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The art of war is simple enough. Find out where your enemy is. Get at him as soon as you can. Strike at him as hard as you can and as often as you can, and keep moving on.


—U. S. Grant
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Money, Mississippi, looks exactly like it sounds. Named in that persistent Southern tradition of irony and with the attendant tradition of nescience, the name becomes slightly sad, a marker of self-conscious ignorance that might as well be embraced because, let’s face it, it isn’t going away.


Just outside Money, there was what might have loosely been considered a suburb, perhaps even called a neighborhood, a not-so small collection of vinyl-sided, split-level ranch and shotgun houses called, unofficially, Small Change. In one of the dying grass backyards, around the fraying edges of an empty above ground pool, one adorned with faded mermaids, a small family gathering was happening. The gathering was neither festive nor special, but usual. It was the home of Wheat Bryant and his wife, Charlene. Wheat was between jobs, was constantly, ever, always between jobs. Charlene was always quick to point out that the word between usually suggested something at either end, two somethings, or destinations, and that Wheat had held only one job in his whole life, so he wasn’t between anything. Charlene worked as a receptionist at the Money Tractor Exchange J. Edgar Price Proprietor (the official business name, no commas), for both sales and service, though the business had not exchanged many tractors of late, or even repaired many. Times were hard in and around the town of Money. Charlene always wore a yellow halter top the same color as her dyed and poofed hair, and she did this because it made Wheat angry. Wheat chain-drank cans of Falstaff beer and chain-smoked Virginia Slims cigarettes, claiming to be one of those feminists because he did, telling his children that the drinks were necessary to keep his big belly properly inflated, and the smokes were important to his bowel regularity.


When outside, Wheat’s mother—Granny Carolyn, or Granny C—wheeled herself around in one of those wide-tired electric buggies from Sam’s Club. It was not simply like the buggies from Sam’s Club; it was, in fact, permanently borrowed from the Sam’s Club down in Greenwood. It was red and had white letters that spelled am’s Clu. The hardworking electric motor emitted a constant, loud whir that made conversation with the old woman more than a bit of a challenge.


Granny C always looked a little sad. And why not? Wheat was her son. Charlene hated the woman nearly as much as she hated Wheat, but never showed it; she was an old woman, and in the South you respect your elders. Her four grandchildren, three years to ten, looked nothing like each other, but couldn’t possibly have belonged anywhere else or to anyone else. They called their father by his first name, and they called their mother Hot Mama Yeller, the CB handle she used when she chatted with truckers late at night after the family was asleep, and occasionally while she cooked.


That CB chatter made Wheat angry, partly because it reminded him of the one job he’d had: driving a semitrailer truck full of fruits and vegetables for the Piggly Wiggly chain of grocery markets. He lost that job when he fell asleep and drove his truck off the Tallahatchie Bridge. Not completely off, as the cab dangled over the Little Tallahatchie River for many hours before he was rescued. He was saved by climbing into the bucket of an excavator brought over from Leflore. He might actually have held on to his job had the truck not held on, had simply and quickly plunged immediately and anticlimactically off the bridge and into the muddy river below. But as it happened, there was ample time for the story to blow up and show up on CNN and Fox and YouTube, repeated every twelve minutes and going viral. The killing image was the clip of some forty empty cans of Falstaff beer spilling from the cab and raining into the current below. Even that might not have been so bad had he not been clutching a can in his fat fist as he climbed through the teeth off the excavator bucket.


Also at the gathering was Granny C’s brother’s youngest boy, Junior Junior. His father, J. W. Milam, was called Junior, and so his son was Junior Junior, never J. Junior, never Junior J., never J. J., but Junior Junior. The older, called Just Junior after the birth of his son, had died of “the cancer” as Granny C called it some ten years earlier. He passed away within a month of Roy, her husband and Wheat’s daddy. She considered it somehow important that they died of the same thing.


“Granny C, ain’t you hot in that ridiculous hat?” Charlene shouted at the old woman over the whir of her buggy.


“What say?”


“I mean, that hat ain’t even straw. It’s like a vinyl tarp or something. And it ain’t got no breathing holes in it.”


“What?”


“She cain’t hear you, Hot Mama Yeller,” her ten-year-old said. “She cain’t hear nothing. She’s deaf as a post.”


