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Epigraph

Envy is insatiable. The more you concede 
to it the more it will demand.

—C. S. LEWIS

Perhaps to lose a sense of where you are implies
 the danger of losing a sense of who you are.

—RALPH ELLISON, INVISIBLE MAN
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Foreword

Recently I received, via air mail, a manuscript titled The Devil Is a Southpaw, written by someone who was institutionalized with me in the Tophet County juvenile facility in 1988. I still have nightmares about our experience being locked up, even after all these years. The last time I heard from Milton Muleborn, he was living in a yurt in the woods to research and write, he claimed, a book about a blind saint surviving a bleak midwinter. It’s been a long time since I heard from him. Every so often he would send a postcard or email, telling me about his travels and his writings and asking whether I’m writing reviews of marijuana dispensaries under the pseudonym Sanbo Hornbond and still keeping to myself out here in the desert with the birds and the spirits and the donkeys. 

 I’ll say this: Milton was always super perfervid about his subject, Matthew Echota. Better known by his initials, M.E., a childhood rival, fellow artist. A boy whose artistic talent tortured Muleborn and riddled him with pride and envy throughout his life. The manuscript that follows is a bit of a detective story. Milton refers to himself as a fool, but a fool he is not. Acute readers may notice the title of Part 3 is aptly named to mirror Saint Augustine’s famous Confessions, a book Muleborn quoted from, even as a kid. In Tophet County so many years ago, when he wasn’t being physically restrained due to making hateful attacks against other residents or staff, the damn fool forced me to talk about his obsession with Pink Floyd. After reading his book, I see now that this book eerily follows the structure of “Shine on You Crazy Diamond.” 

What I remember most about Milton is that he always scribbled in a notebook like a maniac, as evidenced by his wild and bullyish prose, but he also took time to teach me a prayer in Latin and another in Aramaic. I find it necessary—even crucial—to mention that he talked often about the importance of forgiveness.

Peace be with him.

—BRANDON H.




I

PART I

THE DEVIL IS A SOUTHPAW

A NOVEL BY MILTON MULEBORN

“Do not be fooled by Dublan’s shackles, 
Or else be eaten by pigs and grackles.”

—AGATHA KLEMM, SUFFERING AND THE SOUL (1962)





1.

The Tragic Death of Matthew Echota
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In the spring of 1988, on a Sunday night in our last days at Tophet County Juvenile Correctional Facility, the dogs escaped out of the courtyard by chewing apart the bottom of the fence’s rotted wood and then crawling underneath it, and at sunrise on Monday morning when the alarm rang throughout the buildings, the guards discovered that Matthew had disappeared, too.

Only then were the rest of us allowed to search deep into the woods without using butcher knives to cut through the thick brush and twigs, as the drill sergeants had proposed, and without a Thermos of water or fruit to keep us hydrated, as the cooks had suggested, because all we really needed was one another. The guards and staff and drill sergeants, who weren’t concerned with finding the dogs, claimed they would call the police and began searching in the more open areas down the hill from the grounds, but they sent us, for whatever reason, into the dark woods. We weren’t afraid of finding snakes or even murderers, not after all the physical labor and punishments we had endured over the past year, and going into the trees was like entering the thin, cool atmosphere of a land we had heard only from fairy tales read aloud to us, because the air was calm with a brooding tranquility, and the susurration and sighing of the trees gave us an immediate sense of repose, and certainly we were silent, not even clearing our throats or gasping in all our anxieties and fear as we trudged slowly through the boggy wet leaves, past dimbles, scrogs, and shrubbery, and into the slanted streams of morning sunlight. All across the narrow paths that curved around trees, where the worms and insects crawled in the dirt that held the tracks of deer and snakes, we heard the sound of footsteps from the little people we assumed were spirits running away from us, those little tricksters, and though we never caught a glimpse of them, we did manage to descry a deranged vulture ahead of us pecking at the ground, eating the last gobbet of a dead carcass. Nora, Matthew’s sister, worried the vulture was chewing on her brother’s body; however, we saw fur and a snout and realized the vulture was, in fact, eating a dead animal, not a human being. Nonetheless, we turned and headed down a different path in an abyss of silence to a berth where we could get a grip of our surroundings and try to keep all the stress and rigors of the deep country, those primeval boondocks, intact.

