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PROLOGUE










The Ghosts Across the Bridge


A twenty-ton white steel cross towers one hundred twenty feet high over a tiny park. At its base, an American flag keeps watch over a manicured lawn that clashes with the backdrop of yellowed grass and crumbling asphalt. In 2021, a religious organization had the monument built in the hope that it would inspire drivers to pray as they passed through Greenwood, the self-proclaimed “Cotton Capital of the World” in the heart of Mississippi.


Without the cross, this place would just be an unremarkable intersection, the halfway point between a car dealership and a Walmart. However, local rumor has it that it is a historical landmark. People whisper that here, on the outskirts of Greenwood in 1938 stood a grocery and juke house called Three Forks, which might be where blues musician Robert Johnson was poisoned when he swigged mothball-laced corn whiskey. Since then, one more name has been added to the criminal renown of the region facing the great white cross: Emmett Till.


In 2005, the state of Mississippi erected a blue historical marker on the gravel shoulder, naming a thirty-two-mile stretch of US Route 49 the Emmett Till Memorial Highway and paying belated respects to this Black adolescent from Chicago, fifty years after his death on August 28, 1955. Emmett Till was the victim of one of the most infamous racist crimes in the state’s history.


For those who want to look for ghosts, the place is full of them. The ones relating to the Emmett Till case reveal themselves even more willingly farther from the highway. They come to meet you as you cross the two bridges north of this city of fifteen thousand. The first bridge, topped with a gray truss, marks the beginning of Grand Boulevard, an elegant avenue typical of the aristocratic South with its long vault of oak trees and white colonnaded residences.


The second bridge sits on a narrow country road bordered with forests and fields. Cotton has now ceded its preeminence to soybeans and corn. The old cabins of plantation laborers have been renovated to accommodate tourists. About nine miles farther along, you reach the deserted village of Money, where you can gaze at an emblematic landmark in the history of civil rights in the South, Bryant’s Grocery & Meat Market.


This shuttered grocery store would be easy to miss if it weren’t for the commemorative marker out front. The place has been abandoned since the mid-1980s. Time and weather, especially Hurricane Katrina in 2005, have done their work. In the summer, the brown brick walls disappear almost entirely behind raging kudzu. The upper floor has collapsed, and the interior has been invaded by vegetation and cluttered with worm-eaten boards scattered about like pickup sticks. An orange safety barrier out front and a small sign reading PRIVATE PROPERTY. NO ONE ALLOWED ON PROPERTY, VIOLATORS WILL BE PROSECUTED in threatening red letters attempt to keep curious visitors at bay. Some of them go in anyway.
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Dusk was falling on August 24, 1955, when Emmett Till, on vacation with his relatives in Mississippi for a couple of weeks, arrived at this store, along with a small band of his cousins and their friends, all of them teenagers. Money, a great misnomer, offered few possibilities for entertainment. Wedged between the Tallahatchie River and the railroad tracks, the main street was, at the time, limited to a few stores, a post office, a gas station, a school, and a cotton gin. The coffee shop the little gang of friends had in mind was closed, so instead, they headed over to the grocery store owned by Roy and Carolyn Bryant, a white couple who had lived there for two years.


On the green-and-white porch plastered with Coca-Cola ads sat a small group of young Black boys absorbed in a game of checkers, using bottle caps for game pieces. When Emmett’s group arrived, some of them stayed outside to chat or comment on the players’ moves, while others went into the grocery store, a few at a time, to buy a drink or candy.


Emmett Till followed Wheeler Parker, one of his cousins, into the store. Carolyn Bryant, twenty-one years old, with dark hair and pale skin, was not much older than her customers. She was working alone at the cash register, as her husband had gone off to deliver a load of shrimp somewhere between New Orleans and Texas. When Wheeler went back outside with his bottle of soda, Emmett was left alone in the store with Carolyn Bryant. A moment later, Simeon Wright, another cousin, joined him inside. His older brother, Maurice, worried that Emmett might commit a breach of Southern custom.


A few minutes later, the boys came out of the store together to join their friends and the others playing checkers. After that, Carolyn also came out onto the porch. And right at that moment, everyone heard a long, provocative whistle. Twice. A whistle America had dubbed a wolf whistle ten years earlier, alluding to the “whee-woo” the lewd wolf in Tex Avery cartoons would emit whenever he spotted a buxom vixen, eyes wide, tongue dangling. This whistle, released in Money at dusk, had escaped the lips of Emmett Till.


As if feeling threatened, Carolyn Bryant hurried to her sister-in-law’s car with determined stride to retrieve the revolver she’d left in the glove compartment that morning—a gun she had never imagined herself capable of using.