“Hell, Lulabelle, I know that. But you cain’t say I didn’t tell her about that hat when she up and keels over from heatstroke.” She looked down at Granny C again. “And that contraption she rolls around in gets all hot too. That makes you even hotter!” she yelled at the woman. “How does she keep living? That’s what I want to know.”


“Leave my mama alone,” Wheat said, half-laughing. He might have been half-laughing. Who could tell? His mouth was twisted in a permanent lopsided sneer. Many believed he’d suffered a mild stroke while eating ribs months before.


“She’s wearing that ridiculous hot hat again,” Charlene said. “Gonna make herself sick.”


“So? She don’t mind. The hell you care, anyway?” Wheat said.


Junior Junior screwed the cap back onto his paper bag–wrapped bottle and said, “Why the fuck y’all ain’t got no water in this pool?”


“Damn thing leaks,” Wheat said. “Got a crack in the wall from where Mavis Dill fell into the side of it with her fat ass. She weren’t even tryin’ to go swimming, just walkin’ by and fell on it.”


“How did she manage to fall?”


“She’s just fat, Junior Junior,” Charlene said. “The load gets leanin’ one way and that’s the way it’s gotta go. Gravity. Wheat can tell you all about that. Ain’t that right, Wheat? You know all about gravity.”


“Fuck you,” Wheat said.


“I won’t have that kind of talk around my grands,” Granny C said. “And how the hell did she hear that?” Charlene said. “She cain’t hear screaming, but she can hear that.”


“I hear plenty,” the old woman said. “Don’t I hear plenty, Lulabelle?”


“Y’all sure do,” the girl said. She had climbed onto her grandmother’s lap. “You can hear just about anything. Cain’t you, Granny C? Y’all is damn near dead, but y’all can hear just fine. Right, Granny C?”


“Sho ’nuff, baby doll.”


“So, what you gonna do with this pool?” Junior Junior asked.


“Why?” Wheat asked. “You want to buy it? I’ll sell it to you in a heartbeat. Make me an offer.”


“I can put me some pigs in this thing. Just carve out the bottom and stick them pigs in there.”


“Take it away,” Wheat said.


“I could just bring them pigs here. That would be easier, don’t you think?”


Wheat shook his head. “But then we’d be smelling your hogs. I don’t want to be smelling your hogs.”


“But you got it all set up and staked out so nice-like. Gonna be a lot of work to move it.” Junior Junior lit a skinny green cigar. “You can keep one of them hogs for yourself. How about that?”


“I don’t need no fucking hog,” Wheat said.


“Language!” Granny C shouted.


“If I want bacon, I go to the store,” Wheat said.


“And buy it with my money,” Charlene said. “Bring them pigs on over, Junior Junior, but I want to keep two of ’em, big ones, and you butcher ’em.”


“Deal.”


Wheat didn’t say anything. He walked across the yard and helped the four-year-old climb into her pink plastic car.


Granny C stared off into space. Charlene studied her for a minute. “Granny C, you okay?”


The old woman didn’t reply. “Granny C?”


“What’s wrong with her?” Junior Junior asked, leaning in. “She havin’ a stroke or something?”


Granny C startled them. “No, you rednecked talking turnip, I ain’t havin’ no stroke. I swear, a person cain’t reflect on her life around here without some fool accusing her of havin’ a stroke. Are you havin’ a stroke? You the one show symptoms.”


“How come you jumpin’ on me?” Junior Junior asked. “Charlene was staring at you first.”


“Never mind him,” Charlene said. “What was you thinking on, Granny C?”


Granny C stared off again. “About something I wished I hadn’t done. About the lie I told all them years back on that nigger boy.”


“Oh Lawd,” Charlene said. “We on that again.”


“I wronged that little pickaninny. Like it say in the good book, what goes around comes around.”


“What good book is that?” Charlene asked. “Guns and Ammo?”


“No, the Bible, you heathen.”


The yard became quiet. The old woman went on. “I didn’t say he said something to me, but Bob and J. W., they insisted he did, and so I went along with it. I wish to Jesus I hadn’t. J. W. hated him some niggers.”