Matthew had run away once before. The first time the guards found him had been at the beginning of the winter, when frost covered the grass and icicles hung from tree branches after a recent ice storm, and still he walked away without even trying to hide as if he knew he was predestined to be caught and punished, which was inevitable in that dull, sleepy town called Old Dublan, where most of us were born and raised. When they brought him back, he told them that he simply needed to go for a walk to clear the bad thoughts from his head and adjust to the new thinking of the everyday people, that’s what he told them, that his mind was an enervating dissolution of severe anxiety and vulnerability prime for brainwashing. We were always a little uncertain as to whether Matthew was brilliant or a smidge eccentric, possibly even crazy, but we admired his courage. In his earlier punishments, for instance, he had avoided so many food restrictions, beatings, and deprivations, that it seemed almost sententious of him to prefer the long confinement of the Columbus House basement. Yet, as the days passed and the rest of us continued chopping wood and pulling weeds and loading piles of damn dirt in wheelbarrows, even the most impervious among us waited until we were back in the facility at night to share our predictions, such as that Matthew would emerge from confinement unable to speak, that his mind would become so disoriented from the isolation that he would no longer be able to recognize us, and that he would die down there by suicide. Only minutes after he was set free from the basement, the look on his face told us he was fine, that he had, in fact, preferred the confinement because he was able to find the books he had hidden behind a pile of wooden shelves when he was supposed to be sweeping and cleaning in there some time before. Confinement became a spiritual awakening for him as well because he grew closer to God, and soon he was listening to the laughter of angels and the distant laments of his ancestors that encouraged him to be strong in faith and not project his anger onto the everyday men whose foolish words and actions were cruel, and also that he speak very little and listen closely, which was why it was so difficult to get him to talk about those nights of punishment and solitude. Even the most incredulous of us listened to him describe the visions of fleeting stars that were enchanting enough to swoon the most beautiful people on this poor Earth.

Previously, during the extra free time on certain Christian holidays or on weekends, Matthew would shut himself in his room and read, write, and draw as much as he could, later telling us he actually missed that about our public school, reading and writing stories and taking art class, so certainly he devoured an immoderate number of books, reading them as often as he could and staying up late thinking about them, knowing he would be so tired the next day that his muscles would ache, yet he still stayed up late sketching faces and bodies and writing stories and poems in his journal with a pencil he had stolen and kept hidden. No one paid much attention to his journal until Nora told us he was writing about his own death in the future, and that he had, at the age of seven, predicted the exact date and manner of death of their paternal grandfather, whose throat was slashed by an intruder. His grandfather died face down with his left arm under his head as a pillow, three years after Matthew’s documented prediction. Matthew made other predictions listing the specific dates of world events that included bombings, mass shootings in the U.S., and a horrific deluge that killed over ten thousand people and wiped out an entire town—all proof, Nora told us, that Matthew held the crucial and compulsory predictions for what was to come for the facility, for the guards and drill sergeants who made our lives miserable, and for all of us. Yet, when we asked Matthew about these predictions, he had only written a story and all the events that passed were coincidental, but those of us who knew him understood he wasn’t being truthful, he invariably displayed peculiar behavior after the lights were out, some would see him with his ear placed to a window in the hall as if he were listening for something outside, others would say he wrote stories in his sleep, but nobody was ever certain who was lying and who was telling the truth despite how much we trusted one another and everything we had been through together, all the daily work and harsh punishment we had endured. Some said he preferred rewriting the fairy tales we had all heard as children.

We felt like we were in some flexuous jungle from one of the Indiana Jones films. Certainly, our journey could’ve been deadly, we feared, yet there was something alluring about existing in the fantasy that we were on the search for a stolen, priceless artifact. (I believe the best movies involve a search in the face of death, as in many of the James Bond films.) The path we took in the woods twisted around trees until we got lost, and for three hours we continued aprowl, calling his name, listening for anything we could, and despite the frustrations we pushed on until we noticed ahead a shadowy figure. The woods were filled with the little people who lived there who captured children and ate them, so we turned down a different path. Back in the courtyard, behind the hedges where Matthew had passed out from anxiety on the same day some of us were beaten for stealing the green apples from the apple tree, were hidden the dead baby rats we kept for future revenge on our perpetrators once we figured out how to make the stench most effective. Maybe Matthew was out here dead, too, we thought. The air was now asphyxiating as we stared at the figure before us, unafraid, before heading down a different path among the pale brush where cobwebs stretched from branch to branch and where moths fluttered around our feet. Insects buzzed around us.

