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PART ONE: MONDAY “Shall we gather at the river, the beautiful, the beautiful river...”
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Chapter 1

The truck pulled out of the main house driveway at 5:38, two minutes earlier than usual. Trey stood at the cottage window in his boxers and watched the headlights sweep across the crepe myrtles, catch the gravel, and disappear past the tree line where the private road bent toward the eastern fields. His father had made this drive every morning for forty years. Before that, his grandfather had made it in a different truck. The route was the same. The gas station was the same — a Chevron on Route 1 with a coffee machine that dispensed something closer to heated rust than anything resembling coffee, but his father drank it every morning from the same Styrofoam cup, the same size, and left the same dollar tip on the counter next to the register, where a woman named Pauline had been working since before Trey was born. Pauline called his father “Mr. Lawton.” She called Trey “baby.” He had not stopped at the Chevron in two years.

He let the curtain fall and turned from the window. The cottage was small but not humble — his mother had decorated it after his return from Hattiesburg, a project she’d undertaken with the quiet efficiency she applied to everything. Cypress floors, sanded and oiled until they caught the morning light. A kitchen with copper pots hanging from a rack she’d found in a shop in New Orleans. The bedroom still held a shelf of his high school trophies — football, baseball, a debate tournament he’d won junior year. He was aware of the grotesque comedy of this: a twenty-seven-year-old man sleeping beneath trophies he’d earned at sixteen, in a house his mother had furnished for him, on land his father owned to the horizon and beyond. He was aware and he did not remove the trophies. Some mornings he looked at them the way a doctor looks at an X-ray of a fracture that healed wrong — with clinical interest, no sentiment, a professional assessment of where the bone had set and what the body had learned to compensate for since.

The coffee maker was already running. He’d set it the night before, 5:15 brew time. The smell filled the cottage’s single hallway — dark roast, the only kind he drank, a preference he’d inherited from his mother’s side, the Delacroix taste for things that were strong and unadorned. He poured a cup and stood in the kitchen, barefoot on the cypress, and drank it the way he drank everything now: slowly, with attention, as though the act of consuming required the same deliberation he once reserved for the act of wasting.

He opened the drawer beside the refrigerator. It locked with a small brass key he kept on a cord around his neck, even in sleep, a detail that would have seemed paranoid to anyone who didn’t know what was inside. The notebook was spiral-bound, college- ruled, its cover a flat institutional green that reminded him of the facility in Hattiesburg — the walls there had been a similar green, chosen no doubt by someone who believed color could soothe, could leach the want out of a person the way alkali leaches hardness out of water. He sat at the kitchen table and opened the notebook to the most recent entry.

Nine weeks. He had been planning for nine weeks, a period that struck him, when he considered it with the detachment he had cultivated like a skill, as both absurdly long and obscenely short. Nine weeks to dismantle a relationship that was thirty-six years older than his decision to end it — his parents had been married for thirty-six years, and the fishing trip had been an annual tradition since Trey was five, which meant there were twenty-two prior versions of this Saturday in the archive of the family’s self-mythology, twenty-two mornings when a father and son had loaded a truck with rods and a cooler and driven to the lake in the predawn dark, and the fact that the twenty-third was designed to be the last did not, for Trey, carry the weight of sacrilege. It carried the weight of correction. He was not ending a tradition. He was completing one.

The weather page came first. He’d printed the extended forecast from three different sources and taped them side by side. Saturday: partly cloudy, high of sixty-seven, winds southwest at eight to twelve miles per hour, gusting to fifteen in the afternoon. He’d circled the gusting figure in black ink and drawn a small arrow to a note in the margin: 1:00 pm forward. Consistent. Below the weather data, a hand-drawn map of the lake’s northern cove, rendered with a draftsman’s care that surprised even him. He’d measured the depth at five points using a weighted line and a borrowed fish finder, working alone on a Tuesday afternoon three weeks ago when his father was in Jackson and his mother was at her garden club in Cleveland. The depths were noted in blue ink: twelve feet at the mouth of the cove, deepening to eighteen at the center, then dropping sharply to twenty-two where the old channel ran beneath the mud bank. The bank itself was steep — a four-foot shelf of Delta clay, slick when wet, offering nothing to grip.

He studied the numbers the way another man might study the market before a trade.

The cold was the variable that mattered most. Lake temperature in late March in the Mississippi Delta: fifty-one degrees, maybe fifty-three in the shallows where the sun hit. Cold enough to shock the muscles. Cold enough to close the throat if you went in without expecting it.

He made a notation about the motor — bracket tension: recheck Thursday — and closed the notebook. He locked the drawer, felt the key settle against his sternum, and finished his coffee.

