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			For Johnny, who would have loved it here

		

	
		
			Some people who come here even say they have tumbled back in time, but I do not think that is true. They have merely slipped sideways into a place they do not recognize, and may never understand.

			—Rick Bragg, New Delta Rising

			A strange and detached fragment thrown off by the whirling comet that is America.

			—David Cohn, Where I Was Born and Raised

			Nothing in this world is a matter of black and white, not even in Mississippi, where everything is a matter of black and white.

			—Richard Rubin, Confederacy of Silence

		

	
		
			Prologue

			I WAS LIVING in New York City when I decided to buy an old plantation house in the Mississippi Delta. It was out in the cotton fields and cypress swamps of Holmes County, the poorest county in America’s poorest state. “There’s No Place Like Holmes, Catch The Southern Spirit,” announced a weather-beaten sign on the county line. It was illustrated with magnolia blossoms and perforated by shotgun blasts. The nearest neighbors were three miles away across fields and woods. The nearest supermarket was twenty-five miles away. It was well stocked with pig knuckles, hog jowls, boiled peanuts, and hunting magazines, but it was another twenty-five miles to find organic eggs, strong cheese, or crusty bread.

			A few close friends understood why I wanted to live there, as a misfit Englishman with a US passport and a taste for remote places, but most people were genuinely mystified, or doubtful about my sanity. Why would anyone in his right mind choose to live in the backwoods of Mississippi? No state has a more beautiful name—Miss and Sis are sipping on something sippy, and it’s probably a sweet tea or an iced bourbon drink—but no state is more synonymous in the rest of the country with racism, ignorance, and cultural backwardness.

			When I told them about my plans, many friends and acquaintances felt compelled to sing me the chorus of a 1964 Nina Simone song, “Everybody knows about Mississippi Goddam!” In bad imitation Southern drawls, they cracked wise about toothlessness, banjo music, men named Bubba, and the probability of getting myself raped in the woods one Saturday night. One white woman accused me of being racist for wanting to live in Mississippi, even though it’s the blackest state in America and Holmes County is more than 80 percent African-American. “All Southerners are racists, and Mississippi is the worst of all,” she opined. She had never set foot in the state, and never intended to, because she already knew everything she needed to know about Mississippi.

			One of my hopes in writing this book is to dissolve these clumsy old stereotypes, and illustrate my conviction that Mississippi is the best-kept secret in America. Nowhere else is so poorly understood by outsiders, so unfairly maligned, so surreal and peculiar, so charming and maddening. Individually, collectively, and above all politically, Mississippians have a kind of genius for charging after phantoms and lost causes. Nowhere else in the world have I met so many fine, generous, honorable people, but if you look at the statistics, and read the news stories coming out of Mississippi, the state gives every appearance of being a redneck disaster zone.

			As I was scrabbling around for a mortgage, and trying to persuade my liberal girlfriend to move there with me, Mississippi was found once again to be the poorest state in the Union, a position it has held consistently since the end of the Civil War. Once again, it was the fattest state, with more than a third of its adult population classified as obese. It was number one in the nation for teenage pregnancy, illiteracy, failure to graduate high school, religious devotion, political conservatism, and sexually transmitted diseases. The Republican-dominated legislature, caricatured by Saturday Night Live as “thirty hissing possums in a barn,” was trying to close down the state’s last abortion clinic, and a fifty-two-year-old Delta man had just been arrested in a police sting operation while having carnal relations with a show hog.

			“Do y’all even know what a show hog looks like when they get through with all the shampooing and blow-drying and beauty treatments?” said my friend Martha Foose the cookbook writer. She was calling from her house in the Delta town of Greenwood, less than a mile from the unnatural crime scene. “It’s a beauty pageant for swine, and they get those hogs dolled up. They shave their underparts, and curl their eyelashes, and buff their little trotters, and I guess it’s just more than some guys can stand. I call it ‘dating down the food chain,’ and frankly, it’s a wonder it doesn’t happen more often.”

			I first met Martha a few years ago in Oxford, Mississippi, the elegant, cultured, slightly dissolute university town in the northern hills of the state, where William Faulkner lived most of his life. I had stumbled across Oxford while interviewing elderly blues singers in the mid-1990s, fallen under its charms, and visited regularly ever since. Martha was there promoting her first cookbook, Screen Doors and Sweet Tea, a collection of recipes and stories drawn from her upbringing in the Mississippi Delta, and influenced by her training at a top cooking school in Paris. The book went on to win a James Beard Award for American Cooking. At the reading, she served high-­octane bourbon cocktails, told some outlandish tales, and then we all decamped to the mayor’s house for more drinks and an impromptu dance party. At that time, the mayor of Oxford was the owner of the local bookstore, Square Books, and he and his wife kept their doors open to visiting writers and anyone else in the mood for fun.

			At the party Martha kept imploring me to visit her beloved home ground in the Delta, a part of the state I didn’t know at all. She described it as a separate place from the rest of Mississippi, with its own unique history and culture, although nowhere on earth was more deeply Southern. She offered to take me on a grand tour of the Delta, and said I could stay for as long as I liked at her family’s farm, in a remote and mysterious sounding place called Pluto.

			“GPS doesn’t work there, it just spins round and around, and that’s the way we like it,” she drawled in my ear as the mayor cranked up the music. “They took away our zip code, because we ran out of people and the postmistress drank too much. And it’s so beautiful there, uh! You’ll never want to leave.”

			Other people cautioned me about the Delta. “Things get weird as shit down there,” said my friend Doug Roberts, and this made me pay attention, because Doug’s standards of weirdness and normalcy are fairly skewed to begin with. A law school graduate who couldn’t face being a lawyer, he sometimes appears at social functions wearing a penis gourd from Papua New Guinea and a coyote pelt on his head.

			“The Delta is our Haiti,” he said. “It’s the third world right in the middle of America. Crime is bad, corruption is bad. It’s seventy percent black and the poverty is hard-core. Whole towns are basically caving in and rotting away. And you’ve got a bunch of rich white farmers living the good life right in the middle of it, and trying to pretend like everything’s normal. It’s the South, we’re great at denying reality, but the strain of it makes us weird sometimes, and you see a lot of that in the Delta. Lots of eccentrics, boozers, nutballs.”