In recent months, when Sergeant Cash fell absent to visit a sick family member three counties away, we were told to take a break from our shoveling duties and instead spend the days sweeping, cleaning, and checking the facility greenhouse for the yellow jacket nest the drill sergeants said was in there somewhere due to the sudden appearance of yellow jackets, and those who dared to crawl on their knees to check around the bottoms of the polycarbonate panels among so much shrubbery were stung more than once; just imagine crawling in such a space and getting attacked by yellow jackets, which then buzzed around us because yellow jackets are so aggressive. We had endured enough misery and threat not to be afraid of the little people in the woods. We took the path without looking back to see whether the little person was following us, arriving soon enough at a gigantic black velvet curtain hanging nearly twenty feet high. We all wondered why: What was a black curtain doing hanging in the middle of the woods out here in rural Oklahoma? Then we heard frightened cries from people on the other side of the curtain, and we stood still for a few minutes contemplating whether we should turn and run back or else stay and look behind the curtain, and finally when we peeked around the corner of it we noticed the naked bodies of lepers whose faces were indistinguishable from their disease, those poor, suffering people, begging to lick the salt from our hands and necks, pleading for the salt to bring them healing and life everlasting, but we didn’t fall for their tricks because there were so many grim stories about the evil in the woods out there that we all knew and recognized, so we backed away from the lepers. “My brother used to talk about his nightmares of the moaning lepers,” Nora told us. “I remember the mourning souls of the dead who cried out to him. There was a forest filled with poisoned fruit and blood-sucking ticks, remember, you remember he had seen and described them. Isn’t that weird how he knew we would see them?”

We told her, Yes, yes, yes, Nora, we remember his nightmare, of course we do, he told us all his nightmares and dreams and everything else, Nora. Those unprecedented decisions to speak out loud about what was going to happen to us, and how he remained so serene telling those of us, indifferent, with the slow inflection his father had infused in him due to his speech impediment, a stutter, so that he would blur the linear identity those people assumed we all possessed, because speaking costively and with such inflexible decorum was significantly different than the rest of us spoke, which was to say we rarely talked and whenever we did we tended to mumble or talk as little as possible, but the hope was that Matthew could communicate better with them and could drive the furious curse out of the everyday men who bore the insults and hatred and contemplated the beatings and punishments with the sick ardor of their ancestors, these men not even blinking, spitting tobacco, thinking they could rip away any culture, thought, and beliefs in order to brainwash us, so yes, Nora, we remembered the nightmare Matthew had because we had them, too. There were nightmares we hoped we never encountered such as the killings and stabbings by these men wearing masks to hide their identity and the protection they received from the police and government to keep us against our will and torture us until we either were eradicated from our identities or else we died, so we all shared the same nightmares, Nora, the difference is that Little Matthew’s has already happened and ours are still out there waiting to unfold.

Other than Nora, the people who commented on Matthew’s extraordinary profundity were two hydrocephalic male guards with crew cuts who resembled inbred peccaries (think of the two terrifying men from Deliverance, a movie that remains in my top ten comedic films). The guards noticed Matthew sitting in a wicker chair in the first floor’s living room enduring the drowsiness of a postlabor afternoon, after he had removed the worn shoes they had given him that were at least one size too small for his feet, his pants rolled up and his socks stained with dark red blood from scabs, when the girls were standing outside the window waving at him for his attention (Nora said they thought him the most handsome of us, which was absolutely not true, at least from this fool’s perspective), and with great celerity he would flutter his hand like a bird, and the girls outside were all smiling while the guards took mental notes of everything miraculous, including, for instance, how the church bells in the cathedral would start ringing whenever he stuttered, “ch-ch-church bells,” which gave sheer pleasure to those of us toiling away, especially during hot days when Cash and the other damn towsers yammered on about how slowly we were working.

Sometimes Matthew blinked quickly when someone spoke directly to him, which gave the impression that he had the manner of someone deep in social anxiety, but truthfully, he was tormented by the idea that people talked about him at all. Copious attempts made to settle the rumors that he would be taken away from us and used for the benefit of the drill sergeants were useless; they discussed using him for financial and personal gain among themselves, which some of the girls overheard when they were mopping the administration building’s third-floor hallway and were caught listening and later subjected to punishments denying them meals for an entire day, but the tendentious guards and drill sergeants who were in that meeting claimed it wasn’t even discussed, that instead of talking about Matthew’s prodigious abilities they deliberated for three or four hours over how some of us would have to dig three separate graves all the way out at the cemetery due to the recent deaths of the three brothers who passed away from malnutrition; all three brothers died within hours of one another, and they were also some of the angriest and most rebellious of us, Spider and Brandon and Edgar, and as a result of their anger they were also the most severely punished, of course, how sad to think back on this, how we could hear their cries at night coming from their rooms, how we saw the broomsticks and all the bruises and blood in the toilet, and how the guards and pigs were faced with the debilitating problem of who was going to dig the three graves, and furthermore, how were they going to transport us out to the cemetery when we were all such flight risks, hell yes this was what they said they discussed for so long in the meeting, not Matthew, and they had the minutes in writing to prove it. Although he didn’t know of the rumors, Matthew told us he was certain something significant was about to happen in his life and that he would not be locked up for much longer, that sitting for long periods of time in the wicker chair helped him visualize this fatidic thought, which he described as looking like the slow development of a chess game, and he needed to understand how each decision affected the next, a game he had learned to play from his grandfather only months before his grandfather passed away, and even then, at the age of seven, he understood there was an implication the game held him acutely susceptible to comprehending how much each decision affected the next, and how after he checkmated his grandfather he rushed into the bathroom and vomited, the crisis of a potential blame developing that his grandfather’s loss contributed to his death six months later and so rendered his glory bitter, and for the next seven years he took advantage of his solitude to reflect on that game and how each move represented a step leading toward death.

