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For all the wonderful teachers who taught me how to read and tried to teach me to write



“There comes a time when every summer will have something of autumn about it.”

—A. Bartlett Giamatti, “The Green Fields of the Mind”



Prologue

It was the first Ole Miss game that season in Jackson, and I’d been looking forward to it all summer. I had an Ole Miss hat, sort of a cross between a baseball hat and a newsboy cap that I wore to bed most nights. I knew the names of every starting Rebel as though they were family members: the all-American quarterback Glynn Griffing; the running back Lou Guy; the fullback and linebacker Buck Randall. I knew them all. The way the radio announcers described them was how I thought of the Rebels: “rocket-armed” Griffing; “swivel-hipped” Guy; “bruising” Randall. They were like titles bestowed upon knights competing on fields of battle.

I was ten years old.

My parents had a party before most Ole Miss games in Jackson. My favorite was the party before the Arkansas Razorbacks game, which was always a “hog roast” with lots of great barbeque and a big pig. I loved the pig.

The opening home game of that 1962 season was against the Kentucky Wildcats. You can’t roast a wildcat, but it was still a good party. They always had good parties.

The bootlegger came to the house before every party. Mississippi was the only state in the country that had not repealed Prohibition, so the entire state was dry and everybody had a bootlegger. Ours drove a pickup truck with cases of booze in the back. Not very discreet, but nobody really tried to hide bootlegging. The state tax collector even received a percentage of a bootlegger’s tax. You could make a lot of money, and one famous candidate for the office, when asked how long he intended to serve, said, “I figure it will only take one term.”

I liked our bootlegger. He was a friendly guy who always gave me an ice-cold Coke. Once I saw a pistol in the cab of his pickup, and I asked my father if he was a police officer. He laughed and said that he wasn’t but he probably had a lot of friends who were.

The pregame parties always ended with a couple of the Ole Miss chants, “Hotty Toddy,” and a dash for the stadium. For evening games, there would be an inevitable clothing ritual with my mother that played out with the predictability of a catechism.

“Take a coat. It’s going to get cool.”

“I’ve got a jacket.” I held up the light Ole Miss Windbreaker that had been a birthday present the year before. I’d learned not to fight these things. Submission was inevitable, so best to make it speedy.

“Is that heavy enough? Shouldn’t you wear that nice wool coat we got you for Christmas?”

The wool coat was the sort of thing that the lead character in Sergeant Preston of the Yukon wore in one of my favorite television shows. Unless the temperature plummeted seventy degrees, I knew I’d want to abandon it on the walk to Memorial Stadium, like heavy equipment on the German retreat from Stalingrad. I’d seen pictures of that in the Life magazine book of World War II that I kept in my room. Next to the Rebels, I was probably in love with World War II more than anything.

“I’m okay. Really, Mom. I’ve got a coat.”

As he always did at some point, my father stepped in. “He’s fine,” he reassured her. Then he held up the overly warm coat he had slung over his arm as a talisman to head off the next round of antihypothermia suggestions.

My dad and I always went to Memorial Stadium the same way: he’d drive just a couple of miles to the parking lot of Bailey Junior High School, and we’d walk. My aunt taught at Bailey, and later it was where I went to school. It was a formidable-looking art deco structure that always reminded me, not in a positive way, of the Emerald City in The Wizard of Oz. It was about a mile to the stadium from our usual parking spot. I loved that last stretch. Dad and I would hold hands and talk about the different ways the Rebels were going to win. He usually wore a snazzy hat, and sometimes when the afternoon sun caught us just right, our shadows fell long and lean on the sidewalk, stretching his hat out in funny shapes that made me laugh. The walk never felt routine. Even from a distance, the band warming up the crowd always seemed impossibly loud. The roar probably had something to do with the sound being funneled by the structure and amplified through the crowd. But it might have been my imagination teased to a frenzy in anticipation.