			The mayor’s wife described the Delta as, “beautiful, tragic, and totally batshit crazy.” Then she resumed go-go dancing with Martha to Booker T. and the MG’s until the mayor boogalooed headlong into the stereo and sent the needle skittering across the old record.

			

IT TOOK A couple of years, but I finally freed up the time and money for Martha’s grand Delta tour. I drove down from New York City, where my girlfriend was on edge and my dog was depressed, all of us crammed into a tiny Manhattan apartment we couldn’t afford. Our plan had been to live in New York for a year, because life is short, and our best friends were there, but four months had emptied out our bank accounts in a way that scarcely seemed possible. Lying awake in bed at night, I had the persistent illusion that the city’s molars were gnawing on my skull, while its fingers rifled through my pockets for yet more money.

			Neither of us wanted to go back to Tucson, Arizona, where Mariah had lived all her life, and I had kept an address for twenty years. But it was becoming clear that we didn’t belong in New York. Mariah missed her garden and the presence of nature. Our dog Savanna lay on the floor of the apartment all day without moving, head resting on her paws, eyes open and mournful, a picture of canine despondency. A burly energetic German shepherd mix, she had grown up in a sunny Arizona backyard. Now she was cooped up in a four-hundred-and-twenty-five-square-foot apartment and getting increasingly aggressive at the dog park.

			I knew the feeling. I was starting to experience violent revenge fantasies against strangers who cut in line. If one more person told me smugly what they weren’t eating now, I was going to scream. As I was settling a billing dispute at a parking garage, trying to exit and get on the road to Mississippi, the driver behind me started honking his horn. I walked over to him in a coiled rage and pounded my fist on the roof of his car. New York was still a marvel, a wonder, an endless fascination, but as I left the city behind, I breathed a deep sigh of relief, and then realized how long it had been since I breathed deeply. Like most New Yorkers, I was in the habit of grabbing my oxygen in shallow snatches from the grimy air.

			Driving south, I left the grimy dregs of winter behind and crossed over into spring. Redbuds were blooming. Wildflowers lined the two-lane highways as I came down through Tennessee and passed a big blue highway sign saying, “Welcome to Mississippi, Birthplace of America’s Music.” The music was the first thing I knew of Mississippi. As a teenager in London, working back through American popular music, I found my way to Jimmie Rodgers, the pioneer of country western, from Meridian, Mississippi; Elvis Presley from Tupelo; Ike Turner from Clarksdale; and above all, the Delta blues and the electrified version that Muddy Waters, Howlin’ Wolf, and other Mississippians developed in Chicago. Around the same time, I discovered the novels of William Faulkner, which deepened the mystery of Mississippi in my young mind.

			Now I drove through the hills around Oxford, which Faulkner had immortalized in a dozen books and renamed Yoknapatawpha County, and I kept driving west until the hills came to an end. Now the road swung me down on to the vast alluvial plain of the Delta, a place unlike anywhere I had seen before.

			The sky yawned open and the horizons leapt out. The light turned golden and radiant, pouring down on shimmering fields of cotton and corn and soybeans. The land was as flat as the ocean, and as I drove across it, I came across primordial interruptions in the empire of modern agriculture: remnant swamps of cypress and tupelo gum, stretches of thick jungly woods. It was also a landscape of ruins. Abandoned barns and shacks were being swallowed whole by lush and monstrous growths of Virginia creeper and trumpet vines. Weeds fractured the forecourt of an old gas station with the pumps standing there like tombstones and a loose dog trotting past with his ribs showing.

			I drove past rivers, creeks, and bayous, all brimful with the same muddy brown water, kept back from the croplands by an elaborate system of levees, pumps, sluice gates, and drainage ditches. The true delta of the Mississippi River, the place where it reaches the sea, is down in coastal Louisiana. The place known as the Mississippi Delta is the shared ancestral floodplain of the Mississippi and Yazoo Rivers, a place that still wants to go underwater every spring. Two hundred miles long and seventy miles across at its widest point, it begins just south of Memphis and ends at Vicksburg.

			In 1865, at the end of the Civil War, nine-tenths of the Delta was still virgin wilderness. It was the last real frontier in the lower forty-eight states, a forbidding swamp forest full of immense trees and impenetrable canebrakes, teeming with wolves, bears, panthers, alligators, snakes, and disease-carrying insects. Then, by a staggering quantity of effort, most of it exerted by mules and newly freed slaves, the ancient forests were cleared to get at the rich alluvial soil. The swamps were drained, and levees built up to keep the rivers from flooding. Great fortunes were made and lost and made again on the new Delta cotton plantations. It was a fickle, demanding crop that promised to make you rich—if the weather cooperated, and the levee held back the high water, and the dreaded boll weevil didn’t infest the fields, and overproduction didn’t sink the price.

			Lebanese, Jewish, and Chinese merchants arrived. Italian peasants were imported as farm labor, but didn’t take to it. Black sharecroppers did most of the work and lived in dire poverty, as the white planters established a flamboyant quasi-aristocracy that was heavily dependent on credit at the bank. The ravages of malaria continued into the 1940s, and during bad outbreaks, a Delta planter might propose marriage to his belle by saying, “Miss Lucy, may I have the honor of buying your coffin?”

			

I MET UP with Martha in Greenwood, once the bustling, thriving, self-proclaimed Cotton Capital of the World. Now, like all Delta towns, it was in decline and losing population. We stayed up late drinking bourbon, and she told me about the wonderfully eccentric places she was going to take me. The next morning she showed up with a sausage-and-biscuit sandwich made by her husband Donald, a baker, and announced that my long-awaited Delta tour was canceled. “I’m too hungover,” she said. “We’ll go to Pluto instead. And don’t give me any lip or I’ll dump you in Tchula.”