Following a winding path against a sea of troubles, we managed to see through the slanted stream of sunlight the three brothers, Spider and Brandon and Edgar, sleeping in the branches with their arms hanging down, and when we called out to them, they opened their eyes and glared down at us, shaking the tree limbs so that leaves and twigs fell, laughing like devils, and then they climbed down and said, “Do not follow the path because it leads to evil things.”

Waving away the flying ants, Nora asked, “How do you know?”

They told us to sit and listen, so we sat down in the dirt and they told us about the children who ran away from home and were mutilated to pieces and eaten by the little people who roamed the woods; they tore into the children and ate them alive, each prowling out from behind the trees and pouncing on the children before any of them even had a chance to run or help one another, and the three brothers said, “Listen to us, we speak the truth to you, beware of these little people and the moaning lepers begging to lick the salt from your hands, and instead follow us because you know us, look at us, you recognize our faces,” and then all three brothers lowered their heads to avoid looking directly at us. We abandoned ourselves to their story, trembling with the rage of knowing how the others before us had died, but we were wiser and more solicitous than they suspected because we quickly realized these three were actually tricksters veiled in the illusory cloak of Spider and Brandon and Edgar, and Nora was the first to lash out at them and call them liars, we won’t fall for your tricks; she told them, “If you think you can fool us you’re wrong—we can find him without any help.”


We decided to keep walking and not talk to anyone else. The distractions were meant to throw us off course, but the bigger question that still loomed was whether Matthew was even alive, and if so, was he hiding in those woods? It was all a mystery to us, and we could see that the sunlight had shifted in the trees and was now jagged all around us, and Nora was staring into the shards of light when she told us that Matthew believed the less people understood about him the less afraid they would be, which was why he remained so elusive, quiet, and removed from everyone, and why he wrote in his journal about staring out the foggy window of his room where one night he swore he saw arrive in front of the detention building a horse and carriage with the hooded image of Death driving, which he’d read about from the famous Emily Dickinson poem, something that frightened him particularly when he spotted the figure of Death leaning forward from the carriage to look up at the building, as if looking directly at him sitting by the window, but the night was cold with a light mist falling, and the gray horses shook their manes, and Death stepped out of the carriage and started walking—Matthew had described the figure to Nora as a “shadowy thing with a limp”—but at that moment Matthew pulled the window curtain closed and spent the remainder of the night sitting cross-legged on his bed with the light on and the door locked. He wrote in his journal then, describing what he had seen, worried for not only his own life but for the lives of everyone at the detention center, because children had already died (the three brothers, for example) and now Death was back for more.
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Nora told us this very matter-of-factly, noting that she had read the journal entry, unlike the rest of us, on one of the days he was serving his punishment in the Columbus House basement, and that he also spotted gorged vultures and ghosts hanging in the moonlit sky, dogs spooring around in the garbage bins behind the cafeteria where the stench of dead animals hung in the air, the shadows of the sergeants in the windows of their building, where they cast evil spells in the middle of the night, and the nimbuses of the dead moving from one building to the next and smelling like their rotting bodies which lay in putrefaction down in the graves we all had dug. “Is he alive?” Nora asked us, in hysterics, as if the thought suddenly hit her, “what if he’s dead like the others?” Maybe we were all dying slowly, one by one, our minds corrupted and brainwashed, our bodies poisoned. Whole nations are disappearing, we thought, they’re slowly killing us, driving us into extinction and torturing us before we die. Nora was breathing with difficulty in the thin air, feeling herself lean into her friend, until she was able to calm down as we all comforted her, telling her we understood how frightened she must be because we were frightened, too, that we were all in this together no matter what happened, and soon enough Nora was able to continue with us as we walked down the path for a ways, though too quickly a figure up ahead of us appeared who was standing beside a tree. We recognized the figure was Sergeant Ambrose, broad-shouldered and hands authoritatively on his hips, shouting for us to “keep looking for Matthew,” and when we told him we were looking, he stomped his foot and rattled on about the importance of the will to live, “Strength is mental and physical,” he said, citing examples from names we’d never heard of and didn’t care about anyway, and then he spewed on and on about how little we’d learned and changed from the months we’d been there.

