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By  H A R R I S O N  S cOt t  K E y

THE IMAGINARY FARM

This funny thing happens when people ask 
where I’m from, especially when I’m at 
academic conferences, where people are 

so often from uninteresting places.
“Mississippi,” I say.
“Oh, wow!” they say.
I can tell they’ve never seen a real live racist 

before. It’s exciting for them. They want to Tweet it.
“So,” they say. “What’s Mississippi really like?”
I tell them that it was basically just like Faulkner 

described it, meaning that my state is too impover-
ished to afford punctuation, that I have seen chil-
dren go without a comma for years, that I’ve seen 
some families save their whole lives for a semicolon.

My father believed a lot of crazy things: that 

men with earrings were queer, that the Pope got 
to pick the Notre Dame football coach, that we 
couldn’t possibly have made all those expensive 
calls on the telephone bill. He would sit in his 
recliner and review the bill like some pissed-off 
scholar of the Old Testament.

“Who called 734-908-4560?” he would say. 
“Who is  that?”

“Who knows?” Mom would say.
“Somebody  knows! And I aim to find out!”
“Why does everything have to be a conspiracy?” 

Mom said.
“Where the hell is 734?” he said. “Sounds Ca-

nadian.”
“What about that number sounds Canadian?” 

Mom said.
“Who in this family thinks we can afford to talk 

to Canada? This ain’t the League of Nations here! 
Where them boys at? Go get the boys.”

“We’re right here,” we said. “We’ve been sitting 
here the whole time.”

“Godalmighty, boys, which one a you is calling 
Alaska here?”

“I thought it was Canada,” I said.
“How expensive of a call was it?” Mom said.
“A dollar fifteen,” he said, his face expanding, 

reddening, like his heart was about to outgrow 
the Saskatchewan province and explode into an 
international incident.

Sometimes his illusions were as big as his  
head, massive fantasies with gravitas, hallucinations 
that could reroute rivers and change lives forever. 

I was born in Memphis, Tennessee, but Pop 
did not like Memphis. It was too progressive. The 
public schools were too clean. The hospitals were 
too well equipped. There were sidewalks, for god-
sakes. Pop was a country boy and did not know what 
to think about sidewalks. And godalmighty, all 
the boys did was ride bikes and play video games 
and sit around getting sissified. If you wanted to 
toughen up your kid—teach him about knives and 
woods and whatnot—your only resource was the 
godforsaken Boy Scouts. 

Pop especially hated the Boy Scouts.
“Why they gotta make them boys wear them 

damn neckerchiefs?” he said. “It’s queer enough as 
it is, I mean, a pine-box derby? Really. They make 
them little boys play with toys and play camp-out 
in the middle of the city, and then they go and make 
them wear a lady’s scarf. It ain’t right. You’re too 
old for silliness such as that.”

I was six.
But no, it’s okay. I’m not bitter. I understand: He 

wanted something more for us. He wanted to take 
us to Paradise. A place where we could grow to be 
real men. A land of werewolves, teen pregnancy, 
and tooth decay—a land where sidewalks and neck-

erchiefs had no quarter. Mississippi, he called it.
And he got what he’d been praying for: the offer 

of a job in that strange place down below us on the 
map. It was all the pretext he needed for moving us 
deep into the bush. Rural Mississippi, we would 
soon learn, was going to be very different from 
Memphis.

In Memphis, a trailer was a thing you saw in a 
parade. In Mississippi, it was where you got your 
mail. Memphis crowded Pop, like a tight collar on 
a shirt that shouldn’t have been dried so hot, and 
he had to get out of it.

“These houses is too close together,” he would 
say of our little Memphis neighborhood. “It ain’t 
right.”

His only real belief about urban design was 
that houses should be far enough apart to let 
a man stand in his own front yard and relieve 
himself in relative privacy. At our suburban 
home, this was not possible. My brother, Bird, 
and I regularly urinated on all four sides of the 
house, in sight of the judging eyes of neighbors 
who did not share our wonderment at the joys 
of urethral freedom. 

“These boys need space,” Pop would say.
“They need to stop doing number one on my 

pansies,” Mom would say. It was hard to explain 
that it’s much more satisfactory to urinate on her 
flowers than in a toilet. The vectors of our urine 
were simply drawn to objects of beauty.

“Boys need to be raised in the country,” Pop 
said. “Where you can learn to work. Shoot, I grew 
up on a dairy. You want to talk about work, son. 
Shoooooot. I worked.” 

What kind of work he would be wanting us to 
do was unclear.

So we left Memphis for a farm in Mississippi.
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Where Paradise exists.
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“We’re almost there!” Pop said. We’d driven 

about two hundred miles and had long since passed 
places with appropriate tax bases and school sys-
tems. There was nothing out here. After a long 
while, Pop said, “There’s a general store up the 
road a stretch! They got candy, food, ammo, block 
cheese, ice cold Co’-Cola—heck, man, they even 
got clothes!” 

This was not encouraging. I liked my stores as 
specific as possible. 

