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Chicken Coup


We lived in a chicken coup.  Literally.  It wasn’t used as a chicken coup while we lived in it of course, and it had been somewhat renovated since it’s days of keeping the wolves (well, wild dogs really) away from the chickens.  Athen and I were the only two people we knew that had red brick for our inner walls.  It stayed cool in the summer, despite having no air condition, and the big, black wood stove, Earl we called it,  kept our house scorching in the Winter. 


 The bedroom, there was only one, and the bathroom had been tacked onto the old chicken coup ten years before we started renting the place from Mike for thirty-five dollars a week.   Anyway, there was room for two beds although we had to crawl over them to get to the bathroom.  It was hell in mornings when our bladders were about to burst.  Especially for me because my bed was the one closest to the bathroom door--Athen would have to either bounce or crawl over me.  Either way he never failed to step on a kidney. 


Our curtains, I believe, came from the set of Let’s Make a Deal.  They were probably avant garde at the time Mike’s mother purchased them--what with all the  Easter egg colors and psychedelic squirming worm lines.  My books and Athen’s computer chips were scattered around the place like the last sparkle of a Roman candle.  It really was our home, but somehow the label of Chicken Coup stuck.  It just seemed to fit.  


Athen worked on the farm for Mike.  I drove the twenty miles into town five days a week to wash dishes at the Shamrock.  Rent being only thirty five dollars a week, we pretty much had it made.  We had plenty of beer money and we could have parties when we wanted.  Come to the Chicken Coup this Saturday we’d say, and they would show up in droves.  We’d tie a red balloon to our mailbox so they didn’t miss our driveway--which was a spindly, gravel and red-clay entity unto itself.  A killer in the Winter.


I had just finished scrubbing, on my hands and knees with bleach and water,  our white linoleum floor.  Athen constantly complained of my slobbiness, so I figured I’d surprise him.  I looked at the floor.  It didn’t look any cleaner.  Defeated, I sat down at the kitchen table and lit a cigarette, a Bull Durham--only a dollar a pack at the time.  The door, which led directly into the kitchen, opened.  It was Athen, he had a carton of eggs in his hands.  His shirt was off and stalks of hay were sticking to his wide, browning chest and matted in his hair.


“Hey, Scarecrow,” I said.  His forearms were bloodied and scratched, as if he’d gotten a hold on a wild Buck Rooster.  “If you’d of only had a brain you would have known you’re supposed to wear a shirt when you put up hay.”


“It’s too hot.”  


“Yeah, it’s hotter’n hell out there, that’s for sure.”


“Did you work today?”  


“Nope,” I said. “I was off.”


“Then why’s this place in such a mess?”


“Jesus, don’t be in a mood.  You wanna beer?”


“No.  And I’m not in a bad mood, it’s just that my parents are coming here to dinner tonight and I want the place to look all right.  I also have to get ready, they’ll be here in a few hours.  Can you help me pick up?”


“Sure.”


“OK.  Scrub the floor, it’s filthy, and I’ll vacuum.  You’ll need to stack your books in some sort of disorderly order as well.”


“Zieg Hiel!” I pork-chopped my forehead and marched around in an exaggerated goose-step.


“That’s not funny,” Athen said.


“Of course not.  God, you’re tense.”


“I told you my parents are coming.”


“So?”  It wasn’t like they’d never been to our house before--sometimes at the most awkward moments possible.  They still know the exact size of my fully erect penis.  Like Athen, they don’t knock.


“So, I want the place to look nice. Damn, I still have to cook.  And don’t drink anymore beer.  I don’t want you to be drunk when they get here.  Actually,  it might be better if you leave”


“Leave?”  Why in the hell would he want me to leave?  It was, after all, half my house too.  


“Yeah.”  A pause.  “If you don’t mind.”


“What is with you today?  Look, I don’t have any money.  I spent my last seven bucks on beer that I can’t even drink.  It’s supposed to be my day off, you spring this on me, and now you want me to leave.”


“I don’t have any money either.  I guess you’ll have to stay.  But please, stay sober until they leave.”


“Fine. But do me a favor--Relax.  You’re running around like a chicken with its head cut off.”


We cleaned.  I scrubbed the floor again and did the dishes, quickly I might add, I was still in my prime back then.  Athen vacuumed and made our beds, which can be seen from the kitchen and living room.  


“What are we having anyway?”


“Steak.”


“Shit, where did you get steak?”


