Memoirs 15

We write memoirs to explore our past— about shopping for a party dress
with Grandma, or driving a car for the first time, or breaking up with our
first love. Memoirs focus on events and people and places that are impor-
tant to us. We usually have two goals when we write a memoir: to cap-
ture an important moment and to convey something about its significance
for us. The following example is from All Over But the Shoutin’, the 1997
autobiography by Rick Bragg, a former reporter for the New York Times.
Bragg grew up in Alabama, and in this memoir he recalls when, as a
teenager, he paid a final visit to his dying father.

RICK BRAGG
All Over But the Shoutin’

He was living in a little house in Jacksonville, Alabama, a college and mil
town that was the closest urban center—uwith its stoplights and a high
school and two supermarkets—to the country roads we roamed in our
raggedy cars. He lived in the mill village, in one of those houses the mills
subsidized for their workers, back when companies still did things like
that. It was not much of a place, but better than anything we had ever
lived in as a family. | knocked and a voice like an old woman's, punctu-
ated with a cough that sounded like it came from deep in the guts, told
me to come on in, it ain‘t locked. It was dark inside, but light enough to
see what looked like a bundle of quilts on the corner of a sofa. Deep
inside them was a ghost of a man, his hair and beard long and going
dirty gray, his face pale and cut with deep grooves. | knew | was in the
right house because my daddy’s only real possessions, a velvet-covered
board pinned with medals, sat inside a glass cabinet on a table. But this
couldn’t be him.
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He coughed again, spit into a can and struggled to his feet, but
stopped somewhere short of standing straight up, as if a stoop was all
he could manage. "Hey, Cotton Top,” he said, and then | knew. My
daddy, who was supposed to be a still-young man, looked like the walk-
ing dead, not just old but damaged, poisoned, used up, crumpled up
and thrown in a corner to die. | thought that the man | would see
would be the trim, swaggering, high-toned little rooster of a man who
stared back at me from the pages of my mother’s photo album, the
young soldier clowning around in Korea, the arrow-straight, good-
looking boy who posed beside my mother back before the fields and
mophandle and the rest of it took her looks. The man | remembered
had always dressed nice even when there was no cornmeal left, whose
black hair always shone with oil, whose chin, even when it wobbled
from the beer, was always angled up, high.

I thought he would greet me with that strong voice that sounded
so fine when he laughed and so evil when, slurred by a quart of corn
likker, he whirled through the house and cried and shrieked, tormented
by things we could not see or even imagine. | thought he would be the
man and monster of my childhood. But that man was as dead as a man

could be, and this was what remained, like when a snake sheds its skin
and leaves a dry and brittle husk of itself hanging in the Johnson grass.

“It's all over but the shoutin’ now, ain't it, boy,” he said, and when
he let the quilt slide from his shoulders | saw how he had wasted away,
how the bones seemed to poke out of his clothes, and | could see how
it killed his pride to look this way, unclean, and he looked away from
me for a moment, ashamed.

He made a halfhearted try to shake my hand but had a coughing
fit again that lasted a minute, coughing up his life, his lungs, and after
that | did not want to touch him. | stared at the tops of my sneakers,
ashamed to look at his face. He had a dark streak in his beard below
his lip, and | wondered why, because he had never liked snuff. Now |

know it was blood.

I remember much of what he had to say that day. When you don‘t
see someone for eight, nine years, when you see that person’s life red
on their lips and know that you will never see them beyond this day,
you listen close, even if what you want most of all is to run away.

“Your momma, she alright?” he said.

I said | reckon so.
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“The other boys? They alright?”

| said | reckon so.

Then he was quiet for a minute, as if trying to find the words to
a question to which he did not really want an answer.

“They ain’t never come to see me. How come?”

| remember thinking, fool, why do you think? But | just choked
down my words, and in doing so | gave up the only real chance | would
ever have to accuse him, to attack him with the facts of his own sorry
nature and the price it had cost us all. The opportunity hung perfectly
still in the air in front of my face and fists, and | held my temper and
let it float on by. | could have no more challenged him, berated him,
hurt him, than | could have kicked some three-legged dog. Life had
kicked his ass pretty good.

“How come?”

| just shrugged.

For the next few hours— unless | was mistaken, having never had
one before—he tried to be my father. Between coughing and long
pauses when he fought for air to generate his words, he asked me if
| liked school, if | had ever gotten any better at math, the one thing
that just flat evaded me. He asked me if | ever got even with the boy

O who blacked my eye ten years ago, and nodded his head, approvingly,
as | described how | followed him into the boys’ bathroom and knocked
his dick string up to his watch pocket, and would have dunked his head
in the urinal if the aging principal, Mr. Hand, had not had to pee and
caught me dragging him across the concrete floor.