Sergeant Ambrose was as iniquitous as Sergeants Jackson and Lee, talking so much they often lost track of what they were saying, staring cataleptically into the distance, the type of ascendancies who liked to hear their own bombastic voices and orders, like the U.S. Marine sergeant from the movie Full Metal Jacket (a film I saw only once, enough to keep me from signing up for the military). Those fools demanded that for us to eschew any punishments we speak more fluently than we did when we had first arrived—by nature most of us were way more introverted than they ever suspected—and they required that the boys speak in full complete sentences, speak the hell up, spit it out, they’d say this among other things, such as look a man in the eye and shake his hand like this, firmer grip, say yessir, stand up straight without slouching like you’re a defeated knucklehead so that people won’t think you’re a withered churl, tie your boots so that the laces are nice and tight like this, no like this, look at me, fools, and here’s the proper way to grip a shovel and dig so that your back muscles don’t strain or injure, do it right or else, hold a knife and fork like this, cut your meat like this, chew with your mouth closed, try not to look savage and maintain eye contact in a way that’s acerbic but not overly threatening, you dogs, look at people in the eye when you talk to them without having to fiddle with your hands when you’re talking to any doyen in dominance and control, runts, because your sanction means giving respect, and you’ll need to learn to give it and show it to higher ranks in control here, you sons of bitches. Besides all that, those haughty bastards drank whiskey from flasks when they thought we weren’t paying attention, you could smell it on their breath, you could catch them stopping in the stairwells to take a swig or stepping into a bathroom stall and locking the door, meanwhile the rest of us suffered from the nauseating heat and were permitted to drink only warm water from a garden hose until lunch. We knew the only reason they let us take our time and eat and replenish fluids to hydrate was an imprecation so that we could march right back out there into the sweltering sun and keep toiling throughout the afternoon.


The rules were strict. Boys weren’t allowed to be too close to the women staff, who were way friendlier than the drill sergeants. Part of their agenda was to try to integrate us into everyday society by informing us on trades in mechanics, plumbing, or custodial skills so that we could earn a living wage, this was what they told us, because they said we wouldn’t afford college or be able to make it in an academic environment, and that we should consider a career in the military once we turned eighteen. Some of us craved writing, painting and drawing, learning music and history, and reading books and talking about them, which was one of the reasons Matthew once told the sergeants that he would rather be a teacher than an artisan of manual labor, and Sergeant Lee grimaced, so we read and wrote by ourselves.

Sergeant Ambrose stomped his foot and yammered at us to keep moving and looking, telling us his face and neck were flushed as pink as the time he discovered the news of the hurricane that brought so much rain it swallowed the land and drowned the army base where he was stationed during the energy crisis back when the Iranian revolution raised the price of oil, damnit, and hearing such execrable news straight from the president’s mouth had flushed Ambrose’s face so pink it brought tears to his eyes, which Nora said was sad for about six seconds until he turned and told her that no one would ever understand the circumstances of his suffering and that the savages surrounding him were like an invasion of some strange cloud of pestilential vapor slowly destroying him, he called us “wild” directly to Nora’s face, and she stepped into the shadows of the Columbus House hallway full of so much sorrow and rage that she wanted to sneak up on him the next time he was lying on that hammock behind their quarters and strangle him while he napped, that’s how angry Nora said she was—and who could blame her? We sensed his presence along with the other sergeants anytime we were outside by the apple tree in the courtyard, where we would sometimes congregate after sneaking out to compare blisters on our hands or bruises so that we could make sure to have the details correct for any proper authorities if we ever made it out of that place. Beside that apple tree was also where we were standing when we first noticed the large Doberman with bloodshot eyes staring at us from across the road at the edge of the woods, and none of us moved or breathed, but then we heard Sergeant Ambrose step out of the barracks and yell, “YONDER SHINES THE BIG RED MOON OVER THE DEVIL’S LOST PLAYGROUND!” with his arms raised as he stood barefoot and without a shirt looking up to the sky, and the black dog turned and ran into the woods; we knelt down as Sergeant Ambrose stretched and smoked a cigarette before he went back inside. Whether he knew the black dog was there or not wasn’t as important as what he yelled, “YONDER SHINES THE BIG RED MOON OVER THE DEVIL’S LOST PLAYGROUND!” and why he shouted it, whether it meant anything or whether those shouts reflected his own bout of insanity.

We wondered how so much dominance and power delegated to each of the sergeants might not have been the cause of their misfortune, if it wasn’t Sergeant Ambrose who would go crazy first, then it would be Jackson, or Lee, because at night they each had their own eccentric rituals: Cole often stepped outside between two and four in the morning, heavily sedated on pain pills, wearing camouflage shorts and black military boots and practiced marching with a limp, which was peculiar because he never walked with a limp, but there he was every night, limping back and forth in front of the barracks; Sergeant Jackson woke before the morning bell, usually at sunrise, and ran up and down the stairs in front of the building, then did fifty push-ups, twenty-five jumping jacks, ten knee bends, and several shoulder rotations before heading back inside; Sergeant Lee sat on the steps at night and played the fiddle until the songs he sang brought him to tears and crying out various prayers of hope for a woman named Cleva; and we learned Sergeant Ambrose stepped outside to shout, “YONDER SHINES THE BIG RED MOON OVER THE DEVIL’S LOST PLAYGROUND!” any time there was a full moon, even if it wasn’t red.