His phone buzzed on the counter. He glanced at it without picking it up. The notification was from the Graves Agricultural Trust’s financial portal: a monthly transfer of $4,500 had been deposited into his personal account. The same amount, the same account, every first Monday. Enough to live on. Enough to ensure he couldn’t claim poverty. Not enough to build anything with — a distinction he was certain his father had calculated, though Lawton Graves Sr. would have called it generosity and meant it.

Trey stared at the notification until the screen dimmed and went dark. Four thousand five hundred dollars. Enough for rent, if he’d been paying rent. Enough for groceries, gas, the phone bill, the insurance on the Tacoma, a dinner out once a week if he kept it modest. Enough to sustain the precise illusion of independence while guaranteeing its impossibility. His father had structured the allowance — Trey was certain of this, though it had never been discussed directly — to be comfortable without being sufficient, generous without being liberating. It was the financial equivalent of a leash long enough to let the dog reach the edge of the yard but not the road. And the cruelest part, the part that burned in Trey with a heat he had learned to mistake for clarity, was that his father would have been genuinely confused by this analogy. Lawton Graves did not see leashes. He saw love expressed in the only language he trusted, which was provision, which was the old language of the Delta itself: I feed you, therefore I am responsible for you, therefore you are mine.

Then he went to the bedroom and dressed: jeans, a chambray shirt, boots that had cost three hundred dollars and looked like they’d cost forty, which was the point, which was always the point with everything the Graves family touched. He paused at the door and looked back at the cottage — the trophies, the copper pots, the cypress floors his mother had chosen — and felt what he always felt standing in this doorway: the precise weight of a life that had been furnished for him, every surface selected by someone else’s taste, every comfort a reminder that even the space where he slept belonged to a name he had never earned and could not escape.

He stepped outside. The morning air hit his face — Delta air, March-thick, carrying the smell of turned soil from the eastern fields and the faint sweetness of something blooming too early. The walk to the main house was two hundred yards along a gravel path lined with crepe myrtles his great-grandmother had planted in 1952. Their bark

was the color of cured tobacco and they would not bloom for months yet, but their bare branches made a canopy of the kind that looked like architecture, like something designed rather than grown. He had made this walk ten thousand times. As a boy, running. As a teenager, dragging. As a man of twenty-seven, walking steadily, hands in his pockets, thinking about the last time he would ever make it.

Chapter 2

Lawton Graves Sr. drove with one hand on the wheel and the window down despite the cold. He had always driven this way — his father had called it a farmer’s grip, the left hand steering while the right held coffee or a cigarette or, in the years before his mother made him quit, both — and the habit had survived everything the decades had refined in him. The truck was a 2016 Ford F-250, white, mud-crusted along the wheel wells, with a Graves Agricultural Trust decal on the door that was beginning to peel at the edges. He could afford a new truck every year. He had considered this fact approximately never.

The eastern fields opened before him as the private road crested the levee: two thousand acres of soybean stubble stretching to a tree line that marked the old bayou channel, the sky above it the color of a bruise healing from the edges inward. He knew this land the way a man knows his own body — not in the abstract, not as acreage or coordinates, but as sensation, as memory layered into the soil itself. There, where the drainage ditch cut north, his grandfather had buried a mule that died of colic in 1961. There, along the western fence line, his father had planted experimental rice in the seventies, a venture that failed spectacularly and was never mentioned again. There, at the far eastern corner where the property met the county road, Lawton himself had proposed to Catherine Delacroix in 1988, standing in soybean stubble in a coat and tie because he’d come straight from a meeting at the bank and couldn’t wait another hour to ask the question he’d been carrying for three months.

She’d said yes without hesitating. He remembered this. He did not remember, because he had never thought to notice, that her eyes had moved across the fields behind him before returning to his face, and that the look in them was not unlike the look a general gives terrain she intends to occupy.

He stopped the truck at the irrigation control station and got out. The mud sucked at his boots — Red Wings, resoled twice, the leather softened past the point of polish. He checked the pumps, which were fine. He checked the water levels in the main canal, which were fine. He checked these things every morning not because they required checking but because the act of walking his land, touching his infrastructure, confirming the physical reality of what his family had built — this was prayer for Lawton Graves, the only kind he trusted, the kind that answered itself.