“Well, it’s all done and past history now, Granny C. So you just relax. Ain’t nothing can change what happened. You cain’t bring the boy back.”
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Deputy Sheriff Delroy Digby was driving his twelve-year-old Crown Victoria squad car across the Tallahatchie Bridge when he received a call to go to Small Change. He pulled into the front yard of Junior Junior Milam and saw the man’s wife, Daisy, pacing and crying, gesticulating wildly. Delroy had dated Daisy briefly in high school, and it had stopped when she actually bit his tongue. Then he went into the army and became a clerk in the quartermaster’s corp. He returned home to Mississippi to find Daisy married to Junior Junior and pregnant with her fourth child. That child was on her hip as she paced now, and the other three were sitting like zombies on the first step of the porch.


“What’s goin’ on, Daisy?” Delroy asked.


Daisy stopped waving her arms and stared at him. Her face was crunched from crying, her eyes red and sunken.


“What is it? What happened, Daisy?” he asked.


“The room all the way in the back,” she said. “It’s Junior Junior. Oh Lawd, I think he’s dead,” she whispered so the children couldn’t hear. “He got to be dead. We all just got back from the big swap meet in the Sam’s Club parking lot. The babies ain’t seen nothing. Lawd, it’s just awful.”


“Okay, Daisy. You stay here.”


“There’s something else back there too,” she said. Delroy put his hand on his pistol. “What?”


“Somebody. He’s dead too. Must be dead. Oh, he’s dead. Gotta be dead. You’ll see.”


Delroy was confused and now more than a little scared. All he ever did in the service was count rolls of toilet paper. He went back to his patrol car and grabbed the radio. “Hattie, this here is Delroy. I’m out at Junior Junior Milam’s place and I think I’m gonna need me some backup.”


“Brady’s not far from there. I’ll send him over.”


“Thank you, Hattie, ma’am. Tell him I’ll be in the back of the house.” Delroy put down the handset and returned to Daisy. “I’m gonna take me a little look-see. You send Brady back there when he arrives.”


“The room is just off the kitchen,” she said. “Delroy.” She put her hand gently on his arm. “You know, I always liked you when we was in high school. I didn’t mean to bite your tongue, and I’m awfully sorry about that. Fast Phyllis Tucker told me all the boys liked that and so I did it. You didn’t like it. I guess I did it too hard.”


“Okay, Daisy.” He started away and then turned back to the woman. “Daisy, you didn’t kill him, did you?”


“Delroy, I’m the one who called the police.” Delroy stared at her.


“No, I did not kill him. Either one of them.”


Delroy didn’t draw his weapon as he entered the house, but he kept his hand heavy on it. He walked slowly through the front room. It was dark because the windows were so remarkably small. There was a line of small bowling trophies on the mantel. The fireplace was filled with stacks of brightly colored plastic bowls, plates, and cups. The house was so still and quiet he got more frightened and pulled his pistol. What if the killer was still there? Should he go back outside and wait for Brady? If he did that, Daisy might think he was a coward. Brady would certainly laugh at him and call him a yellow chicken. So, he kept moving forward. He gave each bedroom a cursory look, then stood in the kitchen for a long while before pushing on into the back room. His boots made a lot of noise on the buckled linoleum.


He stopped in his tracks once inside the room. He couldn’t move. He had never seen two people so dead in his entire life. And he’d been in a goddamn war. Who or what he took to be Junior Junior had a bloody, bashed-in skull. He could see part of his brain. A long length of rusty barbed wire was wrapped several times around his neck. One of his eyes had been either gouged out or carved out and lay next to his thigh, looking up at him. There was blood everywhere. One of his arms was twisted at an impossible angle behind his back. His pants were undone and pulled down to below his knees. His groin was covered with matted blood, and it looked like his scrotum was missing. Some ten feet from Junior Junior was the body of a small Black man. His face was horribly beaten, his head swollen, his neck scarred and seemingly stitched together. He was not bleeding, it seemed, but there was no doubt that he was dead. The Black man wore a dark blue suit. Delroy looked again at Junior Junior. The man’s exposed legs looked strangely alive.


Delroy jumped a little when Brady appeared behind him. “Good Lord Almighty!” Brady said. “Goddamn! Is that Junior Junior?”


“I think so,” Delroy said. “Any idea who the nigger is?”


“None.”


“What a mess,” Brady said. “Lord, Lordy, Lord, Lord, Jesus. Looky at that. His balls ain’t on him!”


“I see that.”


“I think they’re in the nigger’s hand,” Brady said. “You’re right.” Delroy leaned in for a closer look.


“Don’t touch nothing. Don’t touch a gawddamn thing. We got ourselves some kind of crime here. Lordy.”
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“Goddamnit, I hate murder more than just about anything,” said Sheriff Red Jetty. “It can just ruin a day.”


