TVA Baby
By Terry Bisson

I'maTVA baby. My father was a'Y ankee, from Michigan | think, one of those educated engineerswho
came down here to dam up the rivers and bring eectric lights and indoor plumbing to the bedarkened
South: FDR’ s patlatch. Then they al went off to the War and some returned and othersdidn’t. It's
Degtiny that decides such things.

| fly alot. | dept through the take-off from Nashville and woke up just in time to hear the man in the seat
next to me say, “ There’ sthe Mississippi, Ned.”

“Ned,” the Ned he was talking to, was aboy of about eight in the window sest. | wasin theaide sest. |
looked over them both, out the little ova window, and saw along lake laid out like a coonskin, running
north and south, with skinny legs of muddy water extending east and west.

“That' s Kentucky Lake,” | said. “Or Barkley, not the Mississippi.”
“Excuseme?’ hesad.

“Kentucky Lakeisthe Tennessee River,” | said, “dammed up by TVA. Barkley Lake isthe Cumberland.
Both run into the Ohio here, only twenty miles gpart. We' re still ahundred miles east of the Missssppi.”

“Whoishe?’ asked “Ned” thekid.
“Some nosy A-hole,” said the man. He was about forty with aflattop and an OpryLand tee shirt.

“I wasjudt trying to be hdpful,” | said. “Y ou got it wrong. It' sagainst the law to midead children!” It
should be, anyway.

“Can | help?’ asked the ewardess. “ Please don’t shout.”

“Sorry,” | said. | dmost never shout. “I’'m aTVA baby. Thisignoramusin the middle seet is so ignorant
that he thinks Kentucky Lakeisthe Mississppi River!”

“| am aLieutenant Commander inthe US Navy,” he said. “On vacation, and | do believel know alake
fromariver.”

“I can see how one could make that mistake,” | said. Though | couldn’t help adding: “Though | am
dismayed to learn that aUS naval officer could be so ignorant asto the geographic layout of the country

he is supposedly supposed to defend.”
“Don’t pay any atention to him, Ned,” the man said. "He scrazy.”

| hear that alot. | wanted to kill him. | usudly carry agun for just such occasions, but they are no longer
alowed on commercid flights, so | rammed the hed of my hand upward into his nose and drove the bone
into hisbrain, such asit was.

Wi, then, al hell broke loose. So to speak. First of al, there was the blood; you hardly ever see blood
on acommercid flight. And then he was making this honking noise, trying to breathe and spraying blood
all over the magazines in the seat pocket, and the back of the seat aswell. Then he jerked once and died,



but it wastoo late. All the other passengers were standing up, trying to get out of their seats, which are dl
jammed together, economy-class-wise, s0 it waslike alittle mini-riot. And here was the stewardess,
excuse me, flight attendant, back again.

“Sir, dr,” she was saying, meaning, of course, me. One only getscaled “sr” by copsand such, so | got
adarmed. Sure enough, there was abig guy behind me, trying to grab my arms and waving plastic
haendcuffs.

Y ou can imagine the chaos. | figured it wastimeto split. The big guy wasn't so big with afork in his
carotid, even aplastic fork will do if you know how to widld it. | jammed him facedown between the
seats to bleed out and grabbed the gun out of hisankle holster, and there' s nothing like agun, even alittle
one, to cool thingsout. It's like waving amagic wand. Everybody got redl quiet.

Eventhekid was quiet. The“Ned.” Hewas watching me like ahawk or maybe an owl, al owl-eyed.

The gunwasabig help. | used it to direct the attendant to the back of the plane. The aidewas clear.
Everybody was ditting down again, watching me. | stopped on the way to get my carry-on out of the
overheed.

“Openit,” | said, pointing with the gun at the Emergency Exit door. They’ re good for pointing.

“Not not not alowed,” she said with acombination of words and dmost illegible (isthat the word?)
gestures, but | wasn't about to take no for an answer. Only authorized personnel are allowed to operate
Emergency Exits, so | made her pull the big handle Out, then Up (asingtructed by the decal).

