
“No Place to Pray is an astonishing accomplishment. James 
Carpenter opens the window to a complex hardscrabble 
community, a part of  our country that we rarely see so clearly. 
His characters navigate a universe that rests on indifference and 
resignation. Despite the relentless push toward degradation the 
human spirit pushes back with strength, humor, dignity, and 
imagination. Drunk or sober, Carpenter’s characters speak their 
version of  truth, sometimes mean, sometimes tender, sometimes 
violent, sometimes filled with humor and irony, always honest, 
and always without rounding the rough edges. James Carpenter 
is a gifted writer. This book is an important addition to our 
understanding of  contemporary America.” ~ Vern Miller, 
Publisher, Fifth Wednesday Journal

“No Place to Pray is located at the creative nexus where Faulkner, 
Cormac McCarthy, and Richard Pryor converge.  Rarely do 
writers explore, much less depict with insight, irony, and comedy, 
the endless lower depths of  American culture.  James Carpenter 
accomplishes this feat with page-turning skill.   A great read, a 
historical story!” ~ Larry Bensky, Executive Producer, “Radio 
Proust;” Osher Lifetime Learning Institute, UC Berkeley 

“The musicality of  the language is a pleasure, putting you under 
its spell. Reading this novel is like wandering through rooms 
suffused with a rich, smoky scent: simply furnished rooms filled 
with complex characters stumbling through hard lives, finding 
moments of  grace. The crude and the lyrical blend strikingly, 
sumptuously; lovers of  tough lyricism in the Cormac McCarthy 
vein will linger appreciatively over many of  these lines.” ~ Sharon 
Guskin, author of  The Forgetting Time

“In No Place to Pray, James Carpenter fires up the Southern gothic 
intensity of  ten mortal lifetimes. The conscience burns, the prose 
sings, and his characters’ dreams will haunt your own.” ~ Kafka 
Prize-winning author Edie Meidav, author of  Kingdom of  the Young.
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Dedicated to Greenie and Jack



Awake, ye drunkards, and weep; and howl, all 
ye drinkers of wine, because of the new wine; 
for it is cut off from your mouth.

Joel 1:5

For the countries of the spirit, to which he was
now admitted, were accessible only via many
dim and tangled trails.

Louise Erdrich



Tabernacle Parish, August, 1963

The line of  cars pulled in from the road and spread out across 
the yard and the men got out, their shadows dragging long behind 
them. They loosened their ties and took off  their suit coats and 
threw the coats through the cars’ open windows and came up on 
the porch and sat in the evening shade, some in chairs and others 
on the steps. One of  them carried a jug of  bootleg whiskey in each 
hand, his index fingers looped through the handles, and set them 
heavily by the door and stood and flexed his cramped fists.

They were unsure of  how to start. One of  them slid his 
straw fedora back on his head and said it was a damn shame and 
somebody else said it sure was. Then they were quiet for a long time. 
The man who lived there went inside and came out with glasses 
and tin cups and somebody said that’s what they been waiting on 
and they poured out the whiskey and drank it down, most of  them 
pretending it had no more effect on them than water. But one of  
them said fuck that has got a kick to it.

To Whiskey Davis! somebody said, lifting his cup, and the 
others lifted theirs and echoed the salute, their voices trailing off  
raggedly like a choir at practice preparing for Sunday a hymn they 
had not before this day ever sung. 

The twilight thickened and they drank some more and waited 
until finally somebody said Whiskey was a son-of-a-bitch in a fight 
and he didn’t ever back down and didn’t care about what the odds 
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was, he’d just haul right in like the time he came out of  the crapper 
over Smoky Joe’s and found them two skinny niggers talking up 
that white woman of  his. Whiskey told them those seats was taken 
and they told him back that they didn’t see no reserved signs on 
them seats and Whiskey gave them one last chance. Laid his hand 
on one of  them’s shoulder and told them real quiet he was pretty 
sure their table was over on the far side of  the room and the other 
one quick flicked out a knife and sliced Whiskey’s arm right open.

