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Praise for R. J. Ellory
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‘What’s past is prologue’


William Shakespeare, The Tempest
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Wednesday, July 24, 1974


When the rains came, they found the girl’s face. Just her face. At least that was how it appeared. And then came her hand—small and white and fine like porcelain. It surfaced from the black mud and showed itself. Just her face and her hand, the rest of her still submerged. To look down toward the riverbank and see just her hand and her face was surreal and disturbing. And John Gaines—who had lately, and by providence or default, come to the position of sheriff of Whytesburg, Breed County, Mississippi, and before that had come alive from the nine circles of hell that was the war in Vietnam, who was himself born in Lafayette, a Louisianan from the start—crouched on his haunches and surveyed the scene with a quiet mind and a steady eye.


The discovery had been called in by a passerby, and Gaines’s deputy, Richard Hagen, had driven down there and radioed the Sheriff’s Office dispatcher, Barbara Jacobs, and she had called Gaines and told him all that was known.


A girl’s face has surfaced from the riverbank.


When Gaines arrived, Hagen was still gasping awkwardly, swallowing two or three mouthfuls of air at a time. He bore the distressed and pallid hue of a dying man, though he was not dying, merely in shock. Hagen had not been to war; he was not inured to such things as this, and thus such things were alien and anathema to his sensibilities. The town of Whytesburg—seated awkwardly in the triangle between the Hattiesburg-intent I-59, and the I-18, itself all fired up to reach Mobile—was a modest town with modest ways, the sort of place they rolled up the sidewalk at sunset, where such things as these did not occur too frequently, which was a good thing for all concerned.


But Gaines had been to war. He had seen the nine circles.


And sometimes, listening to the small complaints of smaller minds—the vandalized mailbox, the illegally parked car, the spilled trash can—Gaines would imagine himself walking the complainant through a burned-out ville. Here, he would say, is a dead child in the arms of her dead mother, the pair of them fused together for eternity by heat and napalm. And here is a young man with half a face and no eyes at all. Can you imagine the last thing he might have seen? And the complainant would be silent and would then look at Gaines with eyes wide, with lips parted, with sweat-varnished skin, both breathless and without words. Now, Gaines would say to them, now let us speak of these small and inconsequential things.


There were parts of humanity that were left behind in war, and they would never be recovered.


But this? This was enough to reach even Gaines. A dead girl. Perhaps drowned, perhaps murdered and buried beneath the mud. It would be a raw task to excavate her, and the task had best begin before the rains returned. It was no later than ten, but already the temperature was rising. Gaines predicted storms, perhaps worse.


He called to Hagen, told him to radio Dispatch and get people out here.


“What people?” Hagen asked.


“Call your brother. Tell him to come with his camera. Get Jim Hughes and both his boys. That should do us. Tell ’em to bring shovels, rope, buckets, a couple of blankets, some tarps, as well.”


“Should I tell ’em why, Sheriff?”


“No. You just tell ’em they’re needed for an hour or more. And get Barbara checking for any outstanding missing persons reports for teenage white girls. I don’t know of any, but have her check.”


Hagen went to the black-and-white. Gaines walked down to the riverbank and stood twelve or fifteen feet from the girl. If he could have washed off her face, maybe he would have recognized her.


Ninety-three percent of abduction victims were dead within three hours. Dead before anyone even knew they were missing. Couldn’t file a missing persons report for forty-eight hours. Do the math. It didn’t work out well in most cases.


Gaines’s heart then began an awkward rhythm, a flurry of irregular beats, not dissimilar to the rush of medic-administered Dexedrine he’d been given in-country. This will keep you awake, he was told back then, and he had taken it and then stayed awake for hours, awake until his nerves screamed for some small respite.


Now—once again—his throat was tight, as if a hand had closed around it. He felt sick. His mouth was dry. He was unable to blink, the dry surfaces of his eyes adhered to his inner lids.


Oh God, what was this girl doing here?


And seeing this girl brought back memories of another child . . .


The child that never was . . .


He could hear Hagen on the radio. People would come—Jim Hughes and his eldest sons, Hagen’s brother—and photographs would be taken. Gaines would survey the area for anything indicative of foul play, and then they would reach into the blackness and bring the girl out. Then, and only then, would they know what fate had befallen her, a fate that had buried her in the riverbank before her life had even really begun.


The rain did come, an hour later. The rain was black. Gaines would remember it that way. It fell as straight as gravity, and it was hard and cold and bitter on his lips. He had seen the pictures taken, and then he and Hagen and Hagen’s brother, Jim Hughes and his two sons, had started working their hands into the mud around the girl in an effort to release her. They knelt there, all six of them, and they tried to work ropes down under her, beneath her neck, her arms, her waist, her thighs. And then they had to lie down, for the mud was black and depthless, and it sucked relentlessly. And the smell was damp and rank and fetid. It was a smell that filled Gaines’s nostrils, a smell that he would always remember. The smell of blood and mud and stagnant water, all blended together into some unholy brew. And there was fear. Only later would he understand this. That he had smelled his own fear. That he had smelled the fear of the others. Fear of what had happened to this girl, that something terrible would be revealed, that her body would surface in pieces perhaps. Fear for themselves, that the mud was too deep, too strong, that they—in their efforts to help, unable to leave her, unable to do anything but persevere—would be drawn into the blackness as well.


Back there, back in the war, perhaps in the hours following his return from some long-range recon patrol, Gaines would walk down to the medical tent and watch the sawbones at work. Hands, arms, legs, feet. A bucket of devastated limbs beneath each makeshift operating table. Perhaps he’d believed that if he could grow immune to such things in reality, he could grow immune to the images in his mind. It had not worked. The mind was stronger than anything reality could present.


He saw those things now. He saw them in the face of the girl they were bringing up from the mud.


And when they brought her out, when they saw the deep crevasse that had been cut into her torso, the way it had been bound together again like laces in a shoe, they were bereft of all words.


Finally, it was Jim Hughes who opened his mouth, and he simply said, “Oh my God . . . Oh my God almighty . . .” His voice was all but a whisper, and those words drifted out into the mist and humidity, and they were swallowed without echo.


No one asked who she was, and it was as if no one wanted to know. Not yet.


They paused for a little while, almost unable to look at her, and then they worked on silently, nothing but the heaves and grunts of effort as they brought her onto the tarp and lifted her free from the darkness of her grave.


And the rain fell, and the rain was black, and it did not stop.


The one thing that combat gave you was a willingness to expect everything and nothing at the same time. It took hold of your need for prediction, and it kicked it right out of you. Run for three days; stand still for four. Move at a moment’s notice; go back the way you came. And all of it without explanation as to why. How come this is so utterly, utterly fucked? someone asked. Because this is the way God made it was the answer given. How else d’you think he gets his rocks off? After a few weeks, a couple of months perhaps, you realized that there was no one who gave a single, solitary crap about where you were.


One time, Gaines had taken a forty-five-minute chopper ride with six dead guys. Just Gaines, the pilot, and half a dozen dead guys. Some were in body bags, some just wrapped in their ponchos. Ten minutes in and Gaines unzipped them, uncovered their faces, and they all had their eyes open. He had talked for thirty minutes straight. He’d told them everything he felt, everything he feared. They did not judge him. They were just there. Gaines knew they understood. He also knew that Plato was right, that only the dead had seen the end of war. He believed that had he not done that, he would not have been able to go back. He unloaded those good ol’ boys and then returned in the same chopper. He could still smell their dead-stink for five clicks.


