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It’s gone from my speech forever I fear.  I don’t remember the last time I said it, the last time it didn’t feel odd in my mouth as though I were pretending to be someone I no longer am.


I’d known it no other way throughout my childhood.  As a young man, my father had left Oklahoma for the logging camps of Idaho to make a new life for himself and my mother.  He was eighteen, the son of a sharecropper killed in a drunken car accident; she was the daughter of a hard-drinking gambler who had abandoned her.  My father’s graduation from high school was a mistake, he once told me—he should never have passed his classes and wouldn’t have if not for the basketball coach who refused to acknowledge his star player’s failing grades.  My mother quit school when, at seventeen, she became pregnant with me.


My earliest memories are of our small line shack—a one room wooden trailer built on wheels that could be hauled from one isolated logging camp to the next, no electricity, no plumbing, nothing but a wood stove for heat and a gas lamp for light.  Always, our gyppo tribe—a few uncles, aunts, and cousins, one sawyer or another who was always named Swede—circled our wagons near the feeding streams of the North Fork of the Clearwater River, and nothing is more resonant and precious in my memory than the sound of moving water.  We drank it, bathed in it, waded its shallows in the summer, fished its currents no matter the season.  Deer, Elk, Orogrande, Reeds, Weitas, Mussellshell, Cayuse—all names of creeks I knew and can still recite like a nursery rhyme.  Except I did not say creek.  Like everyone else I knew—family, friends, teachers, preachers, the druggist we called Dr. Kimball because he was an educated man—I said crick.  Lick Crick.  Quartz Crick.  Split Crick.  And it sounded right.


Only lately have I become aware of its absence from my speech, and I feel a kind of grief setting in.  I’m a tenured college professor with three degrees in English, the author of several books, but it feels as though in attaining my education and career I’ve lost some essential part of who I am, some last connection to the forces that shaped me.


My people’s language was crick and ain’t and every g dropped from ing.  We went huntin and fishin and shootin.  We drug rather than dragged our deer out of the woods and said of new stomping grounds that we’d never went there before.  My grandmother said her house was so small you couldn’t cuss a cat without getting fur in your mouth.  My father’s speech was peppered with Old World sounds and conjugations:  he retched for the plowers to tighten a nut, he clumb the tree to pick them plums.  Certain words in my family seemed to necessitate added or deleted syllables and sounds—Mandarian oranges, Napoleon ice cream—and some took on onomatopoetic validity:  wing in my mother’s mouth is whing—a fitting combination of object and action.  We did not differentiate between pen and pin, between sit and set, and we did not lose a whit of meaning. The men told stories of fighting the forest fires that ran and ridged and crowned and blew up; of nearly being smashed (like the potatoes we ate) by the wind-broken top of a widow-maker snag, of how my great uncle didn’t hear the sawyer’s call and was smashed by the felled white pine that drove his shinbones through the bottoms of his boots and still he lived a few hours; of the impatient mistake my grandfather made when he reached beneath to cable the load of logs, how the stack gave way, crushing his head that swelled up like a melon and he was never right after that; of how the log my father had hooked to the boom swung crazy and hit the stump on which my young mother sat.  “Bam!” my uncle would say and smack his hands together so hard that I jumped, then he’d pinch his fingers near-closed, “I’ll be goll-darned if that ol’ pole didn’t miss her this much.”  Our stories of survival were alive with color and sound, each word—Quickway, flume, blazer, buck, swamper, grappler, gyppo—holding its own miniature drama.  


