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To the good people of Mississippi,
who treated me like one of their own.


PROLOGUE

Thanksgiving, 1994

“Hey, you ol’ Yankee Jew!” the voice boomed through the earpiece before I could say hello. Even if he had been able to disguise his thick Mississippi Delta accent, I would have known it was Jack Henderson. No one else in the world would ever address me that way. As always, it immediately lifted my spirits.

They needed it. Even though it was Thanksgiving Day, I wasn’t feeling terribly festive or even thankful. A year had passed since I had returned to New York full of hope and promise, after having spent more than two years working as a freelance writer in Memphis, although to call what I did down there “freelancing” would be excessively romantic; in truth I had been a scavenger, hustling for any kind of writing work I could get, which meant taking jobs that none of the older, more established writers would touch: video scripts designed to sell prosthetic hips and knees; brochures for a woman who made her living tattooing makeup on other women; a safety manual for a slaughterhouse. All of that would change, though, in New York—or so I imagined when I moved back there, shortly before Thanksgiving, 1993. I was twenty-six years old, and absolutely certain that within weeks I would start publishing short stories and essays and articles in national magazines. Money and recognition could not possibly lie more than a few months in my future. But things didn’t work out that way, not at all; and now, a year later, I had managed to land only one job—working on a documentary that ran out of funding after a couple of months—and had yet to publish a single word anywhere. What I had done was revert to a bad habit I had picked up in Memphis—that of slowly starving to death. At least, I thought as I sat in my apartment that Thanksgiving morning in 1994, I’ll get fed tonight. I was thankful for that much.

And then, as it always does at times like this in stories like this, the telephone rang.

Jack was calling to wish me a happy holiday, and because we hadn’t spoken in several months. We went through our usual conversational routine, quickly dispatching the matter of what was new in our lives (not much on either side) before moving on to the subject of people we had both known when I’d lived in Greenwood, Mississippi—friends, coworkers, local bigshots and eccentrics and drunks, and, lastly, former high school athletes we had followed and covered for the newspaper. There was very little in any of these conversations to distinguish them from any other we’d had since I’d moved away; few people in Greenwood seemed to advance or change in any way, and no one ever seemed to leave, no matter how desperately they wanted or needed to do so. As much as hearing Jack’s voice had cheered me up, after a few minutes on the phone with him I was starting to feel a certain depression creep over my consciousness. In an attempt to ward it off, I inquired about the one person whom I was certain had managed to move up and out of Greenwood to greater things. “How’s Handy Campbell?” I asked. “I haven’t been able to find him on TV yet. Who’s he playing for these days?”

There was a pause. “You don’t know?” Jack said.

“Know what?”

“He ain’t playin’ for anyone. He’s sittin’ in jail in the courthouse, waitin’ on a trial.”

“What?” I shouted. “What’s the charge?”

“Oh, you’ll like this one, Richit,” Jack answered. “Capital murder.”

An uncountable number of thoughts careered through my head, but none of them made any sense. Handy Campbell, a murderer?

I had always expected to see Handy playing in the NFL someday, not languishing in a cell in the county jail on his way to death row. This couldn’t possibly be the same Handy Campbell I had known in Greenwood, an extraordinarily gifted athlete, a quarterback of exceptional and natural skill and grace who was also, nevertheless, a genuinely humble and soft-spoken person, the kind of kid who always looked at the ground and called me “Sir”—even though I was barely four years older than he—whenever he undertook to answer a question I had posed to him after a night of glory on the gridiron. It couldn’t be.

“What did he do?” I asked Jack after I managed to regain the ability to speak. “Who did he kill?”

“Remember Freddie Williams? Drove a truck for UPS? Used to deliver to the Commonwealth?”

“Sure,” I said. Freddie Williams was a flamboyant man not easily forgotten, especially in the context of a conservative town like Greenwood. “Handy Campbell killed him? Why?”

“What I heard was that him and this other guy, Myrick—you remember him?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Well, y’friend Handy and this Myrick wanted to borrow Freddie Williams’s truck, and he told them, ‘You can have it if you suck my dick.’ So they did it and then they killed him.”

“Get out of here!”

“I don’t know, but it don’t sound that far-fetched to me. I do know that when they found Freddie’s body, he didn’t have no pants on.”

“This is crazy,” I said. “Handy Campbell didn’t kill anybody. Why would he do something like that? He couldn’t. He’s no more of a murderer than I am.”

“Richit,” Jack said, “when was the last time you saw your old friend Handy Campbell? You know he got kicked out of Ole Miss.”

“No,” I said. “I thought he went to Mississippi State.”

“He did, but then he left and went to Ole Miss, and then he got hisself kicked outta there, and then a little later he come back to town and moved back in with his mama at Snowden Jones and I heard he was into drugs and that kind of thing. They said he and this Myrick wanted Freddie Williams’s truck so they could rob dorm rooms at LSU. That’s where they caught them, down there on the campus in Baton Rouge, with that truck all full of stuff.”

“Jesus,” I said, not knowing what else I could say. I was certain that Handy Campbell could not have murdered anyone, and equally certain that he would, nevertheless, be convicted of murder; I knew him and Greenwood and Mississippi too well to believe in the possibility of any other scenario playing out. I wanted to talk about it further with Jack, to run through the scant details again and search for a few shards of evidence that might point to some other conclusion. But I said nothing more; I knew that there was no point to it. Jack had clearly made up his mind about the whole thing already, and his opinion, expressed so succinctly to me, was obviously not his alone; it was, I understood, the judgment of the entire town. As far as Greenwood was concerned, Handy Campbell was guilty, and he was going to be convicted as a matter of course, and probably get the death penalty in the process. Never mind his athletic gifts, his cordiality and humility; never mind his exceptional promise. Those were all gone now. All that remained was a body in a jail cell, awaiting the inevitable. He was already dead.

And I took it personally.
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Handy Campbell and I had both barged into Greenwood’s collective consciousness at the same time, he as the high school’s star quarterback, I as the local newspaper’s cub reporter. I had needed him for copy as much as he had needed me for coverage. But I got even more out of the bargain: Handy was my first big story in a strange new town at a strange new job. Writing about Handy Campbell, about his meteoric rise out of poverty and oblivion, about his weekly triumphs and the future that seemed to grow brighter with each successive Friday night, chased away my own loneliness and insecurity and alienation. When Handy Campbell did well on the football field, I did well in the newsroom. When Handy Campbell led the Greenwood High School Bulldogs to a victory no one but he had thought possible, Richard Rubin finally started to feel at home in Greenwood. And when he signed on with a big-time college football program, I took it as a harbinger of my own future glory. Handy and I had risen together. And now we were falling together.

Except I wasn’t a black kid sitting in a Mississippi jail cell, awaiting trial for capital murder. I was a white kid, sitting in a Manhattan apartment, faced with no greater quandary than determining whether I was going to borrow next month’s rent money from friends or take a cash advance on a credit card. I was a long way from Greenwood, Mississippi, so long that I could scarcely imagine that I had ever lived there at all. And yet, as my conversation with my friend Jack Henderson that afternoon drew toward a close, I realized that I had to go back again, and soon. I had to find out for myself what had kept Handy Campbell from a career in the National Football League, and what really had happened on the night that he and Lanardo Myrick—at least according to the State of Mississippi—murdered Freddie Williams in Greenwood. I had to know whether a jury would set him free or send him to the death house at Parchman Penitentiary. And I needed to be there when it happened.

I had borne witness to Handy Campbell’s brightest nights. Now, I knew, I would have to bear witness to his darkest days. If I didn’t, no one else would.

As noble as that sounded, though, I knew it wasn’t the whole truth. I had other reasons for needing to return to Greenwood, reasons that were entirely my own. Greenwood, Mississippi had haunted me ever since I’d left it, silently slipping out before dawn one morning more than five years earlier. It dashed in and out of my essays, invaded my short stories, hijacked my dreams. Memories of Greenwood challenged everything I ever believed about right and wrong and human nature, waging such a good fight that at times they seemed poised to not only change my mind but to dismantle it. I had to make my peace with Greenwood, or expel it from my consciousness forever. This trip, I figured, would at last enable me to do one or the other.

It was an ambitious plan, and, I would discover, one that was exceedingly idealistic and naïve. It would take me a long time to figure out how much I had misjudged Greenwood, Mississippi.

But less than it had taken me the first time.


PART ONE
THE HIGH-WATER MARK OF MY CONFEDERACY



ONE
HOSPITALITY STATE


The true wonder of hindsight lies not in its ability to clarify situations and events, but in its propensity to coat them with a glaze of dignity and glamour, even glory. Today, when people ask me why I moved to Mississippi in the summer of 1988, I tell them I did it for adventure, and to get a priceless education in the science of journalism, and because I wanted to see and experience and understand a place I had studied and written about extensively in college.

At the time, though, I was pretty sure I was going to Mississippi because I couldn’t type.
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I was supposed to be a lawyer. In high school, I had excelled in the extracurricular activity known as Mock Trial, wherein young aspiring jurists pretend to be attorneys, jousting over fabricated criminal and civil suits in classrooms decked out to resemble courtrooms. My team and I were so good at it that we went all the way to the state championships in Albany my senior year.

In the fall of 1984 I enrolled at the University of Pennsylvania and, at the end of my freshman year, declared a major in American history, a major of choice for prospective lawyers. But during my sophomore year, something unthinkable and unconscionable happened: I began to develop a real passion for my major. The study of American history, I began to understand, concerned nothing less than the human condition, and I couldn’t get my fill of it. I took enough history classes for two majors, many of them on subjects that could not possibly serve me in law school. And I always opted for term papers rather than exams—because, as I had discovered, I was also beginning to develop a real passion for writing.