“Mike had to slaughter a cow today.  It died giving birth.  He lost a lot of money on it.”


“How’s the calf?”


“Fine.”


Athen began to cook, so I went ahead and took the first shower.  I had to be careful not to stay too long, we didn’t get much hot water out on the farm and I’d already washed a sink full of dirty dishes.   After my shower, I wiped thick steam off the mirror with a towel so I could shave and there was my face, eighteen and already tired.  My hair is kinky and coarse and I am always equipped with a plethora of dull razors, so I usually cut the shit out of myself when I shave.  This was no exception, my neck was especially bloody by the end.  With the time honored tradition passed down from father to son, father to son, I stuck little bits of toilet paper all over my face.  I looked like a galaxy.


The living room smelled of steak and onions and Athen’s famous biscuits--a recipe he had not yet given me, and his grandmother had given no one but him.  His mother was still pissed about that.  The biscuits were heavy and dense-- not fluffy and full of air.  But they were tender and delicious.  Unlike any other biscuits I’d ever had in my life.  They’re still my favorite.


“Athen.”


“Yeah.”


“I just thought of something.”


“What’s that?”


“I don’t think that this kitchen is big enough for four people.  I mean we could move the table out from the wall, but someone would be stuck sitting on the counter.”


Athen looked around, a true scientist he used logic.


“You’re right,” he said, “We’ll just have to move it into the living room.  It’s nicer in there anyway, I’ll light some candles.”


“I’ll move it,” I said.    I lifted the table, it wasn’t heavy, the legs came unstuck from the linoleum--popping like a suction cup off glass.  There were now four quarter sized rust stains on the floor.  


“I just got dressed,” I said, “I’m not about to try to get those off now.”


“Fine.”  He was a little annoyed.  “I see you shaved.”  He was staring at my toilet paper riddled face.


“Yep.”


“Well, that’s a start.   Anyway, I’m putting this stuff on low to keep it warm, I’m going to get ready.”


I was so tempted to have a beer while Athen was taking his shower that I could taste the Milwaukee’s Best Light already bitter in my mouth like God juice.  But, I resisted.  I’d promised my best friend that I wouldn’t.  I was reconsidering when the front door opened, without a knock, it was Athen’s parents.


“My you look nice, Cracker,” Athen’s mother, Jen, practically belched. “This floor could use some work though. And you got, oh my God, toilet paper stuck all over your face.  Did we have a little accident? ”


 Her hair was high, her make-up thick, and she was wearing her church clothes--or what passes for them in the Church of God. 


“I shaved,” I said.


“I liked the beard better,” she answered, “you look like an egg without it.”  



Well, she was laughing at herself again, so I turned my attention to Athen’s father, Randall.  He was churched dressed as well, stoic in his suit, in a way that had always seemed a little surreal for such a good-humored man.  Damn, I was glad I’d put on pants and a shirt that were clean and without holes--I didn’t know it was going to be such a soiree.


“Cracker,” Randall sleered, a sly grin on his face.  For some reason I’ll never understand, this wiry preacher for the Church of God liked me--A heathen! Perhaps he thought that in the ten years I’d known Athen, I’d helped him to loosen up a little--more play, less work.  Or, perhaps it was because he could pull oddly malicious practical jokes on me, like putting my car up on blocks when I was running late for work, and I, already an instinctive Buddhist, wouldn’t get upset.


“What’re we havin’?”  Randall asked.


“I don’t know,” I lied.  I didn’t want to have to be the one to break the news about the biscuits.


“Where’s Athen?”  Randall asked.


“In the shower . . .”  


“Here I am,” Athen jumped from the bathroom to my bed and into the living room in one liquid flourish.  


“Son,” Randall said, hugging Athen.  “What’s for supper?  I’m starvin’.”


“Don’t start this again,” Jen sighed wearily.


“I’m serious.  I ain’t got to eat all day.  Your mom told me that there weren’t no use in cookin’ since we was comin’ over here.  I told her that I had a full days work ahead of me.  It was six in the mornin’, son, and I knew we wasn’t gonna be over here ‘til late.  But, she’d have none of it.  She told me just to wait.”


“Bull.  He’s eat all day.  I’ll be shocked if he can have another bite.”



“I hope you’re both hungry,” Athen said smuggishly.  “We’re having mashed potatoes, corn, and biscuits.”


“Hungry Jack?”  Jen asked hopefully.