			It was a heartbreakingly gorgeous spring day. We drove south on Highway 49 with red-tailed hawks wheeling overhead, wildflowers everywhere, the light slanting down through the clouds in ladders. Big hopping vultures were eating a road-killed dog by a road sign pointing to a town called Egypt. A few miles down the road, more vultures, another dead dog. Then a road-killed armadillo. Then a road-killed coyote. Mississippi calls itself the Magnolia State, and the Hospitality State. It could also claim the Loose Dog State, the Roadkill State, and the Dreamland of Highway Vultures.

			In the cratered little town of Tchula, black men were standing around in a derelict gas station, drinking 40-ounce beers and smoking cigarettes. Behind them was a big red hand-painted sign that said NO LOITERING. People wandered in and out of the road without much regard for traffic. An unaccompanied infant toddled along through the roadside grit. There were swaybacked trailers, and listing shacks with sheets of plastic on the roof to keep the rain out, among neat little houses with well-kept lawns. Hard-eyed young men cruised up and down in flashy new cars and trucks. In a mile we passed seven or eight churches. Drugs, religion, and welfare appeared to be the cornerstones of the local economy.

			South of Tchula, in the tiny hamlet of Mileston, Martha turned off the highway onto a dirt track. She drove past a small scruffy shack to an even smaller, scruffier shack. “This is Miss Pat’s,” she said. “Her real name is Willie Ruth. She used to have a sign saying “Pat’s Kitchen,” but it was making too much business, so she took it down. She does a plate lunch with fried chicken, three vegetables, cornbread, sweet tea and dessert, all for six bucks. I ate here every day when I was pregnant.”

			Miss Pat was a slow-moving, unflappable black woman with a bad knee and a kerchief tied around her head. Her customers were tractor drivers, farm hands, railroad workers, home health nurses with elaborate hairdos, picking up lunches to go. They spoke with a deep, thick, slurred accent, almost a dialect. It omitted so many consonants that I could barely understand it, and Martha had to quietly translate when it came time for me to order. I thought back to Indian reservations in South Dakota, the street gangs I had written about in South Central Los Angeles, poor whites in rural Appalachia. In none of those places did I feel like such an outsider, or have such trouble with basic communication. It added to the mounting impression that I had entered another country.

			The air was heavy and still, with a metallic drone of insects, a languorous melancholy, an undercurrent of racial tension beneath a guarded surface politeness. There were cats everywhere, prowling after discarded chicken bones. A man sat on a table, staring into the middle distance, unmoving and inscrutable. We took our lunches to go, and drove along the shore of an oxbow lake. Cypress trees festooned with Spanish moss grew out in the water. Great blue herons and egrets flapped away. Turtles plopped off logs. A few miles more and we reached a small cluster of big houses with lawns and flower gardens and enormous shade trees full of mockingbirds.

			“Welcome to Pluto, my favorite place on earth,” said Martha, parking behind a two-story gabled house that had belonged to her grandmother. We sat in the deep green shade of a magnificent oak tree, eating Miss Pat’s crunchy succulent fried chicken, drinking wine, watching cloud formations drift across the sky, and the changing light on the fields and catfish ponds. I took off my shoes and lay back in the grass, feeling relaxed for the first time in months. “Martha, this is just . . .”

			“Isn’t it, though? The Delta is such a mess, but it puts a spell on you. I’ve lived in Paris, LA, Vermont, Minneapolis, and here I am, back home at last.”

			“Why is it called Pluto?”

			“Pluto was the Lord of the Underworld, that’s the story I always heard. All this was just a big, mean, hellish swamp.”

			Later that afternoon, Martha said she might as well give me a tour of Pluto. She drove along a dirt road on top of a levee, passing her cousin’s catfish ponds, and entered some sun-dappled woods hung with long tendrils of vine. Eight or nine deer ran across the road. We emerged a few minutes later in open fields, and drove up to a stately old house standing by itself in a grove of huge trees. It had a seven-columned front porch looking out over manicured lawns and ponds and flower gardens.

			“What a beautiful house,” I said.

			“It’s for sale,” said Martha. “A 1910 plantation house with four bedrooms, three bathrooms, on six acres of land, I think. It’s my daddy’s house.”

			“How much?” I said, expecting to hear a figure somewhere in advance of $400,000.

			“He’s asking $160,000, I think, but you could probably pick it up for $130,000,” said Martha.

			“What kind of shape is it in?”

			“It’s in great shape. Daddy’s been fixing it up for twenty years.”

			In all my restless nomadic adult life, I had never seen a house I wanted to own, or even live in for an extended period of time. Mortgages had always scared me. I’d never aspired to own property, because it meant getting trapped in one place. In twenty-two years, I had changed my address eighteen times. I was a wanderer, a drifter, forever passing through, taking notes, and moving on. That’s what I told myself as Martha opened the front door and took me inside.

			The rooms were large with wooden floors and a sturdy old-fashioned elegance. There was a six-sided dining room with glass-fronted cabinets, a farmhouse kitchen, a study with a built-in gun rack, open fireplaces in most of the rooms. Behind the house were extensive vegetable gardens, fruit trees, muscadine grapevines, a fenced-in dog run that was eight times larger than our New York apartment. There was a two-acre horse pasture with a barn, and nestled into a stand of bamboo was a small, compact studio that looked ideal for writing.

			“Is it safe here?” I asked.

			“You need a dog and a gun,” said Martha. “You might get a crackhead looking for something to steal, or a meth-head coming through to poach deer or party on the lake. An alligator might show up when the water’s high. That’s the Yazoo River down through those trees, and that’d be your property line.”

			That night, while the frogs and insects worked up a sawing rhythmic music, and we sat drinking bourbon under the stars, I couldn’t stop thinking about that old house down the levee. I pictured myself reading William Faulkner on the front porch, writing in the studio, Mariah working happily in the garden. We’d be able to grow our own vegetables, and harvest figs, pears, apples, persimmons, muscadines, and pecans. Maybe I could start hunting deer and putting meat on the table, if I could overcome my aversion to killing animals.