What had the strongest impact on us regarding Sergeant Ambrose in the woods was realizing after we walked away that it might not have been Sergeant Ambrose at all, but another trickster trying to lure us into some unknown hole in the ground, a thought that terrified us until Nora reminded us we were there to find Matthew, “Remember, he’s missing and we have to find him, forget the tricksters,” so we squelched down a path in the woods until we heard the rushing water of the tributary that flowed into the Gudgekin River miles away.

We followed the trail toward the sound of water, a walk that took forever, and we could see the clearing at the end of the woods, which none of us even whispered about because we knew we were about to emerge into new territory. Birds scattered as we moved slowly out of the woods and edged down a declivity into the sleech where we regarded everything we had feared from Matthew’s prophetic stories: the devil’s lost playground full of the bones of dead children, a bubbling stream, and beside it, Matthew’s body face down, one arm spread out and the other by his side, silent as the dead, and Nora screamed as Matthew’s life passed directly in front of us, steam coming off the water like braids of smoke, birds flying all around.


	




2.

Shadow of a Great Rock
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His full name was Matthew Echota, a cripplingly shy, talented, smart, and handsome boy, although many poked fun at him for being short, the poor soul, trailing along like a rabbit trying to keep up—little Matthew dodging around, chasing squirrels and groundhogs, confirming everything we’d heard throughout those elementary-school years: that he and his family captured rabbits and birds and ate them with their bare hands. We heard lots of things: that his grandfather developed trachoma and became blind, which led to his suicide; that his (brief) girlfriend, Cassie Magdal, had so dazzled both an Episcopalian priest and a Baptist minister with her genius knowledge of theology, biblical passages and interpretations, as well as her talent for playing the piano like a prodigy since the age of six, that each one of them fell into an irrepressible obsession with trying to be as smart and talented as her, and that they scourged each other and gouged their eyes out and became blind, too. We also heard rumors that the house that Matthew lived in near the train tracks held the ghosts of diseased men with afflicted faces and animals deadened by the heat from the family’s bonfires; that fireflies batted violently against their windows and worms crawled along the windows’ corners so that even the slightest wisp of clean country air would not creep into the cracks, and the chickens pecked around in the yard, and the mangy dogs slept on the porch, and the ridiculous goats gnawed on the wire fence like the town’s sinful drunks; and that, for a few years, Matthew’s mother’s hair was so long that she wasn’t able to leave her house because her hair dragged along the floor and mice had built nests there. Call them rumors, inscrutabilities, whatever, but our Matthew’s lack of response to such stories only made him more irreproachable.


Some of us were artists, too, even though our teachers had a special affinity for his work ethic and gentle demeanor, I mean, of course they labeled him highly intelligent and creative as opposed to the way they viewed the rest of us, sinners that we were, 99.5 percent of the time showing Matthew favoritism by using his work as an example in class of how to draw a tree with crooked branches, or how to paint a sunset, or, most frustrating, how to write a good, compound-complex sentence (we already knew how, of course). Because he kept to himself and avoided eye contact, whenever Matthew looked at you, he had the desolate eyes of a sleepwalker in the shadows deciding the fate of the world, with an aura of premonitory silence and antagonism and a stare, as if controlled by the cycles of the universe, that made the room feel darker; or maybe it was the way he hesitated in broad daylight whenever he contemplated your motives, listening as if startled by something you said, focused on some unmistakable act of vivacity that was unique to you. Look at his drawings, mostly charcoal portraits of the less fortunate—beggars, addicts, the homeless, etc.—and his writing was composed with the intensity of an eclipse, as his younger sister, Nora, put it—breathing through his mouth, squinting in his glasses, writing under the fleeting stars at night, or scribbling poetry on his arm or on the palm of his hand, and we were so very jealous because of his inexplicable artistic talent and the favoritism he’d received in school from teachers who loved his poems and stories (despite their laconic, annoying, grotesque giddiness), because he loved Leslie Marmon Silko and Toni Morrison as opposed to, say, James Joyce or Ernest Hemingway (some of us challenged one another as to who could write the longest, most complicated but clear sentence, full of beauty, risk, and vigor, or who could draw the best eagle or rabid dog, but Matthew was never interested in such competitions). He dressed less eccentrically than any of the Indians no matter what their tribe was, I mean, his style was neither anachronistic nor modern, adhering strictly to a dress code like the poor, unfortunate, because most of the time he wore black jeans and a T-shirt, nothing special whatsoever, I mean, he was never interested in things like fashion and especially general grooming because his habits were atrocious, of course, since his hair was long and unmoussed or gelled, often unkempt, and those who knew him best said he was disinterested in belt buckles or leather vests, turtleneck sweaters, designer sunglasses, cowboy boots, or listening to metal rock or goth New Wave that made the rest of us feel tormented and uneasy, even angry, serious as we were about our choice of music on the school bus or outside on the boom box during lunch. One could never notice the oxycephalic skull due to his roundish face, but rather the way his eyes squinted whenever he smiled as he talked with his friends at school was delightful, because he was beautiful, and we often wondered what he was laughing about, and the rest of us found ourselves made miserable by his abstruse demeanor around others at school; we rarely heard him speak. Many thought he was complicated and tricky because he would be in the hallway one minute and outside the next, interrupting a game of kickball or Red Rover, as if he’d walked right through the walls. He was indeed a handsome devil who told people he needed a legitimate meditation partner. He kept his jeans rolled up at a time when nobody else did. He was condemned, he said, to die of love.