A shout of alarm went up. “She’s getting a gun!” It was the signal for Emmett and his cousins to make a dash for their 1946 Ford. In his panic, one boy dropped his cigarette, which rolled under the seat of the car. The time it took for him to retrieve it before starting the car meant the loss of precious seconds on their start ahead of possible pursuers. Indeed, only a few hundred yards down the road, the teenagers could see the growing glare of headlights out the rear window, as if another car, maybe carrying Carolyn Bryant’s family, was gaining on them.


They slammed on the brakes and pulled over on the shoulder, and everyone except the youngest, Simeon, who stayed huddled on the backseat, jumped out and hid as deep in the blooming cotton field as they could. False alarm: The car following them drove past without slowing.


When they got back to the family home a few minutes later, Emmett begged his cousins not to mention the incident. “Please don’t tell your father I whistled at that lady.” The boys agreed, afraid their parents would send him back to Chicago. But the next day, a girl in the village, who’d been part of the grocery store expedition, predicted that they had not heard the last of the offense committed against Carolyn Bryant. “I know the Bryants, and they are not going to forget what happened.”


Emmett Till had three more days to live.
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SILENCE AND SHADOWS







“Preacher!”


It was 2:30 in the morning on Sunday August 28, 1955, when the nickname, followed by pounding on the door, tore through the nocturnal silence. In Money, the village where Mose Wright had lived for ten years, everyone called him “Preacher” or “Preacher Wright.” Even his wife Elizabeth.


For several decades, this man, who had been a conscientious objector during World War I, had played the role of itinerant preacher before founding a little parish close to home. For some, using this nickname was a sign of respect toward a man of a venerable age. For others, it was the only alternative to the paternalistic “Uncle Mose.” In this region of Mississippi, which, a century after the abolition of slavery, was still the most segregationist state in the United States, a white person would never have lowered himself to calling a Black man “sir.”


“Preacher! This is Mr. Bryant. I want to talk to you and that boy.”


Mose Wright had several boys staying at his house, a house built of raw wood and propped up on concrete blocks to protect it from the frequent floods from the river. The residence was modest but well-kept. The old man’s landlord, a white man about seventy, born in Germany and honest in his business dealings, had lived there previously. Wright farmed about twenty-five acres of cotton for him. The preacher had been married twice and had twelve children—four daughters and eight sons. In 1955, the three youngest were still living with him: Maurice, sixteen years old; Robert, fourteen; and Simeon, twelve. But that’s not who the two half brothers out on the front porch were looking for.


The first man, Roy Bryant, twenty-eight years old, with dark eyes and eyebrows, looked like a Hollywood supporting actor. He also played a supporting role in life. He earned a living, though not very well, through trucking to supplement his grocery store business located three miles from there, on the main road in Money. He and his wife Carolyn, who’d been a local beauty queen and was the daughter of a deceased plantation manager, lived with their two sons in a modest apartment behind the store.


One of Roy Bryant’s half brothers, John William Milam, who went by “J. W.” or “Big Milam,” stood beside him on the porch. Twelve years, two inches, and even more extra pounds separated him from the younger half brother. Balding and with a thick chin, J. W. Milam operated a fleet of farm machinery and trucks in the region, driven by Black workers he ruled over with an iron fist. He also owned a gas station in the village of Glendora, about twenty miles north. Wielding a powerful flashlight in his left hand and a Colt .45 in his right, he was the one running this interrogation now.


“You have two boys from Chicago here?”


Actually, Mose Wright was housing three of them. Earlier that evening, one of his grandsons, Curtis Jones, had arrived from Illinois for a few days of vacation. A week earlier, Mose himself had returned home from Chicago with two other teenagers in tow. They’d taken the City of New Orleans, the train connecting Illinois to the South. One was Wheeler Parker Jr., aged sixteen, another grandson from the city. The other was Emmett Till, alias “Bo” or “Bobo,” a grandnephew.


Emmett was the only son of Mamie Till, Mose’s niece by marriage. Emmett had just celebrated his fourteenth birthday at the end of July. For him, life in Mississippi was filled with new discoveries each day. With his cheerful round face and lively eyes, he amused and sometimes scared his family with his wild antics. When he and his cousins went to buy firecrackers in Money the day after he arrived, he set off a few of them right after walking out of the store.


Mose, who was reputedly uncompromising with his sons, cast an indulgent eye on Emmett’s lack of aptitude for picking cotton under a withering sun, the activity that occupied the greater part of the family’s days. When they weren’t working in the fields, the boys swam in the nearby ponds after chasing out the formidable water moccasins by beating them with sticks. They made gluttonous raids on the watermelon fields.


The previous evening, most of them had been out late in Greenwood, the nearest big town. Some had gone to see a western; the others, including Emmett and his elders, had wandered the streets, where men went to visit taverns for fun, gamble, and pick up girls. In Mississippi, where Prohibition was still officially in effect, they even allowed themselves a little white lightning, bootleg whiskey. They’d gone home to bed a little before one o’clock in the morning.


