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Praise for Soil


‘Unnerving but touching, dark yet hopeful, gritty but oh, so smooth; Soil is the deeply human story of one man’s personal apocalypse. Mississippi independent bookstore owner Jamie Kornegay has penned a debut novel that will establish him as a major force in the pantheon of elite Southern writers’

Book Riot

‘Marked by wry humour, unforgettable characters, and riveting suspense, Jamie Kornegay’s Soil is a spellbinding Greek tragedy played out against the backdrop of the choked river-bottoms, sprawling fields, and dusty roads of the Mississippi Delta’

Skip Horack, author of The Eden Hunter

‘Jamie Kornegay’s powerful debut novel, Soil, is just as rich, dark and primal as the title suggests … brimming with suspense while continuously locating the fine line separating good from evil. Kornegay’s rendering of hope and innocence against the backdrop of depravity and darkness is admirable and moving’

Jill McCorkle, author of Life After Life

‘Anyone from Coleridge to Twain to Faulkner to William Gay would have loved reading this book, and you will, too’

Brad Watson, author of The Heaven of Mercury

‘Jamie Kornegay’s Soil is everything I want a novel to be, a fine story well-told with characters I won’t forget, set in a world so real you can smell it and taste it. Kornegay’s something special’

Steve Yarborough, author of The Realm of Last Chances

‘Let us stand, brothers and sisters, to applaud the arrival of an exquisitely deranged new voice to American fiction. Dig your hands into this Soil to find gutty and peppery writing, an almost recklessly bold imagination, audacious empathy, and a story so twisty and volatile that nearly every turn feels electrifyingly unexpected’

Jonathan Miles, author of Want Not

‘With his debut novel Jamie Kornegay has delivered a rip-roaring, sucker-punch of a tale, a page-turning lightning bolt of prose that crackles with keen insight, bold storytelling, pathos, and humour’

Jeffrey Lent, author of In the Fall

‘At turns funny and tragic, reverent and profane … Jamie Kornegay has written a book that celebrates the beautiful, messed up soul of the south’

Darcey Steinke, author of Suicide Blonde

‘Mississippi has done it again, given us yet another brilliant writer. Soil is one of the most memorable novels I’ve read in years, with a killer story told in killer language. Highly, highly recommended’

Tom Franklin, author of Crooked Letter, Crooked Letter

‘Jamie Kornegay’s prose is as rich and fertile as the Mississippi Delta landscape that spreads across the pages of Soil. It is poetic, both in its language and in the soulful complexity of its characters, all of them fallen and trudging along the hard worn path of redemption on dirty hands and knees’

Michael F. Smith, author of Rivers
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To Kelly


What does it matter, a dream of love
 Or a dream of lies

We’re all gonna be in the same place

When we die …

We’re all gonna be
 Just dirt in the ground.

—Tom Waits


Part One
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The drought began in May and lasted three months. It turned the earth to stone and the vegetation to yellow wisps. Then it rained all of August. The ground couldn’t drink fast enough. Ditches ran over and then the creeks and then the rivers. Water collected in every furrow, making marshes of yards and farmland. Crops disappeared, fields became lakes.

By September the water had crested, lying stagnant in the valleys and heavy in the atmosphere. Cut down in its prime, the heat returned to settle a score. It took weeks but the water slowly retreated. Heaps of mire and bracken puddles festered, causing the dead grasses and shrubs to sprout anew in the untimely swelter. Wildlife gradually returned. And things were uncovered that might have been, for the betterment of all, left hidden.

One afternoon in this supposed fall, in the bottoms near the Tockawah River, a slovenly woodsman tottered through the underbrush, using an old pool cue to keep himself upright. He seemed put together from two separate men—the upper one plump, decisive, and keenly observant; the lower one lost and withered, flailing along in a pained shuffle. His way was fraught with a thousand irritations, and he addressed each one with a sigh or a groan or a fit of whispered curses. He might have been a troll trampling through the forest, so miserably did he announce himself.

Behind the woodsman came his companion, an old half-coyote who looked deranged with her one eye and mangy fur and arthritic lope. She seemed equally dismayed as they passed through the lattice of twisted limbs and dangling vines, stepping over fallen trunks and around leaf-strewn mud-holes. They had trespassed over a pasture and down into the hollows, searching for a swampy patch where the woodsman enjoyed poaching game birds. A series of afternoon cocktails had distracted him from his whereabouts, and now he had gotten turned around in the thicket.

The woodsman was a ways yet from being elderly but hastened his decline through bad luck and careless bachelor living. Drunken haphazard rambles and forays into evident danger were all within his casual realm. He’d earned his bowlegged scramble several years earlier while working at a local oil mill. He was slacking off, standing against a steam pipe when it ruptured. The rush of steam swept the blue jeans off his backside and broiled his flesh from hip to ham. He was drenched in hexane coolant from the pipes, and the chemical seeped into his tissue and made him crazy for a short while. First responders found him writhing on the factory floor, laughing hysterically, emphatic that giant lizards were eating his legs.

Months of skin grafts and years of rehabilitation followed. He still walked like someone who had taken a picnic in a bed of poison ivy. A cash settlement bought him early retirement and kept him in pain pills and cold beer. He spent his days exploring the shaded contours of society. It was common to spot his garish pickup truck lurking along the back roads, him there sitting high in the driver’s seat atop an inflatable donut. He had a perverse interest in simple murder and had come to the river for something to shoot.

His dog hadn’t eaten all day and was nosing through the leaves when she caught a scent and scampered off. The woodsman grumbled and limped after her into a clearing where the ground was spongy and white from river mud that had dried in the sun, appearing on the leaves like a bed of ashes over the earth.

“What is it, girl?” he called.

She’d discovered a jumble of bones at the base of a young oak. Seven feet up, in the crook of its branches, a skull and antlers were wedged. The skull was blanched white, fully scoured by blowflies, and the collapsed pile below was picked similarly clean, only a few swatches of fur among the leaves. The woodsman puzzled over the scene, trying to reconstruct the circumstances that had created the buck’s misfortune. The strange had become common under the upheaval of nature.