At 6:45 he was back in the truck, driving toward the Chevron on Route 1. The road was empty — it was always empty at this hour, the Delta’s mornings belonging to the people who worked it rather than the people who lived in it, and Lawton occupied both categories with a comfort that came from having never known the distinction. He’d been raised to understand that ownership without labor was decoration, a principle his father had enforced with a rigor that bordered on cruelty: Lawton Jr. had made his son work the fields every summer from the age of twelve, not as an exercise in character-building but as a condition of inheritance. You don’t understand it if you haven’t sweated on it. Lawton Sr. had accepted this as gospel. He had tried to pass it to Trey. Trey had worked one summer — the summer he was fifteen, the summer before football, before everything started — and had come home each evening silent and sunburned and had never volunteered again.

Pauline had his coffee poured before he walked through the door. “Morning, Mr. Lawton.” He paid, left his dollar, and stood at the counter for a moment talking about the weather — rain coming Thursday maybe, clearing by the weekend, which was good because he had the fishing trip with Trey on Saturday and the boy needed a good day on the water. Pauline smiled and said Trey was a sweet boy. Lawton did not correct her because the sweetness she remembered was genuine, it had simply occurred a long time ago.

He thought about Trey as he drove back toward the property. He thought about his son the way he thought about a field that wouldn’t produce — not with anger, not even with frustration anymore, but with a kind of bewildered tenderness that had outlived every reason to abandon it. The bar in Oxford: sixty thousand dollars, gone in fourteen months. The outfitting business in Jackson: ninety thousand, gone in nine. The DUIs — three of them, the last one serious enough that the judge had looked at Lawton across the courtroom and said, “Mr. Graves, I respect your family, but your son cannot continue to treat Bolivar County roads as his personal proving ground.” Lawton had nodded. He had paid the fine. He had driven Trey home in silence and then, because silence was the only punishment he could sustain, he had broken it the next morning with an offer of breakfast.

This was his flaw and he would have called it his strength: he could not stop offering. The fishing trip was an offering. He’d had the boat serviced at Mitch’s Marine in Greenville — new trolling motor, hull cleaned, the depth finder recalibrated because the old one drifted in the shallows. He’d bought new lures at the Bass Pro in Tunica: Senko worms in green pumpkin, a jointed Rapala he remembered Trey admiring as a teenager, a topwater frog that was probably unnecessary but pleased him to purchase. He’d also replaced the anchor line — the old one had frayed at the cleat, and a man who wouldn’t replace a frayed line on a boat was a man who didn’t respect water, which was to say a man Lawton would not recognize as himself. Every detail of the trip had been considered

with the same precision he applied to a planting schedule. The cooler was in the garage, cleaned. The thermos was ready. He’d even considered the sandwiches — he would ask Martha to make the roast beef with Creole mustard, the recipe that Catherine’s family had brought from Baton Rouge, because it was Trey’s favorite, and because even this small gesture, even the choice of mustard, was a way of saying I see you, I remember, I am paying attention to the things that make you who you are.

He was, in his way, courting his son. Arranging the day like a man arranging flowers — choosing each element for its capacity to communicate something he could not say aloud, which was: Come back. Be the person I can see underneath the person you’ve become. Let me help.

He did not understand that help, extended without limit, becomes a cage. He did not understand because he had never been inside one.

His phone rang through the truck’s speakers. Catherine’s name appeared on the dash screen. He pressed the button on the steering wheel.

“Morning.”

“Morning. You left early.”

“Wanted to check the east pumps before it gets warm. Everything’s running.”

A pause — hers, not his. Then: “Ellis Landry called this morning. About the trust review. He said he has some documents for you to look at before next quarter.”

“I’ll deal with it after the trip.”

“Of course.”

She asked about the weather forecast for Saturday. He told her. She said it sounded perfect. She asked if Trey was up yet. Lawton said he’d seen the cottage light on when he left. Catherine said good. The conversation lasted ninety seconds. She said goodbye the way she always said goodbye — warmly, with a note of something that Lawton interpreted as affection and that a more attentive listener might have recognized as precision, the careful withdrawal of a person who has learned exactly how long a conversation should last before it begins to reveal more than it should.

He hung up and drove. The fields moved past him, his fields, his family’s fields, and the light coming over the levee was the same light that had come over the same levee for a hundred years of Graves mornings, and he felt in his chest the thing he always felt at this hour, which was as close to peace as a man like Lawton Graves would ever come: the quiet certainty that everything he’d built was solid, was durable, was his to pass along.

Chapter 3

Breakfast at the main house operated according to a grammar so established it no longer required agreement. Martha arrived at 5:00 a.m. — she let herself in through the kitchen door with a key she’d carried for thirty years, the same key on the same brass ring that had once belonged to the previous cook, a woman named Opal who had worked for Lawton’s parents and whose cobbler recipe Martha still used, adjusted slightly for the modern palate, which was to say she used less sugar, though whether this was a concession to health or taste she had never clarified. By the time anyone entered the kitchen, the biscuits were cut and rising, the cane syrup was warming on the stove, the bacon was on the griddle, and the coffee — a separate pot from the one in the cottage, darker, the beans ground fresh because Catherine insisted — was already poured into three cups on the counter, each in its designated spot: Lawton’s at the head of the table, Catherine’s to his right, Trey’s across from her.

