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A TASTE OF MISSISSIPPI 
 

The woman at the table next to mine talked a Southern blue streak and her 
man friend did his best to keep up. It was impossible not to overhear. She covered 
her mother, high school, first job, first ex, and the Dallas Cowboys before I 
ordered. Taylor, my waiter, assured me he was ‘gonna take real good care’ of me. I 
ordered the house special — fried catfish, baked sweet potato, and black-eyed peas 
with cornbread — then stood and leaned on the railing to take in the view from the 
rooftop restaurant. I was in Vicksburg on my own, retracing the steps of a Civil 
War soldier — my great-grandfather.  
 

The Southern woman, in her thirties I’d guess, paused and took a sip of her 
whiskey. Her date took the opportunity to speak up, though quite timidly. He 
mumbled a sentence or two about something I couldn’t hear clearly, took a swig of 
his Dos Equis, and fiddled with the tiny ponytail atop his short-cropped hair. 
Apparently, he was a man of few words and he used ’em up right quick.  
 

The couple, obviously on a first date, was seated at a table next to me, at the 
edge of the open-air restaurant. For the most part, I kept my eyes on the TV 
screens mounted up high. Two different football games were on, late Sunday 
afternoon.  
 

Atop the ten-story bank building, a gentle breeze drifted through the jovial 
crowd and the sun was just a few minutes from reaching the horizon. I finished my 
first glass of iced tea while a tugboat pushed two barges around a u-shaped bend in 
the Mississippi. When I turned back around, Taylor had left a fresh glass of tea on 
my table. He had my number, all right. 
 

The Southern woman had the verbal dexterity of a country courthouse 
lawyer, and could no doubt talk for ten minutes without pausing, on any topic. Her 
date was probably the kid, in 12th grade, still slunk down in his seat to avoid being 
called on. I saw his sandaled feet in my peripheral vision and noticed that he 
shifted uncomfortably in his seat when she stopped talking. I didn’t look up ’cause 
I didn’t want to be nosy, but I imagined she was sitting back in her chair, taking a 
good look at her date and thinkin’ him over. I looked up just as she leaned toward 
him and said, “Don’t worry, you’re doin’ fine.”  
 

When my entrée arrived, I buttered a square of cornbread and dug in. The 
couple’s food arrived too and that slowed her down a bit. He told her a few things 
about himself and then the conversation turned to food. Turns out there wasn’t 
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much either of them didn’t like to eat. Shrimp, crawfish and barbeque, of course… 
but even beets and horseradish sauce. She’d done her share of waitressing and he’d 
bussed tables a few places. They traded stories about godawful bosses, lousy 
tippers, and one-too-many-drinkers. She was still ahead of him four-to-one on 
word count, but at least now he was in the game. She had a modest tattoo on her 
upper arm and he had a small one on his neck.  
 

I got to followin’ the Dallas game near the end of the 4th quarter and lost 
track of the couple’s conversation. The Cowboys were down by two points to the 
Packers, but they had a good drive going and were using up the game clock. The 
Cowboys scored to go ahead, but left a minute and eighteen seconds on the clock 
for the Packers. Way too much time to give Aaron Rodgers, even with no timeouts. 
 

During the TV ads, I stood by the railing again and took in the gorgeous 
green scenery — endless acres of forested land with a ribbon of brown river 
winding through it. Taylor brought me a third glass of tea as I looked down upon 
the city. For a moment, civil war history swirled around me like the breeze. 
Vicksburg was the last Confederate stronghold on the Mississippi River, the key to 
the South in the summer of 1863. I imagined the boom of cannons from the Union 
gunboats bombarding the besieged city. It’d been a hot day, especially for October, 
but the pleasant breeze and iced tea cooled me down. It was good to hear strong 
Southern voices and have some lazy time to listen to life. 
 

Suddenly, the folks on the rooftop let loose a collective UGH. I glanced up 
at the TV screens. Sure ’nuf, the Packers had come back and scored a touchdown 
to win the game. Taylor slapped high-fives with a middle-aged man at the bar. 
Always a few Packer fans no matter where you are.  
 

A few minutes later, the first-date couple got up and he followed her to the 
railing on the west side. They stood shoulder-to-shoulder watching the bright 
orange sun go from a half circle to a rim of orange then disappear below the tree-
lined horizon. Their hands touched briefly. Her dark-brown hair danced in the 
breeze and his ponytail wiggled a little bit, it seemed to me. So far, so good.  
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Vicksburg, Mississippi — October 2017 