			Martha and her cousins would be just down the road. We’d wake up listening to birdsong instead of traffic roar and jackhammers. We’d never hear a police siren. I’d been toying with the idea of living in Mississippi, and writing about it, for a long time. I liked the food, the music, the warmth of the culture, the easy conviviality and drawling repartee. Most of all, I liked the storytelling. It was an integral part of life here, an art form respected at all levels of society, and the stories themselves got so wild and improbable. They burned with a strange fever, and made a mockery of the usual standards of cause and effect. They were a window into a place and a culture where contradictions hung in the air like swamp gas, and eccentricity was as natural as rain.

			Lyndon Johnson said, “There’s America, there’s the South, then there’s Mississippi.” To which Martha Foose added, “And then there’s the Delta. You have no idea what you’re getting into down here, and that’s what makes it so perfect. I’ll work on Daddy. You get back up there and work on Mariah. We’re going to be neighbors, and you’re going to write a book about the whole thing.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			First Landing

			HOW TO PERSUADE Mariah to move from downtown Manhattan to an isolated old farmhouse in the poorest county in Mississippi? It would mean giving up most of the things she enjoyed: gourmet food, interesting wines, yoga classes, art and photography exhibitions, her friends, shopping for clothes. Sixteen years younger than me, she was liberal, progressive, politically correct in her speech, and I was proposing to take her to the most right-wing state in the Bible Belt.

			On the other hand, she loved gardening, trees, birds, the open sky, and the city had not been treating her kindly during my absence. She was trying to find part-time work in New York City’s library system, while taking an online master’s degree in library science, and she had now submitted more than twenty applications without getting a single response. In financial desperation, she had started applying for barista jobs. She had years of experience in the coffee trade, but again, she got no calls back, no emails, just a growing feeling of rejection every day. She tightened her budget once again, and cooked cheap meals for herself in a narrow slot of basement hallway pretending to be our kitchen. She was lectured to by the anxiety-ridden ­allergy-plagued landlady upstairs, and woken up six mornings a week by immense thumping and crashing sounds from the construction site next door.

			I returned from Mississippi with photographs of a seven-­columned porch bathed in honeyed light, flower gardens and vegetable beds, the misty apricot dawn filtering through the fairytale trees. I talked excitedly of 4,500 square feet and six acres, and calculated that the monthly mortgage payment for all this space would be less than a quarter of what we were paying for our light-starved underground shoebox. “I know this is coming out of nowhere, I know it sounds crazy, but you’ve got to at least see this place,” I said.

			“I’m not against it,” she said. “It looks amazing. But how would we support ourselves? And I don’t want to be stuck out there by myself when you’re off traveling. It doesn’t sound safe.”

			I promised to give up my incessant traveling if we moved there, write about Mississippi instead, and support her until she graduated. I spun out a vision of self-sufficient homesteading and adventure, surrounded by birds and wildlife and drenched in natural beauty. Assuming we could get an Internet connection, she could continue to take her classes online, and then find a job in the Delta. There was a lovely old library about twenty miles from the house where Martha had some inside connections and could surely swing something.

			Mariah agreed to go and see the house. We went down to Pluto, and along that levee road, and I walked her up on to the front porch, and she fell instantly in love with the place. She looked happier than I had seen her in months. Martha’s father, Mike Foose, a country doctor with a trimmed white beard and horn-rimmed glasses, came out to meet us with his second wife, Beth, an Episcopal priest and passionate gardener. Mariah spent a couple of hours talking plants and growing cycles with Beth, while I asked Mike about the heating and cooling, the well and the septic system, the fireplace chimneys, the likelihood of a robbery or home invasion, which he said was extremely small.

			They took us on a tour of the area, showing us a watery wildlife refuge packed with birds, alligators, turtles, big rodents called nutria whose mating cries sounded like babies in distress. They pointed out good places nearer the house to hunt, fish, camp, and canoe, walked us through some cathedral-like woods, and cooked us a stout breakfast of delicious venison sausages with eggs and bacon. “The deer are so plentiful around here, and they taste so good, that we hardly ever eat beef anymore,” said Mike.

			“If it all works out, this would be a good place for me to learn to hunt,” I said.

			“It would be my honor to teach you,” he said.

			It all sounded too good to be true, like something that happened in story books, not twenty-first century America.

			

WE WENT BACK to New York eager to take the plunge, and I started meeting with mortgage specialists in fabric-lined office cubicles. One after another, they assured me that my erratic freelance income wouldn’t be a problem, since I was able to make a good down payment, and they congratulated me on getting so much property for so little money, even if it did mean moving to Mississippi. Then they sent my data to head office, and one after another, my applications came back rejected. The American mortgage industry had recently been on a wild reckless binge that had wrecked global prosperity. Now, under tighter regulations, it was acting sober, penitent, and averse to low-level risks like me.

			Mike and Beth Foose very much wanted us to have the house. They saw us as kindred spirits who would keep the vegetable gardens organic, respect the wildlife, appreciate the built-in bookshelves, and be good neighbors for Martha and her relatives down the road in Pluto. So Mike did something extraordinary. He offered to lend me the money himself, by taking out a mortgage on my behalf, and assuming the risk if I defaulted. To work out the details, and see if there might be a better solution, he asked me to come down to Mississippi again, and meet with his banker Butch Gary in Yazoo City.

			I drove there from Martha’s house on a hot June morning, passing bizarre natural sculpture gardens created by the invasive kudzu vine. It can grow twelve inches a day under optimal conditions, and not many places in this world can out-fecund the Mississippi Delta in early summer. The vines had swallowed up entire trees, telephone poles, and other structures that were no longer identifiable. It had turned them into fuzzy green shapes, mostly phallic, but also resembling children’s drawings of giraffes, dinosaurs, two-headed sheep, sailboats, and nuclear explosions.

			Yazoo City, a gently decaying, once prosperous town of 11,000 people, straddles the divide between the hills and the alluvial flatland. Souvenir T-shirts describe it as, “Half Hills, Half Delta, All Crazy.” Butch Gary’s bank was on the tallest hill, a brick building with a hint of Greek Revival in its architecture. Clutching my tax returns and financial papers, sweating into my ironed shirt, I walked toward its white columned entrance, feeling like I’d fallen through a trapdoor into someone else’s life. I was forty-nine years old, a drifter tired of drifting, a person I didn’t recognize.