“No, homemade,” Athen answered.


“Well,” Jen shined, “steak and potatoes is OK, but I don’t really like biscuits too much.  You got any regular bread?”


“No.”  Athen wasn’t lying--our entire stock of food consisted of six boxes of macaroni and cheese, a carton of eggs, two packs of Ramen noodles, whatever dead cow Mike had given us, whatever I could steal from work, and the odds and ends, flour and such, that we’d managed to collect over the summer.


“I guess I won’t have no bread then,” Jen said, sounding utterly crushed.


“Suit yourself,” Athen answered.


“Jen, just have a biscuit.  They’re good biscuits and you know it.  You were raised on ‘em.”


“Yeah, I was raised on ‘em all right, and they always gave me the diarrhea.  There’s somethin’ funny in them biscuits.  I just can’t put my finger on what it is.  What do you put funny in them biscuits, Athen?”


“Nothing, mother.”


“Somethin’s funny in ‘em.  Just wish I knew what it was.”


“Anyway,” Athen said, “have a seat.  I’ll get supper ready.  Oh, let me put on some music first.  Let’s see, I got The Phantom of the Opera, um . . . Bette Midler, oh here’s the soundtrack to Funny Girl.”


“How about Hank Williams,” I said.  “I’ve got his greatest hits in there somewhere.”  It’s good drinking music.


“Yeah,” Randall said, “put that on. I like that.”  He looked around sheepishly, “I like when he sings ‘I’ll Fly Away.’”


We all sat down and Athen, dressed to the nine’s himself, served us as if we were at the sort of restaurant none of  us could really afford.  The food looked great.


“Dead Cow,” I said, “thank you,” remembering that I was eating a life that had ended that very day.


“That’s not funny,” Athen said--Mike really had lost a lot of money, a dead cow is a cow you can’t sell, after all.


“Of course it’s not,” I said.


No one talked.  They chewed.  Thank God the Hank Williams tape was playing, I can’t stand to hear people chew. My father chews food like a cow chewing it’s cud, loud and sloppy, like he’s got a wet rat in his mouth.  I can’t stand the sound of it.  


“A cow died today,” Athen finally said.  “Died giving birth.”


“How’s the calf?”  Randall asked.


“He’s fine,” Athen said. 


“So, this is pretty fancy,” Randall said, “What’s the occasion?”


Athen played with his food, “Nothing.  Can’t I invite my mom and dad over for a nice meal.”


“Sure. But you don’t.”


“I guess I will take one of those biscuits,” Jen said.  “Probably regret it later, though, when I got the back door trots.”  She covered her mouth to laugh, her face turning red, embarrassed of her own vulgar  breech of table etiquette.  She finally composed herself enough to ask if anyone would like more mashed potatoes--they were sitting right in front of her and she’d taken it upon herself to be Keeper of the ‘Tatos, dishing them out as she saw fit--or as the situation called for.


“No thanks.”


Jen took a bit of her biscuit.  Then, she looked my way, and whispered in her loud way, “Somethin’s funny in these biscuits.  Somethin’s real funny in ‘em, but my own son won’t tell me what.  What do you think about a son not telling his mother what’s funny in his biscuits, Cracker?”


“It’s a cryin’ shame, Mam.”


“How ‘bout you.  You know what’s funny in them biscuits.”


“He ain’t told me nothin’. “


Hank was singing “Your Cheatin’ Heart” and I was getting thirsty.    We were all near finished, except for Jen who had a monstrosity of mashed potatoes on her plate, so maybe they’d leave soon and I could have a beer.


“You comin’ to church this Sunday?” Randall asked Athen.


“Sure.”


“How ‘bout you, Cracker, we been missin’ ya there.  You comin’?”


“No,” I said.  And before we could get into a religious debate that would only lead to frustration, Athen interrupted.


“I guess I did invite you here for a reason,” Athen said.  The entire tone of the evening suddenly changed.  It was as if we could all sense something serious was about to go down--Cancer, a brain tumor, drugs, someone’s death.  As if on cue, Hank stopped singing.  There was just that eternal silence that fiction writers are always talking about.


“Go ahead then,” Jen muttered indignantly. “Go ahead, boy, tell us what’s funny in them biscuits.”


“You gotta girl pregnant, didn’t you?”  Randall asked, ignoring his wife.  


Jen gasped, “Would anyone like some more mashed potatoes?” And started dishing out some more for herself.  She was building Mt. Fuigi on her plate.