Of course, boys and young ladies found him adorable. (Of course, Cassie Magdal did.)





Lots of boys wanted to be like him, to be accepted, given attention, admired and loved by teachers, but the rest of us were looked down upon. We lifted him up to icon status, a type of worship, wishing he was not among us in the classroom with his beauty and gifts, wishing he was somewhere else, invisible, because he was entirely himself with a confidence unlike anyone else, although we thought that this was a sign that he would burn out too early, that the teachers had imposed upon him a penance of success for Old Dublan that would lose all its appanage, his prowess had peaked and that he would be left as a struggling prodigy with nothing but bread to eat and tap water to drink, and some of us thought, Isn’t God incontrovertibly clever to allow the rest of us to thrive after Matthew floundered so that our own fame would come? O’ Father, fame would arrive so that smart readers and literary critics recognized our boy was not to be taken too seriously in his youth and that we would be read in the most intimate libraries and universities like true gifted mature novelists, that the inclemency of power remained in the consciousness of critics who took photographs of us reclined in easy chairs and beside swimming pools, while our texts were bound in human skin and enclosed in glass cases.

We knew early on that he possessed what we wanted, even if his mother put his glasses on him first thing in the morning, or read him Anacreontic verse while she trained him in adages written in modern English as they relaxed in the sultriness of low clouds on warm afternoons, or when she sat with him upstairs at the public library longer than any son had ever dreamed of on the face of the Earth, training him with the apodictic determination of a mother whose love for her son was inexhaustible, a fierce and immortal influence, an irresolvable love none of the rest of us had received or could even comprehend. It wasn’t fair. While he received this attention, we brought him mercilessly closer to us by looking at him as if he were like the Old Dublan hunters, ruthlessly shooting quail and hungry deer with frightened eyes, the instantaneous signs of someone whose expressions were ungraspable and filled with terror; our boy was facing the impassive horrors of listening to his girlfriend, who wore a promise bracelet and accused him of loving his art more than he loved her, an immature and immoderate romance, wasn’t it, our boy afraid of the beautiful Cassie Magdal, who brought him homemade beef jerky in his backyard despite the fact that we had dumped piles of mud and slime back there, and yet he told her (I spied on them whenever possible since I figured he might start lies, and I wanted to be there to defend myself) that he could hear the sparrows and cardinals and other birds singing on starry nights in that exact spot, that’s what he told her, and that he had written a poem in which a pretty girl brought a popsicle to a boy in a garden somewhere far away among the fragrance of lilies where souls wandered without rule or law, a beautiful spirit world, where everyone recovered the strength to live and where nobody urinated or bled or shat, where houses were made of glass, colors were as blue as the deepest sky, and windows opened to the endless sea.

He knew he was needed, of course, he really understood that Cassie, his mother and family, and the teachers whose admiration for him was like the anxious barking of unneutered stray dogs—they all needed him. Insensitive to the attention of anyone else besides Matthew, they never gave equal attention to us or listened to the timid requests of those of us who had no opportunities or contact with the rest of the world, more solicitous than ever, we whose guardians and foster parents inculcated us with a criminal perceptiveness those dreadful teachers would never understand. The rest of us were the ones the Dublaners despised, of course, we were the sinners they hated, who never had a chance, who did whatever we wanted, and whose teachers and parents gave up on us a long time ago when the shouting and cursing and beatings all dissipated like smoke somewhere in the diaphanous sky. We were the ones who never had the privilege of choosing punishment and whose hope therefore grew as empty as forgotten rooms, whose ingratitude and insolence taught us that even the toughest people never wasted bullets on deer or birds but instead considered the austerity of death with a light of fire in our eyes and without the ignominy of fierce morality or religious orders; call it sadistic or obstreperous, whatever, but we lived in accordance with nothing, too wounded and angry, too weak and depressed to listen to any delusive truths our hearts needed to hear, resolved to mandatory counseling, grieved by our own injustices.