It opened with abig whoosh that ripped the door right off, no surprise: it' swindy out there at
five-hundred-plus mph. She was till holding on, so she went with it, spinning like atop. Anybody could
See everything up that short dress. Meanwhile, the kid had left his seat and was holding onto my leg for
dear life asif he weretrying to tackle me, so he went with me when | dove out after her.

He was wearing an OpryLand tee shirt like his“dad” and trying to bite me, so | shook him off. He could
have stayed in his seat, and should have, but he didn’t. We fell sde by sidefor aminute or so (or so it
seemed; it was probably less) with him reaching out for something to grab, while | unzipped my carry-on,
and then he was gone.

* % %

How many guys carry aparasall intheir carry-on? If that question was asked of, say, a studio audience,
only one person in the audience could raise his hand legitimately.

That would beme.

| could seetheflight attendant getting smdler and smaller below as| adjusted my parasail for the
optimum glide angle. The kid, too. | never saw either of them actudly hit, but | figured it had to be bad.
Meanwhile, it was cold and it takes a certain concentration to fly those things, even though it looks easy.
It' sthe things that ook easiest that are the hardest, often.

| descended in big circles. That way you can study the scene below and look for agood place to land.
There was Kentucky Lake and Barkley Lake, sde by side, and the Ohio River to the north. It felt good
to seethat | had been right al along, even though | had never doubted it. It was nice to know that my
actions had been judtified dl dong.

| concentrated on my glide angle, and when | looked down again there was only onelakein sight. |
didn’t know which one, not that it mattered; they are both just dike.



| wastrying to decide whether to land on the water or on the shore, which was dl stickersit looked like,
when | saw the boat.

It was bardly put-putting along, a houseboat with aflat roof. | made a pretty soft landing, and dmost
“stuck it” except for getting my feet tangled in a plastic rope somebody had left up there. But no big dedl.

| must have made a thump because two people came out of the cabin onto thislittle deck in back, and
they were staring up at me. One of them wasagirl in abikini. The other wasthisfat hillbilly typeguy in
one of those free hats they love, only this one had a gold anchor on the front, like that made him asea
captain or something. He looked pissed. | could see that thiswas going to be one of those days.

“Hey!” he sdid.

“Hey yoursdf,” | replied, and | shot him purely asa precaution. It wasthefirst time | had actudly fired
the gun. | thought | had missed, because hejust sort of sat down, and | was about to shoot again, but
then | saw the blood spreading al over the front of hisshirt likeamap, and | clicked the safety on. | had
no idea how many shotswerein the gun. | didn’t even know what kind it was! Y ou know how itiswhen
you get busy, and | was Hill in action mode.

| took aminuteto examineit. It wasaGlock nine, so | figured if the clip wasfull (and why wouldn't it
be?) there were till six or seven shotsleft. No point in wasting them, though. | climbed down to the rear
deck on alittle ladder that was there just for that purpose and almost kicked over atackle box that was
at the bottom, like astep. All the shit insde was rusty but there was aknife, of course. Thereisno such
thing as atackle box without aknife, in my experience. Though how they ever cleaned fish with that one
isbeyond me. | had to useit like asaw to open histhroat.

Then | redlized that the girl was gone. How unlike meto forget agirl in abikini! The door to the cabin
was glassand | could see her insde. She was holding a shotgun in one hand and opening drawers with
the other like crazy. | figured she waslooking for shells. The door waslocked but | kicked it till it
splintered and smashed my way in and took the shotgun away from her, and just in time, there were the
ghdlls, inthe last drawer.

| scooped up five and loaded the shotgun, a Mossberg 500, and stuck the pistol in my belt. No point in
waving both around. She was backed up againg alittle orange couch and | sat her down, with apush,
just to let her know who was now in charge. Now the Captain, asit were.

Meanwhile, the houseboat was going in circles, so | took the whed and straightened it out. | had had
enough of circlesdescending! It was alittle wooden whed with spokes, just like a ship would have, only
much smaller. An aftermarket add-on, no doubt.

The girl wasjugt sitting there watching me. Woman, redly, but | liketo call them girls. She looked red
cutein her bikini, and | told her so.

Shedidn’t say anything.

“Wheat lake arewe on?’ | asked, to break theice. Plus| was curious.
Her mouth moved but she didn’t say anything.

