When It’s Over

By Zach Davis


The way dad explained it to me was that men bury their own. 


“Everything has its time on this earth,” he said, “and when it’s over, burial is left to a man.”  


He learned this when he 8 years old. For two years, he had not seen his father. This was because he was fighting in the Pacific Theater, island hopping as a Marine. While my grandfather was gone, dad had a dog that he loved, that was his best friend and companion, named Sam. Three days after my grandfather returned home from the war—limping, and quicker to anger than before—Sam’s back legs were run over by a milk truck. He suffered. My grandfather insisted dad kill the dog because ending its anguish was his responsibility. He even offered to hold the gun so long as the boy pulled the trigger himself. Dad couldn’t do it, and he stood there, weeping, as his friend lay dying. 


My grandfather went in the shed and came back with a shovel.

 
“When it’s over,” he said, “find a place for him, but not too close to the house.”


Dad said he hadn’t cried since he buried Sam. I never really believed this, but it became part of the William Aaron Meyers mythos, one of those stories repeated over and over again to the point of saturation. When a story’s been told that many times, it stops mattering whether it’s actually true or not. The tellers have already won. Their version is committed to memory, perhaps even replacing those recollections of the truth, which can never stand for long against a good story. Mom listened to those stories longer than anyone else, and even though she knew the truth—or at least she knew the details from the story’s first telling—she never called dad on it. I think she felt like he needed it, to be able to rewrite, and maybe even redefine.

Anytime dad brought up the story of him and the dog, he would inevitably begin talking about Korea. He had, he said, killed a half dozen Red Chinese after they overran his foxhole. His best friend fell under a Chinese bayonet, and dad returned the favor. The number of men he killed gradually increased over time. 

The first time I heard the story, it was 3. 

Toward the end of his life, the number had doubled. If he lived to be 100, I’m sure he would have gotten around to slaying an entire platoon of imaginary Chinese soldiers. What never changed, though, were the details of burying his friend. That was constant, and told without the swashbuckling, two-fisted verve of his small defeat over Communism.


“There was no one else,” he’d say, “I was the only one left alive. I lifted him out of the hole and dug another one for him, one that didn’t have other bodies in it. He got his own—I made sure of that.”


I have never had trouble believing dad was not crying in that moment, maybe because he never had to say it. The description of the burial was clinical. It was like he was reading from a list, checking off items as he did.


I was 14 when I saw dad actually put this into practice. It was 1967, the height of the Summer of Love, but I did not experience anything near it. I was 3,000 miles away from Haight-Ashbury, surrounded by the Appalachian Mountains. I could see them in the distance. Some days it depressed me, some days it angered me, this fence of living rock that kept me in this town and all the real, true life out there. They were blocking my view of San Francisco, out where things were happening, man, and every time I played a Janis or Scott McKenzie album or flashed the peace sign, every time I took a drag off a joint filled with terrible local grass, every time I said “fuck Johnson” in hushed whispers where my parents couldn’t hear, every time I snuck out of the house to meet a boy in the trees behind the church, any time I engaged in some minor rebellion, the mountains seemed to grow a little higher. There was nothing I could do, but I tried anyway. That more than anything, I think, says what the movement was all about: we knew there was nothing we could do, but we tried, anyway. We were chipping away at mountains that had been there long before us and would be there long after we were gone. The best we could hope for, and the thing we took pride in, was knowing that even if no one else could see it, we knew the mountains were just a little bit smaller for all our efforts. We left our mark.


I wanted to go somewhere where nobody sounded like they came from the hills. For most of the year, I began to change my accent, to try and un-countrify myself. When I finally got away from this town and new, exciting people asked me where I was from, I could say I was from anywhere, and the sound of my voice wouldn’t betray me. I vowed to change my name, too. I was going to be Daisy Moon, and I actually thought of myself that way. For 6 months, I worked on removing my accent, and that summer, grandma died. Just like that—no build up, no bedside goodbyes. I remember when mom told me.


“Karen, honey,” she said, “Nanny Jo left us last night.”


“Where’d she go?” I said, jealous of the fact she got to leave town while I had to stay here. She was 57—what business did she have going on a trip? “She get Homer to drive her to Florida again?” 


“No, sweetie. She died.”


I couldn’t reconcile mom’s blunt response with Nanny Jo’s imagined trip to Florida, and in that moment all I could think was she died on the way to Florida?

“What?” I said, after a long time. There was nothing better I could think to say, and upon reflection, nothing else mattered. This was the only relevant question, given the circumstances. All the work I put into changing my voice fell away in that moment, and I was Karen Meyers from the mountain again.


“Her heart gave out. You know she’s had problems for quite a while now.”


I did know that, of course, but it still did not make sense to me. Nanny Jo had chest pains sometimes, and she had to stop for a rest when she climbed the stairs, but she lived through it. There were no medical scares. No doctor had sat us down and told us to expect the worst, to prepare ourselves for the moment when Nanny Jo’s heart would stop beating. She made dozens of Christmas cookies every year; it was impossible for her to be dead. The cookies would need to be made; therefore, Nanny Jo was not dead.


“It’s gonna be alright, honey,” mom said, putting her arm around me. “She’s in a better place now, and there’s no more pain.” Mom knew I needed that, to hear there was a place without pain, and with her arm around me, I could almost imagine it.