“Not exactly,” Athen said.  He was hedging.


“Well what is it, son? You know you can tell us anything.”  
“Anything?”  Athen asked.


“Of course. Now c’mon, son, what is it?  I ain’t got all night.”  He laughed, trying to add some levity to the situation.  “You’re all right, ain’t ya?”


“Oh my God,” Jen squealed, “he’s dyin’.  It’s my fault.  It runs in my family.  I ain’t been feelin’ good myself.  There’s something serious wrong with my stomach--I know it’s bad.  And I know them biscuits Momma forced down me all them years couldn’t a helped it none.  Might of caused it.  Athen, you gotta get off them funny biscuits before it’s too late.”


“I’m OK,” Athen said.


“Well, then, what is it?  You been drinking?  It’s OK, I drank a few beers as a kid myself.  Cracker’s a good kid and he drinks.  Go ahead, son, sow your wild oats, just don’t forget the Lord.”


“I drink every once in awhile,” Athen said.


“Would anyone like some mashed potatoes?”  Jen crowed, slapping another healthy spoonful onto her plate.


“Well, that’s OK,” Randall says, “Even the Bible says that the elders of the church are afforded the luxury of a little wine.  Jesus, himself turned the water to wine.”


“And Noah was a lush,” I reminded him..  No one acknowledged me, however.


“I’m gay.”  Athen exploded, already on the verge of tears.  You could for a moment, to use a clichŽ, have heard a pin dropping on a pillow.


“Would anyone like some mashed potatoes?”  Jen asked--somehow--the potatoes having become her only connection to reality.


“I don’t want any potatoes,” Randall said, “I want my son to quit pulling my leg.”  He nudged Athen’s shoulder, “Good one, son.”


Athen repeated himself, “I am gay.”


“Well, I guess that means I can have a beer,” I said and got up and got me one. I popped it open and joined the table--ready to watch the show.   Randall turned to me.


“It’s you,” he said.  “You’ve brought him to this. You’ve done this to my son.  You’re a tempter, Cracker, a tempter.”


“Me?  This is the first I’ve heard of it.  I ain’t gay anyway, not that it matters.”


“Not that it matters!  Not that it matters!  My son is going to hell, not that it matters.”


“He ain’t goin’ to hell,” I said.  “God don’t send queers to hell anymore. Ain’t you been keepin’ up with the literature.”  I don’t know why I was being so indignant.  I wasn’t in the habit of talking back to my elders, but my best friend was bawling his eyes out across the table from me and Jesus Christ somebody had to say something that made sense.


“What are you talking about?  You and your beer and your earrings and that goatee you were wearing . . .”  Suddenly, inexplicably, I was self-conscious about my face, bleeding and plugged with toilet paper--my beardless, bald, exposed face “ . . .  you’ve brought Athen into a state of sinfulness.  And then you pulled him into your bed.”  Randall turned back to his son. My mouth was wide open. 


“Athen, we’ll fix this.  There’s ways.  You’re just confused.  You’ve been turned over to a reprobate mind, living in this den of sin.  We’ll get you out of here.  I’ll get the elders of the church to pray over you, to anoint you with oil.”


“I don’t want to be prayed over, dad.  I’m gay.  I’m gay.  I have sex with men.”


“Would anyone like some mashed potatoes?”  She was strangely calm, already dolling more potatoes out onto her own plate. She had piled them so high they were about to come crashing down--a potato avalanche.


“Sex with men!” Randall screamed, “It’s sex before marriage now is it?”


“He can’t very well get married, can he?”  I said.


“Mashed potatoes?  Mashed potatoes, anyone?”


“I don’t want no goddamn mashed potatoes,” Randall said.


“Well . . .”  In her mind I’m sure Jen had worked up a huge, vivacious and melodramatic response to her husband’s use of the most sacred of curse words, but in practice all  she could do was feign fainting.


“Dad,” Athen said, “stop it.  I just wanted to tell you.  You can leave now if you want.”  Athen had composed himself--the scientist was back.


“I don’t want to leave.  I want to get this straightened out,” he said.


“Pun not intended, “ I added.


“Cracker,” Athen said, “please, have another beer.”


Don’t mind if I do, I thought, and had one.  But Randall knocked it out of my hand before I could take my second drink.