He reached up into the tree to collect the antlers but his head went light and he wavered. He pulled a bandanna from his trousers, wiped his flaming pink face, and consulted his hip flask. He looked up at the midafternoon sun and hobbled south until his legs were dazed and he felt no sensation of walking at all.

Finally he arrived at the riverbank, where a foundered picnic table sat legs up in the shallows. He leaned on it, heaving with exhaustion and pain. The dog tumbled in first, splashing and lapping up water in aggravated snaps. He rested his weapon against a tree and stepped gingerly out of his jeans, unsnapped and peeled off his shirt. He doffed his straw hat and then slowly waded into the pool, clutching branches and bolstering his descent with the cue. Water rose to his waist, the coolness cutting under his wounded flesh like a reversed burn. He tensed as it covered his bulging stomach and climbed onto his chest and took his breath away. He imagined steam coming off him, the hiss of an open valve. The shock of cold drew the piss right out of him and away on the current.

The dog made her spastic climb ashore, and he reached for her, ran his hand over her slick fur as she scrambled up the bank and shook off. She took a shady place beneath the scrub and rubbed at the ever-festering scab around her swollen-shut dead eye. Years ago he’d made the mistake of reaching for a pork rib he’d dropped in front of her and had to stab her there with a screwdriver to break her bite. It was the only time they’d ever harmed one another, which was more than he could say for some couples.

He crouched and closed his eyes and felt the water tingle against his chin, listened to the dog’s peaceful snores, and then he began to enter a shallow trance himself. Something thrashed downriver. He felt sure there were no gators this far north, not in a cool, flood-swollen river like this one, no matter what the old coffee guys were saying. Nevertheless, something clawed at him, some premonition that told him not to linger here.

A far-off engine whined, an upriver boat or jet ski. It grew louder and by the time he opened his eyes and craned his neck, it was upon them.

A man astride a four-wheeler had come barreling out of the woods and slid to a halt just beside the bank, not twenty yards upriver. A beagle pup ran up behind him, excited and breathless to the water’s edge. The young dog spotted the woodsman and seemed prepared to dive in after him, but the stranger snarled and the pup heeled on the bank. The woodsman caught himself even as he opened his mouth. The stranger had not seen him there in the water, obscured behind a clutch of branches. There was something disturbed about this character, something familiar too. He was gangling and mud-encrusted, gasping in the heat and nervous, chiding himself or the dog or some absent third party. The woodsman could have been looking at a spry version of himself.

The stranger scanned the bank and the river and all around but still did not detect the woodsman or his dog there. A busy beard and wide-brimmed hat obscured most of his features. He unhooked a large cooler from the four-wheeler’s rear rack and lugged it down to the water in spastic jerks. He knelt beside the cooler, opened it cautiously, and peered inside.

The woodsman’s eyes darted to his mutt. Most folks took one look at her long feral muzzle and high ears and would not believe she was tame. She stood there, a little discombobulated, until the young beagle scampered up stupidly and jumped her in rough play. She stopped the pup with her bared yellow teeth and a gurgling snarl. The young dog retreated with a whimper, and the nervous stranger rose to attention. He slammed the cooler shut and marched around to find the commotion, stopping short when he saw the ragged bitch with her arched fur and cold cycloptic glare.

“Hello!” the man called out.

The woodsman didn’t reply. A call from the water and a word of explanation would diffuse the situation, but he didn’t want help climbing out of the river, like some old invalid, pathetic in soggy underwear.

The stranger called out again and waited with nervous suspicion. “This somebody’s dog?” he hollered.

The man looked around, took a few anxious steps. There was still the stink of guilt or madness about him, and the woodsman watched for several minutes as the stranger walked back to retrieve a plastic bucket from inside the cooler. He returned and uncapped the container and set it down in front of the old girl. She sniffed and retreated, came back and sniffed again with a submissive bow. The pup moved in to sniff, but its master chased it back. “Go on and eat,” said the stranger to the woodsman’s dog. She sidled up and began to devour whatever mix was inside. Every now and again she hacked and sputtered, looked around, once back at the woodsman, who slipped beneath the water and took up hiding under broken limbs.

The woodsman surfaced silently and there was just enough headroom under the branches for him to see the stranger crouched there, waiting for the dog to finish eating, studying her with perplexity. Finally the man asked if she was done. She licked her lips and leaned in for a scent of him. The stranger patted her head, and she licked his hand. He held her beneath the jaw and appraised her, as the woodsman gnashed his teeth and craved her attack.

Instead the stranger stood up and removed his hat and pulled off his T-shirt as if he might take a dip. He bent down and used the shirt to wipe the dog’s mouth, twirling it around her muzzle like a game of tug. She let her guard down, her tail wagging, and in the next instant he’d pulled a pistol from the back of his shorts and pressed it into the balled-up shirt and fired. She let out a short whimper and collapsed, the report no louder than a cracking branch.

The woodsman sank. He tried to push up from the bottom and hurl himself toward the shotgun propped against the tree, but he’d gone numb from his chest down. He saw the stranger, like some spinning discus hurler, toss her by all four paws into the middle of the river. He heard the muffled kerplunk, felt the reverberations from her deadweight entry. He lay low until his lungs began to burn and teased his lips over the surface to steal a shallow breath.

The woodsman watched the stranger’s silhouette move along the bank. On level ground he’d have a fighting chance, but not here in this vulnerable blind. Somehow, beyond the woodsman’s capacity for luck, the stranger still had not seen him under the brush or the weapon propped against the tree or the pool cue or the blue jeans and shirt laid across the bank, all of it out of place at the water’s edge.