“Because it’s such a waste of life?” the coroner, Reverend Cad Fondle, asked. He had just pronounced Junior Junior and the unidentified Black man dead without so much as touching them.


“No, it’s because it’s a mess.”


“It is a lot of blood,” Fondle said.


“I don’t give a shit about the blood. It’s the goddamn paperwork.” Jetty pointed at the floor. “What you gonna do about Milam’s balls there?”


“Tell your boys to bag ’em. Can’t see there’s much point in sewin’ them back on him. But the mortician can decide that with the family.”


Sheriff Jetty squatted, being careful not to land on a knee, and studied the Black corpse, tilted his head.


“What you seein’, Red?” Fondle asked. “Don’t he look familiar?”


“I can’t tell what he looks like. That’s a lot of damage. Besides, they all look alike to me.”


“You think Junior Junior did that to him?” Fondle shook his head. “None of it looks fresh.”


“Well, let’s get ’em in the wagon and take them to the morgue.” Jetty looked back into the kitchen. “Delroy! Get the bags.”


“You want we should dust for prints?” Delroy asked. “We ain’t touched nothing. In this room, anyway.”


“Why bother? Oh sure, why the hell not. You and Brady do that. Then help clean up all this blood.”


“That ain’t in my job description,” Brady said.


“You want to keep a job to describe?” Jetty asked.


“Clean up the blood,” Brady repeated. “Come on, Delroy.”
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Sheriff Jetty parked his private car, a well-maintained Buick 225 that had belonged to his mother but had since been repainted, in a diagonal space in front of the coroner’s brick office building at the edge of town. It was dinnertime and his big belly was growling loud enough for others to hear. He walked in and then straight past the man at the desk whose name he could never remember.


Doctor Reverend Fondle was sitting on a metal table in the autopsy room. The big light was on but turned away from him.


“What’s up, Cad? Why am I here in this fucking icebox instead of at dinner with my homely family?”


“We got us a problem,” Fondle said.


“What kind of problem?”


Fondle walked over to one of the four cadaver drawers set into the far wall. “This here is where I put that dead nigger.”


“Yeah? And?”


Fondle pulled opened the door and pulled out an empty platform. Jetty stepped closer and looked at the gleaming metal surface.


“There ain’t nobody there.”


“So you see it too,” Fondle said. “Well the Black sumbitch was in here forty-five minutes ago.”


“What are tellin’ me? Are you saying that the body is missin’?”


“I’m sayin’ I don’t know where it is.”


“Damnit to hell, Fondle. Dead people just don’t get up and walk away,” Jetty said. “Do they?”


“Only one that I know of,” Fondle said. “And who was that?”


Fondle frowned. “Our Lawd Jesus Christ Almighty, you heathen. You need to drag your ass to church now and again.”


Jetty shook his head. “You didn’t misplace him?”


“Apparently I have. I even checked the other three drawers. Milam’s in that one. I looked in the closet. I looked in the wagon. I tell you, somebody done stole that nigger’s body.”


“This is fucked up,” the sheriff said. “Pardon my French, Pastor.”


“Who would have done this?”


“We don’t even know who the hell he was. Maybe something will come back on his prints.” Jetty looked at the door he had come through and at the windows. “When were you out of the office?”


“Around two I went to pick up some manure for my wife. Gone twenty minutes tops. Dill was at his desk, though.”


“Goddamnit.” Jetty pulled out his cell phone and looked at it. “Brady, where the hell are you?”


“Cleaning up the blood, per your instructions,” Brady said. “Don’t give me attitude, you peckerwood. You and Delroy get your asses to the coroner’s office pronto.”


“What about the blood?” Brady asked.


“Forget the goddamn blood and get your asses over here.” He ended the call with the tip of his fat finger. “Do you remember how good it used to feel to slam down the receiver on somebody? I hate these little sissy phones. Get Dill in here.”


Fondle pressed the wall intercom. “Dill, come in here, please.”


“Dill a good man?” Jetty asked.


“Yeah. I’m sure he ain’t got no use for a dead nigger.”


Dill entered the room. “Yes, Doctor Reverend, sir?”


“You remember the body of that Black man we brought in this morning?” Fondle asked.


“Remember? What do you mean ‘remember’?”