“Barkley Lake or Kentucky Lake?’ | asked, to help her ouit.
“B-Barkley,” shesad.

| nodded asif | had known all dong; and inasense, | had, within afifty percent margin of error. | knew it



had to be one or the other, which was where this whole business had started.

She kept staring out the door toward the rear deck, which was amess. | had gone allittle overboard, so
to speak, and the guy’ s head was hdf off. Shelooked kind of horrified, which was understandable, so |
made her stand up and take the whed (which would keep her looking straight ahead, or so | thought!)
while | went out and “tidied up” as my mother used to say. The deck was dick with dl that helpful blood
and the dead guy just did right off, under theralling and into the water.

When | came back in | was wearing the“Captain’shat,” which | thought was anice touch. The girl was
gtill freaked out though. Which was understandable. The guy could have been her father or her husband,
either one. She was about twenty-something.

Shelooked red cutein her bikini and | told her so.
“D-don't,” shesad.

Apparently she stuttered. | pretended not to notice. When | wasakid | knew aguy in Boy Scoutswho
stuttered and we al pretended not to notice, to spare hisfedings. | say “dl”; some of us pretended not to
notice while otherswere more cruel. | used to tell them, “ Crudlty isnot amerit badge,” whichitisn't.

“D-don’'t,” she said again. She was backed up against the whedl, staring at me instead of steering.
Don’'t what? But | knew what shewasthinking. “Don’t worry,” | said. “I'maTVA baby.”

That got her attention. | turned her around and showed her how to hold the whed so the boat would go
graight. | showed her from behind, being careful not to bump up againg her bikini. Shewasfinding it
hard to relax.

Meanwhile, | had other problems. The gas gauge, which | could see over her strapless shoulder, wason
empty! They must have been bringing the boat in when | had arrived, seemingly out of nowhere. Infact, |
could see the marina, up ahead about a half amile, tucked into acove aong the shore.

They say that when one door shuts another opens. | pointed at the marina, and she said “Aye aye, Sir.”
Not redly, but that’ swhat | imagined she might have said had she been more relaxed. She steered
draight for it, though.

Houseboats are nothing if not dow, so | fished a cigarette out of my carry-on and went out onto the tiny
little front deck for asmoke. | offered her one but she gpparently didn’t smoke. Or maybe she had been
trying to quit.

High up above | could see the vapor trail of the jet, dready being scattered by the stratospheric winds.
Ahead, in the water, | could see something that looked like alog.

| checked it out aswe putted by, at about the speed of awalk-on-the-water walk. It was the flight
attendant, with her arms and legs stretched out, asif shewere dill faling through the air. Trangtionsare
likethat: the old persstsinto the new. She was face down in thewater, so | figured she hadn’t survived
thefal, which peoplerarely do, so | sgnded the girl to just keep us going, which she did. | wasworried
about the ges.

Another "log” was coming up, and this one wasthe little boy. Thekid. “Ned.” Hewasface up and his
eyeswere open S0 | grabbed hislegs and pulled him on board, sill without dowing down. | figured alot
of gtarting and stopping was the last thing we needed.

“Wheream |7’ he asked.



“Barkley Lake,” | said. “It’ sthe Cumberland River dammed up. TVA.”

“Where smy dad?’

| pointed up. Y ou could still see what was |€eft of the vapor trail, but the plane was long gone.
“Youkilled him,” hesaid.

“You don't know that for sure,” | said. Actudly, | had, but the last thing | needed was some hysterical
kid on my hands. His clotheswere dl wet and his bones were al broken, so | scooped him up and put
him inside on the little orange sofa. | propped him up and sat the girl down beside him. The marinawas
coming up and it wastime for meto take the whed!.

“Thisis‘Ned,”” | sad. | didn't know her name.
“Hekilled my father,” thekid said. Shejust stared at him, horrified, then at me.

“It washisown fault,” | explained back over my shoulder while | steered. “All thisistop secret. Navy
business. I'm aNavy Sedl, and | was sent to take care of him. It'sOK.”

None of thiswas gtrictly true, but | have read about the Navy Sedls. They are atough bunch of
customers.

“Redly?’ he asked.
“Shut up,” | said.