Somebody said that was a damn dumb thing to try on Whiskey 
and somebody else said no shit and they went back to the story, 
how Whiskey grabs the knife off  the boy and throws it back of  the 
bar and lights into both of  them. How there was blood all over the 
place and most of  it was Whiskey’s but a lot of  it was coming out 
of  them boys and you had to give them credit, they was holding 
their own for a while until Whiskey got them both up against the 
wall and he’s got one hand on each of  their throats so tight they’s 
turning blue and you want to see two scared-ass motherfuckers you 
should of  seen them two. Whiskey asks if  they had enough and 
they nod fast as they could that they did. Rolling their eyes like they 
was in a fucking minstrel show. Whiskey tells them to stay right 
where they was and he lets them go real slow and then yells over to 
Joe to toss him the knife and he tells the one who cut him to take 
out his shirttail. You think that boy was scared when Whiskey had 
him up against the wall, he damn near shit himself  when Whiskey 
opens his own knife right in his face. But all he did was cut off  
the boy’s shirttail and wrap it around his arm to get the bleeding 
stopped. Then he made that poor kid tie it up. Made him do it 
twice. Said the first time wasn’t neat enough.

Somebody said if  it’d been him, he’d a killed the little prick 
and somebody else said it was easy to say that if  you wasn’t the one 
in the fight and when things happen fast like that, you can’t never 
tell what you would do. 
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They went on and told how Whiskey didn’t hold it against 
them boys and even had Joe bring them over some beers and 
before the night was over, they was all drinking and laughing like 
they been best friends for years. Some of  the men wondered if  that 
part of  the story was true, but the tribute went on, whether it was 
true or not.

Only thing Whiskey liked better than fighting and drinking 
was fucking. 

Can’t blame him for that.
Never did run around on that white woman though. That 

must have been some real sweet pussy. Somebody said it had to be 
more than that on account of  how he took that boy of  hers just 
about everywhere he went like he was his own and somebody else 
said he always thought the boy was Whiskey’s.

It got all the way dark and they got quiet again, the ends of  
their cigarettes glowing in the night, cicadas buzzing from the trees. 
Somebody said damn, them fucking bugs is loud this year. 

Somebody said it wasn’t right Whiskey’s woman got a white 
preacher for the funeral and she should have got a black preacher 
just out of  simple respect and there was a general consensus that 
you can’t know what goes on in a fucking white woman’s head and 
they all of  them had their head up their ass anyway, and then they 
amended that to mean any woman’s head, not just the white ones.

Some more men came and the owner went in and switched on 
the yellow porch light. The newcomers had another jug and they 
passed it around. Damn that is smooth somebody said. Makes that 
other taste like shit and the one who brought the other jugs said 
he didn’t hear them complain about it too much when they was 
hogging it down. There ensued a long conversation on the relative 
merits of  bootleg whiskey, depending on who made it and if  
where you brewed it made a difference and what time of  year was 
best and should you use branch or spring water and how long the 
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mash should set and how best to keep the copper from burning. 
Those who didn’t know how to make it nodded like they did and 
said it depends on a lot of  things. Somebody said something that 
reminded them that they had started out remembering Whiskey.

They remembered how he didn’t win every time and how when 
he lost, he lost just as bad as he won. They recalled him coming 
home busted up bad after taking on one of  them Sharpsville 
swamp niggers. Took ten stitches to close up his head and half  his 
ribs was broke and they had to bring him home in the back of  a 
truck. Whiskey said the worst part of  it was he broke his hand on 
the man’s face and had to wipe his ass with his left hand for the 
better part of  a month. 

They remembered how good Whiskey was with cars and 
somebody told how his cousin had a old Plymouth and the brakes 
wasn’t working right. Took it half  a dozen places and one of  them 
said it was the master cylinder and somebody else told him it was 
the wheel cylinders and another one said it was the shoes and 
after he paid for all that, they still wasn’t working right. He said his 
cousin takes it to Whiskey and Whiskey drives it up the road and 
back and gets out and tells him he’s got a brake line rusted out on 
the inside and tells him to get in and step on the brake when he says 
to. Whiskey goes around to the wheels one at a time and gets down 
on the ground and tells his cousin hit it after every wheel and taps 
on the lines with a wrench and then gets out from under the car 
and goes in his shed and comes out with a piece of  brake line. He 
splices it in and puts in a little fluid and bleeds ’em and they worked 
perfect and he only charged his cousin five dollars.

Your cousin count his change?