That same smell overwhelmed Gaines as they carried the girl away. The rain had washed her clean. She was fifteen or sixteen years old; she was naked; and a crudely sewn wound divided her body from neck to navel. It had been sewn with heavy twine, and the mud had worked its way inside her. Even as her pale frame was carried to a tarp above the bank, the mud appeared and disappeared again like small black tongues from the stitched mouths of the wound. Gaines watched the men as they transported her—a line of sad faces, like early-morning soldiers on the base-bound liberty bus. Fun is done. Girls and liquor are all left behind. Like the faces of those transporting the dead to a chopper, the weight of the body in the poncho, their faces grim and resolute, eyes squinting through half-closed lids, almost as if they believed that to see half of this was to be somehow safe from the rest. The precise and torturous gravity of conscience, the burden of guilt, the weight of the dead.


And then Gaines noticed the trees, these arched and disheveled figures, and he believed that had they not already skewed and stretched their roots into rank and fetid earth, they would have come forward, shuffling and awkward, stinking their way out of the filth and shit of the swamps, and they would have suffocated them all within a tangled, knotted argument of arthritic branches and spiders’ webs of Spanish moss. There would always be some grotesque and gothic manner of death, but this would perhaps be the worst.


The sorry gang carried her as quickly as they could, the mud dragging at their feet, the rain hammering down, drowning all words, drowning the sound of six men as they stumbled up the bank.


The memory of the dead is the greatest burden of all. That’s what Lieutenant Ron Wilson had once opined in a field beyond 25th Division Headquarters at Cu Chi in February of 1968. He uttered those words to Gaines, the very last words ever to leave his lips, and he uttered it in the handful of seconds between changing his damp socks and the arrival of the bullet that killed him. There were no sounds—neither from the bullet itself, haphazardly fired without aim, merely a vague hope that somewhere it would find a target, nor from Lieutenant Wilson’s lips. The bullet entered his throat at the base and severed his spinal cord somewhere among the cervical vertebrae. For a brief while, his eyes were still alive, his lips playing with something akin to a reflective smile, as if The memory of the dead is the greatest burden of all had been the precursor, the introduction to something else. Lieutenant Wilson was a philosopher. He quoted Arnold Bennett aphorisms about time and human industry. He was a good lieutenant, more a leader than a follower, a characteristic founded more in his vague distrust of others rather than any real sense of trust in himself. Gaines did not know what Wilson had done before the war. Later, after Wilson had been choppered away, he had asked the other guys in the platoon. Who was Wilson? Before the war, I mean. Who was he? They did not know either, or they did not say. Where he had come from was of no great concern. His life before was irrelevant. The life after was all that concerned them, and for Lieutenant Wilson there would be none.


Gaines remembered Wilson’s face—the moment alive, the moment of death—as they reached Jim Hughes’s flatbed with their grim burden. They laid the girl out on the rough, waterlogged boards, and Gaines set one half of the tarp beneath her, the other half over her, and he instructed Hughes to drive, his two sons up front, and he would follow them in his squad car back to town. He told Hagen to radio in and request both Dr. Thurston and the coroner be at the Coroner’s Office upon their return.


It was now two o’clock in the afternoon. It had taken the better part of four hours to release the girl’s body from the mud.


In a little while, once her body had been handed over to the coroner, Gaines would begin the onerous task of identifying whose child this was. And once identified, the task would be to find her parents and deliver the truth. There would be no triangled stars and stripes. There would be no telegram. There would be John Gaines, sheriff of Whytesburg, lately of the nine circles of hell that was Vietnam, standing on a mother’s porch with his eyes cast down and his hat in his hands.
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I remember it like my own name.


That day.


That Thursday.


I remember waking with a sense of urgency, of excitement, anticipation.


I remember the light through the window beside my bed, the way it glowed through the curtain. I remember the texture of the fabric, the motes of dust illuminated like microscopic fireflies.


It was as if I had slept for a thousand years, but sleep had let me go without any effort at all. I felt as if I could just burst with energy.


I rose and washed and dressed. I tied my laces and hurried downstairs.


“Maryanne!” my mother called when she heard my footsteps in the hall. “You come on here and get some breakfast before you go out playing!”


I was not hungry, but I ate. I ate quickly, like a child with endless siblings, hurrying through the food before one of them could snatch it away.


“Now, I need you back before dark,” my mother said. “I said you could go today, but I don’t want a repeat of last time. I’m not coming out looking for you at ten o’clock at night, young lady. You hear me?”


“Yes, Mom.”


“And that Wade boy . . . You remember that they’re different from us, Maryanne. Don’t you go falling in love with a Wade, now.”


“Mom—”


She smiled. She was teasing me.


“And Nancy will be with you, right?”


“Yes, Mom.”


“And Michael Webster?”


“Yes, Mom.”


“Okay, well, I don’t want to hear that you’ve been giving him any trouble, either. He’s the oldest one among you, and if you cause trouble, he’ll be the one to get a harsh word from Sheriff Bicklow.”


“Mom, we’re not going to cause any trouble. I promise. And Michael is not going to have to speak to Sheriff Bicklow. And I don’t love Matthias, and I don’t love Eugene—”


“Well, that’s good to hear, young lady. Even if you fell head over heels for either one of those Wade boys—” She hesitated mid-sentence. A curious expression appeared and was gone just as quickly.


“Okay,” she said. “Enjoy yourself. But back before dark, and if I have to come looking for you . . .”


“I’ll be back before dark, Mom.”


“And I suppose Matthias Wade will be providing food for everyone, as usual . . .”


“He’ll bring a basket, I’m sure. He always does.”


“Well, as long as you understand that this sort of special treatment won’t go on forever. He’s a young man, Maryanne. He’s all of twenty years old, and I am not so sure that I approve of this friendship . . .”


“We’re just friends, Mom. Me and Nancy and the others. We’re just friends, okay?”


“And there’s the other Wade girl . . . the youngest one. What’s her name?”


“Della.”


“Well, make sure that you don’t leave her out of your plans. Nothing worse for a child than to feel that they’re the odd one out.”


“I won’t, Mom. I promise. Now, can I go, pleeease . . . ?”


My mother smiled then, and there was such warmth and love and care in her smile that I could do nothing but smile back.


I reached the door, and she snapped me back with a single “Maryanne,” as if I was tied by elastic.


“Your room?”


“Tonight, Mom. I promise. I promise I’ll clean it tonight. Really, I will.”


“Be gone,” she said, and flicked the dish towel toward me as if shooing a fly.


I was gone like a rocket, like a thunderbolt, haring out of the house and down the path, turning left at the end of the road and running until I felt my legs would fall right off.


I knew my mother was right. However much I might think about Matthias Wade, or think I loved him, or even wish that Eugene Wade would get his head out of his books every once in a while and kiss me, the fact still remained that the Wade family was the Wade family, and—to me—they seemed to be the richest and most powerful family in the world. And their daddy, Earl Wade, well, he scared me ever such a little. I mean, I knew he must be lonely and maybe even a bit crazy perhaps, but still he scared me. The way he stood at the top of the stairs and looked down at us. The way it seemed to take some Herculean effort to crack his face with a smile. The way he referred to us as “incorrigible” and “wearisome” and “vexatious.” Seemed to me that a man like that, a man who seemed to have no friends, would appreciate some noise and laughter in the house, but no, apparently not.


I mean, with everything that happened with his wife, I could sort of understand what he might have gone through. Well, no, perhaps not. I am looking at this in hindsight, as an adult, and I can appreciate what might have happened to him, but then—all of fourteen years old—what could I have known? He was a scary man. That was all he was to me. He was Earl Wade—businessman, landowner, involved in politics, always engaged in serious discussions with serious men that could not be disturbed. You tiptoed in the Wade house—that’s if you ever got inside. The few occasions I did go in, creeping around like a church mouse with Della and Eugene and Catherine and Matthias, I could sense that even they were wary of upsetting his humor. He had a temper. I knew that much. I heard him hollering at Matthias one time.