In the winter of my junior year, I participated in a seminar on the subject of “Race in America” and watched, as part of the class, the PBS documentary Eyes on the Prize. Much of the first installment of that series dealt with the story of Emmett Till, a black fourteen-year-old boy who left his home in Chicago in the summer of 1955 to visit relatives in the tiny Delta town of Money, Mississippi. One afternoon, while playing with some cousins and their friends outside a small general store, Till removed from his wallet a photograph of a white girl and passed it around, explaining that the girl in the picture was actually his girlfriend. The other children were incredulous; they were, after all, black Mississippians, and in the Mississippi of 1955 black men didn’t dare look at white women, much less date them. But Till was adamant, and the other children, looking to call his bluff, challenged him to walk into the store and ask the white woman behind the counter—twenty-one-year-old Carolyn Bryant—for a date. Perhaps no one, the film’s narrator explained, will ever know for certain what happened next, but according to some of the other children present, Emmett Till strode into the store, bought some candy, and then, on his way out, turned to Carolyn Bryant and said “Bye, Baby.”

Two nights later, young Till was awakened in his bed by two armed white men who were after “the boy who done all the talkin’.” The two men—Carolyn Bryant’s husband, Roy, and his half-brother, J. W. Milam—drove Till to a secluded bluff overlooking the Mississippi River and beat him savagely; then they drove him back to another spot, near Money, where they shot him in the head, tied a heavy cotton gin fan to his lifeless body (using barbed wire instead of rope), and dumped it into the Tallahatchie River.

Till’s great-uncle, a sixty-four-year-old sharecropper named Mose Wright, reported the kidnapping to the Leflore County sheriff as soon as Bryant and Milam had driven off with his nephew. Local whites immediately claimed it was a hoax perpetrated by the NAACP to win sympathy for the burgeoning civil rights movement, which was just beginning to take hold in Mississippi following the Supreme Court’s decision in Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas the year before. But when Till’s bloated, mutilated body surfaced in the Tallahatchie a few days later, the sheriff had no choice but to arrest Bryant and Milam and charge them with murder.

Almost immediately, the case made international headlines. Till’s mother insisted on an open-casket funeral back in Chicago so that the world, she explained, could “see what they did to my son.” Jet magazine printed photos of Till’s mutilated body. And when the trial began, the following month, hundreds of reporters from all over the world jammed into the small courthouse in Sumner, Mississippi.

The trial itself was a mere formality. At one point, defense lawyer John Whitten told the jury of twelve white men that he was certain “every last Anglo-Saxon one of you will have the courage to free these men.” And despite the great courage of Mose Wright, who dared to rise on the witness stand and point his finger at the two men who had kidnapped his nephew that night, Whitten was right: The jury acquitted Bryant and Milam after only forty-five minutes. Later, a juror confessed that the deliberation would not have lasted nearly so long had the jurors not also paused for a Coke in the interim. When it was all over, Bryant and Milam told their story to journalist William Bradford Huie, himself a Southerner. Yes, they had murdered Till, but he left them no choice because he had stuck to his story about having a white girlfriend and had refused to acknowledge that there might be anything wrong with that. “That’s what this war is all about down here,” Milam explained.

The documentary quickly moved on to a much longer segment about the Montgomery Bus Boycott of 1955, but I couldn’t bring myself to leave Money, Mississippi. What kind of place was this? Was it possible that something like this could have happened in the same country in which I had been born, and only twelve years earlier? I had always known that things were different in the South, but my mind could not wrap itself around the notion that there might be room in my America for a place where two men could, with impunity, murder a fourteen-year-old boy for saying “Bye, Baby,” or anything else. And yet, I also understood that I knew far less about Mississippi than I did any other state in the Union, and that for all I did know, even the laws of gravity might have been suspended there. In college I had met people from scores of foreign countries—some of which I’d never even heard of—but not a single soul from Mississippi. To me it remained a pure mystery, an abyss at the bottom of America. What was true for the South was true for Mississippi, I understood, but I perceived that there was also much about Mississippi that was untrue for the rest of the South—or even, for that matter, the rest of the world—things I couldn’t even begin to fathom and could never learn at home in New York or in a classroom in Philadelphia.

A few segments later, Eyes on the Prize posed the rhetorical question “Mississippi—Is This America?” By that time, I had a burning desire to seek out my own answer to that question, to see that state and meet its people and try to discern who they all were and why and how they got that way—to explore this abyss, and understand it. So I dropped my old senior thesis topic (something about the Civil War, as I recall) and chose a new one—a study of James Meredith’s integration of the University of Mississippi in 1962, an event that was preceded by years of lawsuits and venomous editorials and that precipitated a riot in which two people were killed and hundreds injured. I read through hundreds of Mississippi newspapers from the era, virtually memorized Meredith’s autobiography, and managed somehow to get an interview with a former Mississippi state legislator named Karl Wiesenburg who had stood, virtually alone, in opposition to the governor’s many attempts to prevent desegregation, and had been rewarded with ostracism and death threats. (Interestingly, Wiesenburg was himself a native New Yorker, a son of German Catholic immigrants, who enlisted in the Coast Guard in 1929 at the age of eighteen and was sent to their station at Pascagoula, Mississippi, where he promptly fell in love with a local girl.) “Mississippi,” Wiesenburg told me, “was a state in agony. It was like a woman afraid she’s about to be raped, and the federal government and James Meredith were the rapists.” I submitted the thesis and won an award for it, but still I felt that I didn’t understand Mississippi. I was starting to believe that I never would.
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One day, early in my senior year, I was walking out of Stouffer Cafeteria when I experienced—quite possibly for the first time in my life—a genuine epiphany: I did not want to be a lawyer; I was not drawn to the law. Although becoming a lawyer meant that I would be assured of a good and steady income, that didn’t seemed enough to me. I wasn’t sure what I wanted to do, but I knew that practicing law in any form was not it, and I also knew that I, unlike most of my friends (who were much more mature and grounded than I was—at least according to my parents), would be miserable doing something that did not give me any personal sense of fulfillment. And so I took the law school applications that had been arriving in the mail and threw them in the garbage. Then I graduated from Penn and spent the summer of 1988 not relaxing and preparing for law school, as I had once anticipated, but trying to land a job.

Actually, I spent a good bit of that summer just trying to figure out what kind of job I wanted to land in the first place. I had come away from college with an impressive degree and some prestigious honors, but without, as I saw it, any discernible job skills, save the ability to compose solid sentences and proper paragraphs. I figured, though, that as job skills went, writing was among the more valuable of the lot, and that my presence would prove enticing to prospective bosses in any number of fields: advertising, marketing, public relations, television, radio, publishing. I didn’t even allow myself to consider a career in journalism, which would have been my first choice, because I knew that no one started out as a reporter in New York; you either made your journalistic bones in some other city, or cajoled your way into a post at the New York Times as a deputy assistant wastebasket-emptier and prayed that you might find a way to slowly climb up the ladder to a position that involved some kind of writing. No, I thought, there are much better jobs in New York for a bright young man fresh out of the Ivy League and armed with a fistful of glowing references from prestigious professors.

I was mistaken. I perused the help wanted ads and responded to any I found even remotely alluring, sending out dozens of well-written, cheerful, confident cover letters, most of which elicited no response at all. A few drew form letters informing me that my letter and resumé would be kept on file; and a very few drew form letters inviting me to come down for an interview. Those very few were all for administrative assistant positions, and none of them paid enough to cover the rent on even the smallest of New York apartments; nevertheless, I was grateful for them and determined to succeed, convinced that it was just a matter of time before an opportunity to do good and creative and rewarding work presented itself to me.

Most of my interviews were at “employment agencies,” dark little offices with unpainted walls and cracked, grimy linoleum floor tiles, where the person inspecting me was most often middle-aged and shabbily dressed and invariably chewing gum while spitting out questions in a tone of voice remarkably devoid of interest; the rest were at in-house personnel departments, slightly nicer offices occupied by slightly better-dressed, better-looking, and younger professionals who nevertheless showed no more interest in what I had to say. Wherever they occurred, though, they inevitably led to one paramount question, the answer to which determined whether you would go home that evening employed or disappointed: “How fast can you type?”

Not very, I always said. We’ll call you, they always said. They never did.

Eventually, the whole thing started to make me angry. Here I am, I thought, interviewing for awful jobs that pay poverty wages and for which I am overqualified, and I’m not even getting them. Hell, I’m not even getting any second interviews. And all because I can’t type. Why did I work so hard in high school in order to get into an Ivy League college? Why did I work so hard in college in order to make the Dean’s List and win awards? For what did my parents shell out an obscene amount of money over the past four years? Was it all so that I could make a living using my fingers instead of my brain, and continue living at home?

And that’s when I realized that if I was going to get a job in which I could learn and grow—a job I really wanted, for heaven’s sake—I was going to have to leave New York.

That afternoon I went to the library and pored over recent issues of Editor & Publisher, a trade magazine for journalists. Flipping through the Help Wanted ads in the back, almost all of which demanded that the applicant possess years of experience and an archive full of clips—neither of which I had—I came across one, at the top right corner of the page, that both excited and frightened me:

SPORTS EDITOR

9,000-circulation six-day PM daily in heart of the Mississippi Delta seeks a sports editor. J-degree, experience preferred but not essential. Call Emmerich, McNeill or Kalich, at Greenwood, Miss., Commonwealth.

I made a copy of the ad and took it home. For several days I did nothing, unsure of whether I really had the nerve to answer it. Finally, one evening, I picked up the phone and dialed the number. As the line started to ring, I could feel my heart palpitating in my throat; I wondered if I’d be able to speak at all.

There was a click on the line, and then: “Commonwealth!” It was a male voice, crisp and high-pitched; the Southern accent was not terribly thick, but it was sharp as a razor blade. My face grew hot.

“Hello!” barked the voice. It was, I imagined, the voice of Mississippi.

I hung up.

The following night, having spent the previous twenty-four hours fortifying my resolve, I dialed the number again. The same voice answered: “Commonwealth!”

“Uh, yes,” I said, pausing to clear my throat. “May I speak to Emmerich, McNeill or Kalich?”

“This is John Emmerich.”

I cleared my throat again. “I was calling about the job? In Editor & Publisher?”

The voice at the other end of the line suddenly grew warm and paternal. “And what’s your name?” it asked.