That shut him up, for awhile. Meanwhile, the girl was eyeing the water, like she wanted to divein and
escape, which she could have donein her bikini, so | tied her legs together with a piece of plastic rope. It
wastime for me to concentrate on pulling in at the maring, which | did. Very smoothly, | might add.

The gasguy came out to help ustie up. Another hillbilly, also wearing a captain’s anchor hat. He saw all
the blood on the rear deck and registered darm, saying:

“What the fuck?’
“Help,” said thegirl, speeking up, findly.
“Hekilled my dad,” thekid said.

They were both trying to get mein trouble. The gas guy was backing away, dtill registering darm, o1l
killed him with the shotgun as a precaution. It made amess of hisface and the girl started screaming. |
should have amed lower.

Luckily, there seemed to be no one ese around.

| had to help her off the boat, sSince her legs were tied together; and | had to carry the kid, since dl his
bones were broken. It was turning out to be one of those days.

“Stop that damn screaming,” | said, and she did. | sat her down beside the kid and instructed her to it
tight while I checked out the carsin the parking lot. | had had enough of boats, and how many guys carry
akey for every kind of car in their carry-on? Pickups, too.

Again, minewould be the only hand raised.



| wanted something inconspicuous, so | settled on a Camry and put the kid and the girl in the back sest.
Firg | made sure the gas gauge said full. On second thought, | made the girl in the bikini ride up front with
me, where | could keep an eye on her.

“Fasten your seet bdlts,” | said. “We' rein for abumpy ride.” That’sfrom a Bette Davismovie. You'll
never see Bette Davisin abikini. And it was pretty bumpy till we got to the highway, then it smoothed
out, suddenly.

“I want my mother,” said the kid from the back seet.

“Thenyou'reinluck,” | said. “ She’' syour mother now. And I’ m your new dad. WEe re on our way to get
married as soon aswe find a preacher.”

All whitelies, of course. I’'maTVA baby, not about to marry her or anybody for that matter. But the last
thing | needed was a homesick kid on my hands.

“Is't that right, honey?” | asked.

She was no help. Her eyeswere closed. We were doing about ninety. | could seethe kid in the back;, in
the rear-view mirror. His eyeswere wide open. “Y ou killed my dad,” he said.

Hiswas ared one-note song.

“TheNavy sent me,” | perssted. “I’m aBlue Angd. I’'m your new dad. And she' syour new mom. It's
all going to be OK as soon aswefind us a preacher.”

“lt was OK before,” hesaid. | could tdl hedidn’t bdieve me.

“Just shut up,” | said. | looked for something on the radio. To my surprise, they were dready going on
about the plane and the door and al the people falling out. Apparently there were others. | figured they
must have radioed down the news and got everybody al stirred up.

Sure enough, there was aroadblock up ahead -- two cop carsinaV formation, and a bunch of
“smokies’ with those hats and vests and the like. Luckily, | was prepared for just such an eventudlity.
How many guys carry RPGsin their carry-ons? | took out one cop car, and sped through the rubble on
cruise control. The smokiesall jJumped out of theway, dl but one. The rest were shooting but they can’t
shoot worth adime. | thought things would settle down once we got past, but the onesthat survived
ingsted on following like aswarm of angry bees.

My left rear tire was thumping so | guess they weren't such bad shots after dl. Apologies, etc. Luckily,
therewasaWa-Mart just ahead. They carry everything.

Onething | hate about Wa-Mart isthe way they are dl over you as soon as you wak in, saying, “How
can | help you today?’ It' slikethey arein ahurry to get you out of there. They don’t bother you, though,
when you are waving a shotgun like amagic wand. Everybody sort of melted away as soon aswe came
in. It was aimost like the place was empty, except | figured there were people ducked down here and
thereinthevariousaides.

| dumped the kid into ashopping cart and made the girl push it. Her legs were il tied together, so she
had to sort of hop. How often do you seeagirl inabikini in Wal-Mart? She looked cute and | told her
30, but shejust glared at me. | got some cered and milk for later, and some bullets and alittle hiking tent.
It wastimeto give up on the car. The bullets were hollow points. “ Do you know how to set up atent?’ |
asked the kid.