			“Okay, now let me get this straight,” said Butch Gary, a small trim figure with immaculate hair, shrewd eyes, and a soft, husky drawl. “You’re a writer from London, England. You were living in Arizona, and traveling a lot in Mexico and Africa. Now you’re in New York City. And you’re wanting to buy Mike Foose’s house out in the country over there in Holmes County? I’ll be honest with you. I’m more accustomed to giving equipment loans to cotton farmers. So I need to understand your thought process here. Why are you doing this?”

			I explained my reasons as best I could: beautiful house, peace and quiet, a good place to write, my enduring affection for Mississippi. Butch started talking about all the great writers the state has produced: William Faulkner, Eudora Welty, Tennessee Williams, Willie Morris from right here in Yazoo City, Shelby Foote and Walker Percy from Greenville, Richard Ford from Jackson, Donna Tartt, John Grisham. To his list, I added Richard Wright, Barry Hannah, Larry Brown, Lewis Nordan, Alice Walker, Rick Bass, and there are many more. Outsiders often see it as a paradox, that such a poor, conservative, religious state should also have such a rich literary tradition, but it makes sense to Mississippians. Not only are they great tellers and admirers of colorful stories, with a rich supply of material. There’s also an intangible, mysterious quality to life here that Mississippi writers have felt compelled to tackle, a kind of magical realism that comes out of the state’s long insularity, the urge to mythologize its history of defeat and oppression, the deep influence of the Old Testament and faith-based thinking, and perhaps the drama of the natural landscape.

			“I love to read books and I think it’d be just great to have a writer, and a world traveler, and a guy from London, England, living here in our community,” said Butch Gary. “So I’ll tell you what I’ll do. I’ll loan you the money right out of my bank on one condition.”

			“What’s the condition?” I said, not quite believing my ears.

			“Y’all have to come over for dinner with me and my wife, and tell us some stories about these places you’ve been. We don’t get out of Yazoo County as much as we should, but we’re real interested in what’s going on in the rest of the world.”

			We shook hands on the deal, and that’s how I got my mortgage.

			“That never happens,” said Mariah, when I told her about it later. “Maybe it used to in 1952, or 1975, but not anymore. Bankers don’t give mortgages to writers because they like to read books. And people selling houses don’t offer to loan the money to the buyer. What is going on here? Why is everyone being so incredibly kind and helpful? I’ve been in New York too long. I can’t help being suspicious.”

			

BUTCH GARY AND Mike Foose rounded up a lawyer, an insurance man, a house inspector, and a termite inspector. Everything went smoothly, and people who believe in such things said it was meant to be. At the end of June, I was back in Yazoo City, sitting at a big mahogany table in a lawyer’s office, surrounded by drawling Mississippi gentlemen in white Oxford shirts. I had the sensation of hovering above myself, looking down, as my obedient hand signed about eighteen different legal documents.

			It was late August before we were able to move into the house. Coming down through the Delta at the helm of a U-Haul truck, with our possessions in the back and Mariah flying out to meet me, I stopped on the edge of Money (pop. 35) to let the dog out. An old Ford Ranchero with one whitewall tire drew slowly to a halt beside me. I saw his left hand first, resting on the steering wheel and missing three fingers. Then the face came into view. He was a white man in his fifties or sixties with a hard-bitten look and a scraggly mustache. He did not hail me with the usual warm, welcoming Mississippi greeting. He turned his engine off, and gave me a long hard challenging stare.

			“Sightseein’?” he said.

			“No,” I said. “I’ve bought a house down near Yazoo City. I’m moving in. How are you doing?”

			He jerked his thumb toward a rickety old two-storey building covered in vines, preparing for its final collapse. “This is where that colored boy got hisself in trouble,” he said. “You heard of Emmett Till?”

			I said, “That was here?” I knew the story, but I’d forgotten that it happened in Money. Emmett “Bobo” Till, fourteen years old, full of spark and mischief, was down here from Chicago visiting relatives. His great-uncle warned him that white people were dangerous in Mississippi, and told him how he needed to act to be safe. Bobo didn’t take the warnings seriously. He went into the Bryant Grocery, and wolf-whistled at the pretty young white woman working behind the counter, or so the story goes. It was an August day, hot like this one, in 1955.

			Four nights later, the woman’s husband and his half-brother came for Emmett Till. They dragged him out of his great-uncle’s house and drove him away into the Delta night, thinking to teach him a lesson. “He was hopeless,” one of the men said later, meaning he wouldn’t submit or repent or beg for mercy. So they beat him, stripped him, gouged out one of his eyes, and shot him in the head. They dumped the body in the Tallahatchie River, and to stop it from floating, they tied a 70-pound cotton-gin fan around Till’s neck with barbed wire.

			“The boys went a little too far,” said the man with the missing fingers. His tone was even, with an undercurrent of threat.

			“They killed him, didn’t they?” I said.

			“Did they?” he said. “I don’t know the story real well. But you couldn’t act that way with another man’s wife, white or colored. Not in them days.”

			Now the shaky old wisp of a building across the street, the Bryant Grocery, was a destination for tourists on the Mississippi Freedom Trail, a series of marker signs honoring the state’s contribution to the civil rights movement. A plaque in front of the building tells the Emmett Till story in detail, which made me wonder if the man knew it better than he was letting on, or if he’d never bothered to read the plaque. Mainly I wondered at his choice of words. Colored boy? Got hisself into trouble? A little too far? He seemed to have no sympathy for the fourteen-year-old victim whatsoever.

			It was different being in Mississippi as a resident and a property owner, rather than a visitor passing through. The history of racial violence and injustice was no longer their problem, but mine too, I now realized. I would be living in its aftermath, alongside the man with the missing fingers. And because everyone knows everyone in the Delta, I’d probably run into him again, or someone that knows him, and others that shared his opinions. This made me slower to judge, more willing to consider what he’d been taught as a child and heard from his peers as a young man. I couldn’t just write him off, tick the box marked “racist,” and move on.