The man returned to his cooler and bent beside the shore. He washed his hands in the river and then doused his face and hair and neck; he crouched still for a moment and listened, took several long, deep breaths, and then returned his attention to the contents of the cooler by his side. With a sudden steadiness he reached in and pulled out a fish, which he slowly passed into the water. It floated stiffly on its side out into the current, followed fast by another and then another.

The woodsman watched in terrified wonder from the dross as the current carried them one by one toward the middle of the river, each frozen stiff as firewood, a wisp of steam rising up from their scales, going their own passive ways. The man fed nearly a dozen fish back to the river before he sealed the cooler and stood to watch them pass downstream, oddly bereft of purpose, as if drifting toward some new demise.
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Before the flood, a stouthearted young couple was putting down roots in the nearby town of Madrid, where they’d settled after college—a man, his wife, and their young son. They painstakingly refurbished a house and planted an attractive garden in the back, where the father let the toddler dig and explore and pluck green tomatoes too soon from the vine. Smiles were never absent from their thankful faces, and if there were troubles then no one bothered to recall them. But a young man, especially one so clever, will grow restless and sometimes throw away everything when he turns elsewhere to affirm his life’s purpose.

The trouble started with compost. He first began making and experimenting with it for his job in soil management at the local Farm Service Agency. He started small, a few wooden bins in the backyard of the home on Nutt Street. He collected kitchen scraps and coffee grounds, raked leaves and grass clippings. He spread one ingredient over the next in lasagna layers, sprayed them down with the water hose, and turned the piles regularly with a garden fork. If properly maintained, the compost would actually become hot to the touch and would belch plumes of steam when stirred on cold mornings. He loved the earthy smell that rose from the mounds, the whiff of rot and fiber, the way the soil broke and fluffed a little more each day. Here was nature at work, made more efficient by man’s guiding hand.

He began to judge everything for its recyclability. All matter was either carbon or nitrogen. Soon he was collecting bags of lawn debris from neighborhood curbs and canvassing farms for straw bales and manure. He sorted leaves by species, made flowcharts of dung potency. Bins and mounds multiplied as he tinkered with ratios and tested fertility. He tilled up every square inch of backyard and planted vegetables and herbs, lined the front walk and driveway with big terra-cotta pots, each plot a test patch for some specially formulated recipe.

When he submitted a sample to a USDA-sanctioned exhibition, earning the highest marks in soil friability, nutrient retention, and water solubility, the local newspaper caught wind of it and dubbed him Compost Man. This gave his colleagues a good laugh. Even his wife joked to their friends about his growing “mudballs” out back and said she’d prefer him sneaking off with her lingerie catalogs than ogling the seed brochures the way he did.

One morning he walked out back to turn the piles and found that someone had laid a cruel turd atop one of his prize mounds. It was definitely human. The stench was complex and he found a fast-food napkin with brown streaks nearby. He couldn’t believe the audacity. They’d just hopped up on the bin, draped themselves over the corner, and let one rip.

He paced the back porch and spent hours at the window, profiling every neighbor who walked by with a pet. Every jogger, every biker, every long-haired mischievous teen. What was this compulsion to foul something so pure and constructive? Who was deranged enough to do such a thing? He walked out back with his hammer and studded the rims of each bin with nails. Next time someone came snooping pants-down in the dark, they’d pay with blood.

His colleagues thought it was a hilarious prank. Even his wife suggested gently that he was taking it too hard. “We eat out of that soil, for God’s sake!” he replied. “You want to end up in the hospital with a bacterial infection? Can you see our little son, dead from E. coli poisoning?”

She was skeptical of this, but he scoured the internet to prove the causes and insufficient cures of various bacteria and infections, moving on from there to viruses, superbugs, pandemics, extinction events. The deeper he dug, the more perils he uncovered.

Likewise the prank grew epic in his imagination. It was a pointed statement—“I shit on your life”—made by a lone creep and endorsed by a society that deemed him irrelevant. Somehow the smallest things can break a man, and the hairline fracture deep within the young scientist spread over the next several months. It did not depress him or slow his obsession but rather excited his research, leading to more compost mounds and more outlandish experiments. He upset the whole neighborhood when he planted a late-season crop of corn right there in the front yard. His wife was horrified by bean and cucumber vines planted in the rain gutters, cascading down like gaudy Christmas decorations. “You’re turning our beautiful home into a feedlot,” she accused him.

He read incessantly and became an expert on diverse farming techniques from ancient to modern civilizations. His interpretation of historical patterns convinced him that poor soil management had led to the downfall of societies throughout time. He relayed all of these findings to his farmer clients and expounded on the hazards of modern farming. They were hidebound men who planted cotton, soybeans, and corn as their families had for generations, trying to eke out modest livings against increasingly volatile world markets. Times were tough enough. They had no use for antiquarian farming theories promoted by some arrogant, pencil-pushing upshot. Nor did they appreciate his accusations that they were squandering the soil by leaching it with chemical fertilizers and pesticides, casting a blight upon the land and rivers and seas with their shortsighted and unsustainable methods, virtually ensuring that their grandchildren, along with everyone else’s, would wander the famished countryside like starving refugees in a desert of poisoned dust. All they wanted from him was help filling out subsidy applications and disaster relief forms.

The soil scientist grew bitter and withdrawn. He felt rather like a young suburban Moses, entrusted with critical information from on high that the general rabble was too distracted to glean. The agency confirmed this by requesting his resignation.

Their idyllic life threatened, his wife went back to school to get her teaching degree while he stayed home with the boy. But he did not mope and feel sorry for himself. Just before his forced retirement, the young farmer had attended a regional ag conference where he heard a lecture on advances in hydro- and aeroponic technology delivered by a famous environmental scientist who made the stunning admission “Plants don’t actually need soil to grow. Just a fissure for their roots to spread and soak up moisture and nourishment.”

It was an offhanded remark, on the way to a larger point, but to the soil scientist it felt like an atom bomb. The statement was so simple and staggering, so obvious. Soil-free farming. Why had he never seen it? Look at the bonsais and cacti in their rock gardens, the weeds growing up from cracks in the sidewalk.