I was fairly numb during the service, though. We sat in the church and listened to the preacher talk about the resurrection of the body and the life everlasting, amen. We rose—some of us with creaking knees and standing on watery legs that felt like they were filled with liquid grief—and we sang “And He Walks With Me” and “Amazing Grace.” At the last verse, everyone was crying, and the voice of the crowd had become thick with sorrow. Dad was not crying. He had never been much of a singer, and he held the hymnal in his right hand and mom’s hand with his left, reciting the words to one of the saddest songs ever written in a flat monotone, as if he was reading a grocery list. 


Dad was one of 4 pall bearers. They carried the casket to the bier and let it rest there, then they took their positions in a half circle around the preacher. We filed in behind them and found out that we were born from dust, and back to dust would we return, but that as believers we would have life eternal. It sounded nice at the time, and I suppose we all needed to hear it. I no longer believe it, but I still find the idea comforting.


It’s the same when you let go of God as it is when you split up with anyone; something will remind you of the good times, and you get to thinking about that old song you used to dance to. You can still dance to it, but now you know you don’t need a partner, and you never did, anyway.


When we got back to the car, after we all laid our roses down on the descending casket, dad said “She was moving around in there. Every time we hit an incline, she shifted. I swear Homer about dropped the thing first time it happened. Jesus, you’d think he was a little kid or something. It happens—it’s not like there’s nothing in there for to hold on to.”


“He just needs some time, hon.”


“He’s had 3 days like the rest of us.”


“Homer’s always been different. I think he took it worse than anyone. You should take him fishing this week.”


Our car was the first in the procession, and just outside the cemetery gate, we ran over a black snake as it tried to cross the road.


“Goddamn snakes,” dad said, and I turned and looked out the back window as each car in the procession ran over the snake, in kind. “It just ain’t your day, friend.”


That was how dad dealt with death. Besides maybe his dog, he was always restrained to the point where he seemed unfeeling. He never cried; he had buried his own mother, and he never shed a tear. It was as if he had prepared himself for the eventual death of everyone he loved and cared about, and maybe he had.


He was the same way when his dad died; although I was just a little girl, I remember how well he took it. I figured that was the way it was when dads die, at least for men. It just makes sense for that to happen. The old man dies; that’s what old men do, anyway. I guessed that when our dad died, my older brother, Peter, would act much the same way. Mothers, though, had to be different, I thought.


For the next few days, I thought about the black snake more than Nanny Jo. It seemed so unfair—what had the snake done to deserve that? It was just trying to cross the street. Why would something so impossibly cruel be allowed to happen?


Peter had just finished his last day of school the day he died; this was the year after Nanny Jo left us. After the final bell of high school rang, thereby putting an end to all the education he had planned for himself, Peter got in his car with a few friends. They went to get some beer from Braker’s Market to celebrate. None of them survived the trip back. They didn’t even have the chance to drink the beer. A semi-truck blew a tire in the eastbound lane on the highway, and the driver overcorrected. The truck crossed over the median and ran up a ditch, becoming partially airborne. It did not get particularly high in the air, but that’s only in comparison to those things that normally find themselves soaring without wings.


There was no way to stop what came next.

It happened at just the exact moment; Peter’s car was lined up perfectly with the truck’s path. If it had been one or two seconds earlier or later, all 5 in the car would still be alive. As it happened, though, the semi-truck landed on the car and kept going, dragging the car underneath before the truck itself finally crashed on its side, skidding for a few dozen feet before finally coming to a stop. The whole thing took less than 30 seconds from start to finish, and when it was over, 5 people were dead.


The truck driver would later take his own life in a hotel room just outside Charleston; he was a drunk, but he had not been drinking that day. After that, he never took a bottle out of his mouth until the day he replaced it with a pistol.


Identification was based more on deduction than anything recognizable. It was my brother’s car, and he never let anyone else drive, so it was obvious who was in the driver’s seat. Jason, Marty, Lanny, and Micky were seen getting in the car after school. Micky was a good friend of mine, and I had a crush on Marty since my first year of junior high.


I never did see dad cry, though, not even after the funerals. I saw his skin become paper thin and white. I saw him become skeletal as he stopped eating unless mom or me forced him to. I saw his shoulders, normally squared back, slouched downward, and I saw his usually perfectly straightened spine become curved, like a question mark. I saw my father as I had never seen him before—beaten by loss, and death. 


He was never the same after Peter died. He kept all the pain of grief inside him, thinking it was unmanly to cry, or more charitably, maybe he didn’t want to burden anyone with trying to console him. 

My mother took care of the funeral arrangements for Peter—she cried. I saw her cry every day. Sometimes I would see her in his bedroom, sitting on his bed and staring vacantly at the posters on his wall, her eyes filled with tears. Sometimes I saw her laying on his bed, curled into the fetal position, weeping madly. In the end, though, she took care of everything. She did it because my father couldn’t. Men bury their own; this is true, and my father did carry Peter’s coffin when he was laid to rest. That was his duty, but doing it broke him completely.


Men bury their own, but women take care of everything else when it’s over. The day-to-day business of life, of grieving for your losses while still planning for what comes ahead, that’s woman’s work. Our business is the business of life, and all it contains. 


A long time ago, my father taught me about death, but my mother taught me that there was life after death.