The kitchen itself was large in the way of old Delta houses — high ceilings, a cypress beam running the length of the room, windows facing east so the morning light came in clean and warm across the table. It was the only room in the house that Catherine had refused to let the decorator touch, a stand she’d taken quietly in 1994 when Lawton hired a woman from Memphis to update the interiors. Catherine had said, “Not the kitchen,” and her tone had contained something Lawton recognized as nonnegotiable and so he’d let it go, chalking it up to the sentimentality of a woman who liked to cook, never suspecting that the kitchen was, for Catherine, the only room in the house that belonged to her — not as a possession but as a territory, a space where the Delacroix way of doing things had survived the Graves absorption intact.

Trey arrived at seven. He nodded to Martha, who touched his arm as he passed and said, “You look rested.” He did not look rested. He looked like a man who had slept four hours and spent the other four in a state of consciousness that could not properly be called wakefulness — it was more like maintenance, the mind idling, turning over the same sequence again and again the way an engine turns over in neutral, burning fuel without producing motion. But Martha had been telling the men in this family they looked rested and well and strong since before Trey’s father was married, and the words were not observation but benediction, a small daily kindness offered to people who would never think to offer it to themselves.

Lawton was already seated, eating with the focused efficiency of a man who treated meals as operational necessities. He was reading the Delta Democrat-Times on his phone, a concession to modernity that still felt slightly wrong to him. He missed the paper. He missed the sound of it, the weight, the way it organized the world into columns and sections that a man could fold and set aside. He’d cancelled his

subscription in 2019. Catherine had not mentioned it.

“Morning,” Lawton said without looking up.

Trey sat down. “Morning.”

Catherine entered from the hallway. She wore a cotton blouse the color of pale clay, linen trousers, flat shoes. Her hair was pulled back in the way she’d worn it for as long as Trey could remember — a twist at the base of her neck, secured with a single pin, no ornament. She moved through the kitchen the way water moves through a familiar channel: without effort, without noise, touching surfaces only as long as necessary. She refilled Lawton’s coffee before he’d registered the cup was low. She set a plate of biscuits closer to Trey’s elbow. She passed behind his chair and touched his shoulder — briefly, two fingers, the pressure so light it could have been accidental if anything about Catherine Graves had ever been accidental.

“Plans today?” she asked, sitting.

Trey broke a biscuit and watched the steam rise from its center. “Going to drive into Greenville. Need to pick up a few things.”

“What things?” This was Lawton, looking up from the phone.

“Just supplies. Some stuff for the cottage.”

Catherine poured cane syrup over her biscuit with the precision of a woman who had measured this amount a thousand times. She did not ask what things. She did not look at Trey when she said, “Take the back road. They’re doing work on 61 past the gin.”

“Drainage issue on the south parcel,” Lawton said, addressing no one in particular, or addressing the room itself, which amounted to addressing himself. “Marcus called last night. Says the number four pump is pulling sediment. Might need to replace the intake screen.”

“Again?” Catherine said.

“Third time in two years. The aquifer’s shifting. More silt than it used to be.”

Catherine sipped her coffee. “Have you called the engineer?”

“I’ll go look at it myself first.”

This was Lawton. He would always go look at it himself first. The engineers, the consultants, the county extension agents — they existed in his world as secondary opinions, useful for confirmation but never for discovery. He believed a man who owned land should be able to read it the way a doctor reads a body: by touch, by smell, by the quality of the soil between his fingers. He was usually right. This competence, which in

another context might have been admirable, had become in the context of his family a kind of tyranny — the steady, suffocating certainty that he knew best, that his judgment was the ground on which all other judgments stood, that his way of understanding the world was not a way but the way.

Trey ate his biscuit and listened to his father talk about sediment. Martha moved between the stove and the table with the silent choreography of a woman who had been navigating this family’s mornings for three decades and had learned that the safest route was the quietest one. Catherine ate slowly, her eyes moving between her husband and her son with a quality of attention that, if Trey had been watching instead of staring at his plate, he might have recognized as something other than maternal warmth. It was closer to inventory. She was taking stock of the room the way a jeweler takes stock of a display — not for admiration but for value, for weight, for what could be moved without disturbing the arrangement.