His imagination vaulted years ahead to farms that operated indoors, fields stacked one atop the next in glass high-rises, each floor its own crop grown in recycled water and mineral baths. He saw farmers in white lab coats appraising the beautiful plants, no bugs or blemishes, no sweat or sunburn, not a speck of dirt in sight. The future will be spotless! Hoes and plows became droppers and beakers. Computers monitored optimal growing conditions. All of the equipment was powered by the sun and the wind, a perfect organic machine. The greatest pitfalls of agriculture—pestilence and disease, the unpredictability of weather, poisonous pollutants and industrial runoff—could be solved by making the whole process simpler, cleaner, and more efficient. He could build it and lead the innovation. He could make the world healthier and more peaceful. There was no time to waste. To proceed authentically, he would have to start from the ground up.

He searched for a piece of land, spent two months sorting through overpriced and unsuitable plots until he found a house with seventeen acres twenty miles south of town. It had been a rental property for years, but the owners had come on hard times and were looking to unload it quickly. The house was a charmless pile of bricks compared to their town cottage, and the backyard was full of castaway equipment and scrap. The fields were grown over, all scrub and marsh and raw potential. Beyond the house was pastureland and forest, even a river, the wild and portentous Tockawah River, which ran along the southwestern edge of the property and would serve as a constant source of irrigation. It was the perfect site for his experiment. All of it could be his for a song.

He composed his pitch and approached his wife. She listened to him describe the experiments and the laboratory and the farm tower he would erect, how he intended to produce enough fresh food to supply the local population—“Not a farm so much as a growing system, indifferent to the whims of markets and nature.” The way he described it and the completeness of his vision revealed a surprising logic born from his craze, and she became seduced a little.

She wondered about the home they’d made, the comforts they’d earned. Couldn’t they live in town and start a farming business on the side?

The start-up capital to make this dream a reality required both the proceeds from the Nutt Street house and the inheritance she’d recently received from her stepmother, an unexpected gift which might have been wisely spent paying off student loans or starting a college fund for the boy.

“What better way to prepare a boy than to raise him in the country?” he asked. Teach a boy to hunt, fish, and farm, and you’ve paved the way for an honest, salt-of-the-earth man to live free come hell or high water.

She got a far-off look in her eye. Could she see it all before her, just as he had? Or was she scared to say no, knowing that if she kept her husband and his ambition shackled here she risked losing the very things she loved?

She had faith in him and his passion. He was asking her to double down on their young fortune. They took the leap together and spent some of the best days of their marriage in this shared endeavor.

A year later they were ruined.
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He looked like a scarecrow propped up in a johnboat with his floppy hat and weather-beaten cabana shirt, his sagging cargo shorts and big rubber trash-can boots. Clutching a limp cane pole, he fished idly, occasionally shoving himself into the shade with an old tennis racket he used for an oar. He looked twenty years older than a year ago, all gaunt and strung out now, sporting a wiry beard, hair dripping to his shoulders, sunken eyes hidden behind truck-stop sunglasses.

His name was James Mize. Those who still knew him called him Jay. He was out on the pond photographing the devastation for his insurance adjuster, and there was plenty to document.

The leased tractor, parked under its protective lean-to, was up to its axle in sludge, its engine clogged with mud and soon to be rusted shut. Thousands of dollars of tiered and raised garden beds, hoes and picks and shovels, acres of sprawling PVC irrigation lines—all of it lay submerged and useless beneath the waterline. The steel framework of his uncompleted greenhouse laboratory rose from the swamp like the upturned rib cage of some extinct prehistoric beast. He’d run shy of funds before installing the glass panes and solar panels, so those at least wouldn’t have to be replaced.

He was completely out of money, not a dollar to his name. The lights and water had been shut off, along with the phone, internet, satellite TV. A preppy goateed lawyer from town had come snooping around, knocking on windows, jimmying business cards in the door. The bank had grown skeptical of its stake in all of this. Bankruptcy was imminent.

He was near starvation, all the crops destroyed and the last of his non-perishables consumed. The only sustenance at hand was what he could pull from this miserable fishing hole beneath him. Even if hunger hadn’t weakened his will, he had no means to escape this disaster. The gas tank was nearly dry in the sad hand-me-down Bronco given to him by his father, who’d died unexpectedly last winter.

Worse than all of this was being alone. No one to lend a word of encouragement, not even a critique. He reached inside his knapsack for the disposable camera to fire off a few shots for the insurance man, but he found himself fondling instead the little snub-nosed .38 Special he’d brought along to shoot snakes. The thought occurred to him—maybe he should make like his old man, just get it over with. This wasn’t the first time he’d sat in the boat and considered it. Every time he guessed he’d hit rock bottom, it was just slow sinking mud underfoot, and there was no telling how low he might get, how long it might take to disappear completely.

Tockawah Bottom was a lump of yellow valley below the petered-out hill country, some of the last shrugs of Appalachia before the countryside pancaked down into the old Mississippi floodplain. It was a thankless hole that gave forth a reliably dull harvest of beans and corn and, if growers were so inclined to cast their lot in with the flagging cotton markets, that white gold for which the state’s agriculture was latently famous. These lowlands were the basin for two minor conjoining rivers, the Tockawah and the Bogue Hoka, which dumped out in the Mississippi and then on to the Gulf of Mexico. At their confluence, these two rivers were apt to spill over.

Local naysayers warned him it was fool’s play to farm these bottomlands. The river flooded every twenty years or so, and it was due for another. Besides, the market didn’t pay out. It was cheaper to feed yourself from the grocery store than to till and plant and hoe and gather alone. You’re gambling with your life, they said. If you don’t starve, you’ll work yourself to an early grave. There’s good reason farming went out of fashion, they told him—it’s too damn much trouble.