Walking to the game wasn’t like going to the Capri movie theater, our neighborhood favorite. Even if you didn’t know what was going to happen in a movie, it had already been made. But the game was different. Nobody had made what was going to unfold. No one had any idea what was going to happen. We were walking to history. I imagined families all across the country huddled around radios and big cabinet televisions like the huge Zenith in our living room, listening and watching what we were going to see for real. Going to the game seemed like being on the inside of the most important secret in the world.

I knew that my friends at school who didn’t go to the game would ask over and over, “What was it like?” Some wouldn’t want to believe that I had really been there. I always carried the ticket stubs with me for at least a week after a game.

—

On the way to the game, Confederate flags were everywhere, but that was normal. What would Rebel games be without Rebel flags? Cars drove by with guys and sometimes a girl holding flags and yelling, “Go to hell, Kentucky!”

I always loved the way the crowds got bigger the closer we got to the stadium. It was like seeing kids on the playground before the first day of school after the long summer. Not that I was friends with my fellow fans, or even knew more than a handful of them, but they were Rebel fans. We were Rebel fans. Perfect strangers would greet each other with “Hotty Toddy,” and it was like a password into our special clubhouse.

But this time, my dad steered us clear of any large groups. There was a crowd in the parking lot shouting, “Hell no!” and even I could tell they were drunk.

At halftime, Ole Miss was ahead 7–0. But my father seemed uneasy, shaking his head and talking about how “sloppy” the team had played. One of my favorite players, Buck Randall, had scored, but the refs called it back on holding. “We should be killin’ ’em,” my dad told me, and I nodded solemnly.

As soon as the teams had headed to the locker room, Colonel Reb, the Ole Miss mascot, led out the world’s largest Confederate flag, which seemed to cover the field, followed by the Ole Miss band wearing their standard uniforms of Confederate battle dress. This was the ritual of every Ole Miss game: Colonel Reb, the giant flag, and when the marching band finished its famous rendition of “Dixie,” the crowd would rise as one to shout, “The South shall rise again!”

But tonight, the ritual changed. A podium was placed in the center of the field, and a man I had seen before but couldn’t have named came out flanked by Mississippi highway patrolmen.

“It’s Ross!” somebody shouted.

“Hey, Governor!”

Governor Ross Barnett looked old and addled. People were laughing. Someone handed us a leaflet with the words for a new Mississippi anthem. The band started playing the Ross Barnett campaign song that I’d heard on the radio many times, “Roll with Ross,” but now the crowd was singing the new lyrics:


States may sing their songs of praise

With waving flags and hip-hoo-rays,

Let cymbals crash and let bells ring 

’Cause here’s one song I’m proud to sing:

Go, Mississippi, keep rolling along,

Go, Mississippi, you cannot go wrong,

Go, Mississippi, we’re singing your song,

M-I-S-S-I-S-S-I-P-P-I!


A few people near us in the stands looked uncomfortable, but most were laughing and singing. My father pushed his hat back on his head and stared at the paper. I wanted to join in, of course, but his look told me not to.

Ross Barnett was now waving his arms like a conductor. The crowd tore into the next verse:


We will not yield an inch of any field.

Fix us another toddy, ain’t yielding to nobody.

Ross is standing like Gibraltar, he shall never falter.

Ask us what we say, it’s to hell with Bobby K.

Never shall our emblem go

From Colonel Rebel to Ole Black Joe.


That was more than enough for my father. “Time to go,” he said and pulled on my hand. I assumed he meant time to get some hot dogs. I loved hot dogs. We started to move down our row toward an aisle. Barnett was bellowing, “I love Mississippi! I love Mississippi! I love her people! Our customs! I love and respect our heritage!”

The crowd had stopped laughing and cheered wildly.

When we got to the hot dog stands on the ground floor, I stopped because I thought it was hot dog time. My father walked ahead for a few steps, then came back. “Halftime hot dog?” he asked. He bought me one, but he didn’t look happy.

“Aren’t you getting one?”

“Not tonight,” he said, and instead of turning to go back into the stadium, he motioned toward the exit. “Let’s go home.”

“Home?”