I introduced myself and was immediately presented with a barrage of questions about my education and experience. I confessed that I didn’t have much of the latter—a stint as editor of my high school newspaper, during which time I produced two actual issues, and a few columns for my college daily—and was surprised to hear that, as advertised, the position did not require any experience. “What do you know about sports?” he asked.

“I know enough,” I replied, a distinct confidence beginning to dawn over me.

“Ever covered high school football?”

“Sure,” I lied. The truth was that I hadn’t even gone to any of my own high school’s football games, and had only attended football games at Penn while inebriated to some degree or other. But I’d caught the Giants on television every Sunday, and I naively imagined that writing about high school football was probably about as easy as watching the NFL on CBS.

“Good,” he said, “because our high school football season’s about to begin, and that’s going to take up most of your time.” He explained that his former sports editor, a Greenwood native named Jack Henderson who knew everybody in town and had himself played varsity football when he’d been in high school, had just up and quit to go sell insurance. “So I’m in a bind, you see,” he continued. “High school football’s about the biggest thing around here, and I’m gon’ need somebody who can just jump right in and cover it from day one. Y’understand?”

I told him I did; it seemed straightforward enough to me.

“Good,” he spat, and immediately proceeded to explain that during football season, I would be working Tuesday through Saturday. The newspaper came out every day but Saturday, and the daily deadline was 10:30 A.M.,except for Sunday’s paper, when it was around midnight Saturday. High school games were played on Friday nights; I would cover one myself—usually Greenwood High School—and have stringers cover the rest. After the game I would go back to the newsroom and write it up while fielding calls from the stringers and writing up their games, too. Saturday afternoons I would cover the local college—Mississippi Valley State University, a black school—when they were in town, then return to the newsroom to wait for other college scores. And all week, in addition to writing my own articles and editing others off the wire, I would be laying out the sports pages. “You’ve done layout before, I presume?” he asked. Again I said yes, even though I knew full well I never had, and was pretty sure I’d never even watched someone else do it; but it had already started to dawn on me that John Emmerich, my prospective employer, also knew I was lying, and didn’t care.

He soon confirmed this. “Look,” he said, “this is the way I see it: You don’t have any experience, but you went to a good school. You need experience, and I need a reporter who’s got a good brain in his head. It’s a trade-off: I’m willing to train you if you’re willing to work cheap. You come and work for a year or two here and you’ll get enough experience to move on to a bigger paper somewhere. And in the meantime, I’ll have a good reporter who fits into my budget. What do you think?”

It was my first job offer since college; I had no other prospects. And John Emmerich didn’t seem to care whether or not I could type. “Sounds good,” I said.

“How soon can you be here?”

“A couple of weeks,” I said, suddenly aware of a great tumult in my stomach. “After Labor Day.”

“All right, but don’t make it any later. Our season is about to start.”

And that was it. I had a job. I was on my way to Greenwood, Mississippi.

It didn’t occur to me until after I hung up the phone that I had no idea what Greenwood, Mississippi was like, or what it looked like, or even where it was. Or, for that matter, what exactly John Emmerich had meant by “work cheap.”
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A few days later I found out: two hundred and forty dollars a week. Even so, that was the least of my worries.

My parents were less than enthused when I told them of my plans and threatened, only half-facetiously, to have me committed if I even tried to go to Mississippi. Friends responded more enthusiastically, telling me at length how “cool” they thought the idea was. Nevertheless, every one of them ended the discussion with the question: “You’re not actually going to do this, are you?” I myself wasn’t sure; the main reason I’d told John Emmerich I needed two weeks before I came down was so that I could think things over at length, and see if, in the interim, I could come up with something better, or at least not in Mississippi.

But nothing better presented itself in that time, and a week after accepting the job, I finally started to accept the fact that I was actually going to take it. I bought myself a one-way plane ticket. I was still deeply conflicted—not to mention terrified—but I had no other options, and I found myself increasingly unable to present to myself a convincing case for reneging on my acceptance of the job in Greenwood. I began to feel as if I were in a car on a rickety old wooden roller coaster, ascending that first, sickeningly steep hill and not knowing what lay at the top; each click of the wheels on the track was another hour passing by, drawing me ever closer to God-only-knew-what. And yet, as my fear increased, so did my sense of resignation; and with each additional click, I knew better and better that there was no getting off this car. There was nothing to do but ride it out.

On the morning of September 8, 1988, I awoke early—actually, I had barely been asleep—stared out my bedroom window for a few minutes, and then shuffled downstairs for breakfast, a condemned man having his last meal. My parents didn’t say much; by that time we were playing a game of chicken, waiting to see who would crack first. But they didn’t, and I couldn’t, my fear having risen to the level where it shut down all capacity for thought, leaving me without the ability to reconsider or reflect or do anything but proceed almost mutely to my doom. We loaded up the car and my mother drove me to LaGuardia Airport, and as we crossed over the Whitestone Bridge, I stuck my face through the open window and stared down at the East River as if it were the River Styx. When I hugged my mother good-bye at the airport curb, she reminded me that they would ship the rest of my things down to me in a few weeks—if I were still there.
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The only way to get from New York to Greenwood, Mississippi by public transportation is to fly into Memphis and catch a Greyhound bus for the final two hours of the trip. I did fine during the first leg, my fear-fraught mind, perhaps, relaxed somewhat by the thin stratospheric air. Even in Memphis International Airport I was all right, going so far as to chat up the porter who carried my bags out to the curb and helped me into a cab. As he directed my driver to take me to the bus station downtown, I handed him a generous tip and was comforted by my own largesse. This was going to be easy, I thought.

Then I got on the bus.

Already, my resolve had been softened somewhat by the sight of the Memphis Greyhound station, which was, like most bus stations, bleak and depressing. Years later, when I lived in Memphis, I went by this same station to see if it were, indeed, as I remembered it. It still had the same old ugly concrete walls and dingy floors, the same old tiny black-and-white coin-operated television sets attached to the same old cracked plastic seats occupied by the same old haggard and ragged people who appeared to have been left behind by life; but somehow, now, it looked different to me, less foreboding. Something had changed, I knew, but I couldn’t quite spot it, and it took me a while before I realized that what had changed was me. Now I could afford to view the place as a mere curiosity, to regard it with a pure objectivity; I was neither departing nor arriving but only passing by, and I could see that it was hardly worse or better than any other bus station. But back on September 8, 1988, it was the gateway to Mississippi, the stepping-off point into the unknown. Back then, it was, for me, a place filled with an ominous gloom, and I thought it the worst I had ever seen.

Shortly after nine-thirty that night, the bus I was awaiting pulled into the station and an announcer called for boarders. I sprang to my feet, grabbed my bags and headed for the gate, relieved at the prospect of getting away from that awful waiting room. But as I settled into my seat and the doors closed and the bus began to back out of its space, it occurred to me that perhaps I had been a bit hasty in my eagerness to leave the station. Whatever it might have been, I thought, it was not Mississippi.

The bus wound its way through a few shabby south Memphis neighborhoods—I would visit them, too, years later, but like the bus terminal, they never looked quite as bad to me as they did that first time I saw them—and then, suddenly, the city seemed to end all at once, the house lights and streetlights disappearing abruptly into the road just behind me. I pressed my face against the window and glanced backward, trying to catch one last glimpse of them, some indication that there was still some kind of light out there, somewhere; but they were gone. All that remained were the two yellow cones that emanated from the headlights on the front of the bus, slicing through the darkness like needles through a pincushion for a few minutes before slamming into a huge billboard:

WELCOME TO MISSISSIPPI

THE HOSPITALITY STATE

The sign did not have the desired effect on me.

I suddenly became aware of just how dark it was outside the bus. I had never seen it so dark before. I was certain that it had never actually been so dark before. It was black—beyond black, really. This darkness was more than merely an absence of light; it was its own entity, and it was everywhere, all around me, seamless. It seemed to barge in through the windows of the bus and wrap itself around me like a moldy old comforter, blocking out everything else, even the thoughts in my head. I stopped looking out the window in search of some sign of human presence, already resigned to the understanding that I wouldn’t spot one, couldn’t. This place had to be entirely uninhabitable; who could survive amid such smothering darkness?

This bus, I thought, is the only thing standing in between me and the worst, most raw hostility that nature was capable of hurling against the kind of fools who might venture into a place where human beings obviously had no business being. This bus was a knife, plunging deep into some kind of beastly belly, from which there might indeed be no safe return.

O.K., so I was being a bit melodramatic. But what did I know of Mississippi? I knew about twisters and trailer parks, rednecks and the rebel yell, speaking in tongues and burning crosses. I knew about Goodman, Schwerner and Chaney, about James Meredith and Medgar Evers. I knew about the Reverend George Lee, shot to death in Belzoni, Mississippi for registering to vote. I knew about Lamar Smith, another black would-be voter, shot to death on the steps of a county courthouse in Brookhaven, Mississippi in front of twenty eyewitnesses, all of whom claimed afterward that they had seen nothing at all. And I knew about Emmett Till. I knew, too, that I was a New York Jew, a product of the Ivy League, a man—a kid, really—who had never worked with his hands or fired a pistol, or, for that matter, done much of anything except read and write. I knew a bit too much, and far too little.

The bus driver clicked on his microphone: “Clarksdale,” he whispered, presumably to avoid awakening the majority of his passengers who were asleep. “Clarksdale.” Suddenly, as if on cue, a town appeared up ahead, or what I presumed to be a town; in any event, there were a few lights, and for those I was grateful. Clarksdale. Muddy Waters was from Clarksdale, I thought—that’s all I know about the place, that Muddy Waters was from Clarksdale, and that when he got the chance to get out he grabbed it and headed up to Chicago and probably never looked back. The lights of Clarksdale were dimmer than I had hoped. They tried, halfheartedly, to beat back the darkness, and were scarcely successful. From what I could see, Clarksdale appeared to be nothing more than a series of deserted streets, dilapidated buildings and rusting old cars. There were no people to be seen, not a one; perhaps, I thought, they’d all moved up to Chicago with Muddy Waters.