“The body’s gone,” Sheriff Jetty said. “Were you at your desk all day?”


“Yep. Even ate my lunch there. Egg salad.”


“Didn’t get up to take a shit?”


“I do that at seven every night like clockwork? Then I watch a Maverick rerun before making myself a bowl of Cream of Wheat.”


“Step out of the office for any reason?”


“Nope.”


“You’re tellin’ me that there was no time that somebody could have gotten by you and into this room?”


“That’s what I’m sayin’.”


“Back door?”


“Been stuck closed for two years,” Fondle said.


“A damn fire hazard,” Dill said.


“Where do you live, Dill?” the sheriff asked.


“I live with my mama, on the edge of Change.”


“Oh, you’re Mavis Dill’s boy,” Jetty said.


Dill nodded.


“How is she?” he asked.


“Fat. Happy. Fat. Are you tellin’ me that a body disappeared from in here?”


“Looks like it,” Fondle said.


“Any ideas?” Jetty asked Dill.


“I didn’t take him.”


“Y’all say that back door is locked,” Jetty said.


“Stuck,” said Dill.


“Let’s go look at it anyway.” Jetty followed Dill and Fondle through a dirty, equipment-cluttered hallway.


“That switch is over here on this wall someplace,” Fondle said. He reached behind a tall metal cabinet and found the switch, turned on the light. The fluorescent bulbs hummed and flickered.


The back door was open, the lock clearly broken, one of the rusted-over hinges showing the threads of screws.


“Would you look the hell at that?” Dill said. “That there door ain’t been open in ten years.”


Jetty examined the lock. No key had been inserted into that rusted and dirt-covered hole. “Who could have pulled this open?”


“I mean this thing was stuck solid,” Dill said.


“That’s a fact,” Fondle said. “I’ll tell you who is at work here.”


“The devil?” Dill asked.


Fondle nodded. “The devil hisself. Jesus save us.”


Jetty looked at the little concrete landing outside the heavy door. “Dill, go sit at your desk and wait there. Don’t touch anything. And I mean anything.”


“What about me?” Fondle said.


“You don’t touch anything either.” He used his phone again. “Hattie, tell Jethro to get over here with his fingerprint kit.” He put the phone back in his pocket and shook his head. “Lord.”
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Junior Junior’s new widow, Daisy, pulled into the yard of Wheat and Charlene Bryant. She was crying when Charlene came out to greet her.


“Where is Junior Junior with them pigs?” Charlene asked. Then she saw the tears. “What’s wrong with you? Did that lowlife, cocksuckin’, ball o’ shit bastard hit you again? I swear I’m gonna kick that boy’s lily-white ass.”


Daisy shooed the children around to the back of the house. “It ain’t that, Charlene. He’s dead,” she said.


“Who’s dead?” Charlene asked.


Granny C rolled onto the porch in her inside-the-house wheelchair. Wheat was behind her.


“Hey, Granny C. Hey, Wheat,” Daisy said.


“Who’s dead, Daisy?” Charlene asked again.


“Junior Junior. Junior Junior is dead, kilt by a nigger in our own home. Junior Junior done passed on.”


“Have mercy,” Wheat said.


“What happened, chile?” Granny C asked.


“Oh, Granny C, it was awful, just awful.” Daisy ran onto the porch and put her head in the old woman’s lap. “I was with the kids at the swap meet in the Sam’s Club parking lot. You know the one. I went early because they was having a sale on them halter tops like Charlene wears, and I wanted me a lime-green one, but all they had was blue, powder blue. The lines was like superlong inside the Sam’s Club, and Triple J had a dumbass fit because I wouldn’t buy him no sour Skittles. People was lookin’ at us like they never seen a baby cry before.”


“People are just awful,” Granny C said.


“Get on with the goddamn story, Daisy,” Wheat said.


“Hush up, boy,” Granny C said. “Go on, chile.”


“So, we come home. You know, they didn’t have no lime-green ones. I said that. I put the children down in the yard and went on inside the house. I just knew somethin’ was wrong soon I got in there. I could smell somethin’, feel it. I walked through the kitchen and into the back room and there he was. It was awful.”


“You said that,” Wheat said. “What was awful?”


Granny C cut Wheat a hard look.