He asked me about basketball and baseball, said he had heard |
had a good game against Cedar Springs, and | said pretty good, but it
was two years ago, anyway. He asked if | had a girlfriend and | said,
“One,” and he said, “Just one?” For the slimmest of seconds he almost
grinned and the young, swaggering man peeked through, but disap-
peared again in the disease that cloaked him. He talked and talked
and never said a word, at least not the words | wanted.

He never said he was sorry.

He never said he wished things had turned out different.

He never acted like he did anything wrong.

Part of it, | know, was culture. Men did not talk about their feel-
ings in his hard world. | did not expect, even for a second, that he
would bare his soul. All | wanted was a simple acknowledgment that
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he was wrong, or at least too drunk to notice that he left his pretty
wife and sons alone again and again, with no food, no money, no way
to get any, short of begging, because when she tried to find work he
yelled, screamed, refused. No, | didn’t expect much.

After a while he motioned for me to follow him into a back room
where he had my present, and | planned to take it and run. He handed
me a long, thin box, and inside was a brand-new, well-oiled Reming-
ton .22 rifle. He said he had bought it some time back, just kept for-
getting to give it to me. It was a fine gun, and for a moment we were
just like anybody else in the culture of that place, where a father’s gift
of a gun to his son is a rite. He said, with absolute seriousness, not to
shoot my brothers.

| thanked him and made to leave, but he stopped me with a hand
on my arm and said wait, that ain‘t all, that he had some other things
for me. He motioned to three big cardboard egg cartons stacked
against one wall.

Inside was the only treasure | truly have ever known.

I had grown up in a house in which there were only two books, the
King James Bible and the spring seed catalog. But here, in these boxes,
were dozens of hardback copies of everything from Mark Twain to Sir
Arthur Conan Doyle. There was a water-damaged Faulkner, and the nearly ‘
complete set of Edgar Rice Burroughs's Tarzan. There was poetry and
trash, Zane Grey's Riders of the Purple Sage, and a paperback with two
naked women on the cover. There was a tiny, old copy of Arabian Nights,
threadbare Hardy Boys, and one Hemingway. He had bought most of
them at a yard sale, by the box or pound, and some at a flea market. He
did not even know what he was giving me, did not recognize most of
the writers. “Your momma said you still liked to read,” he said.

There was Shakespeare. My father did not know who he was,
exactly, but he had heard the name. He wanted them because they
were pretty, because they were wrapped in fake leather, because they
looked like rich folks’ books. | do not love Shakespeare, but | still have
those books. | would not trade them for a gold monkey.

“They's maybe some dirty books in there, by mistake, but | know
you ain’t interested in them, so just throw ‘em away,” he said. “Or at
least, throw ‘em away before your momma sees ‘em.” And then | swear
to God he winked.

| guess my heart should have broken then, and maybe it did, a lit-
tle. | guess | should have done something, anything, besides mumble
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“Thank you, Daddy.” | guess that would have been fine, would not
have betrayed in some way my mother, my brothers, myself. But |
just stood there, trapped somewhere between my long-standing, com-
fortable hatred, and what might have been forgiveness. | am trapped
there still.

Bragg's memoir illustrates all the features that make a memoir good: how the
son and father react to each other creates the kind of suspense that keeps us
reading; vivid details and rich dialogue bring the scene to life. His later reflec-
tions make the significance of that final meeting very clear.

Key Features / Memoirs

A good story. Your memoir should be interesting, to yourself and oth-
ers. It need not be about a world-shaking event, but your topic—and how
you write about it—should interest your readers. At the center of most
good stories stands a conflict or question to be resolved. The most com-
pelling memoirs feature some sort of situation or problem that needs res-
olution. That need for resolution is another name for suspense. It's what
makes us want to keep reading.

Vivid details. Details bring a memoir to life by giving readers mental
images of the sights, sounds, smells, tastes, and textures of the world in
which your story takes place. The goal is to show as well as tell, to take
readers there. When Bragg describes a “voice like an old woman’s, punc-
tuated with a cough that sounded like it came from deep in the guts,” we
can hear his dying father ourselves. A memoir is more than simply a report
of what happened; it uses vivid details and dialogue to bring the events
of the past to life, much as good fiction brings to life events that the writer
makes up or embellishes.

Clear significance. Memories of the past are filtered through our view
from the present: we pick out some moments in our lives as significant,
some as more important or vivid than others. Over time, our interpreta-
tions change, and our memories themselves change.