Hewasn't speaking either. Believe me, | was getting tired of these two! There wasno timeto waste, so |
raced to the check-out area. They have several lanes but they were al empty; no check-out girls.

| wasn't about to stand on ceremony. “Looks like we get afreebie,” | said.

Then | saw the check-out girl hiding under the counter, her make-up al smeared. | made her stand up
and reached into my pocket for my billfold. I wanted to make things as legal as possible under the
circumstances, aslong asit didn't take too long, but wouldn’t you know it, my billfold was missing! |
figured it must have falen out of my pocket somewherein the descent from the commercid airliner,
earlier. That’ swhy parachutists wear specid pants, with al those specia pockets, | suppose.

“Jjust g-go,” the check-out girl said. She was also afflicted with astutter. | was running out of patience,
s0 | made her give me all the money out of the cash register, and gave her two twenties back.

“Keepthechange,” | said. It was ajoke but shedidn’t get it. Neither did the kid.
“You can't pay her with her own money,” he said. “ That doesn’'t count.”

Now hewas mister logic. He was dl folded up in the cart, like arubber midget, with his eyes wide open.
“Navy Sealsdon’'t stedl,” he said.

“Sometimesthey do,” | said. “I’'maBlue Angd anyway.” | did my hands likewings.
“Noyou'renot,” hesaid. “You'reaTVA baby.”

Hesad it with acertain admiration in hiseyes, so | told him the truth, which wasthat indeed | was. | was
tired of pretending anyway. “Now you know why that ‘dad’ of yourshad to die,” | said. “Hehad it dl
wrong.”

Hejust stared at me, dl owl-eyed. | peeled off another twenty, to make it up to him. Hisfingersweren't
broken but hisarmswere, so | stuck it in hiswet shirt pocket. That took some doing. Meanwhile, | had
forgotten the girl in the bikini. She wastrying to hop away. | caught up with her, no big dedl, and herded
her back with the shotgun and said, “Now, let’s get the hell out of here, on the double!”

Easer said than done. We started out the door but the parking lot out front wasfilled with police cars, all
with blue lightsflashing. There were Darth Vader typesin black helmets crouched behind them, looking
ready for action.

“Changeinplans” | said.

“N-no shit, Sherlock,” said the girl. She was getting saucy. | liked that. | gave her atwenty and she stuck
it down the front of her bikini. | liked that too. | gave her another, then steered her and the cart toward
the back of the store. It was dow going with her hopping, but | couldn’t help push the cart sincel had my
carry-on in one hand and the shotgun in the other.

It wasn't my job to push anyway.

“Y-you'ret-toast,” she said. Shewas still stuttering, or maybe it was the hopping. | decided to ignore
her. Besides, | had other things on my mind. | knew that if | could get to the loading dock | could escape
into the woods out back. There’ sawoods behind every Wa-Mart.

Unfortunately, the loading dock was a so filled with pissed-off-looking Darth Vader types.
“T-trapped!” she said. She seemed pleased. | was getting tired of her shit. “Don’t be so sure,” | snarled.



| poked her in the butt with the shotgun and we headed for the TV section, which s, in my opinion, the
nicest part of the store. All those TVsgoing at once, dl tuned to the same station. It'salmost like home.

They were dl showing the “Breaking News,” which was the scene out front, the parking lot crowded
with cop carswith blue lights flashing. There was even ahelicopter. It wasLive.

“You'retoast,” shesaid again. | never liked that expression. Toast dways seemed to me like something
nice. | was explaining thisto her and the kid while | was setting up the tent (they were no help) when she
said, “I don't know why you keep talking to him. He' sdead.”

| stopped, taken aback.

So that wasit! The open eyes had fooled me. But what about al the things he had said? Had | only
imagined he wastalking to me? It was entirely possible, | knew. Perhaps he had been dead dl along.
Therewas no way to know for sure. He was cold but that could have been the water. His clotheswere
gl wet.

“Sowhat,” | said, to givetheimpresson that | had known all dong. | made her get in the tent and topped
off the pistol with the hollow points. The shotgun still had four shells

Meanwhile, onthe TV, al the Darth Vader typeswere coming in the front door. | turned around to look
and, sure enough, | could see them toward the front of the Store, darting around the aides, trying to Say
out of my line of Sght.