“This is a den of sin,” he said.  “It’s a modern day Sodom.  I’ve heard about what goes on in here.  Parties, beer,  weed.”  Randall stressed and drew out the word weed between pursed lips until it sounded like a hoarse southern  snake whispering Weeeeeeeeed--he was full force into his preacher routine.  “ And now, apparently, men having sex with men.  Given over to unnatural passions. God shall call down a plague unto this house.  He shall smite thee.  He shall smite the wicked.”


“Smite me, dear Jesus,” I said and lifted my praising hands to the heavens--shaking them like they were wet.  


“Cracker, shut up!”  Athen said. “Just shut the fuck up.”


I did.  I got another beer--being careful this time to stay out of Randall’s reach.


“I should have put a stop to this a long time ago.  The Lord warned me about you, Cracker.  He warned me of you the first day we met.”


“I was eight.”


“Before you were, Cracker, before  you were  born the Lord, our Gawdly father, had counted every hair on your vile little head.”


“Why would he wanna do that?”


“It is not His will we question, it is our own desires.  Now, you have fallen into the hands of the evil one and much like Eve did with Adam you have called my soon too into his firm grasp.  Yes, his grasp is firm--but Gawd’s prying hands are even stronger.  It’s not too late even for you, Cracker.”


“But I’m not gay.  And if I was I wouldn’t be messin’ around with Athen that’s for sure.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?”  


“You’re just not my type.”


“So you are gay!” Randall thundered.  “I knew it!”


I have a question for you, dear reader. Have you ever worked on a farm?  Ever worked with cows?  I have.  They are stupid.  They are the most stupid creatures I have ever had the pleasure to encounter--I was actually a vegetarian until I worked on a farm.  After that, I figured any animal as stupid as a cow deserved to be eaten.  For example, we used to have to give the cows black leg shots.  It was for their own good, of course, saved their lives, actually.  But the cows didn’t like it.  You have to run them through a shoot--a narrow hall of iron bars, clamp their head in some otherworldly device to hold them still, and stick a huge painful needle full of medicine into their flanks.  The older bulls, stupidity aside, know what is coming as soon as you corral them into the shoot.  I’ve seen bulls buck.  I’ve seen bulls scream.  I saw one bull try to twist his way around the shoot, trying to squeeze himself through the iron bars and head back to grazing, as if the reality of the black leg shot was avoidable.  He got stuck, of course, and ended up ripping his ear plum off.  It took us three hours to get him unstuck, but still he got the shot--not even realizing that it probably saved his life.


Jen, realizing that no one had fallen for her fainting routine, gathered herself.


“Would anyone like any mashed potatoes?”  She asked, one last, whimpering time.


“Yes,” Randall said, “give them to me.”  


And, the man gorged.  He scooped handful after handful of mashed potatoes off of Jen’s plate and into his mouth--he got them in his hair, in his ears, in his nostrils, but still he ate.  He grabbed for a biscuit.


“For God’s sake,” Jen squealed, “not the funny biscuits!”


It was too late.  Randall had a biscuit.  He dipped it into mashed potatoes, and stuck the entire thing into his mouth.  He ran to the refrigerator, opened it with a jerk, grabbed a carton of eggs, titled back his head, opened his mouth, and started cracking egg after egg into his mouth.   Then, he began to choke.  At first, we thought that maybe something had just gone down the wrong pipe--after all, he hadn’t signaled to us that he was in any sort of trouble.  But when his face turned purple and he began to stumble, we realized that there was a real chance of him dying.  


“Them funny biscuits have really done it this time!”



Luckily Athen, a former life guard, knew the Heimlich.  He stood behind his father, placed his arms around his waist, and pumped with all of his strength.  Mashed potatoes, cow, and biscuit flew, full steam ahead, out of Randall’s throat and into Jen’s face--splattering there like a Pollack painting.

It was all really perverse with Athen there pumping his father from behind-- if you chose to think of it that way.


“Dad, are you OK?”  Athen asked.


“I can’t breathe,” Jen said, “these mashed potatoes he spit on me are choking me.  Help me, son, somebody, I can’t breathe”  We ignored her.


“I’m fine,” Randall said.  “I have to go.  Jen, stop squawking and let’s go.”


“You don’t have to leave yet,” Athen said.


“Yes we do.”


“Oh.”


“We’ll see you at church Sunday?”


“Yes.”


“Cracker?”


“No.”


“I love you, dad,” Athen said.


“I have to go, son.”

Crocker--