No television, no radio, but we studied the King James Bible because we were Pentecostal fundamentalists, and the dark and chanting rhythms of the Old Testament remain with me.  My father read every line of Louis L’Amour’s métier, stacks of paperbacks in outhouse, and when years later he told me I wrote almost as good as Zane Grey, I took it as the highest of compliments.  I read all the novels the traveling Bookmobile allowed me to cart away, each volume of Classics for Children and the set of encyclopedias they accompanied, every juvenile book-of-the-month that came to our mailbox in town.  I knew polysyllabic words by sight, heard them phonetically in my head, and developed an unlikely Victorian vocabulary sprinkled with the names of exotic plants and animals found in the diaries of castaways.  I used the word cask to describe a barrel and got strange looks from my grade school classmates.  It would be years before I heard many of the words I’d read spoken aloud, and the wrongness of my pronunciation would become a life-long affliction, like an accent I couldn’t, and I’m not sure I want to, unlearn:  drought will forever be drot; solder will never be sodder but a word that so obviously contains an l. 


In 1970, we moved from the woods ninety miles southwest to the small city of Lewiston, where my father took a job as a truck driver and where I would become the first in my family to graduate from college.  Even among the other Idaho students, many of them displaced homemakers and disabled millworkers, my words were strange.  “You speak English like it’s your second language,” my literature professor once told me, and I didn’t know enough to be ashamed.  I’d visit my parents, and my father would scowl whenever our conversation bogged down with the niceties of grammar and diction:  “Talk Okie to me,” he’d demand, and I’d feel a different kind of shame.  He meant don’t you forget your place.  He meant never think you’re better than the people who brung you up.  I became reluctant to speak during class discussion, hesitant to join in my family’s vivid storytelling sessions.  My life became bifurcated by language.  Nothing I said sounded right.  


Through the decades, my linguistic transgressions became fewer but have not disappeared.  Like a person discomfited by a stutter, I’ve learned to rephrase a word whose pronunciation I am unsure of.  Even now, there are words I’ve known only in print, heard only in my mind’s ear, and have no idea how to pronounce without help from the dictionary.  While giving readings, delivering a lecture to my class, presenting at an academic conference, I will suddenly stop and feel the old panic begin to rise:  What if I pronounce bosom as my grandmother taught me—boosum?  What if I regress, say nekked instead of naked?  What if, like many Westerners, I say warsh instead of wash?  How can I break the habit of beginning each sentence of intent with, “I’ve been meanin to...?”  I’ve turned uncommonly fanatical about correct use of the subjunctive and the exquisite difference between to lay and to lie, as though by having a firm grip on such syntactical subtleties I am somehow proving my lexiconical authority.  “Language is my life,” I often say, but whose language do I mean?


Once, while on a book tour in a big American city my parents would never visit, I was interviewed by a radio talk show host who asked, “How did you get from that place to where you are today?”  I sat stunned into silence, once again humiliated by the question I’m so often asked, as though I were a feral child raised by wolves, miraculously come out of the woods blessed with the gift of speech.  I have a rehearsed answer—that I read voraciously and that even people raised in backwoods Idaho can live a life of the mind—but I’ve never gotten over the sense of freakishness and suspected fraudulence that comes with the query.  It touches the core of my discomfort—that somehow I’ve forgotten my place, that I’m a pretender in both camps, unable to return to my roots along the banks of those cricks, undeserving of my success in arts and letters that I’ve worked so hard to attain.  


And even as I dutifully deliver my answer to the talk show host, I realize something else:  I’m bored—bored right out of my ever-lovin mind.  The stilted language we’re speaking bores me.  Talking about story rather than creating story bores me.  The high-tech sound studio bores me as does the loud city and the staid, five-star hotel into which my publisher has me billeted.  I’m bored by my nice black pants and Italian leather boots and the sameness of every interview I’ve ever been drug through.  


“This just ain’t real to me,” I want to say. “I’ve been meanin to tell you about that time my uncle decided to bring down this schoolmarm bull pine.  There he was in his Whites and stagged Filsons, notchin in a Dutchman, when that ol’ ponderosa starts to pop, looks like it’s goin to barber-chair, and you know that will sure-nuff kill ya.  He starts to jump…  But listen, let’s you and me go down by the crick, eat us some slam sandwiches and MoonPies, maybe drop in a crawler or two, and I’ll tell you the rest of the story.”


Now we’re talkin.
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