Of course, Jay was aiming to change all of that, and by then he was too deeply invested to take their caution seriously. He’d spent that first autumn engaged in heroic work—clearing brush, digging trenches, building and transferring soil, fashioning rain catches, erecting supports, staking out field plots. He’d cobbled together coops and pens for livestock, hired builders to pour the concrete footing and raise the framing for his lab. He imagined that in a matter of years, students and proselytes from all over the world would travel here to study the latest, most efficient growing methods, and they would adapt his techniques for use in their own cities and villages.

But neither could he completely reject his skeptics. Their warnings played into a concern which had been lurking in the back of his mind, and which had begun to take rapid shape now that he was caught up in real labor and had recognized the fickle tolerance nature held for man.

What the naysayers didn’t understand was that it wasn’t some quaint old notion or a naïve fondness for yesteryear, not even an entrepreneurial move toward trendy organic farming that made him come out here, all the way to nowhere, to invest the family savings in this house and the soggy field and all the tools and equipment required to make a proper start. He’d read the books on climate change, energy crises, and colony collapse. He’d read The Road. He’d studied the ancient prophecies, the newer ones too, noting all the harbingers of environmental and economic ruin. A comeuppance was due, and he didn’t want to be stuck in town among the bleating mobs when it all went down. He aimed to be prepared, to protect his family from it when it came, whatever it was and however awful, this thing he’d begun to believe like a religion.

He tried explaining it to his wife, Sandy, but she was a pragmatist who held little patience for his dark projections. He didn’t push the issue with her because he knew that when the time came she would be able to adapt to anything, whatever calamities the world might bring them.

And that’s why it was such a blow to him when, some ten months after they’d started on this dream together, she came to him out of the blue and surrendered. She was taking their six-year-old son, Jacob, with her back to town, where the burdens were more civilized and could be blotted out with television and pills.

She told him he was losing his mind, that he was putting the family in jeopardy, all for some paranoid assumption that civilization was sliding into a new dark age. He saw the opposite—society had lost its mind and he was only protecting his loved ones from the ramifications—and he couldn’t believe they’d become so diametrically opposed over something so obvious to him. He tried to convince her to leave the boy, who had taken a shine to country living and had adopted a puppy and had only just begun to explore the wilderness, but she wouldn’t hear of it.

Perhaps his greatest mistake was letting them go, but at the time he was too encumbered to chase them. Bills were pouring in, the summer harvest had to be gathered and sold. Before he ate them all, there were chickens to tend. The orchard had to be planted by fall. The cold frames and greenhouse for next winter’s crops wouldn’t build themselves. He knew his wife and child would be safe in town with her father, a retired professor with a large house to himself, and that they’d return once the hard foundation work was complete.

As the season wore on, the sky refused to rain; insects seized the crops. He overcompensated with heavy irrigation, which invited mold and rot and disease into his beds. What didn’t die, the deer and squirrels and other woodland menaces devoured.

Many days he struggled to remember why he’d started any of this in the first place, and then other days he managed to pump himself up, feeling rather like some tobacco-road Job who would be redeemed only through suffering and whose rewards would be congruent to that which he could bear.

Then came the August rains, which were surely nature’s ploy to finish him. The Tockawah overran its banks and engulfed his property, bringing with it all the leaves and limbs and fallen trees from the nearby woods, loads of detritus from upriver too. A turd in the compost was a speck compared to what the Tockawah shat out over his crops, making a lake of his field and a mockery of his attempts to do good by the blessed earth.

And so, finally, this is where ambition had wrung him out—a lonesome little man in a toy boat, bobbing around his mud puddle. It was all in the world he still possessed, and even this, a brief illusion of lakefront property, was retreating daily by the foot, leaving only a stretch of black goop and a band of rotten grass and cane and brush that grew wider every day, hemming him in like razor wire.

He glided along the shrinking margins of his field and snapped photos. He rowed in and out of the rusted armatures of his watermelon forest, under the monkey-bar trellis for his stalled pea vines. It was difficult to imagine what had attracted him to this work in the first place. It seemed nothing would ever grow here again.

But then, in the lump of collapsed mud that was once his ziggurat herb garden, he noticed basil sprouts and remembered that life stubbornly returns every time. Maybe he was no Job after all but instead Noah, the tormented visionary who’d ridden out the flood while the scourge of history was washed away. What if the river had not destroyed his land but wiped clean the old mistakes and deposited a whale-load of rich, free fertilizer—all the river soil and fish meal and rotting plants that make a nice compost—for next season’s cultivation?

As he knew so well from his science, civilizations throughout time—in fact, every form of life on the planet—were perpetuated by this cycle of decay and regrowth. It was only his impatience, the tempo of society and not nature, that had prevented him from seeing it before. And as he felt the white numbing warmth of the sun on him and enjoyed a new cleansing breath of pure air, he believed that he could still win his wife and son back, that he could still coax his fields to fertility, and that his setbacks, the ruination of his farm and the disintegration of his family, would one day be charted as necessary bumps in the road over which all great achievement must pass.

Out of this reverie Jay heard an idling engine and then saw it there on the road behind him, a pickup truck with camouflage detailing pulled over to the shoulder. The passenger window was down and the driver leaned out the window, braying, “Hey, buddy. Anythang bitin?”

Jay stared back, trying to recognize this person. He thought it might be an old friend having a laugh, but after a moment he realized it was only an interloper making small talk. Who wanted simply to know how things were biting? The guy was probably angling for money or permission to fish, some preface to a scam.

“This is private land!” Jay shouted back.

He snatched his racket and gave the boat a bitter shove away from the road, back toward the house.

Privacy, he believed, was the fastest vanishing civility among men. He’d already posted a No Trespassing sign by the road, a futile gesture to defend his field from the carloads of illiterate country tramps who showed up with their poles and tackle, fishing the ditches, sometimes casting right from the front seats of their old beat-down cars. Who but a common thief would just walk up and take food from a man’s crop? He’d recently caught a pair of shirtless teenagers whipping around his field in their daddy’s high-powered Bass Tracker like a couple of Panamanian drug smugglers—as if the spilled river had negated all property division!