“I want the boy that done the talking down at Money.”


Mose and Elizabeth Wright had not waited for this request to figure out the motive for the intrusion; they feared something like this. On Wednesday evening, August 24, when their son Maurice dropped them off at church, they warned him and the boys not to drive far. None of them had a driver’s license. Their warning fell on deaf ears. Hardly had they turned their back when the boys were already on the rutted road to Money. The route was known by locals as Dark Fear Road because of the snake-infested creeks, somber woods, and forgotten murders. Eventually, the great-uncle and the great-aunt heard about the incident at the grocery store. They knew very well that J. W. Milam and his half brother had come looking for Emmett.


“If it is not the right boy, we are going to bring him back and put him in the bed.”


Going through the dark bedrooms one by one, searching by the beam of their flashlight, the two men finally laid their hands on Emmett in the bed he was sharing with his cousin Simeon. Elizabeth hadn’t had enough time to take her grandnephew out the back door, where he could have fled into the cotton fields. Mose kept two rifles in the house but feared a massacre if he tried to reach for them. Helpless, all he could do was wake up his grandnephew. Immediately, J. W. Milam shouted at him.


“Are you the one who did the smart talking up at Money?”


The two intruders ordered Emmett to follow them. Still half asleep, he obeyed without objecting. The great-uncle and his wife implored the two men. They would pay them whatever they wanted. The kid hadn’t known what he was doing; he just needed a good spanking. Exasperated by Elizabeth’s pleas, J. W. Milam ordered her to get back in bed and make sure he could hear the mattress springs squeaking as proof. He was even more threatening to Mose Wright.


“How old are you?”


“Sixty-four.”


“If you know any of us here tonight, then you will never live to get to be sixty-five.”


Even if he’d wanted to, Mose Wright couldn’t have identified some of the figures, mere shadows who had come along with the two brothers. When Roy Bryant and J. W. Milam arrived, he’d glimpsed a third man on the front porch, where he enjoyed a pipe on lazy evenings. That person stayed outside and hid his face with his hand as if fearing he’d be recognized. But to Mose Wright, he seemed to be Black. Then, as the abductors were leaving, the old man heard another voice just before a thick and terrified silence fell over the house. It came from a little farther away, from inside the car or van parked with headlights out a few yards from the road, in the shadows under the low branches of two cedars and a persimmon tree. When asked if Emmett Till was the boy who had caused the ruckus at the grocery store, the voice answered with no hesitation.


“Yes.”
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MISSISSIPPI GODDAM







“If you have to humble yourself, then just do it. Get down on your knees if you have to.”


“Oh, Mama, it can’t be that bad.”


“Bo, it’s worse than that.”


Before Emmett Till left on his vacation, his mother had tried to get the message through that Mississippi was not Chicago. Unlike his cousin and best friend Wheeler Parker, born just ten miles from Money, Emmett had never learned to master the codes governing relationships between Blacks and whites in the South. Mamie Till had only reluctantly let him go to the state of her ancestors three times in his life, and always escorted by herself or by one of her aunts. She protected him.


Having become a mother nine months after her wedding at the age of nineteen, Mamie had raised Emmett mostly without his father, Louis Till, who was a worker from Missouri. A year after Emmett’s birth, Mamie left Louis, who was also an amateur boxer and a sometimes-violent husband. She obtained a restraining order against him, which he violated several times. Finally, a judge gave Louis Till a choice: either prison or the Army, which at the time meant risking his neck to liberate Europe.


On July 13, 1945, more than two months after Germany’s surrender, Mamie received a terse telegram from the US Army informing her that the father of her son had died. Twelve days later, Emmett blew out his four birthday candles as a fatherless child.


Mamie then lived through two other relationships with two other World War II veterans, and each of them ended in divorce. She even went to Michigan to try her luck for a while before coming back to Chicago, where she worked as a secretary for the Air Force. From then on, she lived alone with her son.


Emmett, a spoiled only child, was an ordinary little American of his era. He was an average student and an obliging boy. He never missed a Sunday at church and earned a little pocket money by mowing lawns or shoveling sidewalks in Woodlawn, one of the Black neighborhoods in South Side Chicago. Energetic and always ready to play a game, especially when he was in charge, he also loved superhero comic books, Abbott and Costello, dancing bebop, and listening to doo-wop records.


At his age, when his thoughts about possible vocations were constantly changing, he sometimes dreamed of being a professional baseball pitcher or, more realistically, a motorcycle cop. His mother imagined college studies, maybe a religious career for him. Emmett was quite tall for his age and a little chubby, but it was a different physical detail that set him apart, one left over from a violent attack of polio at the age of six. He had a persistent stutter. To fight it, his mother made him practice his diction by reciting the Constitution and the Gettysburg Address. When he got stuck on a word, she taught him this strategy: pause, whistle, then try again.