“You think you can just waltz in and out of this house as if you own it? Is that what you think? You might be my eldest son, Matthias, but that does not mean you can freeload off of me for the rest of your life. You may have done well in your studies, and you may have earned yourself a place at one of the best colleges in the country, but that does not mean that you can spend the entirety of your summers lazing around like some sort of superficial Hollywood playboy. You are not Jay Gatsby, young man . . .”


I did not know who Jay Gatsby was, but it sounded like he wasn’t the sort of person Earl Wade wished his son to be.


And so it was, in some narrow place between the wealth and power of the Wades and the simple reality of my friendship with Nancy Denton, that we found a handful of years that would influence all of our lives for the rest of our lives. It could have been different—so very, very different—but the cruel reality of life is that the things we hope for and the things we have are rarely, if ever, the same.


There are small truths and big truths, just as there are small lies and big lies, and alongside those truths and lies run the questions that were never asked and those that were never answered.


The worst of all is the latter. What happened? What really happened? Why did something so good become something so awfully, terribly bad?


Was it us? Did we make it happen? Did those seven human beings—myself, Nancy Denton, the four Wade children, and Michael Webster—just by circumstance and coincidence, just because we were all in the same place at the same time, conjure up some dreadful enchantment that captured our hearts and souls and directed them toward tragedy?


Is that what happened?


It was a long, long time before I understood that there might never be an answer to that question.


It was the not knowing that killed us all, if not physically, then in our hearts and minds.


A little something in all of us died that day, and perhaps we will never know why.
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Whytesburg coroner, Victor Powell, was present in the doorway as the pickup and two squad cars drew to a halt ahead of the squat building. He merely nodded as Gaines exited the vehicle, waited in silence as the men lifted the girl’s body from the bed of the truck and carried it around toward him.


It was a funeral procession, plain and simple, their expressions grave, their hands and faces smeared with mud, their hair plastered to their heads as if painted with a crude brush.


Gaines excused them when the girl had been delivered, thanked them for their help, their time.


He shook hands with each of them in turn, stood there beside Deputy Hagen as the pickup pulled away and headed back into town.


Gaines turned then, nodded at Hagen, and they went inside to join Powell.


Powell was silent and motionless, looking down at the naked teenager on the slab. Her skin was alabaster white, almost faintly blue beneath the lights. The mud from the riverbank filled the spaces between her fingers and toes; it had welled in the sunken sockets of her eyes; it filled her ears and her nose. Her hair was a dense mass of ragged tails—all of this as if a monochrome photograph had been taken of some weathered statue. It was a surreal and disturbing image, an image that would join so many others that crowded Gaines’s mind. But it was here in Whytesburg, and such images—at least for him—should have belonged solely to a war on the other side of the world.


“Any ideas?” Powell asked.


Hagen shook his head. “Doesn’t look familiar to me.”


“She could be from anywhere,” Gaines said. “She doesn’t have to be one of ours.”


“Well, I’d say she’s somewhere between fifteen and eighteen,” Powell said. He took a tape measure from a trolley against the wall and measured her. “Five foot four. At a guess, maybe ninety-five pounds. I can give you specifics when I’ve cleaned her up.”


Gaines reached out his hand. His fingers hovered over the crude stitching that dissected her torso. Of this no one had yet spoken. He did not touch her, almost could not bring himself to, and he withdrew his hand slowly.


“Get back to the office,” he told Hagen. “Put a wire out, all surrounding counties, and get every missing persons report on female teenagers for the last month.” He looked across at Powell. “How long has she been dead, d’you think?”


“Decomp is minimal . . . At a guess, I’d say a week, two at most, but I need to do the autopsy. I can give you a better indication in a couple of hours. I need to take liver temp, find out how cold it was where she was buried and factor that in . . .”


“So beautiful,” Hagen said, hesitating at the door. “This is just horrific.”


“Go, Richard,” Gaines said. “I want to find out who she is as soon as possible.”


Hagen departed, glancing back toward the girl twice more before he disappeared from the end of the corridor.


“What can you say?” Powell asked, a rhetorical question. “Such things happen. Infrequently, thank God, but they do happen.”


“This incision,” Gaines said. “What the hell is that?”


“Who knows, John? Who knows? People do what people do, and sometimes there’s no explaining it.”


Gaines heard Hagen’s car pull away, and almost without pause, the sound of another car slowing to a halt on the gravel in front of the building. That would be Bob Thurston, Whytesburg’s doctor. Thurston was a good man, a good friend, and Gaines was relieved that he would be present. He did not want Victor Powell to have to endure such a difficult task alone.


“So do the autopsy,” Gaines said. “Let me know as soon as you have anything. I’ll get back to the office and start working through whatever missing persons reports have been filed. My fear is that she’s from a long way off and we won’t find out who she is.”


“I’ll get pictures done once I’ve cleaned her up,” Powell said. “You can get those out on the wire . . .”


“For sure,” Gaines said. “But I have to be honest, Victor . . . There’s always the chance that we’ll never know.”


“I know it’s hard to be positive at a time like this,” Powell said, “but jumping to conclusions about what might or might not have happened here is going to do us no good. This is rare. A killing in Whytesburg. A murder here? It doesn’t happen, John, not from one year to the next. I can’t have seen more than half a dozen murders in Whytesburg—in the county, for that matter—in all my career. However, it has happened now. She’s someone’s daughter, and that someone needs to know.”


Gaines turned as Thurston started down the corridor. “Bob’s here,” he said.


“What’s this about a dead girl in the riverbank?” Thurston asked before he entered the room.


Gaines extended his hand, and they shook.


Thurston was trying to smile, trying to be businesslike, but when he saw the girl laid out on the slab, he visibly paled.


“Oh my Lord . . . ,” he said.


“We figure she’s somewhere between fifteen and eighteen,” Powell said. “This incision along the length of her torso might be the cause of death. I’m ready to start the autopsy. I could use your help, if you’re willing.”


Thurston had not moved. His eyes wide, his face seemed like some ever-shifting confusion of frowns and unspoken questions.


“I’ve sent Hagen to check on any outstanding reports,” Gaines said. “I can’t think of any from here for months, but she could have come from anywhere. All we do know is that we have to identify her and find out how she died . . .”


Thurston set his bag down on the floor. He stepped forward and placed his hand on the edge of the table. For a moment it seemed as though he were trying to steady himself.


“No . . . ,” he whispered.


Gaines looked at Powell. Powell frowned and shook his head.


“Bob? You okay?” Powell asked.


Both Gaines and Powell watched as Bob Thurston reached out his right hand and touched the girl’s face. The gesture was gentle, strangely paternal even, and Gaines was both bemused and unsettled by Thurston’s reaction.


“Christ, Bob, anyone’d think you knew her,” he said.


Thurston turned and looked at Gaines. Was there a tear in his eye?


“I do,” Thurston said.


“What?”


“I know who this is,” he said, and his voice cracked.


Gaines stepped forward. “You what?” he repeated, scarcely believing what he was hearing.


“I’ve delivered every child in this town for thirty years,” Thurston said, “and even those who were born before I got here have come to me with influenza and broken bones and poison ivy. I know this girl, John. I knew her. I am looking at her now, and it doesn’t make sense . . .”


“That she’s dead . . . Of course that doesn’t make sense,” Powell said. “A dead child can never make sense.”


“I don’t mean that, Victor,” Thurston said. “Look at her. Look at her face. Who does she remind you of?”


Powell frowned. He stepped closer, looked down at the girl’s face. It was half a minute, perhaps more, and then some sort of slowdawning realization seemed to register in his eyes.


“She looks like Judith,” Powell said. “Oh my God . . . no . . .”


