder how old my birth father is. I wonder if he could throw me a football or take me hunting or walk a golf course without puking.

Dad can’t catch a ball, even when I throw it underhand. He didn’t play sports in high school because boys teased him, calling him a sissy. In college, during the war, the football coach encouraged him to fill a needed position on the offensive line because of his girth but ran him off after the first week because he “moved like a girl.”

He fits in better in our university town than he ever did in the army, his awkwardness less of a spectacle. And some trappings of his job seem cool to my friends, like the human skull he keeps in his study at home and the slice of a human lung from a lifetime cigarette smoker framed on the wall. The lung is black, with holes bored out from years of tar, and Dad brings students back to see it, hoping they’ll avoid cigarettes. I bring friends to see it, too, simply because I want to impress them. The only time I feel terrible is when I show my friend Jon. We are eight or nine years old, and Jon’s mother, Dean, smokes several packs of cigarettes a day. He looks up at the pockmarked lung for the longest time.

“That’s what my mother’s lungs look like,” he finally says.

The best thing about Dad’s job is the mice he brings home from the biology lab. I keep them as pets and name them all Stuart after my favorite book, Stuart Little. Eunice doesn’t like the mice; she keeps a hamster named Mabel. But one afternoon, Mabel seems sick. She’s dragging her rear end around.

“Her rectum has prolapsed,” exclaims Dad, bending close, who always claims he should have gone to medical school. He fetches some dissecting tools from the biology department, threads his arms through his white lab coat, and tries to surgically repair Mabel’s prolapsed rectum with a clumsy incision and stitches. Mabel dies two days later, and we bury her in a shoebox in the backyard while Eunice sobs, hysterical, “Dad killed Mabel!”

I silently pray that Dad will never play doctor on me.

Yet here I am, waiting for his pink goo to dry on my face. I’ve been ordered not to squeeze my pimples, not even to touch my face beyond applying his miracle serum. But my fingers feel itchy. To avoid the mirror, I walk up and down the stairs, passing the closed door of Eunice’s room where I can hear her cursing, screaming into her pillow. Eventually, I can’t stand the urge. I return to the bathroom and squeeze the most massive red and swollen bumps so they erupt, splashing pus into the mirror, leaving my face bruised and throbbing.

Luckily, Dad is distracted. He’s in the kitchen, making a special dinner. He’s not hard at work cooking for Eunice or me, and certainly not for Mom—he’ll get her a card for Valentine’s, a blender for Christmas, but I’ve never seen them kiss without pursed lips or hug with torsos touching. He’s not making her a four-course meal, that’s for sure. So who will be the recipient of these hours of labor, this gravy over which Dad stops humming in order to lean in and taste it? His students. His good-looking male students.

When Dad cooks for these young men, he aims for fancy gourmet, though he buys from the bargain bin at Kroger and uses older items from the refrigerator, and his results are more like Shoney’s. He serves cake with too much icing, decorated with candies and candles. And then, after dessert, he gets out his camera, insisting on photographing his male guests, once the plates—and the rest of his family—have been cleared away.

It’s almost always premed students he invites over—handsome, clean-cut, ambitious. In addition to being chairman of the biology department, Dad is the premed academic advisor. When he’s out of the room, I’ve heard them say that they endure sitting for the photos because they get preferential class selection.

When I was small, these dinners were different, and I was proud of them, and so was Mom. It was the late 1960s, and the Ole Miss football team was nationally ranked, yet college football hadn’t yet become big business. The players still had free time, gladly accepting TLC and a home-cooked meal from the community. Dad looked out for the premed football boys, like Bruce Newell, the quarterback who led Ole Miss to the Sun Bowl and headed off to medical school with a recommendation from Dad or Wyck Neely, the defensive back with the chiseled jaw and determined-to-win work ethic.

Wyck tosses a ball to me in the yard, and his girlfriend, Lila, is my first and best babysitter, telling Dad that I run fast, that I’m “a natural with a ball.” Wyck wants to become a dentist, and Dad helps him get to LSU for dental school. We have framed Ole Miss game jerseys from Wyck and Bruce and pictures of Archie Manning bouncing me on his knee during a dinner. Archie is a Heisman Trophy finalist who puts Ole Miss on national TV in prime time. Most Americans only have a few TV channels in 1969, so if you get on ABC for a rare night game, it seems like half the country is watching. After we almost beat vaunted Alabama, coached by legend Bear Bryant, losing only by 33–32, Archie and Ole Miss win America’s hearts, and by the time he leaves in 1971 for the NFL, the football boys are officially big deals and don’t have as much free time.

The dinner guests keep coming, however, though with each passing year, their qualities change. Most remain premed students, but they morph from chiseled football players to girl-chasing fraternity boys with boyish faces to a mix of girl-chasing fraternity boys with boyish faces and fraternity boys with boyish faces rarely seen with girls.

Tonight, Barry and Robert are coming over. Both are premed and outgoing, of course, one talking openly about his girlfriend, which interests me. Girls are mysterious because I see cute ones I want to talk to, but then there’s Eunice, who doesn’t much like me and isn’t so sure about our family. Eunice is three years older and rarely, if ever, sits with us for dinner or has friends over. I’m not even sure she has friends except for mine, as she self-invites herself into our neighborhood baseball games played on the few open lots sprinkled around town.

Occasionally she’ll take a plate into the living room and eat with her nose an inch from the TV while I sit with Mom and Dad in our kitchen at the yellow formica bar shaped like the letter J. Most nights, after dinner, she’s in one kind of rage or another in her bedroom, screaming “fuck” and “goddamn it,” lashing out at our mom (who stays with her for hours) about Dad.

These are not words I’ve heard anyone else in our house say. Mom and Dad don’t cuss, and they don’t drink alcohol. Our family goes to the Southern Baptist church up the street, where Dad’s a deacon and plays the organ on Sunday.

“Why the fuck did you name me Eunice?” she screams.

From what I’ve learned at church, I’ve identified Eunice, possibly, as the devil. I don’t hate her for it because I know she’s trying to make sense of everything too. I was adopted from the same place she was, a Southern Baptist home for unwed mothers in New Orleans, but three years later.

Eunice wears denim overalls and a striped railroad engineer’s hat pulled down low over her forehead on most days, so low we can’t see her eyes. Dad urges Mom to put her into dresses, and Mom says she tries, but Eunice is beyond cajoling or bribing. She wakes up with her temper at a simmer, and the day stokes her anger. By nightfall, it spews out like a
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