Just then a vile stench rambled down his throat and turned his stomach. Something dead, too potent to be beached fish or rotting timber. This was something sweet and worse.

Up ahead some fifty yards, a turkey buzzard balanced itself with awkward wings, betraying the carcass in a clutch of tall mud-tangled grass. Was it truly something or just a wet, gnarled log poking out of the murk? He rowed closer, burying his nose in his shirt. It was hideous, all contorted and half-submerged, reared back and eaten with lesions. He thought it could be a deer or a heifer.

The bird’s head bobbed and wrenched, tearing off wet mouthfuls. It stopped midchew to give Jay a daring glance. It made no distinction about its prey. Dead is dead. Something in the bird’s savage possession told what it had and the lengths to which it might go to keep it. He turned back toward the road and squinted to see if the camouflage truck was still there, but the road was empty.

He looked again at the buzzard, slurping and gagging, its neck contorting as it choked down scraps of brown meat. Jay took a swing at the bird with the racket. It hissed at him and then rose aloft with much clumsy effort, making a few passes overhead before lighting on a tree branch some twenty yards away.

“Holy God,” said Jay, studying the remains. He leaned over the bow of the boat and looked into the face of it, into scraps of flesh that once gave expression. There were horrible festering holes from which eyes had been plucked and the hollow nasal cavity where a detached bulb of cartilage flapped. Receding lips exposed its teeth so that it looked like a whinnying horse. Some green congealment had bubbled up from a jagged divot in the skull. The face reminded him of the alleged alien autopsy photos from the UFO crash at Roswell, all bloated and fabricated. Against all doubt, he noticed clearly a hand, just under the water’s surface, in a rigid palsied gesture. Five fingers grasping for some last mercy.

A car sped past on the road. Jay righted himself and whipped around, his eyes darting nervously over the field. A six-foot wall of tangled scrub and young trees barely shielded him from prying eyes. Any nosy passerby with a pair of binoculars and a pestering, fool-sighted curiosity could observe and jump to conclusions. Next thing you know, the entire sheriff’s department would be on the scene by nightfall. It was not outside his own rational line of thought that he might spend the night in county lockup.

Jay thrust his racket under the water and shoved himself furiously toward cover. He wasn’t getting anywhere fast enough, so he tumbled out and waded through the sucking mud with the sensation of running away in dreamlike suspension. At last, towing the boat behind him, he made it to the safety of low-hanging willow tree branches on the far side of the field, up near the gravel driveway. He tied the boat to the tree and climbed back inside. He dumped his boots and sat with wet socks for a long time, watching the heap at the far end of the lake.

Finally he began to wonder who the corpse might be. He chased his memory for clues—strangers he’d seen, fishermen from the bridge, clumsy hitchhikers who might have tumbled into the flooded field or fallen out of boats on the river. But this was all pretense, for he knew who it surely must be. He did not know him exactly, but it was someone he could imagine.

He craned his neck to the road, wondering what the idiot in the camo truck had seen. Meanwhile the buzzard had returned to poke at the body. Jay opened his knapsack and gripped the .38. He considered firing on the bird, but a gunshot might create a memory for anyone within earshot, a memory that might turn up later as a courtroom distortion.

Jay recalled isolated incidents from the past few weeks that now seemed to coalesce in light of this discovery. The composite was unflattering to him. It might not hold up in a court of law. He ran scenarios in his head and defended himself as his own character witness, as if to convince someone, possibly himself, that he was not responsible for this death. He wanted to row out and view the corpse and its broken skull again, just for clarification, but not as long as there was a glimmer of daylight in the air. Instead he sat in the boat, hidden beneath the willow, stunned until dusk.

The falling light made lavender waves of the clouds. Imagined traffic rose and died in his head, replaced by the menace of crickets and bullfrogs. The buzzard had flown away engorged.

Finally Jay climbed out of the boat, scrambled through the brush and over the levee, up the gravel driveway to the house. He turned back to the road, fearful of passersby, and then to the lake, where the dead man was just another dark ripple on fallen limbs.
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The house was still when night passed into the mudroom, making only the slightest creak through the storm door, brushing curtains in the kitchen and snuffing out the candle on the counter. Even the banjo and fiddle on the crank radio had wound down to nothing, giving stage to insects singing their strange unison.

Jay jerked awake on the couch, opening his eyes to a darkness greater than sleep. He took in short fish gulps of air and listened through the liquid black stillness. Night had beaten him here.

He jumped off the sofa, cursed himself for falling asleep and missing his twilight ritual of locking down the house. Out here in the wilderness, meeting the night required preparation. After weeks without electricity, he understood how the mind functioned differently in prolonged darkness, how it intensified and overreached. Lights and air-conditioning afforded comfort where it didn’t belong, and comfort was a luxury, good for sleep but not for survival.

Most nights, lying in the dark, he ran through a list of hypothetical dangers and resolved how to confront them—burglars and scavengers coming through the front door, the back, the bedroom window; a tree crashing through the roof in a thunderstorm; a wild animal rooting under the carport or entering from the basement; fires, floods, earthquakes, tornadoes. The list grew exponentially more dangerous. But never this. This was an unexplored contingency.

Jay felt his way through the blind house, bumping into walls, knocking over books and papers stacked all along the baseboards. He found the kitchen and relit the candle. It took a moment to recall what had happened, what was day and what was night. He paced the room, his pond socks leaving crisscrossed footprints on the muddy linoleum.

There were dozens of explanations for what he’d seen, but he could conjure none of them for the sheer fact of dwelling on it—grotesque and demoralized, all blistered and septic in the middle of his peaceful lake. And to think, it was out there right now—a dead man dumped in a mudhole!—a whole life just used up and tossed away, left for him to decide how to dispose of it.