“What is going on here?” Gaines said, agitation evident in his voice. “What the hell is going on here?”


“This can’t be,” Powell said. “This can’t be . . . No, no, this isn’t right . . . This isn’t right at all . . .”


“She was found buried, you say?” Thurston asked.


“Yes,” Gaines replied. “We just dug her out of the riverbank. She was buried—”


“In the mud,” Powell said.


“I’ve heard of it before,” Thurston said. “It has happened before . . .”


“Jesus Christ, you guys, what the hell are you talking about? If someone doesn’t start explaining what the hell is going on here, I’m arresting the pair of you for withholding evidence.”


“You know Judith Denton,” Powell said.


“Sure I know Judith,” Gaines replied.


“This is her daughter, John. This is Nancy Denton, Judith’s daughter.”


Gaines shook his head. “Judith doesn’t have a daughter—”


“Doesn’t now,” Thurston interjected, “but she did.”


“I’m confused,” Gaines said. “Doesn’t now, but did have a daughter . . . a daughter when? What daughter? You’re not making any sense.”


“This doesn’t make any sense,” Thurston said. “The fact that she is here and still a teenager is the thing that doesn’t make any sense.”


“Why? Why doesn’t it make sense?”


“Because she’s been missing for a long time, John,” Powell said. He looked at Thurston. “How long, Bob? How long since she went missing?”


“It was in fifty-four,” Thurston replied. “She went missing toward the end of 1954.”


Powell exhaled audibly and closed his eyes for a moment. “Well, we found her, didn’t we? Twenty years it took, but we found her . . . and she was here all along . . .”


“Twenty years?” Gaines asked. “1954? You can’t be serious. There must be a mistake. This can’t be her. How can she have gone missing twenty years ago and still look the same?”


“I guess she was dead within hours or days of her disappearance,” Powell said, “and whoever did this to her, well, they buried her in the mud, and the mud kept her just as she was.”


“This is unbelievable,” Gaines said.


“Believe it,” Thurston said. “This is Nancy Denton. No doubt, no question, no hesitation. I knew it the moment I saw her.”


“And we have to tell her mother,” Powell said.


“You want me to come with you, John?” Thurston asked.


Gaines shook his head. “No, I need you here with Victor. I need the autopsy done. I need to find out how she died. I need . . .” He stepped away from the table and started toward the door, turning back as he reached it and looking at both Thurston and Powell in turn. Then he looked at the body on the table once again. “You have to be right. You have to be sure. You have to tell me that there is no chance it could be someone else.”


“It’s her, John,” Thurston said. “I treated her a dozen times for colds and coughs, measles one time, I think . . . I would know this girl anywhere.”


“Good God almighty,” Gaines said. “I need . . . I need . . .”


“You need to go tell Judith Denton that her daughter’s come home . . .”


Gaines stood stock-still for just a second, and then he turned and walked down the corridor.


Thurston looked at Powell. Powell looked down at Nancy.


“So let’s find out what happened to you, my dear,” he said softly, and began to roll up his sleeves.
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Judith Denton was damaged below the waterline. She seemed to have been born under a black star that had followed her for life. She was raised in the jumble of shacks at the edge of the county line, amid dark cedar swamps, the trees dressed in Spanish moss and Virginia creeper as if some huge spider had spent eons building defenses. The land was poisoned with Australian pine, with melaleuca trees and Brazilian pepper, and what little irrigation could be mustered from the bayous did not make the farming any easier. Judith’s father—Marcus—was an itinerant journeyman, a guitar player, a field hand, and always ready for the next big thing. His left nostril was gapped with an upside-down V, a gash too severe to heal and close, and the scar from the upward arc of a shrub knife had dissected his cheek, his eyelid, and his forehead with a pale line that disappeared somewhere within his hair. Years before, there was fighting down here, boxers who would grease their ears and shoulders so they could never be held. Marcus Denton was in there taking bets, making a handful of dollars from sweaty men aiming to thump one another senseless. He was a small and furtive character, always on the edge of things, his skin the color of sour cream. His wife, Evangelina, her shoes perforated with rot, her skirt nothing more than a ragtag collection of mismatched shirt pockets stitched to a slip, followed on behind him like he might one day know something of worth. Such a day never came. Judith—the only child of this couple of transient hopefuls—was born in March of 1917. She was little more than a year old when Marcus went down with a steamer on the Mississippi near Vidalia. Late at night, almost silent, nothing but the sound of bubbles like lips smacking, Marcus Denton and his pitiful luggage—his cards, his pocket watch, his dreams and aspirations for the next big thing—disappeared with eleven crew and sixteen guests beneath the pitch-black water. Not so much a life as a brief distraction between birth and death, events uncomfortably close to each other, his presence no more than a semicolon in between.


So Judith was raised by Evangelina, more a drunk than a mother, and when Evangelina died in May of 1937, Judith—all of twenty years old—upped and left for Whytesburg, perhaps believing that a change of location would establish the precedent for a change in fortune. That change, significantly less fortunate than she’d perhaps hoped, came in the guise of Garfield Thomasian, a shoe salesman out of Biloxi with a new station wagon and a popular line in smart cordovan wingtips. Their affair was brief and heated, fruitful in the way of Judith’s immediate pregnancy, but Garfield Thomasian didn’t hang around to see the results of his efforts. He was gone—gone, but not forgotten. Exhaustive attempts to locate him resulted in nothing but the discovery of a similar pattern of philandering adventures across this and several other states. Thomasian was a bad squall; he blew in, blew out, left nothing but small devastations in his wake.


Judith went the term, and when Nancy was born on the 10th of June, 1938, her mother believed that perhaps good things could come from bad. The child was beautiful and bright, as unlike the father as any betrayed mother could hope for, and things seemed to take a turn for the better.


Of Judith Denton, Gaines knew a little. Of her daughter, Nancy, he had known nothing. Not until today. Perhaps a small ghost of Whytesburg’s past, only those present at the time being party to such information as rumor and hearsay could provide.


Nancy Denton’s disappearance one warm evening in August of 1954 preceded Gaines’s official investigatory responsibilities by two decades, and only now—the 24th of July, 1974—was Whytesburg aware of the fact that Nancy never really did go missing.


Nancy Denton, buried in the mud at the side of the river, had been here all along.


Gaines, still confused, still uncertain as to how such a thing could have happened, how a body could be preserved without deterioration to such an extent as was the case here, nevertheless understood the weight of this thing.


Thurston had possessed no doubt as to the identity of the girl.


It seemed that Judith Denton had been a single mother with a single child.


But no longer.


Now she would be a single mother with no child at all.


Gaines exited his car a half block from the Denton house and stood for a moment. He took a deep breath and considered what was ahead of him. Children went missing and children died. Didn’t matter which town, which city, it was the same everywhere. Which was better—vanished or dead? If they were dead, perhaps some sense of closure could be attained. Perhaps. But if they vanished, there was always the hope that they would return. That, in itself, was enough to have you waiting for the rest of your life. Persuading yourself to just move on felt like the worst kind of betrayal, as if forgetting would consign them to history. Was this how Judith Denton had spent the last two decades? Looking from the window into the street? Imagining that one day her daughter might turn the corner and be standing right there in the yard? And what would Judith Denton fear? That she would not recognize her? That with each passing year, the daughter had grown and changed, had become a woman, and that she could walk right by her in the street and never know?


This was a strange day. A strange day indeed.


