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There are, most days, the smell of  black powder on the wind near 
grandmother’s property. The hunters this season are setting their 
stands, a secret in the throat of  the whispering sycamores, ready to 

distance; I stand looking out over an expanse of  yard. I know that 
a body is laying in Carolina clay or maize now, an antlered crown 
to be exonerated as trophy display. 

In the South, guns become a way to live. Whether in rural 
piedmont of  North Carolina, to the sweaty, humid city of  Atlanta, 
guns equate to good living. Those who own them feel secure in 
having a pistol in a lockbox, a shotgun under the bed, or a pair of  

I smell black powder, hold the heavy casings of  bullets, spent and 

imagine the kick of  the stock into a man’s shoulder. I can only 
guess that life and breath in the American South is one marred by, 
loaded, with violence.

*
Finding myself  many evenings in the city of  Raleigh, hunkered 

smell that is most prevalent is the smell of  burning tobacco leaves 
and rolling papers. Cigarettes, whether it be a pack of  Pall Malls, 
Marlboros, or American Spirits, have always been present in my 
life. Wrists dangle in the humidity, like wilting day lilies, smoke 
issuing from the glowing tip pin-holing the dark.



122   The Avenue: Southern

As is cancer. As is a chain-smoker at a pool hall washing down 
the acrid taste with an Indian Pale Ale. I’ve watched men on the 

shop, sipping and inhaling. Exhaling. In and out. Fire and water. 
This land is your land, should you come and visit. This land is still 

*
Outside the city limits, where the land smells of  methane, cooling 
clay, and slowly dissipating sunlight, you can watch the stars come 
out. You can spot Ursa Major and Ursa Minor, Orion the Hunter, 
Draco, Scorpio, and, if  lucky, catch a shooting star pulverizing 
itself: a quick suicide across the night sky. The city is a dim halo on 

There is much to be said about a dark sky. The stars cremate 
their past into our present: they are the only near immortals. 
Several hundred miles south of  the Mason Dixon, you can hear a 
train go by. It sounds like a dying art, that kind of  travel. An echo 
or a bray of  some mechanical beast not wanting to perish, while 

they disappear behind tree tops. In this state, planes had their birth, 
on the coastline near Kitty Hawk, when two city slickers, smart 

tragedy they’d initiate: wars easily fought, men gone missing, the 
atomic bomb dropped as people looked up in something like awe, 
like despair.

*
It’s pronounced Ap-pah-latch-a. Not, Ap-a-lay-shia.  There is no 

side. The oldest mountains in the world are held like a dulled knife 
in the pocket of  an angry god. They rise at the Western most 
edge of  the Carolinas. I’ve called them home despite the amount 

spitters, and moonshine-still maintenance workers.
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No matter who cons, no matter who claims a man, no matter 
who is able to kill with bare hands, a land where the heart goes 
untamed is a home to me. Come, climb with me. Let’s go to the 
top of  Black Mountain. Watch the sun go down. The world is 
not as large as we’d like to think. Everywhere, guns. Everywhere 
someone can tar their lungs. Every sky is occupied with aerial 
travelers. Every mountain is shrinking. The American South is 

slur into an accent. We may drink tea sweetened thick as molasses. 

our blood thick.
*

When the sky rolls and tumbles upon itself, the slow drain of  
its color from swatches of  picket fence into that of  gunmetal, I 
emerge from the cool clarity of  my apartment out into the humid, 
shattered light.  I will practically swim through the air to stand in 
the parking lot, barefoot, white t-shirt already stuck to chest, and 
wait. The rain slowly encroaches the dry earth; I spread my arms 
out and let it soak me down to bone.

Come, says the thunder, and I will teach you percussion. I will 
teach you to split the world with light and sow it back into something 

sky’s voice is only as powerful as the rests that separate each beat. 
Blessed are those living in a region where nature considers no man 
in the celebration of  itself. Each anorexic fork of  light, the width 
of  a sapling’s branch, connects, for a fraction of  a moment, the 
heavens with earth. I count this among the South’s many blessings: 
that a man, if  he stops looking, sees the atmosphere around him as 
its own ocean of  miracles. As soon as it arrives, the storm’s voice 

and grace the land tithes.
*

surrendered along with a faulted pride.  Confederacy still haunts 

exist; patch up gunshot wound that has long since already healed 
in the ideas around them. I confront prejudice whenever I see it. 
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There is no other race of  people but humanity. Whether on the 
left side or the right side of  the fence, the fact remains there is still 
a barrier to be dismantled.

If  one wants to learn how to tear down that separation, take a 
trip to the Outer Banks. It is there one can stand on the shore to 
see the gap where there is no fence. Just the tide ebbing in taking 

or can wash him back in. I have heard if  you look over the ocean 
at sunrise while listening to the echo of  a conch shell’s rejoicing 

what it means to be at peace. No other place will you encounter 
gravity’s lush existence then at twilight, high tide, the Moon slowly 
accepting the light given from its sun. No other locale will you be 
so alone yet know a simple communion so strong it forgoes the 
love of  self, of  individuality. It is a love story older than the ground 
upon which you stand. 

*

hiding spot hidden next to my iris. My heterochromia placed 

archipelago in Lake Norman I discovered. It was there I felt like 
Tom Sawyer after he faked his death. I swim out there to watch 
the boats. I swim out there to lay on the red clay that swims in my 
blood. I lay there; wonder what God is.

In the Bible Belt, home is a congregation most Sundays. 
I don’t believe in a God who necessarily cares if  you dress up, 
face the pulpit, pray, heed to altar calls, or drink grape juice to 
remember his son’s death. I believe in a God with a sense of  
humor. I think he’d sit in the back pew chuckling at how screwy 
we are. How desperate we look. I swim out to the island. Read 
scriptures in a dead turtle’s bones. Find fossils under brooks that 

my notebook, scribbles of  poems. He’s in the blue jay calling as I 
climb the tree to look out over the water. He’s in the stone I chuck 
across the lake. I listen to Him laugh as it skips. God sings once 
the stars appear. If  you listen, He might just whisper your name 
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in the breeze. He might have an accent, the kind that punctuates 
like chatter of  elm trees, like mating chirps at three a.m., like the 
bellow of  a boat steering home. 