Driving on, we sprang forth from the dark womb 
of pines and into a cleared valley of green, and there, 
glowing in unsullied Puritan white, we beheld 
a Currier & Ives farmhouse with a real Thomas-
Kinkade-Painter-of-Light sort of magnificence. All 
these years, here I was, going to malls, Skee-Balling 
in the Chuck E. Cheese’s, curdling my brain in a 

chilling vat of HBO and MTV and Nickelodeon. 
Who knew I would experience such overwhelm-
ing love at the sight of a new home? I had visions: 
overalls and rubber boots! Chickens and turkeys! 
Horses and mules! I could give them names like 
Elton and Ike and Tina! We would be such good 
friends.

“Wow,” Mom said. “Pretty.”
Behind and around the house were rough-hewn, 

but handsome, tin-roofed barns and picturesque 
cattle scattered hither and yon. 

“It’s our farm!” I said.
“Not really,” Pop said. “Wait for it…wait for 

it….” The car was slowing, but not stopping, and 
the full-orbed American pastoral skidded by us, 
slowly, slowly. “There. That’s  our house.” 

We were at the bottom of the hill now and pull-

ing into a gravel driveway. Our first, road-weary 
survey revealed that our  house was a low-slung, 
brick ranch-style home with a bad roof and a gravity 
problem. No barns, no gardens, no signs of animal 
life save what appeared to be a cat carcass in the 
driveway, supine, as though it had been throttled 
in the act of sunbathing.

When I walked into my new bedroom at the back 
of the house and looked out the dusty venetian 
blinds, I finally saw some live animals: a lazy gang 
of black cows not ten feet from my room. A barbed-
wire fence came right up to the window. I liked the 
idea of cows, but this was a bit much. How could I 
sleep at night, knowing they were right there? Then 
I opened the window and discovered the ripe, inva-
sive smell of live beef. In one great olfactory flush, 
I lost whatever verve I had tried to have for Pop’s 
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farm. I also remembered that I 
did not like animals so much.

Mom came in. “What do 
you think?” she said.

“The cows seem a little 
close,” I said. 

Mother looked out the window. “Oh, look, how 
cute!”

“Are these our cows?” I asked.
“I’m not sure,” she said. “Just don’t touch them.”
“I’m not touching anything.”
From the window, I could see the farmhouse we 

had passed, high and imposing on the hill. 

Pop began to speak about our home in strange 

ways. Besides “The Farm,” he called it “The Haci-
enda” and sometimes “The Plantation.” He bought 
tools, saws, axes, mauls. He took the watercolor 
brush from my hand and stuck a shovel in it. I did 
not understand.

“What do I do with this?” I said.
“Work,” he said.
“Like how?”
“Shovel something.”
“What do you want me to shovel?”
“It don’t matter. Go.”
And so there I’d be, digging holes in the back-

yard, the judgmental cows on the other side of the 
fence, eyeballing me like I was a thief. 

On real farms, there is always work to do, and it 
never ends: always something to be fed, led, slain, 
rode, medicated, fertilized, prayed for, fought for, 
and mortgaged. That’s the reality of farms. And 
though we didn’t have anything to grow or feed 
or protect, Pop didn’t let reality get in the way. 
He invented tasks for us every afternoon, every 
weekend. He’d wake us at the red light of day to 
scrub utility poles or pick up sticks. For an acre of 
yard covered in trees, this was no brief undertaking.

“I mean even the little sticks,” Pop said. “Them 
that’s no bigger than your tallywhacker.”

A few minutes later, Bird, already having 
launched into the vulgarity of rural puberty, turned 
to me and said, “Sticks no bigger than a pecker? 
Shoot, he must be talking about you. My  sausage 
is huge.” Bird was adapting well to the country. It 
suited him: the language, the work, the emphasis 
on sausage. 

Bird and I burned, raked, washed, held secret 
discussions about the possibility of Pop not know-
ing what century we were in. 

“Time to clean out the barn,” Pop would say.
“But we don’t have a barn,” we would say.
“I mean the shed,” he said, swatting a fly that 

wasn’t there and staring off toward horizons of 
land he didn’t own.

Despite the hard times that followed, I often 

think about that first day in Mississippi when I 
looked out my bedroom window at the cows and 
they looked back at me. I remember going outside 
on the porch where I allowed myself to be impressed 
by the expanse of pasture off to my right, big as ten 
Superdomes. Okay, I thought, that part is kind of 
pretty. Maybe. A little.

It had been a long drive from Memphis that day, 
and we hadn’t even stopped once for gas, and so it 
seemed the most natural act in the world to unzip 
my tiny little Toughskins jeans and urinate.

“The heck you doing, boy?” Pop said. I hadn’t 
seen him.

“Using the bathroom,” I said.
“That ain’t a bad idea,” he said.
“I got to drain my lizard, too,” Bird said, and 

joined us.
We couldn’t have known that everything was 

about to change, that our agricultural posturing 
would have consequences. For now, we drained our 
lizards, watering the grass of our new farm as best 
we could, while Mom watched from the back door 
and remembered wanting daughters. ø
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