At the Clarksdale Greyhound station, an old Depression-era building that looked to me to be abandoned, no one got off the bus or on it except for the driver, who stepped out for a second to stretch his legs; and soon we were back out on the highway (“Highway”? It was a narrow, two-lane road!), back into the black, the nothingness. Knowing it was hopeless, I glanced out the window, hoping to see something that might indicate that we on this bus were not the first people ever to venture over this terrain. But I couldn’t see a thing, and then a man in his midthirties, who had been sitting since Memphis in the seat next to mine, decided to start talking to me. I hadn’t paid much attention to him before—he looked a bit scruffy and tired, and had spent the entire trip until then either snoring lightly or popping peanut M&Ms into his mouth. Now, though, he began to speak; perhaps he sensed how anxious I was, or perhaps he was just bored, but for some reason he chose to start up a conversation with me just then.

“Pretty wild, huh?” he said, smiling and pointing out the window. “I ain’t never seen anything like this before.”

It wasn’t exactly what I wanted to hear, but I needed some form of human contact by that point, and this was better than nothing. We chatted for a couple of minutes about the bus and the bus trip, and then he began to explain what he was doing there. “I’m seein’ the country,” he said. “I’ve been plannin’ this for years and years, savin’ up from all my jobs. I was working at a lumber mill at home, right, in Illinois, and then I went out to California to work on this construction crew that my brother-in-law was running, right? So I did that for a while, right, and then I went down to Texas, to West Texas, right, and I went to work for a buddy of mine who had this business painting houses …” He rattled off a half-dozen more jobs in as many states, and my mind drifted out the window again, returning just in time to hear him declare: “And now I’m takin’ off and travelin’ around and seein’ the country, right, just like I always wanted to do.” It sounded to me like he had already seen the country, more or less, but I kept my mouth shut. “So now I’m on my way down to New Orleans,” he continued. “I always wanted to see New Orleans.” He didn’t think to ask me what I was doing on this same bus, or where I was headed, and I was glad not to have to discuss it with him or anyone else.

As he prattled on about his itinerary, though, the novelty of the conversation wore off and I began to grow annoyed and impatient with this man and his journey, although I could not at first discern why. I turned again toward the window. He didn’t seem to notice.

Once again the driver’s voice crackled over the P.A. “Tutwiler,” he whispered. “Tutwiler.” This time, though, there were no lights in the distance, and I was mystified at the thought that there might be even less to Tutwiler, Mississippi, than there had been to Clarksdale. The bus slowed down and pulled up alongside a lonely little white shack along the side of the highway. The old wooden benches outside were empty, and had been, I imagined, ever since they’d been built; they and a solitary light and a faded wooden sign—“Tutwiler” spelled out in plain black letters against a white background—were the only indication that people had ever had some kind of use for this shack. Once again, no one got on or off the bus—this time even the driver stayed put—and after a minute or so we were back on the highway, heading into the void once again. I turned to watch the shack of a bus stop grow smaller and smaller in the distance, and it occurred to me that I had so quickly grown resentful of the man in the next seat because I knew that in a few stops he would be doing the same thing, only this time the sign over the bus stop would read “Greenwood,” and there, growing smaller alongside it, would be me.
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“Way-ebb,” the bus driver whispered a few minutes later. “Way-ebb.” Again the bus slowed down and pulled off the highway and up alongside another little white shack, this one even smaller than the last but with the same forlorn and forsaken benches. “Webb, Mississippi” read the sign, and of course no one got on or off the bus and I imagined no one ever had in Webb, Mississippi, and I started to wonder if the driver wasn’t just toying with me by stopping in these tiny, deserted towns where no one could possibly ever want to board an interstate bus, much less disembark from one. Perhaps this is some sort of a game, I thought, the bus driver deliberately drawing the whole thing out, building the suspense, feeding my anxiety. But we didn’t stop for long, and then we were back on the road again, and I knew the next stop was Greenwood. I looked at my watch: Eighteen minutes to midnight.

The estimated time of arrival for Greenwood was 12:04 A.M.

And it was then—sitting there and staring out the window at that black void with a little more than twenty minutes left to go—that I began to understand that what I was seeing outside the bus terrified me so much because it was just the same as what was inside me: absolutely nothing. I was an empty book; I had not done anything yet, had not really even lived yet. I had never been tested. But what bothered me most was the understanding that all of it was about to change forever. I didn’t know what would happen when I got off that bus, or in the hours and days and weeks and months that would follow, but I knew that something would happen. It might not be traumatic or dramatic—hell, I might even like it—but it would change me forever. I was about to walk through a door, and I knew I would never be able to come back through it again. I would never be able to go home again, to sleep in the bed I had slept in the previous night, to eat at the table I had eaten at that very morning. There was no getting around it, either. Even if I stayed on this bus, paid the driver a few extra dollars and rode down to New Orleans, hopped a taxi to the airport and then a plane back to LaGuardia—even if I did all that, the person who arrived back home in New York would still be a different person than the one who had left the day before. He would be a person who had just faced his first big challenge and turned and fled. He would be a coward. A failure.

And just at that moment, as I realized that I had already walked through the door, that I had done it of my own free will and that I had better just accept it, and embrace it, and do the best I could—just then, as if to reassure me that I was finally starting to make some sense—I spotted a faint glow on the horizon, and the bus started to slow down.

This, I thought, could only be Greenwood. We passed a gas station, and then another, this one with a convenience store and bright, fluorescent tubes suspended over the pumps. Then a bar. A supermarket. A music shop with a neon sign in the shape of a clef note. The bus stopped: a traffic light. The first one since Memphis. O.K., I thought. That’s a good sign.

The bus made a sharp left turn and suddenly it was in a parking lot. There was a building, too, larger than any I’d seen for hours, with a big dog painted on the wall and a few lights that flickered on and off in rhythm with each other. “Greenwood,” the driver whispered, and I thought I saw his eyes in the mirror, looking at me. There was no one waiting at this station, either, and I was the only person getting up.

“Excuse me,” I said, and the man in the next seat actually got up and stepped aside.

“Have fun,” he said, without malice or sarcasm.

“Thanks,” I said, and slid past him. I reached into the overhead shelf and grabbed the handles of my bag. I tugged at the straps, but it wouldn’t give; it was jammed down in the crevice between the shelf and the ceiling. This is a sign, I thought. It’s not time for me to get off this bus. Not yet. There’s still time. I’ll go back home, modify my career goals, lower my expectations. I’ll learn how to type.

“Here,” the man said. “Let me help you.”

What was he doing? Why did he tamper with fate this way? “That’s O.K.,” I said, and tugged again, this time without any real resolve.

“No problem,” he said. He slapped the top of his arm. “Sawmill biceps.” He looped the straps around his fist and pulled the bag free with what seemed like no effort at all.

“Thanks,” I said, as he held the bag out to me. I grabbed the straps myself; it was heavy, much heavier than it had felt just a few hours before.

“All right,” he said, letting go. “You take care now.”

I walked up the narrow aisle, looking out the window at the station. Where was my ride? I realized that I wasn’t even sure who was supposed to be meeting me. I glanced at my watch: Eleven fifty-nine. Five minutes early! I walked slower.

All around me, people were sitting in big, cushy seats, feet up, backs tilted in full recline. A few turned and looked at me briefly, then went back to their books or crossword puzzles. The driver opened the door and stepped out. He stood there, perched on the little stairs, and smiled at me. Come on, I imagined him saying. This is it. This is you.

I made it to the door and was struck by a moist gust of wind. The driver stepped aside, onto the ground, revealing three tiny steps that led from the bus to the parking lot, each six inches high at the most. With each step, the air conditioning of the bus grew weaker and weaker. The wind came at me again. It smelled of earth and water. I relaxed my scowl and let it hit me square in the face.


TWO
A FINE INTRODUCTION


September 9, 1988

Despite the fact that I couldn’t spot him from the bus, my new boss, John Oliver Emmerich, Jr., was there at the station to meet me. His warm, moist hand grasped my chilled and clammy one and shook it firmly as he welcomed me to Greenwood; then he helped me load my bags into the trunk of his Cadillac and drove me back to his house, an unexpectedly modern ranch up in the hills a few miles east of town.

It was already well past midnight, but every light in the place was still on, and my new boss’s wife, Celia, dressed with casual elegance, greeted us at the door as energetically as if I were the last guest arriving for a dinner party.

“Are you hungry?” she asked me, even before I’d had a chance to set down my bags. When I answered yes, a bit, she shot back, “Of course you are! What am I thinking? Come on, come on, we’ve got some bread and cheese and sausage. Can I fix you some tea? Come on, now, John, let’s all sit down and have a bite and get to know Richard a little bit better!”

I had expected a hot cup of Lipton, but instead Celia brought me a glass of iced tea. Lesson number one: Down South, “tea” means the cold stuff. If you want the hot stuff, you’ll have to be specific. I made a mental note and decided that this was almost certainly the last new piece of information my brain would be able to hold that day; I was tired and groggy and confused and, despite the warm welcome, still somewhat leery.

None of this, though, prevented my hosts from firing small-caliber bullets of information at me, sometimes two at a time: I was welcome to stay there until I found a place, and of course they’d love for me to housesit for them when they were traveling (which was fairly often), and John had a bunch of leads on apartments in town that I could check out starting tomorrow, and I could drive their son Wyatt’s old Mustang until I found me a car, and Celia was a member and a big booster of the Greenwood Little Theater and they just did Fiddler on the Roof and it’s too bad I missed it because I would have gotten a real kick out of it and I should be sure to get involved with their next production because they could sure use someone like me in the cast and it was a great way to meet some very pretty girls besides. And I should be sure to come by the paper just as soon as I got settled so I could meet everybody, and everybody already knew all about me, and they were just as happy as all get-out to have me on board, and had I ever had grits and we’d be sure to have some at breakfast, and maybe they’re an acquired taste but it’s never too early to start acquiring it, and maybe we should all go have lunch at the Crystal Club, it’s a real local treasure and just full of local color and I’d just get the biggest kick out of it, and of course I was used to fancier places but there were some very nice restaurants down in Jackson and that’s only about a hundred miles away, maybe an hour and a half or so, two hours at the most, and I’d probably want to go there to find a car anyway because the selection in Greenwood was pretty limited, that’s for sure.