			Things have come a long way in Mississippi. That’s the usual shorthand. Perhaps nowhere else in America has made more progress in its race relations, but then again, nowhere else had so far to go. Mississippi had the most lynchings, the worst Klan violence, the staunchest resistance to the civil rights movement. When the Emmett Till case was tried, the all-white jury found the two defendants not guilty in an hour and eight minutes. One juror said it would have been quicker if they hadn’t taken a break to drink Coca-Colas. Those days are gone now, but inevitably, they bleed through and stain the present.

			The man with the missing fingers said there wasn’t much left of Money. The big farms didn’t need workers anymore, white or colored, just plenty of capital and credit to buy the latest tractors and harvesting machines, and chemicals for the crop duster planes to spray on the bugs and weeds. They were getting a few tourists now with the Freedom Trail, but the last store had closed down, so there was no way to profit from these visitors. Money couldn’t even sell them gasoline or a soda pop.

			“Where are you from?” he said.

			I told him and he nodded. “We get y’all. We had Germans yesterday. Go on, read the sign. Take a look around. Come on back.”

			He started up his engine and pulled slowly away. I read the sign and got back in the U-Haul. Ten miles down the road, I stopped off at Martha’s house in Greenwood. I told her about my encounter, and she said, “Those people in Money are sick and tired of being judged for something that happened more than fifty years ago. But they don’t want to be ignored and forgotten about either.”

			She was sitting in her backyard smoking cigarettes and drinking sweet iced tea, “the house wine of the Deep South,” as it’s sometimes called. A big noisy industrial fan kept the air circulating and thwarted the mosquitoes.

			“There’s a secret to living here,” she said. “Compartmentalize, compartmentalize, and then compartmentalize some more. If someone tells you that the Muslims are plotting to destroy America, or Obama is the Antichrist, you just seal that away in its own separate compartment, and carry on till you find their good side. There’s no sense in arguing with them. Folks around here are stubborn as they come.”

			

I COLLECTED MARIAH from the airport, and neither of us was able to feel excited, or apprehensive, because the whole experience of moving into our new home felt so utterly unreal. It was impossible to believe that we lived here now. Turtles slid into the ponds as we pulled up in front. Butterflies and dragonflies flitted about. Thick woody vines snaked and coiled through the trees. The front porch was now screened in by banana plants that had grown twelve feet high in the two months since we were last here.

			We walked up to the house holding hands, with Savanna on the leash, not wanting her to run off and get bitten by a snake, eaten by an alligator, ambushed by coyotes, or gored by a wild hog. The house was vast and bare and empty, with the rooms arranged on both sides of a long central hallway. If you ran up and down the hallway, we discovered, you could build up serious speed before you needed to slow down. We wandered through the eleven empty rooms, and kept losing each other, calling out each other’s names.

			Mike and Beth Foose had left us a bottle of champagne in the fridge, and eggs, bacon, bread, coffee, and milk for our first breakfast. Let no one underestimate Southern hospitality, or Mississippi generosity. They’d also cleaned the house, kept the lawns mowed, left all the appliances, a few nice pieces of antique furniture, a gas-powered lawnmower, a kayak, a barbecue grill, gardening tools, and a small starter library of books about the area. They had bought us a big black cast-iron skillet as a gift, because life in the South is unimaginable without one, and a beautiful illustrated hardback book about gardening. What they hadn’t given us was any keys to the house, because no keys existed.

			“You could get some made, I suppose, but you’re really better off leaving the house unlocked,” Mike had explained. “If someone comes out here to rob the place and they find a locked door, they’re just going to smash it in, and then you’ve got the cost and hassle of getting it repaired.”

			My wandering life had not gathered much in the way of possessions, and Mariah had purged her belongings for the move to New York. To furnish eleven rooms, we had two beds, one armchair, one desk chair, two small tables, a credenza, two rugs, a few lamps and framed photographs, and one painting. When we got them unpacked and set up, they made the house look even emptier. Even our book collection, which numbered three or four hundred volumes, left yards of empty space on the built-in bookshelves.

			We opened the champagne, found two wineglasses in our moving boxes, and went out on the porch at sunset. Almost immediately, Mariah got five mosquito bites, and we hustled back inside. The bites swelled and hardened. Then they turned into big throbbing lumps, and grew hot to the touch. She was having an allergic reaction, and I was trying to conceal a plummeting feeling of gloom and despair, because this could ruin everything.

			The Mississippi Delta is notorious for its mosquitoes, and our new house was in a particularly bad place for them. On one side was a river flanked with low-lying swampy woods and flooded areas. On the other side was a stagnant oxbow lake and more swampy woods. Two large ponds were in front of the house. As the sun went down, mosquitoes by the thousands started crawling over the outside of the windows. They formed a gauzy cloud around the security light by the side of the house. Inside the house, Mariah killed twelve or fifteen in short order. I wrote “mosquito net” on the enormous list of things we needed.

			We ate cold cuts for dinner, sitting on the kitchen floor and leaning against a wall. A wind came up, rattling the old sash windows, and we could hear thunder in the distance. Mariah’s bites didn’t swell any further, but they were still burning hot to the touch. She found a Benadryl. I dug out a bottle of bourbon. We wandered around the house, pleasantly tipsy, imagining how great it would look if we ever had the money to buy some furniture, rugs, and art to hang on the endless blank walls.

			A lone set of headlights came along the long curve of the paved road, then turned down the unpaved road that comes past the house. I became suddenly aware of how incredibly isolated and vulnerable and unarmed we were. It was a pickup truck with throaty pipes and it went past the house and turned down the levee. Twenty minutes later, it came back, and we watched the tail lights disappear into the night. We told each other it was probably just kids out cruising, and wondered privately if it was ghoulish meth-head rednecks. “It’s Mississippi,” I said. “Everyone is going to assume we’re armed to the teeth out here. But we do need to get some guns.”