He looked at me and then rubbed his stomach. “I don’t feel good. I ate too much at that party. We can listen to the second half at home.” Then, when he saw me hesitating, he said, “There’s peach cobbler left from the party.”

I loved the cobbler. I took a big bite out of the hot dog, and we walked out. Ross Barnett was still shouting.

Twenty-four hours later, the Ole Miss campus was a war zone in the last battle of the Civil War, federal troops fighting southerners over integration. Two weeks after that, the United States and Russia would come close to war over nuclear missiles in Cuba. But for me, 1962 will always be most remembered as the year my father and I cheered as Ole Miss went undefeated and won the national championship. It’s there, floating in memory, that perfect season in that most imperfect year.

There were other seasons, some good, some not so good, but always shared with my father. And then life’s wheel began to spin, and days and nights spent in stadiums faded into the past.

Until one day I woke up at the age of sixty and realized that what I wanted most in the world was one more season. With my father and football and the Ole Miss Rebels. It didn’t need to be a perfect season. One last season would be perfect enough.
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The fortunate among us realize early that loss is the key in which much of life is played. I was a little late coming to this realization. My life and sense of self-worth had been constructed around a very simple paradigm: there was winning and there was losing and nothing gray in between. It was part of what I liked most about politics. For a while, when I won, I was happy. Over time, that slowly changed to the point where winning was the absence of pain more than some form of joy. What hadn’t changed was the horrible self-loathing that came with losing. It wasn’t abstract or remote but a depressing, long-lasting sort of funk when no food tasted good and the best days were still lousy ones. Even when I knew that a campaign had gone as well as could be expected and we’d lost because of larger forces, it offered little comfort.

This was terribly predictable and not in the least profound. I had maneuvered through life with basically the emotional construct of the homecoming game. When you came off the field and the scoreboard showed you had won, you had…won. And what could possibly be better than winning? Or worse than losing?

On election night 2012 as I was getting numbers from small courthouses around Ohio, I found myself starting to think more about loss. Not just the election loss and the moments ahead, when I would have to walk into a hotel suite with a man and his family I had come to care for deeply and tell them that we had failed. It was a larger sense of loss. As grim staffers kept pushing new pieces of paper into my hand with vote counts, I tried to focus on the next steps. You do that in a campaign. You process information, good or bad, and move forward. We were going to lose this campaign. I had lost before, though not often and never at this level. The secret of success as a political consultant is to work for candidates who were going to win anyway and not screw it up. I’d picked candidates well.

Walking to Mitt Romney’s hotel room on election night, down a hallway that wasn’t long enough, I found myself asking the sorts of probing questions that an industry of self-help experts argue are essential to a well-led life: When was the last time I’d really been happy? What was it that I really cared about in life? Those experts may tell you such riddles open a path to happiness, but I had long suspected that they were employed mostly by those who believe—really, really believe—that the love of their life is just waiting on Match.com. I couldn’t remember ever asking myself questions like this on a night when we’d won. I suppose I’d always thought self-examination and introspection were what losers did instead of celebrating.

It had been a long campaign. I had turned sixty on a campaign plane a couple of weeks earlier, an event I’d made sure no one “celebrated.” I hated birthdays, and the notion of a campaign plane party, with some cake purchased by an advance staffer and reporters hovering around tweeting photographs, made me want to hurl myself straight out an emergency door. But it wasn’t really me or my birthday I was thinking about; it was my father’s. In six weeks or so, he would turn ninety-five.

Ninety-five is a pretty unimaginable number, but then turning sixty was a baffling notion as well. In the long hours after concession, waiting for the sun to come up to muddle through the inevitable awful day after, I suddenly realized I had an answer to one of the perennial campaign questions, “What do you plan to do after the race?” This had always been an easy question for me because, win or lose, I knew what I’d do: another campaign. I had never been interested in working in government of any sort and was confident I’d be terrible at the effort, even if it had appeal. I was one of those guys whose usefulness, if any, was in the taking of Baghdad, not the running of it.

But now I had a different sort of answer. I wanted to spend time with my mother and father while it was still possible. And I knew exactly how I wanted to do it.