And so on they went, until I begged away from another plateful of cheese and sausage and crackers, explaining that I should probably get some sleep before I just passed out right there at the table.

“Oh, please, you don’t even have to ask!” Celia exclaimed. “John, we’re all over the poor boy and he’s probably been up since God knows when!” And as she showed me to my room, her husband called out after me: “Just get up when you get up. We’ll be here.”
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Of course, by the time I did wake up, after what seemed like days asleep, I had temporarily forgotten that last remark, and everything that had preceded it; and as all the events of the previous day quickly flooded back into my consciousness, I questioned whether they had all been part of some long, elaborate, bizarre dream. But looking around me—first up at the ceiling fan whirling frantically to ward off the heat, and then out the window, across a wide, sloping lawn, obviously green but somehow rendered almost white in the brilliant sunlight—I realized: This is real.

The clock on the nightstand said it was well past ten. Embarrassed by having slept so late, even with the extra hour I had picked up by wandering into the Central Time Zone, I stumbled into the bathroom, rushed through a shave and a shower, threw on a pressed oxford shirt and my best pair of khakis, and found my way back down to the kitchen, where my host and hostess were already sitting and eating, albeit in bathrobes. It was Friday.

“Good morning!” Celia Emmerich called out, her face formed around a broad, bright smile. “How did you sleep?”

“Very well, thank you,” I said. Too well.

“There’s someone around here I wanted you to meet.” She turned to her husband. “Where’d John go?”

“I think he’s out with the horses.”

“Oh, that’s too bad.” She turned back to me. “John is our—John, what would you call John?”

“I don’t know,” her husband replied. “Houseboy doesn’t seem quite right. Maybe valet? No, I don’t think so.”

“Whatever,” Celia continued. “Anyway, John’s probably in his early sixties or so, wouldn’t you say, John? And he’s black, of course, and he’s a little off, you know, in the head. Nice as he can be, of course, but a little slow. You understand. Anyway, John worked for years at Medart, and then they closed down whatever part he was working at and he was let go, and of course he just couldn’t get any other kind of work like that, so we hired him on here, and he does work around the house and looks after the horses, and he does some cleaning up down at the paper, too. Just the nicest man. You’ll get the biggest kick out of him. Very ‘Old South,’ if you know what I mean. Always says ‘Yassir,’ ‘Yes, Ma’am,’ that kind of thing. Just as nice as he can be. I’ll have to introduce you to him when he gets back.”

By this time, I had awakened and gotten my bearings to the point where I could, for the first time, take good measure of my hosts. Celia was thin and well made-up, elegant even in her bathrobe; she was a handsome woman in her late fifties, and it was obvious that in her youth she had been strikingly beautiful and, I suspected, had traded on that beauty. Indeed, I would soon learn that in her late teens, while living down on Mississippi’s Gulf Coast, she had been to finishing school and had won several beauty contests. Later, in her early twenties, she had worked as an airline stewardess, and had met her husband during a flight to Texas.

John Oliver Emmerich, Jr. was also in his late fifties, although with his white hair and somewhat grizzled face he showed his age to a much greater extent than did his wife. They were, in many ways, distinct opposites, most notably in terms of demeanor. Where she was incessantly gregarious, he was reserved. While she was a fount of enthusiasm, he was laconic. She immersed herself in the Little Theater, surrounded by dozens of friends and fellow thespians, while he flew a tiny two-seater airplane. She, little and buoyant, was full of frenetic energy, while he, compact and stolid, moved slowly, deliberately. How ironic, I thought years later, when I heard the news that he had died of a heart attack while running up his own drive-way; I never even knew he jogged.

He seemed above that sort of thing, a man supremely confident of who he was and unshakable in the belief that neither he nor his life could be improved upon. He had grown up in McComb, Mississippi, the son of a newspaper publisher—the late John Oliver Emmerich, Sr., known as “Oliver”—who had been a legend in Mississippi, if something of a controversial one. Oliver Emmerich, his son told me, had been publisher of the McComb Enterprise-Journal throughout the 1950s and 1960s, a time and place that were quite literally an explosive combination. During a single summer, my new boss told me, the Klan and other such groups firebombed no fewer than twenty-seven black churches in Pike County alone. It was then, according to his son, that Oliver Emmerich took a firm stand against such violence and the cause in which it was used, an act that made his name a household phrase across the state and inspired a seemingly endless string of death threats. His son, John Oliver Emmerich, Junior—known as “John” or “J.O.”—was understandably proud of his father’s celebrity and reputation, and yet I would come to learn that they must have been something of a burden to him, as well. Scarcely a week passed without someone or other telling me that John Emmerich wasn’t half the man his father had been, no matter what they had thought of his father.

If this weighed on him, though, he never showed it, at least not to me or anyone else who worked for him. A graduate of Ole Miss, he was exceedingly proud of the fact that he had gone to Harvard as a Nieman fellow. Over the years, he had cultivated contacts and even friendships with some of the nation’s most powerful newspaper editors, people whose pictures festooned the wood-paneled walls of his office at the Commonwealth, along with those of several presidents and senators. And in every one of them was John Emmerich himself, grinning broadly as he almost never did in the newsroom of his small-town daily newspaper.

On the morning of September 9, 1988—late in the morning, too, at a time when, as I would soon learn, his employees were rushing to get out the day’s paper—he seemed to be completely relaxed and satisfied, an avuncular smile spread out across his face as he patiently introduced me to both Greenwood and the Commonwealth.

“We’ve got three reporters on staff,” he explained. “There’s Dan Johnson, he’s our senior reporter. He’s from down in south Mississippi, around Hattiesburg. A strange man, strange. Then there’s Margaret Dean. She’s black. I don’t know that much about her, to tell you the truth. She’s been working at the paper now for a few years, but we don’t talk all that much. She’s not really very friendly, but she does a good job. Her husband’s a policeman in town, and she usually handles the police beat, among other things. All of our reporters pretty much cover everything, and you’ll be asked to pitch in from time to time, too.”

“That’s fine with me,” I said. “I’d like to have the chance to do other stories—news, I mean.”

“Good, good,” he said, “but remember that sports is your first responsibility, and I expect that you’ll have your hands pretty full with that, at least during football season. Football is very important around here, as I’ve told you. Very important. But if you want to do other stuff too and you have the time, that’s fine with me. As long as you get the sports page put together on time every day.”

“I understand.”

“All right. So where was I? Ah, yes, our third reporter is a fellow named Tom Hayes, from up in Tennessee. Seems like a nice enough fellow. He just started a couple of weeks ago. In fact, when you called me at first I thought you were calling about that job.”

I wish I had been, I thought. I didn’t know much about high school football and didn’t care to; the thought of spending my entire fall covering that and nothing else left me cold. Somehow, I thought, I would have to find a way to get in some regular reporting, too.

“Our news editor is Karen Freeman. Sweet ol’ gal from down in McComb, used to work for me at the Enterprise-Journal. She puts the paper together every day and every other Saturday, so you’ll be working with her quite a bit. You’ll like her just fine. Tim Kalich is our general manager; he handles the business end of things, mostly, but sometimes he’ll get involved in editorial stuff. Not usually, though. Who else is there? Ah, yes, Susan Montgomery, our features editor. She works mostly on Sunday stuff, but she’ll probably ask you to write a thing or two for her from time to time, which I imagine you’ll enjoy. Susan’s a bit, uh, flighty, I guess. The joke around the newsroom is: How do you know when Susan’s been working at your terminal? There’s white-out on the monitor!”

“Oh, John, stop!” Celia interjected, forcing back a laugh. “Susan is just fine. She’s been very helpful with the Little Theater, Richard. She always gives us such nice coverage.”

“O.K.,” John continued, “I guess that leaves Mike McNeill. Now, Mike’s only been with us a few months, but I’ll tell you the truth—I don’t like him very much. Not at all. He’s always in some kind of foul mood, always has a nasty look on his face. He’s just not somebody I enjoy seeing every day.”

“He’s not that old, maybe thirty-five, but he’s just like an old man,” Celia said.

“More like an old woman,” John countered, chuckling. “I’d love to fire him, but the truth is I just don’t think I could find anybody else who would work as cheap as he does, and he does his job all right. I imagine he won’t know what the hell to make of you. But just remember that he can’t fire you. He makes up the news budget every day and he’ll tell you what to cover, so he is in effect your boss, but he can’t fire you. I’m sure he’ll try it, at some point, but he can’t. Only I can. Just remember that.”

I wasn’t quite sure whether I found this tip comforting or disturbing.

“Now, there’s one more person who doesn’t work at the paper but you should get to know him anyway. His name is Jack Henderson, and he’s the fellow you’re replacing as sports editor. He’s got a wife and a baby boy and he just decided he couldn’t work for what I was paying him anymore, so he went to work for Teddy Shanks, selling insurance. But he’s still going to cover games on Friday night, and he’ll probably shoot some pictures for us, too. He grew up here and he played on the team at Greenwood High School, and he knows just about everybody in town, so you really do need to get to know him. He can be of a lot of help to you. I recommend you go visit him right away. Maybe he’ll take you around, introduce you to the coaches and all. I’m sure he will if you ask him to. I need you to get out there and start covering football as soon as possible. Mike’s doing most of it now, and I don’t think he knows a damn thing about it, to tell you the truth.”

I squirmed uneasily in my chair.

“Maybe you ought to come on by the paper this afternoon. They’ll be having their weekly meeting, and it’d be a good chance for you to meet everyone. First, though, go out and find you a place to live in town,” my new boss continued. Just then, someone rapped on the door.

“Oh, good, that’s John. Come in!” Celia shouted, musically. “I wanted you to meet him before you go out, in case no one else is here when you get back.” The man who stepped inside was thin and stooped and looked much older than his employers; his overalls were faded and dirty, his skin darker than any I could recall ever seeing.