			The wind blew harder. The sky erupted with thunder and lightning. The rain came down in sheets and ropes. I was setting up the stereo, enjoying the drama of the storm, when I heard an alarmed cry of “Honey!” The ceiling of the middle bedroom was leaking fat steady drops of rainwater. The plaster was sagging around the leak and looked like it was going to fall down. I went up into the attic with a flashlight. I found many wasps’ nests and an abundance of rodent droppings, but not the source of the leak. What could I do about it anyway? As a lifelong renter, I’d never learned how to fix anything. That would have to change.

			We put a bucket under the leak and went to bed. We made love and fell asleep, and woke up at the sound of a mouse or a rat inside the wall. It was chewing away, eating the damn house I’d just bought, and there was no way to get in there to stop it. Thumping the wall didn’t work. I made a mental note to put “mousetraps” on the list. Then something bigger—a squirrel, a feral cat?—started running around in the attic.

			Mariah found a way to sleep through this, but I spent most of the night grimly awake, drinking bourbon in our one armchair, and brooding over the enormous mistake of buying this huge, leaky old rodent-infested house, trapping myself in debt and never-ending chores and repairs, in a mosquito-ridden swamp in the middle of nowhere. What sort of idiot goes on a picnic and ends up buying a house?

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Serpents in the Garden

			THE RAISED VEGETABLE beds behind the house, which had looked so fluffy and ready to plant in June, were now four feet deep in a choking tangle of weeds and vines, and crawling with weird-looking beetles and other insects. This is the flipside of the famously fertile Delta soil and climate. Cotton and vegetable crops grow prolifically here, and so do noxious weeds and swarms of pestilential bugs. I thought about how much time and sweat and muscle ache we could save by spraying herbicides and insecticides, but Mariah wanted our vegetable garden to be organic, and I suppose I did too.

			The jungle that had occupied our vegetable garden was about forty yards long and eight yards across. In some places, the vegetation was over my head. I put on gloves and my new green LaCrosse rubber boots, a ubiquitous wardrobe item in these muddy zip codes. I took one step in, and a snake shot out from under my feet. It looked too thin and narrow-headed to be poisonous, but what did I know? I was a fool here. We both were. We couldn’t tell a soybean from a cotton seedling, a slough from a bayou, a harmless water snake from a cottonmouth water moccasin that could kill a child and put a man like me in hospital.

			I knew enough to spray myself down with mosquito repellant, but that didn’t stop a horsefly from delivering a painful bite to my neck. Gnats whined around my head as I tugged and hacked away. By ten in the morning, it was ninety-two degrees with 90 percent humidity, and my clothes were soaked through. Sweat was dripping off my nose and earlobes, and I was already thinking about cold beer. Grabbing the roots of a vine by a small mound of fluffy soil, I felt sharp stabbing pains around my wrists, and ripped off my gloves spitting out curses. So began my learning curve with fire ants. An hour later, the bites had swollen up and filled with pus. A week later, the pustules still itched like crazy.

			Inside the house, the air conditioning system, well past its prime, was struggling to keep the temperature below eighty-two degrees. Mariah had found some mouse droppings in the pantry, pinned her hair up, and gone into a cleaning frenzy. We’d stacked some cans of tomatoes and beans on the pantry shelves, and now she was washing those cans in hot soapy water because they’d been near the tiny little mouse turds.

			I said, “Seriously? You’re going to wash up the cans, and then put them back in the pantry, where the mice are going to keep shitting until we trap the little fuckers. You’re wasting your time.”

			“You want to live in shit!” she protested. “Have you looked at the window frames? They’re covered in spider shit. The baseboards are covered in spider shit. There’s mouse shit all over the pantry. I’m not living in shit. I don’t want shit near my food. So I’m washing the cans of food that have been in the shitty pantry. Because that’s what you do.”

			Her mosquito bites had cooled off, but they were still hard, itchy, asymmetrical lumps about the size of a kidney bean, and you can imagine how she felt about the one on her face. I stormed outside and went back to tugging and hacking, as she should be doing, instead of washing a dozen cans that were already clean, and scrubbing a damn baseboard that was never going to give us any food. Then my anger subsided, and I saw that I’d misarranged my priorities. Nothing was more important than my relationship. We’d been together for eight years, and it had been well worth it. What if we split up and I was stuck out here by myself with the bugs and the jungle and the bourbon?

			I came back inside, full of calm conciliation. My best weapon—the loving hug—was unavailable because my clothes were sodden and filthy. “Look,” I said. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to get on your case. We’ll take it one day at a time. We’ll put in a few hours working on the house, a few hours on the garden, and then we’ll relax and enjoy ourselves. Otherwise we’re going to drown in chores and drive ourselves crazy out here.”

			“Okay,” she said. “Just don’t leave me to scrub all the shit by myself.”

			“It’s a deal,” I said, not realizing that this statement would turn out to be a lie.

			There were so many other things to do. Clear the jungle and prepare the soil for the winter garden. Fix the lawnmower and mow the grass before it turned into a snake-harboring jungle. Trap the rodents. Paint the rooms, refinish the floors. Buy firearms and learn how to use them, for home defense, and for meat if I could get over my tender feelings about animals.

			I needed to fell a tree so the firewood would have a chance to cure by winter, but first I needed to buy a chainsaw and learn how to fell a tree. I needed to crawl under the house and pull out the old, falling-down insulation, but I was afraid of under the house. It was dank and claustrophobic, strewn with cobwebs, itchy fiberglass, rat shit, desiccated carcasses of possums and armadillos, and it looked like a textbook perfect habitat for snakes and black widow spiders. At some point, I also needed to start making sense of human society in the Delta, which many wise and thoughtful Mississippians had assured me was an impossible task.

			First things first. I called Mike Foose and told him about the leak in the roof. He sounded utterly mortified and promised to call a roofer right away. “Make sure he bills me for the work, and I’ll pay for any damage it’s caused,” he said. “Oh, and there’s going to be a black guy coming over with his mother to pick up a few things in boxes. She’s Lucy Neal. He’s William Neal, but everybody calls him Monk. Both of them are real fine people.”