Daisy raked at the tears on her face and wiped her nose with the back of her hand. Her mascara made bars down her face. “It was Junior Junior. He was lyin’ all twistylike on the floor, like one of the Gumby toys, the bendy ones. There was blood everywhere. His head was all clobbered in. I mean all caved in like a cantaloupe what you done drove over with a tractor.”


“Jesus,” Charlene said. “Oh, Daisy.”


Daisy’s five-year-old boy came running around to the front of the house. “Mama, I gotta pee.”


“Then go find a goddamn bush!” Daisy shouted. “Have mercy.”


The boy ran off.


“Then I looked over and there was this, this . . .” Daisy bit her finger.


“This what?” Charlene said.


“It was a nigger.”


“Just standin’ there?” Wheat asked.


“No, layin’ there. Layin’ there. He was dead too. All fucked up and swole up and deader than anybody I ever seen.”


“My god,” Charlene said. “Did Junior Junior kill him?”


“I don’t know, I don’t know. There’s somethin’ else. Oh Lawd. Junior Junior’s balls were cut off.”


“What the fuck!” Wheat paced away and came back. “His balls was cut off? His balls? You mean his nuts? Like down there?”


“He’s dead, Wheat,” Charlene said. “That’s the least of his worries.”


Granny C’s face was blank, without emotion.


Daisy pulled back and looked at the old woman’s face.


“Granny C? Granny C, y’all all right?”


“Granny C?” Wheat said.


“Did you recognize him?” Granny C asked.


“Who?”


“The nigger, you fool.”


“No. Nobody could have recognized that man, the way his face was all beat up like it was. His own Black mama couldn’t have knowed him. I can’t see why it makes a difference who he is. Was. Junior Junior is dead.”


“Shut up, fool girl,” Granny C snapped. “Somebody roll me into the goddamn house.”


Wheat did.


“What was that all about?” Daisy asked Charlene.


“I don’t know, I don’t know. I ain’t never hear Granny C cuss.” Charlene looked at the slate-gray sky, then at Daisy’s simple face. “So, anyway. What a fuckin’ day. The blood all cleaned up?”
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Delroy Digby and Braden Brady leaned against a squad car and watched as Red Jetty parked his deuce-and-a-quarter several yards from them in back of the coroner’s building. The sun was trying to break through.


“Well?” Jetty asked.


“We searched all around,” Brady said.


“We found one set of tracks headin’ away from the building and down into the creek bed.”


“Can’t tell how old the tracks is, but they was light. Couldn’t a weighed more than a buck twenty,” Brady said.


“At most,” Delroy added.


“Well, that just don’t make good sense. That body weighed at least a hundred and fifty by itself. Ain’t no small woman or big child could have carried that body. Or ripped that door open like that.”


“Don’t know what to say, Sheriff,” Delroy said.


Jetty looked back at the building. “Jethro finished dustin’ the place?”


“Think so,” Brady said. “He’s still in there, though.”


“You two clowns go find something to do.”


“Right, boss,” Brady said.


Inside, the sheriff found Jethro washing his hands at the sink in the examination room. “Tull, you done?”


“Yessir. I found prints all over the place in here. As you might expect. And everything between here and the back door was covered with dust.”


“You’re tellin’ me there ain’t no prints back there?”


“Well, no. I’m sure there are some prints back there, but, like I said, they’re covered with dust. The dust has not been disturbed, so nothing’s been touched in there since all that dust settled.”


“Are you takin’ a tone with me?” Jetty asked.


“No, sir.”


“We all know you went to junior college.”


Jethro sighed. “Anyway, I suspect the prints I found belong to the Doctor Reverend Fondle and to that Dill feller.”


“Well, let me know,” Jetty said. He shook his head. “What a fuckin’ mess. A goddamn clusterfuck.”


“Chief, is clusterfuck one word or two?” Jethro asked.


“What?”


“Never mind.”


“Get back to the goddamn station.”


“Yessir.”
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News of Junior Junior Milam’s death spread like disease across the county. So did the story of the strange, missing Black corpse. Red Jetty didn’t know if an APB made sense and so did not issue one, not officially anyway. He did tell his three deputies to take turns driving in widening circles around town. The photo of the Black man he gave them, as if one was needed, found its way into the local paper, the Money Clip. From there the wire services picked up the image, then the internet and cable news. It was a crazy story, and it made the people of Money, Mississippi, sound crazy, and that made Jetty upset. It also upset the mayor, Philworth Bass.


Bass paced the floor of Jetty’s private office. “I don’t understand how you could let this happen.”