Fifteen yards from the road, Gaines met Judith’s neighbor, Roy Nestor. Gaines had taken him in on a suspected B&E a couple of years before. Didn’t ever come to anything, but here it didn’t matter. Once you got the label, the label stuck. He had a long history of trickery and connivance. A century earlier, he’d have sold snake oil remedies to folks who had insufficient money to feed their kids. Rumor gave him a dozen post office boxes in a dozen different names, and into those boxes would come small-denomination checks for worthless items advertised in leaflets and newspapers, said items never delivered. The amounts paid were too insignificant for disgruntled and disappointed clients to chase refunds, even on principle, but those small amounts added up to handsome totals for Roy Nestor. Nestor would never find permanent work again. He was a journeyman, just as Marcus Denton had been, and Gaines had heard word of him in Wiggins, Lucedale, as far north as Poplarville, even Columbia where the I-98 met the Pearl River. He was a drinker and a fighter, forever smelled of bad armpits and stale tobacco, and irrespective of whatever money he might have swindled from people, he always looked homeless, his clothes raggedy, his shoes burst open and irreparable.


Nestor nodded at Gaines. “ ’S up Sheriff?”


“Little business here, Roy. You know where Judith is at?”


The eyes. The eyes always gave it away. That immediate dimming of the light.


“Wha’s happening?”


“Can’t say nothing, Roy. You know that. Where’s Judith at?”


Gaines took a step forward. Nestor moved to the right, and all of a sudden there was a tension and a threat in the air.


“Roy,” Gaines said patiently.


“Somethin’ happen?” Nestor asked. “You don’t come down here unless it’s bad news, eh? Never come down here to give up somethin’ good, right?”


“Roy . . . please. This is personal business—”


“Personal? What could be personal that d’ain’t have somethin’ to do with her best friend now . . .”


“If you’re her best friend, then you will let me deal with what I have to deal with here, Roy, and not be interfering.”


“Did somethin’ bad happen here, She’ff?”


“Roy, I’m telling you now, and I’ll tell you again, this is Judith’s personal business and I don’t want you involved. Matters that involve her and her family—”


“Her family?”


“Roy . . . I mean it.”


“You said her family, She’ff. You said her family. She ain’t got no family, you know? I’m her family, you see? I’m the only—”


And then Roy Nestor stopped. His eyes widened, and he looked at Gaines with an expression that said everything that needed to be said, but he still didn’t believe it.


“The girl?”


Gaines did not respond.


“You found her? You found her girl? Tell me you found her girl . . .”


Gaines said nothing, but the answer was so obvious in his eyes.


“You found her, didn’t you, She’ff? You done found the girl.”


Gaines nodded.


“Oh, Lord have mercy . . . Oh, Lord almighty have mercy . . .”


“I have to go and speak to Judith, Roy.”


“She done for, ain’t she? Tell me she ain’t done for . . . Oh, this is so bad . . . It can’t be anything else, can it? She’s dead, ain’t she?”


Once again, Gaines did not reply, but whatever words he did not utter were right there in his expression.


“Oh, man,” Nestor said. “This had to happen, didn’t it? This day had to come. Oh Lord, oh Lord, oh Lord . . .”


“Roy . . . I need to get by now. I don’t have an ID as yet, but it looks that way, and I’m trusting you not to say a word—”


“Think I should be the one to tell her, She’ff,” Nestor said, and there was something sympathetic in his expression, something so human, it was hard for Gaines to ignore it. “I knowed that girl, and I knowed Judith ever since. Man, she waited for that girl all these years. She done waited for here, thinkin’ she gon’ come on back, and now she gon’ find out she dead. I listened to her cry too many times to let her deal with this ’un on her own.”


Gaines looked at the man, his raggedy clothes, his weatherworn face, and he saw real humanity there in his eyes. Roy Nestor cared, and right now Judith Denton would perhaps need a friend more than at any other time in her life. Gaines placed his hand on Nestor’s shoulder, squeezed it reassuringly. “Okay, Roy. I’m sure she would appreciate it if you were there for her. Think she’s gonna need all the good people she can find right now.”


Nestor shook his head slowly. He sighed deeply. “Shee-it, damned in hell we’ll all be—”


Gaines frowned. “Why’d you say that?”


“Says a great deal about us when we can’t take care of our own, doesn’t it?”


“Does indeed, Roy.”


Gaines, feeling the weight of the world on his shoulders, started walking, and Roy Nestor followed on behind.


It would come in stages, and the stages were like waves, and once the waves came, there would be nothing at all that could be done to stop them. There would be disbelief, shock, a sense of paralysis and utter terror, and then following on, close as shadows, there would be guilt, more disbelief, a vague and disorienting attempt to locate the last thing you said, the last thing you did . . . the last words that passed between you . . .


Twenty years of waiting, and all the while knowing that when the news came, it would not be good. But still believing that there might have been a chance, just a small chance, the slimmest splinter of a chance that there was a rational explanation for her disappearance, her absence for all these years, and now they would be reunited and it would be as if never a day had passed . . .


And once the mind started to get a grip on what it all meant, it was then that the pain would arrive, a pain so deep it would feel as if the world had closed its fist around you, and there would be nails and spikes and blades inside that fist, and they would be driven through you with such force.


And then it would seem that all the shattered parts of your mind had slipped their moorings, and you would be left with nothing but a vast abyss ahead of you, and you would fall in, and there would be no one beneath you and no one behind, and as you fell, there would be nothing on either side to hold on to, nothing to slow the fall, nothing to give you certainty that your drop would cease . . .


It was this that confronted Judith Denton in the moment she saw Sheriff John Gaines walking down the path toward her house, Roy Nestor walking on behind him, his head bowed, his eyes brimmed with tears and full of despair. They may as well have worn their church suits. There was a darkness about them that communicated everything without the need for words.


When Gaines arrived at the screen door, he was carrying his hat. This merely served to confirm that the message he brought was of the worst kind.


It really was as if she had been waiting on this day for twenty years.


Judith Denton smiled, a faint ghost of a smile, for she knew Sheriff Gaines. She understood his place in the scheme of things, and he understood hers, and though their places were worlds apart, he didn’t take that as license to be anything less than courteous and respectful.


So Judith Denton saw John Gaines coming down toward the house, and she saw Roy Nestor, too, and she stood there for some seconds with an awkward expression on her face. The light hadn’t dimmed yet. She was convincing herself it was something else, something unrelated, and despite the fact that Gaines was looking right at her, despite the fact that Roy Nestor, the very man she’d spoken to of this day so many times, was walking beside him, and despite the fact that neither of them were smiling, despite knowing that this wasn’t any kind of social call . . .


Despite all these things, it was nothing less than human nature to try and convince herself that it wasn’t bad news.


But she knew.


She’d known from the moment they appeared.


In her expression was everything—the simple, unfailing certainty that now she would never be short of things to regret.


And when Gaines was within ten feet of the screen door, Judith coming forward to greet him, she raised her eyebrows with a question, and the question was right there on her lips without her ever having to utter a word. It was then that Sheriff Gaines slowly shook his head, and she knew for certain. A mother would always know.


He opened the screen door, and he stood there without words. “Judith.”


“Sheriff.”


“We believe we may have found the body of your daughter . . .”


And then it was simply a question of whether a mistake had been made. How could they know it was her? I mean, how could they know for sure? If she herself—Judith, Nancy’s own mother—could have walked by Nancy on the street and not recognized her, then how could John Gaines, a man who had never known her, be so certain that this girl they had found was her?


And then it was, how bad it could be? How had she died? How terrible had it been? And when? That same day she vanished? Or a later day? Two days, three days, a week, a year, a decade? Had she been beaten? Had she been raped . . . ?


So she asked Gaines, and her question anticipated the worst of all answers, and there was a hard edge of resignation in her eyes even before the words were uttered.


“How do you know?”


“Bob Thurston was with me . . .”


And Gaines didn’t finish the statement, because he could see that moment of recognition. Bob Thurston had known Nancy, had known her well, had cared for her when she was ill, and if anyone could recognize Nancy, it would be someone like Bob Thurston.