“John, this is Richard Rubin,” Celia said. “He’ll be staying with us for a few days.”

I rose from my chair. “Nice to meet you,” I said, extending my hand. He shook it and smiled, nodding enthusiastically.

“Now, John,” Celia continued, “I want you to take good care of Richard while he’s here, all right?”

“H-h-he my new b-b-boss man, yeah?” John stammered, turning back toward me and bobbing in a series of awkward bows. I flinched in mortification at the sight of a man three times my age abasing himself before me. Was he kidding? Or was this really the way things worked down here, still? And did he—and my hosts—expect me to play along too and assume the role of benevolent but stern and aloof white boss-man to John’s darkie footservant? I turned to the Emmerichs and silently implored them to tell me that this was all just a little play intended to mock old Southern stereotypes. But they didn’t, and we all just stood there in silence for a few agonizing seconds.

“All right, Richard,” my new boss finally offered, mercifully. “I have a few leads for you, but why don’t you stop by this one, first.” He handed me a list of a half-dozen names, addresses, and phone numbers, and pointed to one Carl Kelly, Junior. “He lives in a big ol’ house on River Road, and he’s got a few apartments out back. Rents ’em month to month. You probably won’t want to live there, but take a look, anyway. You ought to meet Carl Kelly, Junior. He’s the kind of fellow who’s always writing letters to the paper, two or three a week. Usually they start out I was lying in bed thinking the other night…. He’s a character, all right. You’ll get a real kick out of him.”
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River Road is a narrow brown thoroughfare that snakes alongside the southern bank of the Yazoo in Greenwood. Houses line only the south side of the road; the northern side is all levee, built up in the 1930s to protect the town from flooding when rains swell the river, which they do often. The houses toward the western end of River Road are nice but modest, mostly modern one-story ranches; but as one nears the eastern end of the road—the end, that is, closest to downtown Greenwood and the county courthouse—the houses become much wider and grander, sprouting second and even third stories. These are the houses one expects to see in small Southern towns, especially in the middle of cotton country—imposing, whitewashed Victorian mansions with pillars and capacious front porches and fifteen-foot-high windows. Carl Kelly, Junior lived in one of these mansions, but unlike those on either side of him, his was a study in shabby gentility. The white paint was dirty and peeling, the wood underneath it visibly rotting; the lawn was overgrown with dandelions and less attractive weeds, the stones in the walkway cracked and crumbling. This had once been the house of a well-loved local congressman, John Emmerich had told me. No, his wife Celia countered, he was a senator. Or maybe, John mused aloud, it was the place next door.

Carl Kelly, Junior, and his wife, Dixie Mae—really—were standing outside when I pulled up in Wyatt Emmerich’s old Mustang. They were old and tiny, Dixie Mae standing barely five feet tall in a bright floral dress, her hair—just a trace of brown in it still—pulled back in a bun. Carl Kelly, Junior, wasn’t much bigger. His hair, a pure white, was parted razor-straight on the side and slicked back from his forehead; his eyes were brilliant emeralds. I had never before seen eyes that color set into a male face.

He didn’t even give me a chance to wonder how old he might be. “I’m eighty-seven years old,” he said to me, very early in our conversation, so early that he was still shaking my hand when he said it. “Lived in Leflore County my whole life. Born up near Sunnyside, Mississippi. I worked on the railroad for more’n forty years, I sure did. The Columbus and Greenville. When I retired, they gave me a big party.”

Eighty-seven years old, I thought, and he still uses the “Junior” at the end of his name. Carl Kelly, Senior, had probably been dead for forty years. I was starting to understand why my boss had said I should meet this man. Or so I thought.

They led me on a quick tour of the apartments out back, three tiny, dim cubbyholes with barely enough room for a cot, a chair and a hotplate, all of them even more run-down than the main house.

“All right,” I said, walking back outside with them. “I have a few more places to look at, but if I decide to come back here I’ll give you a call.”

“That’s fine, that’s fine,” Carl Kelly, Junior said. I started to thank him and turn to leave, but he cut off my retreat with a question. “So you’re working for John Emmerich, you say?”

“That’s right,” I answered.

“Tell me—what do you think of the man?”

I started to wonder if perhaps I were being set up. “He seems very nice to me,” I said.

“Mm-hm. And what do you think of his newspaper?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I haven’t seen it yet.”

“Well, let me tell you something about John Emmerich. He’s not one-tenth the man his father was, and his father wasn’t much, either. And that rag he publishes? I wouldn’t let that thing inside my house.”

“You wouldn’t?”

“No sir! He runs too many pictures of niggers in it, for one thing. Got niggers in there every day, just about.” He said the word without any emphasis at all, as if he were saying “coffee tables.” “Yes sir, he’s a big ol’ nigger-lover, no doubt about that.”

I had absolutely no idea how to respond. Nature took over. My face flashed hot, and a powerful itch developed in my throat. I wondered if I should just turn and leave. Then I had a thought: Perhaps this was all a show, for my benefit. Maybe Mister Emmerich had called Carl Kelly, Junior on the phone this morning after my awkward encounter with John, and my new boss and prospective landlord had plotted out the whole thing. Maybe that was it—a big practical joke. The two of them were actually good friends. Nobody really spoke that way anymore, did they? After all, this wasn’t 1958; it was 1988.

I noticed, then, that this little old man was examining me closely, exactly as I had examined his apartments a few minutes earlier. He looked at my clothes and my shoes, at my cheap watch and cheap haircut, both of which I had acquired back in New York during the frantic few days before my departure. I tried to avoid his gaze, but I quickly realized that it didn’t matter; he would talk to me whether I looked at him or not.

“So,” he said. “What church will you join?” The question stopped me cold, and I was glad I wasn’t looking at him. I strained to get a look at his expression out of the corner of my eye, imagining that he already had a good idea what my answer would be, and that he might very well have some choice words on that subject, too.

“I haven’t given it much thought,” I said, without turning to face him. There—I figured he wasn’t expecting that.

But he didn’t pause a second. “Well, maybe you better had,” he said, and I thought I saw a bit of a smile on his lips, even though it was hard to tell, seeing him, as I was, in the penumbra of my vision. “A young man needs to have hisse’f a church. Specially one like y’se’f, so far from home, you know.”

I turned to him and nodded, then tried to ease away again, gently. “Thanks again for showing me the apartments,” I said. “I’ll let you—”

“Tell me,” he said, ignoring the fact that I had half-turned away already. “What are your politics?” His voice wavered but it was, somehow, firm, demanding an answer less evasive than the one I had furnished to his last question.

And I was equally determined to evade him yet again. “Mister Kelly,” I said, “I’m just the sports editor. I’m not going to be writing any editorials. Just sports stories. So I doubt my politics will ever come into play.”

He shook his head vehemently. “Nope, can’t say that these days, no sir. Can’t avoid the whole thing now, not when the whole world is goin’ straight to you-know-where.” He pointed a little white finger at the ground. “Everything’s all mixed up nowadays. Used to be, everything was clear-cut. Everybody knew where they belonged, and they stayed there, and they were happy that way. You didn’t have niggers out looking to mix with white people and have yella babies. Those yellas, now, they aren’t any better than the rest of the niggers, ’cept they figure they are, y’see, ’cause they’re lighter. And when they grow up, they start a whole mess of trouble. They get it into their heads to go somewhere else and pass themselves off as white, and they might just do it, too, which makes ’em all the more dangerous, y’see? Because everybody thinks they’re white, now, especially them. But they’re not, of course. They’re really just yella niggers, that’s all, and a yella nigger is still a nigger and they have no business mixing with white people. You follow?”

I stood there, silent. I wasn’t trying to figure out a tactful response, one that would spare his feelings and my conscience at the same time. I wasn’t really thinking much of anything other than that I knew now that this wasn’t a hoax, because no one would say those kinds of things in jest. That’s really all I could think about—that this man was serious. That, and my own startling, fervent desire to remember every word he had just said, and how he had said them all. I wasn’t sure why, wasn’t sure I’d ever want to tell anyone about it, wasn’t sure they’d believe me even if I did tell them. But I knew I wanted to remember it, exactly as it had happened.

“You’re young yet,” he said, in response to my silence. “You’ll learn. We’ve got a lot to protect. Here, you want to see something? Let me show you.” He reached into the inside pocket of his old polyester jacket and pulled out a folded piece of stationery. As rumpled as the jacket was, the yellowed paper had not been creased at all, except in the folding. He opened it and handed it to me. It was blank except for the letterhead, which was stamped on in gold leaf and took up the entire top third of the page. It read:

The Carl Kelly, Jr. Corporation
Carl Kelly, Jr., President
Dixie Mae Kelly, Vice President/Secretary/Treasurer
Carl Kelly III, Carl Kelly IV, Trustees
Carl Kelly V, Carl Kelly VI, Future Trustees

“You see?” he said. “That’s what it’s all about—the future. We’ve got to do our part for our grandchildren, gotta pass on a legacy they can be proud of. Gotta keep ’em pure. That’s what really matters: A white man’s a white man, and a nigger’s a nigger, and it’s gonna stay that way as long as I have something to say about it.”

I turned to look at Dixie Mae, certain that her face would betray disgust with her husband’s rantings or at least embarrassment; but I saw only a smile, the same polite, vacant smile with which she had greeted me a few minutes earlier. Is it possible she agrees with him? I wondered. Aren’t women supposed to be above this sort of thing?

“All right, Mr. Kelly,” I said. “Thanks again for showing me the place. I’ll let you know.”

“Fine, fine,” he said, grasping my hand and pumping. “You take care, now.”