“Which part?” Jetty leaned back in his special-ordered swivel desk chair, his boots on his desk.


“Which part?” Bass asked. “The part where a dead man walked out of your custody. Obviously, he weren’t dead.”


“Fondle said he was dead.”


“That quack? Didn’t you check?”


“Ain’t my job. Plus, if you had seen him, even you woulda known he was dead. You saw the picture.”


“Yeah, I saw it. I saw it along with every gawddamn person in this gawddamn country. He looked plenty dead, I’ll give you that, but apparently he weren’t.”


“Yeah, well, ain’t nobody seen him twitch or pass gas when they put him in the bag. Though he smelled something awful. Smelled like a squirrel what died in a wall. If that man weren’t dead, then I’m a red-skinned Indian.”


“I’m getting calls from the capitol,” Bass said. “They seen him?”


“No, they keep asking if we need help, if the backwoods peckerwoods on the Tallahatchie need help. What should I tell them?”


“Tell ’em that the peckerwoods is lookin’ everywhere but can’t find the walking dead Negro man.”


“This ain’t no joke. We’re a goddamn national laughin’ stock. You, Sheriff, you’re a clown in the eyes of state law enforcement—hell, national law enforcement. What do you have to say to that?”


Jetty smiled at the idle ceiling fan and pretended to blow smoke rings. “Mr. Mayor, this here is the sovereign state of Mississippi. There ain’t no law enforcement, there’s just rednecks like me paid by rednecks like you.”


“Well, that nonexistent law enforcement is sending somebody to assist you in your investigation.”


“The MBI?”


“Coming up from Hattiesburg. Be here in the morning.”


Jetty put his feet on the floor, his elbows on his knees. “Well, that’s just fucking dandy. City cops coming up here to the sticks to help the hillbillies. Don’t worry. I’ll be nice to the sumbitches.”
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Ed Morgan insisted on driving his personal car. The bureau’s cars were full size, but they simply didn’t accommodate his six-five, three-hundred-pound frame. Jim Davis sat in the passenger seat, his elbow jutting out the window. Though average in height, his knees were almost pressed against the glove compartment because his seat was broken and would not slide back. He opened his hand and let the air move it.


“You know, I’ve got the air-conditioner on,” Ed said.


“Is that what you call this shit? My dog’s breath is cooler than what’s coming out these vents. I hate this fucking car.”


“It’s comfortable.”


“You need to get this seat fixed so I can slide it back.”


“It’s comfortable.”


“It’s a ten-year-old Toyota Sienna. There’s a picture of it in the dictionary next to the word uncomfortable. I feel like we should have a couple of kids in the back.” Jim looked back and saw there was, in fact, a child’s booster seat behind Ed.


“I don’t like being cramped,” Ed said.


“Then you need to lose seventy pounds. What about me?”


“Okay now.”


Ed and Jim were not officially partners, but they were often paired because they were both difficult for others to work with. They actually liked each other, though it was unclear if either liked anyone else. More important, they trusted each other. Each knew the other was not only a good cop but street savvy and quick to take action if a situation became dicey or dangerous.


Jim put a cigarette in his mouth but did not light it; he was trying to quit. “We’re going to confuse the hell out of these crackers. Driving into town in your mom’s car like this. You ever been to Money?”


“Fuck,” Ed said, “I never even heard of Money, Mississippi, until this morning. And lay off my damn car. It’s comfortable. I don’t care what you say. This motherfucker’s got three hundred thousand miles on it.”


“A thousand miles for every pound of your fat ass.”


Ed cut Jim an evil look. “Open up that damn file and remind me what we’re getting into.”


Jim pulled the thin blue folder from his hard-shell briefcase and opened it. “It appears the local yokels have lost a body. Murder. All pretty gruesome if these photos are real. A White man named Milam was killed in his home. Found by his wife. Body of a dead Black man found at the scene.”


“Same person kill both of them?”


“Doesn’t say. Does say that the White man’s testicles were severed and clenched in the fist of the Black man.”


Ed whistled. “Ouch. Kinky, though. Maybe they killed each other? Whose body is missing?”


“The Black man’s. Or, as it says here, ‘the Afro-American individual’s body appears to have been misplaced.’”


“COD?”


“Not specified. For either. Both were badly beaten,” Jim said.