Breakfast ended at 7:35. Lawton stood, kissed Catherine’s cheek, squeezed Trey’s shoulder — the same gesture, the same pressure, every morning — and walked out to his truck. The screen door slapped behind him. Through the kitchen window, they watched the white F-250 pull down the drive and turn south toward the pumping station.

“More coffee?” Catherine asked.

“No ma’am.”

She nodded. She began clearing plates. Trey sat for a moment longer, watching his mother’s hands move the dishes to the sink, run the water, adjust the temperature. Her hands were precise. They were always precise. He stood, thanked Martha, and walked out to his own truck — a Tacoma, silver, three years old, bought with his father’s money — and pulled out of the drive heading north, toward Greenville.

The drive took forty minutes through country that looked, from the road, like a single field extending to the curve of the earth. Cotton stubble in the near fields, soybean stubble in the far ones, the occasional catfish pond catching the morning sun like a coin on a table. The Delta was flat the way a page is flat — not featureless but waiting, a surface that existed for the purpose of holding whatever was written on it. The Graves family had been writing on it for four generations. Trey sometimes thought this was the fundamental problem: he was not a writer. He was a sentence in someone else’s paragraph, and no amount of revision could make him the author.

He passed a tractor pulling a disc harrow along the shoulder of the road, the driver a young Black man in a cap who raised two fingers from the wheel in the universal Delta greeting — part wave, part acknowledgment, part confirmation that both parties existed

on the same road under the same sky, which was enough. Trey returned the gesture. He wondered if the man knew who owned the field he was working. He wondered if it mattered. In the Delta, ownership was not a fact but a climate — it was the atmosphere you breathed, the condition under which everything else took place, so constant and pervasive that most people stopped noticing it the way they stopped noticing humidity.

He did not go to any store in Greenville. He drove through town — past the courthouse, past the old Weinberg store building that was now an antique mall, past the bend in the river where the city’s name had come from — and continued north on 454 to Dell Pickett’s bait shop on the southern shore of the lake.

The shop was a concrete block building with a corrugated tin roof and a hand-painted sign that read PICKETT’S BAIT & TACKLE — LIVE SHINERS — COLD BEER. The sign had been painted by Dell’s father, who’d opened the shop in 1989 and died of a heart attack behind the counter in 2011, midsentence, mid-sale, a bag of chartreuse Power Bait in one hand and the other pressed flat against his sternum as though trying to hold something inside his chest that had already decided to leave. Dell had been in the back filling the minnow tanks. He heard the register drawer open and then he heard it not close, and the silence of a drawer not closing was the sound that separated his life into before and after.

Dell was sitting on a plastic chair outside the door, a Styrofoam cup of coffee in one hand and a cigarette in the other, his face the color and texture of a catcher’s mitt left out in the sun for a season. He’d played football at Greenville High — offensive line, not talented enough for a scholarship but solid, dependable, the kind of player coaches loved and recruiters forgot. He was forty-one now, owned the shop free and clear, made enough to live on and not enough to want more, which was, Trey sometimes reflected, the most radical form of freedom available to a man in the Mississippi Delta. Dell answered to no one. The simplicity of this was almost incomprehensible to a person named Graves.

“Early,” Dell said.

Trey pulled a chair from against the wall and sat. “Couldn’t sleep.”

“Never can.” Dell flicked ash. “Beer?”

“It’s ten in the morning.”

“I know what time it is.” Dell reached into a cooler beside his chair and pulled out two Budweisers, opened both, handed one to Trey without waiting for a revised answer. They drank. The beer was cold and thin and tasted the way everything around the lake tasted — of proximity to water, of a life conducted outdoors, of the specific pleasure that comes from doing something pointless at an hour when other people are accomplishing

things.

Trey looked at the lake. It was visible from the shop — a half mile away through a stand of cypress and sweet gum, the surface silvered in the morning light, still as poured metal. Graves Lake. Three hundred acres of oxbow, cut off from the main river channel by a flood in 1927, deeded to the Graves family as part of a reclamation deal with the Army Corps of Engineers. Privately owned. Posted against trespassing. The only boats on its surface belonged to the family. It was, as a legal matter, a body of water that existed for the sole benefit of the Graves Agricultural Trust. Trey had grown up on it — had learned to swim in the shallows near the southern dock, had caught his first fish from the aluminum johnboat his grandfather kept chained to a cypress stump, had once, at fourteen, seen an alligator gar surface in the northern channel, its armored body rolling through the water like something prehistoric and indifferent, a creature that had existed before the Graves name and would exist long after it.

“Dell.”

“Yeah.”

“The northern cove. How’s the water this
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