Judith’s breathing faltered. “Are you sure?” she asked. Her voice cracked, and the words seemed faint and uncertain.


Roy Nestor turned away, unable to hold her gaze.


Gaines looked down at the ground and then back at Judith.


“No,” Judith said, her voice a broken-up whisper. “No, no, tell me no. For God’s sake, no . . .” And she looked at her neighbor, and he still could not look back at her, and it was then that the waves came. They came fast and resolute, unerring in their accuracy, right through the heart, and they battered like fists at the door.


She seemed to fold in the middle as if a crease were already there, well marked from previous losses and disappointments. The heartbreak came, and it came with every kind of nightmare in tow, and she lowered her head as if this were the very last straw.


They tried to help her—Sheriff John Gaines and Roy Nestor—but she resisted them. They followed her into the narrow wooden house, down along a corridor to the room where she had slept alone for the past twenty years. A moment of hesitation, and then she turned once more toward the parlor. And here she stood, the room no more than eight by twelve, a single window—four panes of dirty glass—a vague greasy light trying its hardest to gain entry. Beneath it sat a beaten-up chair, cotton stuffing growing through the holes in the cover, to the right a plain deal table, a two-shelf cupboard covered with netting to keep the flies out. The floor was mismatched pieces of oilcloth and linoleum, and everywhere was a feeling of despair and heartbreak.


Setting her down in the chair, Gaines paused for a moment to catch his breath.


Judith Denton looked right back at him, but he knew that she did not see him. He imagined that she was looking at the last time she’d seen Nancy, perhaps trying to convince herself that there had been some dreadful, dreadful mistake, that this was a nightmare, that any second now she would stir and wake, that she would know that her daughter was not dead, but still missing . . . and if she were missing, then there was still some small hope that one day she might return.


Better vanished or dead? Gaines asked himself again. Better to live with certainty or with hope?


But it was not a nightmare, and Judith Denton did not wake, and she felt no sense of relief.


Perhaps only then did Judith feel the full force of that news, and Gaines was on his knees before her, holding her hand while she closed up inside. The look in her eyes was now fierce and hateful, as if the world had conspired at last to take from her the only thing that mattered.


She gasped, and for a while it seemed that she would take only one breath, and somehow that single breath would be her last, and she, too, would die—right there in Gaines’s arms. But she breathed again, and then again, and then she started to sob, and Gaines held her close to his chest. He felt her tears through the thin cotton of his shirt, and Judith Denton’s tears felt like the bitter, black rain that had fallen as they’d exhumed her only child from that filthy, terrible grave.


Finally, through staggered breaths, through tears that would not stop, she found her voice. It was weak, a terrible, fragile sound, and though she uttered just a handful of words, those words seemed more powerful than anything Gaines had ever heard.


“Th-the day sh-she we-went miss-missing,” Judith stammered. “The day she went miss-missing, I ne-never said I love you. I al-always say I love you. But not that day. It ha-had to be th-that day, didn’t it? The day she disappeared . . .”
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Gaines remembered the awareness of being alive, of waking on those rare occasions when he had clawed a handful of hours’ sleep between one march and the next, between one firefight and the next, and being surprised to find himself alive. Before the war, he had taken such a thing for granted. He had taken many things for granted. He’d promised himself that afterward—if he made it home—he would acknowledge his survival, his aliveness, each and every day. But slowly, insidiously, without even realizing it, he had forgotten to make those acknowledgments. Now it was only special occasions—Thanksgiving, birthdays, Christmas—that he remembered the promise. And times of horror. He remembered the promise in times of horror. Small horrors compared to those he had survived, but horrors all the same. Perhaps he had chosen this line of work for that reason. To keep himself reminded of how sudden, how brutal, how terrible it all could be. To forever appreciate the fragility of life. How precious, and yet how terribly fragile. Of all things, however, those who came home from war were haunted by the ghosts of those who did not. At first a sense of disbelief, becoming at once a sense of responsibility to do something special, something rare and meaningful and extraordinary with their lives. Ultimately a sense of guilt that they had not and more than likely never would. What those who did not return would never know was that all you ever wanted were the small things, the narrow routines, the insignificant details of normalcy. You did not want to stand out, to be visible, to be noticed. Invisibility had engendered survival. It was against human nature to change a pattern that facilitated a future.


And now here, of all places, was a time of horror. Gaines did not know what had been done to the girl. Most of all, he did not know why. There were no questions he could answer for Judith Denton that would assuage what she was feeling. He sat with her for more than an hour, and she eventually turned away from him, buried herself into the chair as best she could, her body tight like a knot, fists clenched and pressed against her eyes, ashamed to be unable to speak, at the same time not caring who might see her.


Her vanished child was a child now dead. This much at least she knew. The details were yet to come, and Gaines didn’t want rumors and assumptions stepping in where facts were needed. If Judith Denton was to be told the truth of her daughter’s death, then it was only right that such a truth came from him. In such instances, the law performed a function that should not be assigned or delegated.


“Judith,” he said, and he laid his hand on her shoulder. She neither flinched nor acknowledged his presence, and Gaines waited a few more minutes before he said her name again.


“Judith, I have to ask something of you now.”


Gaines could feel the cool knot of anticipation in the base of his gut. His hands were sweating, his face also, and yet he could not move to retrieve his handkerchief from the pocket of his pants.


“Judith, you hear me?”


A twitch of response in her shoulder. Could have been involuntary.


“I have something I’m gonna need you to do now,” he said. “I gotta take you over to the Coroner’s Office . . .”


Judith Denton turned slightly. For a moment, her breathing hitched and stopped.


“You tell me what happened,” she said. Her voice cracked with emotion, but beneath it was a firmness that could not be denied. “You tell me what happened to her, Sheriff Gaines. What happened to my girl?”


Gaines started to shake his head. “I can’t—”


“You’re the sheriff here,” Judith interjected. “So don’t tell me can’t. You’re the sheriff, and you can do whatever the hell you like. I want to know what happened to her—”


“We don’t know yet,” Gaines replied. “We found her down at the side of the river. She was dead. She was in the mud down there, and we had to dig her out . . .”


“How?” she asked. “How can that be? How could this happen?”


Gaines shook his head.


Judith looked at him, fixed him with an unerring gaze. “How old?” she asked.


Gaines frowned.


“How old is she, Sheriff Gaines?”


Gaines understood then. “I don’t know, Judith, but Bob Thurston recognized her immediately, so she can’t be much older than when she . . .”


Judith Denton was suddenly elsewhere, as if she had summoned sufficient imagination to picture her daughter. To see someone burying her perhaps, pushing her body down into the filthy, black mud . . .


“Sheriff—” Judith started, and then there was something else in her eyes, something that tore her up, because the expression on her face changed in a heartbeat from pain and grief to something else.


“D-Did th-they . . . ? Did th-they . . . ,” she started, her voice catching awkwardly at the back of her throat. “Did th-they . . . ? You know wh-what I’m asking, Sheriff . . .”


“I don’t know, Judith. I don’t know what happened, and I won’t know until the coroner does his autopsy.”


Judith started shaking, pushed herself deeper into the chair once more, seemed to close herself off again from the rest of the world.


Gaines tightened his grip on her shoulder. “Like I said already, Judith, I’m gonna need you to come over to the County Coroner’s Office with me. You’re gonna have to be brave, as brave as you ever could be, and you’re gonna have to take a look at Nancy and tell me that it’s her.”


Judith’s eyes were rimmed red, her face contorted with anger. “Bob Thurston knows who she is!” she snapped. And then she moved suddenly, twisted her body, and turned to look up at Nestor, silent the entire time. “Bob Thurston says it was her! You can’t be tellin’ me that he might have made a mistake, now?” Her eyes widened, almost as if some small spark of hope had resided there all along, and he had just fanned it with his words.