For the summer of 1955, when Emmett would be celebrating his fourteenth birthday, Mamie planned to take him on a vacation in her new Plymouth automobile, first to his grandfather’s house in Michigan, then to a cousin’s house in Nebraska. That was before the visit to Chicago by Mose Wright, Emmett’s great-uncle, to officiate the funeral of a former parishioner.


While there, Mose engraved four magic syllables in the young boy’s imagination: Mississippi. And not just any Mississippi, but the Delta region. The region is shaped like a football and located in the northwest part of the state. As the saying goes, it starts at the lobby of the Peabody, the fancy hotel in Memphis, and ends a four-hour drive to the south in Vicksburg on the cliffs overlooking the Mississippi River. For Emmett, these names and their vistas rang like a promise of freedom.


The names of the rivers—Yazoo, Tallahatchie, Yalobusha—all borrowed from the Native Americans after they had been forced from their lands long ago, seemed to exhale an exotic scent. In ancient times, the flooding of the Mississippi River had made this soil one of the most fertile areas in the world, like the Nile Delta. Gradually reclaimed from mosquitoes and alligators after the Civil War, it now flourished thanks to cotton. On good days, its fields were covered with millions of small white flowers, to the point where it sometimes looked like snow in the summer.


For Mamie Till, other less flowery images of the Delta came to mind. She’d been born in the region, in the village of Webb, situated twenty-five miles north of Money. Her family left Webb when she was two. In January 1924, they had joined the Great Migration, the massive exodus of Blacks from the South toward the promised lands of the North. Destination: Summit, a small suburb of Chicago.


Confronted with the shock of the floods, the voraciousness of the boll weevil, and the mechanization of the cotton industry, African Americans of Mississippi set off toward what they hoped would be a more thriving future. Chicago, where steel mills and slaughterhouses were hiring aplenty, made a favorable landing point. It also held the promise of fulfillment.


The Illinois metropolis was certainly brutal, and discrimination at work, in housing, and in recreation was common currency, but Blacks could work, live, and vote quite freely. It was not like Mississippi, where implacable systematic segregation ruled—segregation that Mamie Till rediscovered seemingly untouched each time she returned there. Mamie could shout “Mississippi Goddam” ten years before Nina Simone’s anguished cry. She had never forgotten the icy reception she’d received in a store, nor her grandfather’s subsequent rebuke, when at the age of twelve, she was on vacation in her tiny birth town. Her offense: crossing the main street to buy toilet paper and an ice cream cone on the “white” side. “You know what? I’m gonna give you that ice cream cone. But I am not going to sell you no toilet paper,” the merchant had retorted. “You go on home, use corn cobs like all the others.”


In late August 1955, Mamie Till was even more worried about her son because an ill wind was blowing through Mississippi. On August 13, Lamar Smith, an organizer involved in mobilizing Black voters, was shot dead in broad daylight right in front of a courthouse in the southern part of the state. Three months earlier, the Reverend George Lee, an activist from the Delta, had been gunned down in his car. In both cases, no one had been convicted of the murder.


An attentive reader of the African American press, Mamie knew that much of Mississippi was not processing the Brown v. Board of Education decision of the previous year, which had ordered the schools in the South to end segregation. The most enraged segregationists had warned that if they were forced to send their kids to the same schools as the Black children, blood would splatter the marble steps of the court.


Mamie wanted her son to respect the rules relating to segregation to avoid putting himself in danger—especially those rules governing his interactions with white women. If Emmett saw one, he should drop his head, not even look at her, or cross over to the other side of the street. He must never speak to white people unless spoken to. Always punctuate his answers with polite formulas, like “Yes, sir” and “No, ma’am.” Be ready to apologize, excuse himself even if he didn’t think he’d done anything wrong. Eager to make the trip, Emmett reassured her, saying, “Mama, I know how to act. You taught me how to act.”


After hearing about his first week in Mississippi, Mamie felt a little less tense. On the telephone and through the mail, Great-Aunt Elizabeth Wright heaped praises on Emmett. On Saturday, August 27, Mamie also received a short letter from her son. Everything was going fine, he was having fun, and he asked her to have his motorbike repaired before he got home the following week. He promised to pay her back once he had a little money in his pocket. At the end of his letter, he hinted, in parentheses, that he’d spent all his cash. Apparently, the few dollars that Mamie and her companion Gene Mobley had slipped into his pocket before he left had not been enough. Feeling reassured, the mother invited a few girlfriends over for the evening, then went to bed, her mind more at peace.


Sunday morning, the phone rang a few minutes before she was supposed to leave for church. It was Willie Mae, her cousin and the mother of the young Curtis Jones, who had taken the train the previous day to join Emmett in Mississippi. She was in tears. “I don’t know how to tell you. Bo … Some men came and got him last night.”
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