His first instinct was to hide it. He’d rather be rid of it and back in his malaise. If he left it in the field, the buzzard would finish it. There would be more of them tomorrow, making their high beckoning whirls, alerting anyone within view of the county road, all the houses and camps for miles around. The law would be called. Questions would be asked, answers would be presumed. They’d all seen him hanging out on the lake in his boat. There was no denying that he knew what was out there in the mud. Why had he not reported it unless he hoped it wouldn’t be found?

Jay held the candle and rifled through kitchen drawers until he found the cell phone. He punched it on, but the battery was dead. In the unlikely event that it worked and the account was active and a signal could be found in this remote outreach, who would he call who might believe him? It was too convenient to think he had done this. Never mind logic. The world was ruled by convenience and stupidity, after all. That’s the way of it, generally, before everything goes to hell.

If not him, then who else had killed this man, this stranger trespassing on the Mize property? Suppose someone had murdered this man and done it right there in the field. The killer could be down there now, hiding in the brush or just outside the window.

Jay snatched up the candle and took it to the foyer and looked out the window through the front of the house and into the field, but he saw only his own reflection staring back. He blew out the flame and tried again, cupping his hands against the glass. Nothing could be seen through the impenetrable black.

The only sensible recourse was reporting the body to the deputy. He didn’t have enough gas to make it in to Madrid, and so he’d have to hitchhike into town or else walk across the road and tell Hatcher. Maybe his neighbor would make the call for him. Hatcher would love nothing more than to be the grumbling father savior to Jay’s distraught child. He unbolted the front door and stepped out onto the porch, looking both ways to make sure no one was crouched there, and then squinted to find a flicker of light through the trees, some confirmation that Hatcher was still awake. There was nothing tonight, no moon or stars, not a ripple of heat lightning or even a firefly’s neon blink. He sniffed the air for a sign of the body, but there was only a fecund heat. Invisible trees loomed in the darkness, pulsing with the screams of insects. Their screeching felt like a whetstone falling over and over him.

He retreated indoors, secured the front entryway, and made his way through the darkness to his bedroom at the back of the house. He took a flashlight from the night table and switched it on and searched the drawer until he found the deputy’s card.

Shoals. He’d been here just two weeks earlier in search of a missing person. Jay had promised to notify him if he came upon any clues. He’d be charged with obstruction of justice if they found the body before he reported it. Even if he called them right now, the chances of sliding by without suspicion were slim. Too much water under that bridge. Jay knew that once he entered their system, the gears would turn too fast against him to mount a fair defense.

He took a change of clothes, dark pants and a black turtleneck, and made his way to the front of the house, waving the flashlight down the cluttered hallway. He nudged his way past a mound of fly-swarmed garbage bags in the mudroom. The room stunk of rot and mildew and fertilizer, a little soap powder and peat moss. He cast light into corners and bins filled with cobwebs and dirt clods, across surfaces filled with sketches and scribblings and dog-eared books crammed with notes. He found a pair of old sneakers. Wadded up beneath the utility sink were his brown rubber wading pants. All the while his mind raced—was there a way to float it out of there, to send it back toward the river and let it wash up on someone else? Could he shift the blame to the bridge fishers, the man in the camouflage truck, the speedboat teens?

He opened the back door and went outside to search for answers among the piles of junk under the carport—paper bags with screws and nails spilling out, milk crates filled with dusty parts, a disemboweled engine. There was Jacob’s bicycle, the batting tee and baseball and ruined mitt, the unused rod and reel hanging overhead on nails, all the birthday and Christmas gifts he’d never taken the time to show his son how to use. He imagined Jacob in town, blue street light streaming through his bedroom window, curled up inside his sleeping bag over the bedspread, fast asleep with a dead man’s gaping mouth. And Sandy alone, glistening eyes awake, waiting on the sun.

Surely they would believe Sandy, a fine upstanding citizen without a blemish on her record, her character above reproach. He couldn’t explain why he had not bothered to get in touch with them. What sort of stubborn point was he trying to make? Simply put, he was a fool to have cut them loose and probably deserved this.

He switched off the flashlight and lay back against the concrete and listened to the insects in the trees and felt others light on his face, scrambling over his skin and through his hair, thinking, This is what it feels like to be left for dead.
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The greatest inconvenience the flood exacted was washing out the old Bogue Hoka bridge, the only covered bridge in the county, down the levee road that ran in front of the Mize place. The road wound south out of Bayard County, crossed U.S. 7, and ran straight into downtown Flintlock in the neighboring county. A section of the levee road itself had been flooded for two weeks, and when the water receded, it left behind a mud-caked surface littered with tree limbs, black brush mounds, the carcasses of fish and birds and rodents. The county supervisors came out and shook their heads at the mess. They’d get to work on the bridge, but no one could say when. Many in the bottoms were dismayed that a generic concrete bridge might be rebuilt in its place instead of the rare old-fashioned covered bridge, which had become a point of pride in this rural community and the only thing worth photographing aside from tumbledown shacks or the odd frenzy of mating cranes.

There were other, smaller disasters, no less consequential to those who were affected. Past the bridge and up the road a ways toward Flintlock, water flooded the rectory of the Lord’s Spiteful Loving Grace Church, ruining the new carpet it had taken three years of collections to afford. A few mobile homes capsized into a gulley with the half-buried dwellings from previous floods. Near the county line, mud and water got into the ground wells of the Pump ’n’ Dump service station, spoiling the fuel and unleashing a tsunami of household garbage from the adjacent landfill.

Out on U.S. 7, uphill from the flood, after the rains had stopped and in the wee hours of the second Tuesday in September, an eighteen-wheeler from a Delta catfish processor plowed into four walking horses that had escaped their waterlogged paddock. The rig was bent up pretty good and the trailer overturned, dumping fish into the road. The horses had exploded all over the highway, scraps of meat on the asphalt, in the grass and in the grille, hanging from the trees. It was a scene of carnage that witnesses struggled to describe. The photo on the front page of The Flintlock Repositor, depicting a close-up fish head casting one baleful eye on the soft-focus devastation behind it, would hang on local refrigerators for months as a reminder that God was watching.