“Thank you,” I said, and then added, reflexively: “It was nice to meet you.” And as those words were leaving my lips, I realized what they were and what they meant, and suddenly I grew very ashamed of what I was saying and what it seemed to imply. But they were out already and I couldn’t very well rescind them, and I knew that I would certainly find myself in this same kind of situation again and again as long as I continued to live and work in Greenwood, Mississippi. And I understood, too, that if I hoped to have any success at all as a journalist in a place like Greenwood, I couldn’t go around picking fights with people whose views I found odious, and who knew just how many of them might be out there, anyway? On the other hand, I thought, I also can’t go around agreeing with this sort of vile racism, either, just for the sake of being liked and welcomed. And so I decided, right then and there, that in order to protect both my conscience and my job, I would compartmentalize my encounters with people in Greenwood, separating them from their ideas, and my feelings about them from my actions toward them. Faced with the repugnant and loathesome, I would entertain my outrage on the inside while remaining, on the outside, inscrutably courteous and genial and above all, silent. It seemed workable, in theory; I could not have known, at that moment, just how difficult it would prove to be in practice, or that, while it would indeed protect my job, it would do something quite different to my conscience.

“Nice to meet you, Mrs. Kelly,” I said, trying it out. “Take care.”

“Come back and see us,” she said, still smiling. “You’re such a nice young man.”

[image: Image]

I spent the rest of the morning looking at apartments, an exercise that afforded me ample opportunity to test my new strategy, as several would-be landlords greeted me warmly and assured me that their properties were well-kept and maintained and safe and that I shouldn’t worry because they were very careful about who they rented to and they absolutely never rented to niggers. I eventually decided upon a one-room apartment in North Greenwood—actually, it was a poolhouse behind a mansion—because the rent was only two hundred dollars a month and because the landlady, a funeral-home heiress and very recent divorcée named Sandra Knight Austin, had not even raised the subject of race while showing me the place. Later I would come to understand that she had omitted the subject not because of a progressive mindset, but because the entire question would have seemed, to her, absurd. North Greenwood was entirely white in 1988. It still is.

That afternoon, I stopped by the newsroom of the Commonwealth for the first time, just as the weekly meeting was getting started and everyone was heading toward the conference room. There was Karen Freeman, short and stout, her head crowned with flaming orange hair, her neck ringed by a rainbow of plastic Mardi Gras beads, greeting me with a “Well, hey!”; Susan Montgomery, tall and Popsicle-stick-thin, sputtering out an enthusiastic welcome between frantic puffs on her cigarette; Margaret Dean, even thinner than Susan, her hair pulled back in a tight bun, a cigarette with a half-inch of ash clinging to its tip stuck between scowling lips, letting a curt “hi” slip from the corner of her mouth as she tenuously stuck out her hand for me to shake; Tom Hayes, the new guy and much older than I had imagined, anomalously neat in an Oxford shirt and creased chinos and wing-tip shoes, his eyes magnified behind enormous glasses, smiling genuinely as he pumped my hand; Dan Johnson, the senior reporter, looking as if he had slept in his clothes, his pants smudged and wrinkled, his shirt stained and improperly buttoned with a necktie folded up and tucked into its pocket, his thinning, straight brown hair topping a face that somehow managed to appear both angry and bemused at the same time. At the head of the table sat Mike McNeill, the managing editor: completely bald on top, thick around the middle and wide below the waist, wearing a plain white shirt and Sansabelt slacks, just as, I soon discovered, he did every day. He shook my hand fervently and introduced everyone to me, then offered me a seat and organized his notes, his face taking on an unpleasant grimace which was, I would quickly come to learn, its default setting.

The meeting got underway: Mike read through the agenda while Susan offered blustering objections. Karen interceded occasionally; Margaret and Tom sat quietly. Dan weighed in on every subject and argument but usually waited until the end of each discussion to do so, content to offer his pronouncement as the last word while he sat regally above the fray (or so he believed; in truth, no one was even listening to him). Until, that is, Mike assigned Margaret to cover a certain story up at Parchman—Mississippi’s notorious state penitentiary—at which point Dan bellowed: “That ain’t right! I’m the senior reporter here! I should get to do that one! I want it!” Margaret just sat there silent, inscrutable as the sphinx. I had no idea what they were arguing about, having drifted off for a crucial few seconds to study the cheap wood-paneled walls of the conference room.

“I’m the managing editor here,” Mike said, sharply. “I make the assignments, and I’m giving it to Margaret.”

“It ain’t right!” Dan howled. “I’m the senior reporter here. She don’t even want it. I do the crime stuff. That’s my beat. And I been waiting years for something like this!”

“I’ve made my assignment,” Mike said. “I don’t even see why we’re discussing this now. The governor just granted him a stay. They’re not gon’ do it for a while.”

A stay? I looked at Dan; he was pouting. What kind of person, I thought, fights this hard to cover an execution?

“Last item,” Mike said. “Dan—your story about that little girl’s rape? We’re gon’ have to cut out some of the details.”

“What are you talking about? It’s all substantiated!”

“I’m sure it is, Dan, but our readers don’t need to know all of it.”

“Like what?”

“Like, uh, for instance, what he, uh, used for, uh, lubrication.”

“What?” Dan said, his voice suddenly dropping a few decibels but assuming a new sense of purpose. “That he used motor oil to lubricate her? That’s an important detail! She was a little girl! How else could he have raped her? The public has a right to know this!” Susan scrunched her eyes closed and covered her ears with her hands. Karen rolled her eyes toward the ceiling. Tom looked as if he were sitting on a stove that was slowly growing hot. Only Margaret failed to react noticeably. I took all of this in during the second or so before my own embarrassment forced me to look straight down at the table. What a fine introduction to the world of journalism, I thought: a story so vile that I didn’t even want to think about it, much less discuss it with the entire news staff. And God forbid I should actually have to write something like that up someday. Could I? Would I? Was this my new job? My stomach started to ache.

“Forget it,” Mike said. “Now, if nobody has anything else, I think we’re through. Anybody? All right then.”

“It ain’t right,” Dan grumbled as everyone pushed away from the table and stood up to leave. “It ain’t right to censor news stories like that. I don’t even know why I bother writing them up.”

“Come on, Dan,” Karen said. “You know you couldn’t resist writing a rape story if you tried.”

“Richard,” Mike said, “if you’re free, now, why don’t I drive you around town a bit, show you what’s what?”

“Sure,” I said.

We stepped out of the conference room and headed for the door. While passing the reception desk, though, I bumped into a short, slight, dark-skinned black man. He sported a pencil-thin mustache and more jewelry than I had ever seen a man wear before, both of them incongruous with his brown UPS uniform. “Well, excuse me!” he said. “Mike, who’s this young stud in such a rush?”

“Richard Rubin, Freddie Williams. Freddie delivers to the paper.”

“I also deliver to your house, now, Mike!” Freddie said.

Mike furrowed his brow. “Richard’s new in town. I’m fixin’ to show him around.” He stepped around Freddie and held open the door.

Freddie stuck out his hand; there was a gold ring on every finger but one, and an equal number, I noticed, on the other hand. “Well, welcome to Greenwood,” he said, shaking my hand. “If I can ever be of help, you just holler, now, young stud. And you take it easy on the ladies!”

“Thanks,” I said. “I’ll try.”

“Oh, you’re a Yankee! Where you from?”

“New York.”

“New York! Well, now, how’d you end up all the way down here in Mis’sippi?”

“Not now, Freddie,” Mike said. “We’re in a hurry. Come on, Richard.”

Freddie reached out and shook my hand again. “I’ll see you around, now, you young stud-hoss. And don’t you worry about Mike, hear?”

“Thanks,” I said. “Good to meet you.” And I followed Mike out the door and into the parking lot.

“Nice guy,” I said.

“He’s all right,” Mike said. “He poured it on a bit thick with that ‘young stud’ business. I hope he didn’t make you uncomfortable.”

“Why?”

“Freddie’s a homosexual. Couldn’t you tell?”

I was mildly stunned by both Mike’s revelation and by his use of a technical and archaic term like “homosexual” instead of just saying “gay.” “That’s funny,” I said. “I thought I saw a wedding ring on his hand.”

Mike looked at me for a second; I couldn’t tell if he were suspicious of the fact that I would even notice such a thing, or merely marveling at my naiveté. “Oh, sure, he’s married and all,” he said. “Got two kids. Maybe he’s bi-sexual. But there’s something funny going on there. It’s common knowledge. I mean, just look at the man! And the way he talks? Come on now, Richard. We may not have as much of that down here as you do up in New York, but we know it when we see it.” Again I was surprised, and a bit relieved: If Greenwood had homosexuals—indeed, if people in Greenwood actually knew the difference between homosexuals and bisexuals—then I supposed the town couldn’t be all that backward. They might have Carl Kelly, Junior, I thought, but they also have Freddie Williams. It was something.


THREE
THE ALTERNATE STATE CAPITAL OF MISSISSIPPI


Some people, it is said, grow over time to resemble their pets. Mike McNeill resembled his car, an old, tan Buick Skylark that was just about as plain as he was. The headlights were his eyeglasses, square and dense with refracted light; the grill was his mouth, teeth clenched in a compact, unfailing glower. The roof, dull even when reflecting the hard sunlight, bore a striking resemblance to his naked scalp. The seat covers, like his clothes, were well kept but decidedly outdated. There was no tape deck, just an AM radio. The car started with a groan and lurched ahead slowly, a low rumble of dissatisfaction emanating from somewhere underneath its hood.

“Now, this is Highway 82,” Mike said, beginning his tour before we even left the newspaper’s parking lot. “Usually we just call it the Bypass. As you can see, it runs right by the newspaper. It’s the only four-lane highway that runs through town. It crosses the state, from Columbus to Greenville.” And from there we were off, through neighborhoods and subdivisions, past churches and schools and factories and cotton fields. Mike took me by Greenwood High School, a square, modern, orange-brick complex across the Bypass from the newspaper, then drove us out Highway 82, just past the city limits, where he turned off onto a partially hidden driveway and passed underneath a wrought-iron archway. “This is Pillow Academy,” Mike said, and indeed it was, molded right into the gate, along with the words: Founded 1966. A suspicious date, I thought. “Greenwood High School will be your first responsibility for coverage,” Mike explained, “but Pillow’s a close second.” As we puttered up the driveway, I expected to find at the end an ivy-covered brick campus populated entirely by white kids, but as the school came into view, I discovered I was only half-right. Pillow Academy was all white, to be sure, but it was also little more than a series of concrete and corrugated tin huts that appeared to have been thrown up in a hurry.