Gaines shook his head solemnly. “No, Judith. You know there isn’t going to be any mistake on this, but the law says that next of kin has to come down and identify the body. You know that, right?”


“I know nothin’ ’cept she’s dead,” Judith said, such bitterness in her tone, and then she started crying again, this time with greater force, and her whole body was racked with spasms as she pulled herself in tight and tried to exclude Gaines.


“Judith . . .”


“Take Roy Nestor,” she said. “Take him with you . . . He knows her as well as anyone . . .”


“Now, Judith, you know I can’t do that. It has to be kin. That’s the law. Has to be kin.”


Judith’s eyes flared. There was something angry and cold in her expression. “The law?” she asked. “You’re down here telling me about the law? Where was the law when she was taken? I told them she’d been taken. I told them she would never run away, but did they listen? No, they didn’t. Tell me about the law now, Sheriff. Where was the law when my little baby was being—”


“Judith,” he said, in his voice a tone of directness and authority. “Until the truth is discovered, there is no truth. We have no indication of what happened to her.” Gaines pictured the wide incision along the length of the girl’s body, the rough stitching that had been employed to bind it together again. He could not tell her mother of this. Not now. Not yet. “The investigation has barely begun—”


“So what are you doing here with me? What the hell are you doing down here with me when you should be out looking for whoever did this thing?”


“Judith, I’m serious now. I have a lot of work to do on this thing. This is all that’s happening for me right now, and I need to get some kind of cooperation here—”


Judith Denton faced him, and for a second Gaines believed she might throw her arms around his shoulders. She didn’t. She raised her clenched fists and started beating on him, thumping on his arms, his shoulders, his chest. The woman was strong, but he did not restrain her. It was nothing more than utter desperation and loss releasing itself the only way it could.


Eventually, Gaines gripped Judith’s wrists and pulled her close. She collapsed against him. He held her tight, as if to let her go was to see her vanish. He felt her tears making their way through the thin cotton of his shirt once again. He could smell the funky odor of her body, the tang of something wild and bitter in her hair, the smell of the room around them. And what he felt was hopelessness. Hopelessness and futility, because he had seen this before. He had seen it all before, and so much worse.


The horror of the tunnel complexes in the Than Khe area south of Chu Lai. Dead children, flies nesting in open mouths and hollow eye sockets, the skin dry and papery to the touch, the stomachs bloated with putrid gas. Losing his footing one time, skidding sideways like a sand surfer, arms extended for horizontal balance, Gaines had gone down a steep incline into a trench where some teenager had fallen. The weight and velocity of his descent had been sufficient to burst the boy’s stomach.


Another time Gaines saw a man disappear. His name was Danny Huntsecker, and he stepped on a Claymore antipersonnel mine, and he simply disappeared. He was there, and then he was gone. This experience did not result in any philosophical realization; it did not impart some fundamental truth regarding the fragility and impermanence of man. Nothing so poetic. It merely demonstrated to Gaines that if you hurled seven hundred and fifty steel ball bearings at Danny Huntsecker with enough force, you could make him completely disappear.


He had seen worse, and he had heard of much worse.


Gaines did not understand what had happened to Nancy Denton. There were many questions to be asked and answered. When had she last been seen? Who had seen her? Where had she been going? Where had she been coming from? When had Bob Thurston said this had taken place? August of 1954? This was a twenty-year-old mystery, and Gaines knew how rapidly memories could fade in a year, let alone two decades. Most murders possessed rationale for no one but the murderer. Gaines knew this. He believed that the circumstances of Nancy Denton’s death would be no different. Hers had been an unnecessary death for everyone but her killer. For her killer, there had been a great deal of point. Nancy Denton may have been murdered for who she was or what she represented. And if she’d been raped, assaulted, and if the butchery that had been performed upon her bore some relation to her kidnap and murder, then there was an even darker story to be uncovered.


And so Gaines pulled Judith Denton tight against his chest and wondered who the hell had made this world. From what he’d seen and heard, it sure didn’t seem like God.
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In the presence of Judith Denton, Breed County coroner Victor Powell did not divulge the details of his initial examination of Nancy’s body to Sheriff Gaines. Rather, he took Gaines aside for a moment, told him that there were things that Gaines needed to know, that he should come back later when the mother had left.


“What things?” Gaines asked.


Powell shook his head, looked away for a moment, glanced at Judith, and when he turned back, the expression on his face communicated a sense of disquiet. “I’m just saying, Sheriff,” he said. “I’m just saying there’s things you need to know today, all right?”


“All right Victor, all right,” Gaines replied. “And where’s Bob?”


“He was called away. He’ll be back shortly.”


Gaines returned to the bench in the corridor. Judith Denton sat wringing a sodden handkerchief.


“I can’t do this . . . ,” she said, her voice cracking, “I can’t do this, but I gotta do this . . .”


Gaines took her hand and helped her to her feet.


“I really don’t think I can do this . . . Don’t make me, Sheriff. Don’t make me . . .”


Gaines said nothing. Her put his arm around her shoulder and turned toward Powell, who stood near a door on the right.


Powell pushed the door open and then followed them through into the morgue.


There was always a sense of surreal disconnection that removed John Gaines from such scenes. The dead were the dead. It was so clearly evident to him that the energy, the very spirit that had animated the body in life, was something separate from the body. Especially with young children who had died unexpectedly, it seemed to be the case that something remained in the vicinity. As if life had to reconcile itself to departing.


This was something he felt in the presence of Nancy Denton.


Her body had been covered with a simple white sheet. Victor Powell steeled himself. He took the sheet at its uppermost edge, and drawing it down, he revealed the face of the girl to her mother. Judith Denton’s breathing stopped. Gaines waited for the hysterical rush of grief that he knew was coming, something that would pale into insignificance anything she might have expressed before . . .


“She looks the same . . .”


Judith Denton’s words floated into the air, and they just hung there.


She looks the same . . .


Now that the mud had been cleaned away, Gaines saw her with such clarity.


She was a beautiful girl, her complexion and coloring more fall than winter, her dark hair swept back from her face, her eyes closed as if in sleep, her expression almost restful. Gaines did not understand how this could be. How could a body stay unchanged for twenty years? How was such a thing even possible? It was as if she had been locked in time while the entire world went on without her. Gaines imagined meeting someone from his own past, someone from two decades before, only to find that despite the passing of so many years, they had not changed at all. It provoked a feeling that he had never before experienced, and he did not like it.


He remembered how he had crouched at the top of the bank, how he had looked down at her face, how the pale, white hand had appeared from the blackness, how it had taken the strength of six men to get the mud to relinquish her, the stark and terrible image of the wound that centered her fragile frame, and now silently thanking Victor Powell for not showing the wound to the girl’s mother . . .


Judith Denton’s knees started to give way beneath her. Gaines held on to her with everything he possessed. Coroner Powell drew the sheet back over Nancy, and then he hurried around the edge of the gurney to help as the woman became nothing but deadweight in Gaines’s hands.


Gaines felt as if he were watching the proceedings from the ceiling of the morgue. He could not hold Judith Denton anymore, and so he let her go.


Fifteen minutes later, Gaines and Judith Denton were seated on the bench in the corridor. From the car he’d brought a small silver flask, within which he kept a shot or two of bourbon. He had her drink it, held her as best he could while she cried some more, and then told her that the full examination was incomplete, that there were things he needed to know, things that could only be determined by the coroner. Without these things, it would be nigh on impossible to learn the truth of what had happened to her.


“The truth?” Judith asked. “The truth is that she is dead, Sheriff.” She turned and looked at him. “So let me take her. Let me take her back where she belongs and bury her proper. Let me at least do that.”