Danny Shoals, the sheriff’s nephew and most privileged deputy, arrived late to the scene, the cleanup well under way. The state highway department had taken control, instructing the county’s road crews and trusties to sweep up fish heads and horse hooves with giant push brooms. Firefighters followed behind, hosing down the pink blacktop.

Shoals inspected the scene, cool but good-natured. A one-man special unit with an ear to the ground and a bulge for keeping the peace, he had the air of a professional observer, just smart enough to keep his mouth shut. Everyone thought he knew the score, and he was careful not to prove them wrong, offering only gracious one-liners, off-color banter, a furrow of easy concern. He had classic quarterback good looks, muddy whirlpool eyes, and a crooked upper lip that made him smile even in rare anger. Nothing about him spoke protocol, from the tanned suede vest over the tight black security T-shirt to the cowboy boots and Western-style leg holster. The patch of fuzz under his bottom lip was a special touch. He was the only deputy out of uniform, an unspoken perk reserved for sheriff’s kin.

He naturally sought out the highest in command, in this instance a highway patrol lieutenant named Keesler. They shook hands, and Shoals exchanged nods with another pair of patrollers standing around. The lieutenant described the accident. He hadn’t seen such gore since ’Nam. The trucker was shaken up pretty good but not seriously injured. The owner of the horses, Rakestraw, was an enormous, boisterous man making plenty of demands and complaining about the government. He was highly pissed, not just about his horses but that he might be held accountable somehow.

Shoals propped his foot up on the bumper of a cruiser and gazed over the debris-strewn roadway. “I don’t know, Lieutenant,” he puffed. “Something seems fishy about this to me.”

The officers laughed obligingly, though the joke had been made several times already. Such was the deputy’s devil-may-give-a-shit appeal, even among superiors.

“You ask me, those horses saw their chance and took it,” Shoals said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if that big boy Rakestraw was raising them for meat.”

Before they could laugh, one trooper called him out. “Hey, that’s my wife’s cousin!”

Shoals cut him a side grin. “Relax, F-Troop, he’s a buddy of mine too. I’m just messing.”

Keesler reassured Shoals that it was all paperwork now, which satisfied the deputy. He volunteered to sink back into the county. Disasters like this had a tendency to ripple in strange directions.

While the human costs of this incident were minimal, the accident had caused major traffic snares. Since the Bogue Hoka bridge was down, the most sensible detour around the collision was cut off. Traffic had been rerouted way the hell out—back west and then north along the reservoir highway, east over several hill roads, at least one of them a gravel private road straddling counties, down through Silage Town, and over several more winding county roads back to the highway, some twenty miles total distance. There weren’t even enough Detour signs in the district to mount an informed route. Most drivers gave up and returned from whence they came.

Shoals had some business down the levee road and was vexed that his route had been cut off by the washed-out bridge. He yearned to give someone hell over this inconvenience and found one of the county road foremen sitting on the back of a pickup eating a sandwich and watching the scene.

“Look out now, is that a fish-head po’boy?” Shoals asked the foreman. “You better have paid for that.”

“Finders keepers,” the man mumbled.

“Y’all gonna start repairing that bridge after your dinner there?”

The man chewed awhile, wiped his mouth, and replied, “Naw.”

“What’s the holdup?”

“Waiting for state emergency funds. Could be spring before we even get started.”

“Spring!” the deputy cried. “Well shit, can I get across?”

“Not unless you got a boat.”

“You got a ladder I can use?”

“Tell you what, Danny,” the foreman replied, “I’ll have some of my guys bring a load of dirt down there and you can try and jump it in that pretty car of yours.”

“Hell, don’t bother,” said Shoals. “It would probably be Christmas before you could get a requisition for shovels.”

The deputy sauntered back to his vehicle. Due to a lack of squad cars, Shoals had convinced his uncle to let him drive his unmarked 1970 Mustang Boss 302, a real conversation piece in its original Grabber Blue. It was known all over the county by its novelty tag, which read SUGAR. Wherever he pulled up in that sweet-ass ride he earned instant respect and authority. A lap around the block with a reluctant witness always loosened the tongue. It teased the hotheads out into the open, made ne’er-do-wells confess if only for a front-seat ride to the station. And with its horse team under the hood and his dashboard beacon, no one in the county dared outrun him.

Yearning now for a long, winding detour, Shoals quickened his pace until he passed something shiny in the tall grass. He doubled back and crouched on the roadside. “Be damn,” he said, plucking up a heavy iron piece in the weeds. One of the smashed horses must have thrown a shoe. He wiped a speck of blood off and tucked it in his back pocket, a bit of superfluous luck, and then carried forth toward his own waiting steed.

The Mustang roared to life like a beast lying long dormant, hibernating in its own musk. It never failed to charge him like a squirt of gasoline in the heart. He grabbed the stick and threw it down, left a few marks for the county stripes to clean. No detour too far for a little plainclothes mischief.

Shoals made the most of his journey around the reservoir and down the back slope into Tockawah Bottom, gliding through curves and throttling the stretches, whipping around slow-moving vehicles and honking at penned-up cows grazing close to the road. By the time he came to the Mize place, he was a little giddy. He loved working the sticks and had been looking forward to making this particular civilian squirm.

He stopped at the foot of the driveway. Water from the nearby river had flooded the adjacent field and come up nearly even with the road. The last thing he wanted was to slide the Boss ass-down in a stagnant lake, at the mercy of an angry landowner and potential adversary. He eased his ride up the gravel drive, noting the house on the hill and the little yard with its high weeds and sticky mane of shrubs, the useless implements scattered along the side yard.
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