“Do you think?” Ed said, looking from his driver’s seat at the photographs on his partner’s lap.


“Hey, I’m just reading the report, motherfucker. And keep your eyes on the road. The Black man’s corpse from the city morgue. Apparently there was no sign of anyone breaking into the place.”


“Obviously, the brother wasn’t dead,” Ed said. “Did he still have the cracker’s nuts in his hand when he left?”


“Does not say.”


Ed put down his window a bit. “You’re right, it is just a little close in here.”


“Goddamn, though,” Jim said. “The Black dude was really fucked up. That is the deadest-looking motherfucker I’ve ever seen.”


“God, I hope we don’t have to spend the night in this little peckerwood village,” Ed said as they rolled past a once-colorful sign that read Welcome to Money, It’s worth a visit!


“Keep your fingers crossed.”


The next sign was a billboard that read Pull a catfish out of the Little Tallahatchie! They’s good eating! Visit the Dinah!


“Save me, Jesus,” Ed said.


“You know you want you some,” Jim said.


“Shut the fuck up.” Ed glared at his partner and then they both laughed. “Yeah, you’re right.”
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“Come on, Wheat, there is other folks in this house gotta use the toilet!” Charlene shouted at the closed door. “What you doin’ in there?”


“Tell that fool to get out of there,” Granny C said. She was on her walker now. The chair wouldn’t fit through the bathroom door. “Tell that dang fool I gotta pee and go number two.”


“Hot Mama Yeller, I gots to pee real bad,” little Wheat Junior said.


“Go on outside and piss in them bushes,” Charlene barked. She banged on the door again. “Wheat?”


“I don’t hear nothin’,” Granny C said.


“Somethin’s wrong,” Charlene said. “You children go on outside,” she said to her three daughters. She then went to the closet by the front door and grabbed a wire hanger. “Wheat, I’m coming in there.” She straightened the curve of the hanger and pushed the rod into the hole in the knob. Click.


“You got it,” Granny C said.


Charlene pushed on the door, but it wouldn’t budge. “What the hell?” she said. “It won’t open.”


“Push harder, girl,” Granny C said.


“I only weigh so much,” Charlene said.


“You weigh plenty.”


“Bitch,” Charlene let out under her breath. “What was that?”


“Never mind.” Charlene put her feet against the opposite wall for leverage and was able to push the door open several inches.


“There’s blood on the floor!” Granny C said. “Oh, Jesus!”


“Wheat!” Charlene shouted. “Wheat, baby.” She managed a couple more inches and got her head inside to look. She screamed, “Oh, my fucking gawd!”


“Language!” Granny C said.


“Fuck you, old lady. Wheat is dead!”


“What? Oh, Lawdie!”


Charlene fell over herself getting to the phone on the wall in the kitchen. “My husband is in the shitter and he’s dead,” she said. “I live at the end of Nickel Road. I don’t know what happened. He’s just dead in there. I think he’s dead. He looks dead, sho ’nuff. They’s blood all over the place!”


Granny C was leaning on the bathroom door, one hand still on her walker. “Wheat? Get up.”


“What’s wrong, Hot Mama Yeller?” one of the daughters came in and asked. “Something wrong with Wheat?”


“Stay yo ass outside, Lulabelle!”


Charlene ran back to the bathroom door and pushed some more.


“Push harder, girl,” Granny C said.


“Why don’t you help me?” Charlene said.


Granny C let go of her walker and placed both palms against the door, but it didn’t help. “Oh, Lawd Jesus.”
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Delroy Digby and Braden Brady hurried out of the police station. Brady ran into and bounced off Ed Morgan. He became momentarily angry and then regarded the size of the man who’d sent him sprawling.


“Come on, Brady,” Delroy said. “We gotta go.”


Ed and Jim walked on into the poorly lit station. They were greeted by a tall, small-shouldered woman with cat’s-eye glasses on a chain. “May I help you gentlemen?” she asked.


“We’re here to see Sheriff Jetty,” Jim said.


“I’ll see if he’s in.” She walked over to the open door of the sheriff’s office and said, “Two men here to see you. Are you in?”


“Well, I guess I have to be now, don’t I?” Jetty said. He stepped into the doorway. He was momentarily surprised by the appearance of the men, but recovered quickly. “You two from Hattiesburg?”


“I’m Special Detective Jim Davis and this is Special Detective Ed Morgan. We’re from the MBI.”
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