Whitlow: Europa

Europa

by lan Whitlow

Dad died in Alcatraz. It’s funny. You hear about these places all
your life, but you hope to God you never end up there. When
I was young, I always said I would live with Dad one day. I
don’ talk like that any more. I'm not like him; I won't ever end
up in the places he’s been. Granddad says that, in our family,
the sins of the father really do get passed down to the son. Not
for me. I won't let some Sunday school bullshit dictate my life.

Pride. Infidelity. Rage. They go all the way down the
line, and they all stop with me.

I asked Granddad about his parents once. He heaved a sigh,
and as he released the air from his lungs he leaned far back in
his recliner, as if submitting himself to powers beyond his con-
trol. He downed the last of his beer, grown lukewarm sitting
between his legs since lunch. The deer head on the wall behind
him hung down almost over his head, casting a dark shadow
over his high brow; he was kingly, a barbaric monarch prepar-
ing to tell me his dark history in this bright room. I had never
been intimidated by him, but he looked great and terrible, and
I felt small, miniscule against this man and the army of years
that marched behind him.

“My mom lived in a small town on the coast of South
Carolina. She was a southern belle, through and through.
Gorgeous, too. All the men in town courted her, but she
turned them down; I don’t think she was being coy, I think
they just bored her. She came from money, the kind that per-
petuates youth and shrouds all important choices in frivolity.
She preferred collecting shells on the beach to planning social
engagements. Once, as she and her friends were coming back
into town from one of these excursions, they caught a glimpse
of a hulking behemoth hurtling down the main thoroughfare
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— a white truck, roaring and rattling and startling the girls.
After all, cars were rare and frightening in those days. But, the
truck slowed down, and the man in the driver’s seat gave the
gitls a wink. So they started to approach the truck slowly — all
except my mom. She ran up to it, let her hand brush the side,
and vaulted into the truck bed. Before her friends could say
anything, the truck snorted, bucked, and galloped down the
road, out of town and out of their lives.

“A few years later, she'd had me and my brother, that man had
deserted her for God knows how many other women, and the
magic of running away with a mysterious stranger had decid-
edly worn off. Mom never seemed angry with him for his infi-
delity; she was just sad. According to her, he was middle-aged
and handsome, maybe married before he met her, but a
charmer nevertheless. She was reverent whenever she spoke
about him, but my brother and I always felt like he'd cheated
her. Hell, I guess we felt cheated, too. We always heard about
this godlike father of ours, but never got to experience him
firsthand. He belonged to someone else, or no one at all.”

I lived with Granddad growing up. Dad was locked up for
“involuntary” manslaughter before I turned three. Granddad
says we were happy. Mom was pretty, Dad was successful. He
worked in life insurance. He had a reputation (says Granddad)
for being honest, being compassionate, actually caring about
his policyholders. Once, he gave a guy enough money to pay
all his bills that month. Electricity, water, the works. I'm sure
we went a bit hungry that month. Despite his overflow of
compassion, we were still on the lower end of affluent. I was
set up to go to some rich private schools when I got older, but
everything went to hell.

“One day, your dad goes into the office” (Granddad
again). “But he doesn’t sit down at his desk. Instead, he charges
through the door like an animal, knocking down cubicles,
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smashing coffee mugs against people’s heads. Then he gets real
violent. Now, your pops was a beast of a man. Gets that from
your grandma. He was over six feet, easy, all bulk. He starts
grabbin’ people, ripping off limbs and breaking bones, moving
through that maze of an office berserk and without method.
The police called it a ‘river of blood.” When they showed up,
they just started firing. Your daddy took three bullets to the
chest before he went down. He didn’t die, either. So he ended
up in Alcatraz. One inmate killed him in his sleep, strangled
him with his bare hands. Someone asked the guy why he did
it; he answered simply, ‘He was an abomination in God’s
sight.” That’s how people remember your father, boy — an
abomination, a pariah. You come from a family of abomina-
tions.”

After my father'’s rampage, Mom slit her wrists. She
only made the river of blood run deeper. I went to live with
Granddad after that. A palatial cabin in central Arkansas, and
the perfect place to shelter his grandson from the world that
would show him no mercy for being the son of terror itself.

I didn’t stay in school long. Kids knew what my father
had done; no doubt parents had girded their children with the
knowledge that I might bite if provoked. They were right. The
first mention of my dad would bring rage, anger that no child
ever ought to know. Then anger would give way to action.
Granddad took me out of school before I did any serious dam-
age.

He was educated, though, a real southern renaissance
man. He taught me to read in his library, bigger than any back-
woods library has a right to be. I read everything, too. He
taught me to hunt, to live away from people, to depend on
myself. He never shied away from telling me about my dad,
either. He taught me to control my anger, that self-control was
what made you a man. I was truly grateful to him.
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Back in the sitting room, I admire the old deer head on the
wall; it had been joined by one more on either side, creating a
bestial crucifixion scene. Move to the kitchen, find a bottle of
whiskey in the cabinet. I drink it in gulps.

Bottle empty, I climb the stairs slowly, taking care not
to make a noise. I approach my Granddad’s room with all the
silence of a vulture on the descent. His room is right in front
of me. No hesitation. I push the door open.

His snoring fills the room just like his stories: full and
rthythmic, completely authoritative. Even on his final night, he
is regal in slumber. I guess that makes this an assassination.

I am beside his bed now. Cock the gun.

Pull the trigger.

The shot to his chest jerks him out of sleep. He sees my
figure in the dark, and he knows it’s me. But now it’s wrong,.
There’s no satisfaction in what I've done. Because, as he begins
to fade, he looks at me with a face that says clearly:

“You were to be my redemption.”

And now he’s gone.

And the gun turns to face me.
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