—

When I was growing up, the ritual of going to Ole Miss football games had been one of those special connections that fortunate fathers and sons discover. We had stumbled onto this shared joy the first time my father brought me to a game and found it was a way of being close without seeming to work at it. We tried to keep that ritual alive as the usual forces fought to move us apart: college, jobs, and wider horizons to explore.

When I was honest with myself, and no doubt some of my frantic pace was a way of avoiding honest reflection, I didn’t think anything I’d done in life had meant as much to me, or brought as much sheer joy, as the Saturdays spent down south in stadiums with my dad. I could have kept doing that over the years, made the effort to make sure my father and I had that special time together. But of course I hadn’t. And he was never one to pressure me to do this or that. It just wasn’t his style. He had never urged me to go to Ole Miss and become a lawyer, as he and his grandfather had done, or to live in the South. He’d been one of those fathers who were for what I was for.

But now it was suddenly clear that nothing was more important than getting back to those games with my dad. Everything else seemed stale and trite. All the goals I’d set for myself, that rushing around to gulp in more life like a buffet at closing time, none of that seemed to mean a thing compared with just walking with him through a dark stadium tunnel to share the perfection of the hundred yards, bathed in sunlight or the magical glow of the field lights, hovering over the stadium like a giant UFO. I didn’t have to chase all over the world or put myself through the meat grinder of politics. I could just go back home, and it was there, waiting for me.

It may seem strange to some that football would be so connected to my sense of family and home, but I doubt many southerners will find it mystifying. When I was growing up in Mississippi, football, particularly college football, loomed so large it reduced most endeavors to vaguely silly pursuits, a variation on racewalking or croquet.

I thought of the simple rituals my dad and I had developed going to games together, losing ourselves in their pleasures. What did it mean that the first memory I had of holding my father’s hand was going to the Ole Miss–Arkansas game at Jackson Memorial Stadium? It was a rickety old stadium not that far from our house. The parking lot was filled with insane Arkansas fans yelling, “Woo Pig Sooie!” I was terrified. Everyone seemed to know my father. He was wearing a sport coat and a hat, sort of like the one that Bear Bryant would later make famous. I was nine years old. When we got to the steps, he offered to carry me, but I wanted to walk because only little kids were carried. So we walked, slowly.

Years later, I found the ticket stubs in the back of a drawer in my childhood room. I still remember the score: Ole Miss 16, Arkansas 0.

I loved everything about it, of course: the crowd, the yelling, the messy hot dogs, and the whiff of violence that hung in the air like a mist. I was too young to understand the game, but that would change, and with it grew a deep love. Most of all, I loved feeling safe with my dad. Now at sixty, reeling from a shattering defeat, I missed the confidence and comfort that as a boy those moments had so effortlessly provided.
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The games of my youth were huge spectacles: foggy nights in LSU’s Tiger Stadium, hot afternoons at Jackson Memorial Stadium, long car drives to the hills of Arkansas to face the dreaded Razorbacks. We’d talk about the game all the way, and if we won, we’d talk about it all the way back. If we lost, mostly we rode in silence and played over and over in our heads what could have been, should have been. There came a time—I can’t remember when exactly, and no doubt it was more gradual than sudden—when I realized it was being together with my father that I looked forward to as much as the game. When civil rights, Vietnam, and Watergate were ripping apart our country, my father and I could talk about anything by talking about nothing but football. It was a secret language that needed no translation. Those seasons had come and gone, and though we’d caught a game here or there and talked on the phone after a big, sweet moment like Ole Miss upsetting Tim Tebow and Florida, it didn’t have the continuity of a real season. It was a casual drop by, not a shared passion that bound us together. But it didn’t have to be that way. What was stopping us from grabbing one more season together? What was more valuable than a chance to spend time with my parents, to steal one more season?

And there’d be the games, those wonderful Saturdays that were always so perfect because they never were. Love of sports will always break your heart, but in doing so, it reminds us we have one. At this point in my life, that seemed like a worthy goal.