			Before they got here, another black man rolled up in a farm truck, curious to meet the new people and wondering if we might have any yard work for him. His name was James Jefferson, and he drove a tractor in the fields around the house. I invited him on the front porch, but he said he preferred to stand in the shade of a big pecan tree by the levee. He was reluctant to look me in the eye, preferring to stare out across the cotton fields. Was it shyness in front of a stranger? Was he acting subservient toward me because I was white, and living in the big plantation house? I didn’t know. I certainly hoped not.

			We carried on talking for more than an hour, and slowly grew more comfortable with each other. I started to see him more as an individual, realizing how much I had seen him as a representative of his race and class and geographical background. He began by small degrees to turn his shoulders more squarely toward me, and look me directly in the eyes. “Farming is like life,” he said. “You try to take everything into account, and do the best you can with what you have. The rest is up to God, so they ain’t no sense worrying your mind about it. Lord, I seen some changes though. When I was a boy, they was plowing mules here. Now we got GPS tractors that plow theyselves.”

			I asked him where he grew up, and he pointed to a spot about half a mile away. “I was born right there in a tenant house,” he said, meaning a sharecropper’s shack. “There was two hundred people living on this plantation, tenant houses all along the levee, and over by the lake. They had a commissary, a schoolhouse, a cotton gin right there, a mule barn right over there. People had hogs and chickens. It was a good life.”

			I said, “Really? That’s not how they write about it in books. They say it was terrible poverty and prejudice and discrimination.”

			“Well, some of that is true, but it was the life we had, and we knew how to enjoy it,” he said. “Everybody knew everybody, we were close, and the white folks around here, they treated us fair. Mr. Sonny owned the plantation and he treated us more than fair. Only thing I regret is not getting an education. I was too busy working in the fields.”

			All traces of the tightly knit community that had lived here were now gone, except for our new home. When the machines and chemicals took over in the 1980s, the tenant houses were burned down and ploughed under, along with the barns, commissary, cotton gin, and schoolhouse. If you look at the history of the Delta as a struggle between white capital and black labor, this was the final triumph of white capital. Except for a few tractor drivers like James Jefferson, black labor was no longer needed.

			White planters divested themselves of their old paternalistic responsibilities, and the uprooted, uneducated farm laborers, accustomed to being dependent on the white man, were left to their own devices in Tchula and dozens of other decaying, impoverished towns around the Delta. But that’s only one way of looking at things, one facet of a deeper and more complicated relationship between whites and blacks in this place.

			

SOON AFTER JAMES Jefferson left, Lucy Neal and Monk arrived in a red pickup truck. She was a big woman who had been famously strong in her prime. Now she was elderly and wheeling an oxygen tank. She spoke in a deep rasping voice, and radiated kindness and calm patient goodwill. Her son Monk was a big man with a belly like Buddha and a face full of charm, personality, intelligence, and good humor. He had a stutter when he talked, and his eyes shone and sparkled when he smiled.

			Lucy sat down in the kitchen and started naming off all the children she had raised, three of her own, and ten white children for Dr. Foose and his extended family. “I love ’em all just like my own,” she rasped. “Each and every one of them chirrens is real special in my heart.”

			“That’s right,” said Monk. “She came up working for Dr. Foose grandmother, back when they ploughed a mule around here. When Dr. Foose got married and had kids, she started working for him.”

			“I raised Martha,” said Lucy. “Ooh, she was lazy! I taught her how to cook. Now they say she cook real good.”

			Whenever the conversation reached a pause, one of them would say, “Mmm-hmmm,” or “That’s right,” and every few seconds, the oxygen tank would make a sound like a brush on a cymbal. Lucy had helped raise two children for Bobby Thompson, or Bobby T as people called him. I hadn’t met him yet, but I’d seen the Confederate flag flying from his carport opposite Martha’s house. Presumably, he saw it as a symbol of his proud Southern heritage. Presumably, Lucy and Monk saw it as an endorsement of slavery and a symbol of racism. I wanted to ask them about this, but it seemed too soon to pry into such a sensitive subject.

			I had heard that black and white families in the Delta often become very close, because they’ve lived and worked together on the same land for generations. But it was an odd sort of closeness, because the races didn’t socialize or worship together, and most whites didn’t regard blacks as equals. In the feudal society of the Delta, whites were the lords of the manor, and blacks were the serfs.

			There was still a social taboo in the Delta against blacks and whites eating together at the same table, but it hadn’t been observed in this house. Lucy and Monk said they’d eaten dinner here many times with Mike and Beth, and her two daughters, who Lucy also helped to raise. Mike and Beth, from what I could gather, were trying to move race relations forward in their own small, personal way. But again, what did I know? I was as ignorant of Delta race relations as everything else here, but I too hoped to move them forward in my own small personal way, or at least maintain what progress had been made in this house. I told Monk and Lucy that they were welcome here any time, and we’d like to have them over for dinner once we had a table and some chairs. “I’d like that too,” said Lucy, and she seemed to mean it.

			

THE FOLLOWING DAY, our nearest neighbors came over at sundown with a bottle of wine. Louie Thompson, a catfish farmer, was Mike Foose’s first cousin. Tanned and weathered with a white-flecked beard, wearing shorts and an old Hawaiian shirt, he was quick to laugh, and the way he laughed made everything else funnier. There was also a hint of something steely in his blue eyes. He seemed trustworthy and honorable, an easy man to like and perhaps a bad man to cross.

			His wife Cathy was a labor and delivery nurse who ran a hospital ward in Jackson. She enveloped us in hugs and Southern charm, and seemed absolutely delighted that we were going to be neighbors. Their youngest daughter Cadi was home for the summer after graduating college. She was strong, athletic, fresh-faced, and confident, wearing shorts and a tank top emblazoned with the logo of the Mississippi State University Bulldogs, her beloved college football team. Unlike her two older sisters, Cadi had a fearless tomboy streak. She liked hunting, and would go out into the swamps at night to grab bullfrogs with her bare hands. When alligators got into Louie’s catfish ponds, Cadi would catch them alive with a fishing line and a roll of duct tape to keep their jaws shut.
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