They were moving in from theloading dock, too. Luckily, | still had atrick or two up my deeve. How
many guys carry auniversa remotein their carry-on? (Raise your hand!) | flipped around until | had
Oprah on dl the screens. | waswaiting for her to stop talking when one screen exploded. They were
shooting.

| stood up and emptied a clip and sent abunch of shit flying, and that quieted them down again. They are
kind of chicken shit, redlly. But there was a bunch of them and they were getting closer. | redlly needed
to get out of there.

Oprah was Htill yakking away. | crouched down and flipped around till | got Ellen. That’smore my kind
of show anyway. | watch it al thetime. You can't even tell she' saleshbian, not that that mattersto

anybody anymore,

“You,” Ellen said. “What do you want?’ Shedidn’t look pleased to see me, but I'm used to that. I'm a
TVA baby.

“I want to be on your show,” | said.
“I told you, | don’t arrange that,” she said. “ That’ sdl arranged through the producer.”
“It'san emergency,” | said. “Can't we make an exception just this once?’

| pointed toward the front of the store, where the Darth Vader typeswere il filtering in, al crouched
down. But of course, Ellen couldn’t see out of the TV.

“It'snot uptome,” shesaid. “It ssemsto peoplelikeit is, but actudly it' snot.”

“So what am | supposed to do?’
“Try Wild Kingdom.”



That wasanidea. | flipped around till | found it. Two lions were egting an antelope, one from the front
and one from the back.

| flipped back to Ellen. “Noway,” | said. | told her what | had seen and she gave alittle shudder. “1 can’t
believe that’ swhat they cal appropriate programming for children,” she said.

“Meanwhile, we have aproblem here” | said. “ They're closing in and there' s at least ahundred of
them.” That was an exaggeration but not by much. Down every aide | could see crouching shapes,
darting here and there.

“I have aguest,” Ellen said. Sure enough, she was standing up to hug some guy in jeans and a sport coat.
Some lucky dude.

“What about me?’ | asked. “What am | supposed to do?’
She shrugged. “ Shoot it out?’

That was no help. Oprah would have said the same. | was beginning to see that they were dl cut out of
the same piece of cloth. They want no surprises on their shows. | could even understand their point of
view but meanwhile | had enough to worry about, with the Darth Vader types showing up down amost
every ade

| fired off another clip, my last.

“You'retrgpped,” said the girl in the bikini. She was peering out the window of the tent. | made her zip it
shut from inside and told her to shut her pie holewhile | went to the guns & ammo section. | had to
crawl. | had to break the glass. | was reloading with hollow points when | heard avoice over the store's
PA system:

“ Drop the gun and come out with your hands on your head!”

It' susualy used to announce sales and such. | guessthey figured it made them sound more officia, and
to be perfectly honest, it did. It gave me ashiver.

| was getting worried.

| crawled back to the TV section. A guy tried to stop me on the way but he was too dow, and | wasted
him with one shot. The hollow points expand. Somebody pulled him out of theway, diding him back in
his own helpful blood. The dudes were everywhere.

| had asinking feding when | saw the tent, and when | picked up one sideto ook underneath, sure
enough, the girl was gone, bikini and dl. She had somehow split the scene.

Now therewas just me and the kid, who was still in the shopping cart, and dead besides. “Ned” was no
help. Another TV exploded but there were till plenty left.

| tried Ellen again. “What about the studio audience?’ | suggested.

Sheignored me, as was often her wont. Meanwhile, bullets were flying al around. Not one to stand on
ceremony, | squeezed on through, and just in time. Bullets were smacking into my flesh.

The chairsfor the studio audience were arranged in rows, on low risers. None had arms. Everybody was
watching Ellen, who was holding a puppy on her Iap.

“Scoot,” | said, but al 1 got were blank looks. Scooat, it turns out, was the name of the puppy.



“Scoot over!” | said in aloud whisper, to which | added asnarl, and over they scooted, al of them at
once.

Andjus intimefor the commercid break. The lights went weird. | took my seet just intime asEllen
looked up from her puppy and asked, pretending to be interested (they are dways pretending), “And
how many TV A babies do we have in our studio audience today?’

Mine was, as aways, as ever, the only hand raised.
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