“How are their teams?” I asked.

Mike chuckled. “Not too good, as you might imagine. But this is where the advertisers send their kids, and they want their kids in the paper. Anyway, they only play other academies, so they do all right.” Other academies, I mused, also dating back to the midsixties, no doubt. Pillow wouldn’t get much coverage on my sports page, I decided.

We drove back into town and by the county courthouse and city hall and the police station and the library and Wal-Mart, past the cotton brokers’ offices and old shops downtown, and the newer shops and supermarkets on Park Avenue in North Greenwood.

“This is Grand Boulevard,” Mike said, turning off Park and onto a wide, green-shaded street lined by stout old oak trees and even stouter old houses. “This is where the rich folks live.” We drove to the far end of the street and pulled up onto a short bridge. A river lazed below.

“Is that the Yazoo?” I asked.

“No, that’s the Tallahatchie,” Mike replied. “It meets up with the Yalobusha about a mile from here to form the Yazoo.”

The Tallahatchie, I thought. Emmett Till’s river.

And then we rolled forward again, and suddenly crossed a frontier so sharp and stark that it was the visual equivalent of stepping directly from a meat locker into a sauna. In an instant, the landscape changed from lush and verdant to dusty and brown. “This is where the town ends,” Mike informed me.

“So what town is that?” I said, pointing out at what lay ahead, which was nothing but two vast, furrowed fields divided by a slender black road.

“It’s not,” Mike said.

“What do you mean?”

“It’s the county.”

“I don’t understand,” I said. “People live out there, don’t they?”

“Of course they do. Someone has to own all that land.”

“And where do they live?”

“They live in the county.”

“But what’s their address?”

“I don’t know. It depends on where they live. Whatever the nearest town is, I reckon—Greenwood, Minter City, Schlater, Glendora. I imagine the closest P.O. to them is Money.”

I was chilled for a second to hear the name of that town; I hadn’t realized it was so close to Greenwood. “Wait a minute,” I said, trying to chase the specter of Roy and Carolyn Bryant’s store out of my mind. “Let me get this straight: Greenwood ends right here, right?”

“Right.”

“And over there is just—nothing?”

“It’s not nothing,” Mike said, his patience starting to give out. “It’s just not incorporated. That’s what the Delta is, Richard—little towns in the middle of what you call ‘nothing.’ Fact, that’s what the South is. Hell, that’s what most of America is.”

Sensing Mike’s imminent exasperation, I chose not to push the point further, but my mind still couldn’t process the notion that one could leave a town without simultaneously entering another one.

Mike turned the car around, and we were back in Greenwood again, back in town. We drove back down Grand Boulevard for a few minutes and then hopped another bridge, this one a longer, iron structure over a river I already recognized as the Yazoo. We meandered through the old downtown again, past a few stores that were open and many more that appeared to be half-open or barely open or shut down completely, casualties of the Wal-Mart and the shopping center out on the Bypass. As we hopped over a set of railroad tracks, I noticed a small white hut with a hand-painted sign leaning against the front wall: WE BUY PECANS. Again, I was confused. Why did they need me? Why didn’t they just go to a supermarket and buy the pecans themselves? It did not occur to me that some people in town actually grew pecans in their own backyards. It didn’t even occur to me that pecans actually grew on trees in the first place. Like many New Yorkers, I grew up believing that the food chain began at the supermarket.

We drove around a bit more and shortly passed what looked like a modern apartment complex, ten or twelve square, two-story wood and brick buildings, the wood painted a bright periwinkle blue. “That’s Snowden Jones,” Mike said. “The projects. You don’t wanna go in there, believe me.”

“But aren’t we pretty close to the newspaper?”

“We’re far enough,” Mike said. I craned my neck to try and get a better look, thinking I must have missed something, some ominous detail that betrayed the danger lurking beneath the place’s innocuous-looking surface, but Mike stepped harder on the gas and sped away, or at least pulled away as fast as he could in that car. Soon we were in the middle of a poor, rundown, sun-parched neighborhood.

“This is East Greenwood,” Mike said. “Not a good part of town. You don’t want to come here alone, especially at night.”

I looked at the small white shacks and overgrown empty lots and forlorn little stores and abandoned buildings slowly going by, and at the men sitting around in front of them all in the middle of the day, not doing much of anything in the heat. It looked dirty, to be sure, and destitute, but dangerous? “It doesn’t look too bad to me,” I said.

“Trust me, it is. You see that park over there?” Mike pointed to what I had taken for just another empty lot, maybe a bit larger than the rest. “That’s where Stokely Carmichael first used the phrase ‘Black Power.’” His tone was a strange combination of pride for Greenwood’s place in history, and distaste for that particular claim to fame.

“Is that so?” I said.

“Yes. Now, coming up on the left is a restaurant you might want to visit some time …” And that was it for Stokely Carmichael, and for East Greenwood, at least as far as Mike McNeill was concerned.
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For the record: On June 16, 1966, Stokely Carmichael, who had recently been made chairman of the national civil rights organization known as the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (or SNCC), stood before a crowd of some three thousand people in that very park in East Greenwood and implored them to reconsider the principles and tactics that had been SNCC’s hallmark for the better part of a decade. The gathering was an outgrowth of the “Walk Against Fear,” which had started out as a one-man march from Memphis to Jackson, planned and executed by James Meredith, the man who had single-handedly integrated Ole Miss in 1962. Meredith didn’t make it too far. On the very first day of his march, just outside of Hernando, Mississippi, he was shot. He dragged himself off the road and was taken to the hospital; his wounds weren’t fatal, but they were enough to knock him out of his own one-man march. Hundreds of volunteers, including Carmichael and Martin Luther King, stepped in to fill the breach.

Upon arriving in Greenwood, though, Carmichael was promptly arrested and tossed in jail. The experience changed him somehow, exhausted whatever patience he still had. After his release, he stood before that crowd in East Greenwood and told them that it was his twenty-seventh arrest, and that he’d had enough. “We been saying ‘Freedom’ for six years,” he asserted. “What we are going to start saying now is ‘Black Power’!”

There is no plaque in East Greenwood marking the spot, commemorating the event. There’s nothing to note the fact that the SNCC offices in town were burned to the ground, or that several SNCC leaders, including Robert Moses, were shot at and almost killed by night riders in a speeding automobile, or that Bob Dylan performed here in support of local blacks who were being starved by government officials who resented their attempts to register to vote, or that Dick Gregory was arrested here while leading a voter march, or that Sidney Poitier and Harry Belafonte hosted a civil rights rally here, or that local police used fire hoses and attack dogs on would-be black voters several months before Bull Connor did it in Birmingham, or that a local man named Byron De La Beckwith drove down to Jackson one night in June 1963 and murdered Mississippi NAACP head Medgar Evers, or that the most powerful segregationist organization in the nation, the White Citizens’ Council, had its national headquarters for thirty-five years in the middle of downtown Greenwood, or that Martin Luther King, Jr., was in town shortly before he was assassinated, or even that legendary bluesman Robert Johnson was poisoned by a jealous husband at a Greenwood house party in 1937 and died nearby three days later. There’s nothing about Emmett Till.

There wouldn’t be. Even more than the rest of the Delta, and the state, and the South, Greenwood, Mississippi, is a conservative place, and like most conservative places, it has a great deal of pride in its heritage and history, but only insofar as it chooses to recognize that heritage and acknowledge that history. If you were to drive through Greenwood today, you would see no historic markers attesting to the civil rights battles that were fought there, no monuments to the local men and women who sacrificed so much to that cause. If you were to stop your car in town and get out and ask the first man or woman who crossed your path—white or black—what important, historic events had taken place there, chances are they wouldn’t tell you about the voting drives and freedom marches and firebombings and shootings that punctuated life in Greenwood throughout the 1950s and 1960s. With the exception of a handful of aging veterans of the civil rights movement, the people of Greenwood do not speak of that traumatic, dynamic chapter in their town’s history. For the most part, the whites in town would rather forget it, and the blacks have more immediate and pressing concerns.

What you would hear about is cotton. Huge signs alongside the roads leading into town proclaim Greenwood “The Cotton Capital of the World.” All of the town’s police officers wear on their arms a patch bearing the slightly more modest legend: THE COTTON CAPITAL OF MISSISSIPPI. An old historic marker that stands next to the Leflore County courthouse asserts that Greenwood is “the world’s largest long-staple cotton market,” and although no one really believes that is true anymore, no one is rushing to revise the sign, either. There is a museum out on the Bypass called Cottonlandia, and another called Florewood River Plantation; the Bypass itself, like all of the roads leading in and out of town, is usually littered with flotsam from speeding cotton trucks, puffy white clumps that line the side of the road like snow in July. The most prominent object in the town’s seal—and in the Greenwood Commonwealth’s logo—is a cotton boll.

Front Street, which runs parallel to the Yazoo, is lined with the offices of cotton brokers; along with the courthouse, they are among the few vital operations still remaining in downtown Greenwood. Every year, come August, the neighborhood hosts a festival called CROP Day, CROP being an acronym for Cotton Row On Parade; celebrants eat cotton candy as they stroll past dozens of empty storefronts, the departed merchants’ names still legible on the splintering doors and cloudy plate-glass windows but inexorably fading, like inscriptions on ancient tombstones. Only King Cotton, it seems, could survive the advent of Wal-Mart.

OEBPS/images/img01_004.png





OEBPS/images/img01_1-3.png
CONFEDERACY
OF
SILENCE
o the

RICHARD RUBIN

ATRIA BOOKS






OEBPS/images/img01_1-4.png







OEBPS/images/9781451602654_ci_std.jpg
CONFEDERACY
OF
SILENCE

A True Tale

of the
New OId South

RICHARD RUBIN

ATRIA BOOKS

NEW YORK LONDON TORONTO SYDNEY SINGAPORE