O’ Father: You knew Matthew possessed every bit of artistry we wanted, and we were jealous of him, disheartened, lonely and morbid and plagued by the deadly sin envy, shadows in nightmarish school hallways, irredeemable in our vast manipulations and appalling destructive behavior. We stole and cheated and stole more. We belied our identities as wild and filled our lungs and bellies with poison, yes sir, we smoked anything to try to see You, dear Father, as if we weren’t also skipping school, fighting barefisted, firing guns, dear Lord, but our crimes were necessary. We were bullied, after all, by the older teenagers who beat us on a regular basis, bloodied our mouths with one punch. Those who predicted a doomed future for all of humanity called us addicts and criminals, leeches and slime (and way worse things) because we were detested, shouted at, dragged by our arms across bedrooms and public sporting events. Timorous thieves and runaways, addicts and truants, twerps and punks leading an uproar of younger siblings and suburban middle-class gangster-wannabes to wear their clothes with primary colors the way we did, never even threatening anyone in our way, especially not the ones who never complained about our behavior or wallowed in our paths with a gloomy aura, too dismayed to try to talk to us and realize we didn’t commit any flagitious acts, no Lord, we were children envious of those other children whose gifts were greater than ours, whose parents made more money than ours, and whose lives felt more important than ours.

All we wanted was to create art, to paint and draw and write, and develop a strong and positive value of ourselves; while at school we watched a ton of films and television shows to learn because our teachers were Dublaners whose communication skills were below par, I mean, they were these really terrible, shlubby teachers who wheeled in the squeaking cart with a TV and VCR and then played programs like Electric Company, Sesame Street, and (my personal favorite) Let’s Draw! We watched Captain Kangaroo finger his sideburns and talk neighborly to Mr. Green Jeans about growing corn and cabbage and then, per instruction, we wrote our own stories about farms and vegetables, drew pictures of talking cornstalks and the pork-bellied cockeyed farmers who ate them, and afterward our teachers asked us to share. Indeed, art and writing were our favorite subjects, though Matthew was clearly the “most gifted” student, as the teachers referred to him, winning all the awards, earning the most praise.

Forgive us, Father. Forgive us, Matthew.

Forgive us for our vile and felonious behavior, for everything that we said about you, Matthew, in our fearful state and in all the manner of mortifications we imposed on our conscience, with nothing to show for ourselves but our envy and admiration and a realm of gloom; after all, we were as petrified as your own timid and indulgent eyes, boy, and later that night we awakened in our beds from short and unpleasant dreams with an increasing and torturous sense of guilt, trying to grasp why we allowed ourselves to do such a thing to you. Yes sir, the act of vandalism and holding you down and punching you in the face and ribs were fatal experiments, of course, because we understood that we were the real victims, as we realized in our insomnia, staring into the murk and holding our breath in horror, cringing with pain until one of us had the mercy to confess what we had done to you and how we had taken great pleasure in such a cruel, careless, and selfish act. We needed anyone’s empathy while we sat at the police station, oppressed by the heavy humidity and faded colorless walls the hands of inmates had touched after they had wiped themselves, while you, our dear and innocent boy, upon waking, recited the poignant and percipient verses of saints.





	


3.

Old Dublan
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Imagine van Gogh’s 1890 painting, Wheatfield with Crows, for a glimpse of what O.D. resembles—an aberrant and desolate town with pale, open fields, and birds flying overhead, deep in the middle of nowhere, a somber place full of bad omens and airborne viruses, politically conservative, rife with self-anointed evangelists shouting prognostications in front of the town’s only diner whose owner openly praised both God and carnival animals. O.D.: a town in Tophet County, reeking of trailers and feed lots, swirling with dust and trash and dead leaves from squally windstorms, full of suffering, poverty, and loneliness.


O.D., in all its agrarian eccentricities, possesses a primordial homogeneity with a simple and rank candor and a population of four digits, with nothing to see these days except old houses and yards full of weeds, because drought and wildfires killed crops and people moved away without having to bear the humiliation of their town becoming a cemetery full of dead Old Dublaners in the burning sun and dust, with most businesses going under, leaving downtown buildings vacant. No more local fabric shop or Food Mart or bowling alley, no more auctions or Saturday-night suppers or our beloved baseball diamonds. Downtown’s Absalom Street, once filled with fallen demons that flew among the haze and volute smoke, with its hazy sky and low buildings and children playing Find the Killer in alleys, with its painstaking boredom and indolent and silent melancholy and townspeople muttering about with clenched teeth, closing
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