—

I flew to Charlotte and drove to Asheville, where my parents lived, on a hot summer day. The shortest way is west toward Spartanburg, South Carolina, but I like a slightly longer northern route through Hickory, North Carolina. Once I escaped from the suburbs of Charlotte, there was no city traffic, and soon the road began to tilt upward to the Smokies. I’d made this drive many times in the years since my parents moved to Asheville, and I always found the return reassuring.

My parents moved to Asheville because it was one of those places that always had a certain mystical tug for my mother. It was more than just mountains and Thomas Wolfe. For our family, and not a few Mississippians, North Carolina was a place to be envied. It was far enough north that summers were cooler and the schools the stuff of legend, but it was still part of a southerner’s world. It was over the horizon but not beyond the Pillars of Hercules.

They had originally settled in a Methodist retirement community in Asheville. I thought it was great: organized and pleasant with someone to take care of everything. There was a large campus for the community, and their house was big and comfortable, with plenty of room in the basement for my bike and a big desk to write. But my mother never liked it. The uniformity of it wore on her, and compared with her touchstone of all that was aesthetically pleasing, New Orleans, it was one rabbit hutch of a house after another. So, inevitably, they left and moved to a condo in Asheville just minutes from a tennis club where my father at ninety-five still played. We had lived in one place—Piedmont Street in the Belhaven neighborhood of Jackson, Mississippi—from the time I was born until some time after I left college. Then it seems my parents, freed from kids, had succumbed to a long-suppressed peripatetic instinct. They sold the house and embarked on a succession of moves that ended for a longish stretch in Fairhope, Alabama. Along the way, there were apartments in New Orleans and one French Quarter renovation. My mother, who had mostly grown up in New Orleans, was never really happy without some connection to the city.

Now they divided their time between Asheville and New Orleans. My sister was not far away during the summers, west in the mountains in Cashiers, North Carolina, the rest of the year in Laurel, Mississippi. It was like this for many southerners; part of us longed to be elsewhere, but we could never quite make the break. I’d managed to pretend I’d left, but it was a sham; I’d always be not only a southerner but a Mississippian. It was like shaving my head to change hair color. It would always grow back the same.

The drive to Asheville was one more reenactment of the ritual I’d begun when I left home at fourteen to go to school in the far north of Virginia. But for the first time in a very long time, it wasn’t just to drop by with a few moments to steal while the world waited at the door and the screen of my phone. This time I was here to talk about spending more time. It wasn’t as if I were putting the world on hold. Now I wanted my world to revolve around those special Saturdays with my dad.

I pulled up in front of their one-story condominium, thinking about how I was going to put it to my parents that we spend the fall with the Ole Miss team. A large man, gray and old, really old, came out carrying a big garbage can. It took me a second to realize it was my father. He looked at me and smiled, and then I didn’t feel sixty and he didn’t seem ninety-five. I got out of the car. “What do you think about going to some Ole Miss games this year?”
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Vanderbilt was the first game, in Nashville, an early game set to prime the pump for SEC football craziness. The year before, Ole Miss had lost to them in the final seconds. Both teams had charismatic young coaches who were in the middle of building new programs with great promise. It was easy to understand why it was being featured on television as the season’s big opener.

In theory, driving from Asheville to Nashville is a simple matter. But travel with my family, even by car, has always been a complicated business, and my parents being eighty-six and ninety-five did not make it easier. The drive should take four and a half hours. The game started at 9:15 p.m., late because of the television schedule. The hotel was so close to the stadium they touted that some of the best seats for the game were from the rooms. “We should leave early,” my mother said, “to beat the traffic.”

“What traffic?” my father asked. “We’re going through the mountains. There’ll be more deer than cars. Anyway, we have all day. Game starts at 9:15 tonight.”

“You don’t know what will happen,” my mother countered.

This was the kind of statement to which there really was no effective comeback. How could you argue, “Well, actually, I know exactly what will happen”? There was something reassuringly familiar about this travel routine. No matter how seemingly easy the journey, my mother would approach each as if she were running mission
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