“I can’t, Judith, and even if I could, I wouldn’t. You’re gonna have to let me do what I need to do here, and as soon as I can release her, I will.”


“And if I refuse—” She stopped speaking and looked at him.


For a brief second, Gaines noticed a flash of anxiety in her eyes, as if she were afraid of what he might say or do.


“Judith,” he said calmly. “I need you to help me on this. I need you to let me keep her until our work is finished. I’ll help you make arrangements so things are done right. I’ll find some money—”


Judith shook her head. “That is something you don’t need to do,” she said.


Gaines knew better than to push the point. Pride would prevent Judith Denton from ever accepting a nickel from him. “This is important enough for me to insist,” he said. “I need to give the coroner the time he needs—”


“And if I don’t, you can have me arrested?”


“Judith, you know I would never do such a thing.”


She closed her eyes.


Gaines fell silent.


The tension between them was tangible.


“You gonna find the truth of what happened to her?” Judith asked.


“I’m going to do my best . . . That’s all I can tell you. I’m gonna do everything within my power to find out what happened—”


Judith was distant for a while. “Everyone loved her,” she said. “Everyone. And that night . . . the night she went missing . . .” She shook her head and looked down at the floor. “That was supposed to be a party. Just a party for no reason other than to have a party, but everyone was there. Michael was there, Maryanne, too, and the Wade boy. Michael had on his uniform, and he was so handsome . . .”


Judith looked back at Gaines. “I let her stay out. I let her stay out all night. She was sixteen years old, and she was a good girl. I trusted her . . .”


Gaines reached out and took her hand. He could feel the dampness of tears on her skin from where she had been clutching her handkerchief.


“You promise me—”


“You know I can’t promise anything, Judith. You cannot ask me to promise anything.”


“ ’Cept that you’ll do your best?” she asked. “You can promise me that much?”


“Yes. That much I can promise. That I’ll do my best.”


Judith Denton rose awkwardly, as if there were little strength in her knees.


“I’ll drive you home,” he said.


“I’m gonna walk, if you don’t mind, Sheriff. Been inside here enough. Been inside the house, inside the car. Feel like I’ve been inside for twenty years, you know? Want some air. Want to walk out there by myself and have a little time.”


“I understand.”


Judith Denton looked down at Gaines. “I’ll be expecting her home soon as you can bring her,” she said. “Home is where she belongs.”


“You have my word, Judith,” he replied. “You have my word.”


Gaines walked her to the door and watched her until she disappeared at the corner, and then he returned to the morgue.


Powell was standing over the still-shrouded body of Nancy Denton, and as Gaines entered, he drew back the entire length of the sheet and exposed the naked form of the girl.


“How can this be?” Gaines asked, still disbelieving.


“The mud,” Powell replied. “I don’t know a great deal about it, John, ’cept that it can happen. High salt content, low oxygen, buried deep enough to stay cold. And the fact that the mud got inside her as well. I’m sure that had something to do with it. It’s something you’d have to consult a forensic archaeologist or someone about, but I’ve heard of bodies being preserved for hundreds of years, not just decades.”


“Unbelievable,” Gaines said. “This is truly unbelievable.”


“The fact that you found her there is the least unbelievable thing about this,” Powell said. “It gets a great deal crazier from here on. Trust me.”


Gaines frowned.


“She wasn’t sexually assaulted,” Powell said. “I expected to find that she had been, but she hadn’t. I think her hands and feet were tied, but I cannot be sure. There are no signs of any real physical injury at all.”


“Cause of death?” Gaines asked.


“Asphyxiation, as far as I can tell right now,” Powell replied. “The hyoid bone in the throat is broken, concurrent with strangulation, but I’m not done.”


Powell indicated the eighteen-inch incision down her torso. “But this is my greatest concern . . .”


“This is what you needed me to know?” Gaines asked, almost afraid to ask, aware that even he was close to his own level of tolerance.


“Yes, John, I did.”


Powell leaned over the body, and then he carefully worked his fingers into the wound. Slowly, he drew the edges apart, and even as he did so, Gaines was aware that something was very wrong indeed.


“Where is her heart?” Gaines asked.


“She did not have one,” Powell replied. He reached left and came back with a metal dish. In it seemed to be shreds of fabric, perhaps some kind of plant matter. And there was something else. Something that disturbed Gaines greatly.


“This came apart as I removed it,” Powell said.


Gaines looked at Nancy’s face. Something seemed to have changed. This was not the way she had appeared when he had entered the room with Judith. The face now seemed tight, the skin drawn, the lips pulled back against the teeth.


It was the body being influenced by the air, the change in temperature perhaps, he told himself. Nothing more than that.


Gaines closed his eyes and mouthed a few silent words.


“What?” Powell asked.


“Nothing,” Gaines replied.


“You ready for this?” Powell asked.


“As I’ll ever be.”


“This,” Powell said, indicating the few shreds of cloth in the metal dish, “is the remains of a basket.”


“A what?”


“A basket. Very carefully constructed, almost spherical. Made in two halves, it was hinged on one side with wire and had a wire catch on the other. And it was made to open just like a pocket watch . . .”


Powell set the dish down on the table.


“A basket? What the hell?” Gaines started.


“Hold your breath, John,” Powell replied, “because you ain’t seen nothin’ yet.”


Powell took a wooden depressor and poked at a small shape to the side of the basket’s remains. It seemed to uncurl, and despite its fragility, it still retained its circular shape. It was then that Gaines’s eyes seemed to deceive him.


It was a snake. No question about it. An infant, its type and exact length impossible to ascertain, it was nevertheless a snake.


“Jesus Christ. What the fuck?”


“Exactly what I said,” Powell interjected. “Someone strangled her, and then they opened her up, cut out her heart, and then replaced it with a snake in a basket.”


Gaines didn’t say a word. He simply felt a quiet sense of dread drowning every other emotion he was feeling.
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Sometimes the mind slipped its moorings.


Gaines, standing quietly in the corridor outside the morgue, thought of Linda Newman. At first he did not know why she came to mind, but then—after a little while—he did know. It was because of the child. The child that never was.


It was 1959, and he—all of nineteen years old—met a girl in the Laundromat. As good a place as any other to meet a wife, he believed. Not like there was some wife-farm where you could go pick your own and then maybe take her back if she turned out to be a sour ’un. Her name was Linda, and she got herself all trained up in a beautician school in Baton Rouge. She came on back to Opelousas, where Gaines was living at the time, but there didn’t appear to be a great demand for the things she proposed to provide. The women all wore housecoats and thick socks. They were up at five in the morning, chopping wood, firing the stove to make oatmeal for a hungover husband and a brood of kids, and such routines didn’t sit so well with a bouffant and a manicure. Women like that would rather you open up another liquor store, maybe a bar or something, so their husbands would spend more nights sleeping in the garage. Lack of employment aside, John Gaines and Linda Newman figured they would make it work somehow, and they stayed together. One time in the fall of 1960, just for the hell of it, they had driven from Alexandria to Shreveport. They had shared a passion for Nabs crackers, had eaten much of the state’s available supply en route. And then, in the early part of 1961, Linda got pregnant. When she was pregnant, she was crazy for frozen Milky Ways. For her, frozen Milky Ways were not so far from a religious experience.


While he was in-country, Gaines had thought about that child a lot. The child that almost was. Squatting in a foxhole, the darkness stabbing at his eyes, his mind playing tricks (for once it was dark, everyone believed in ghosts), he would make-believe that the child was alive, that he or she had made it, that Linda Newman and the child were waiting for him in Opelousas. But there had been no child, and there was no Linda Newman. Linda had miscarried, and afterwards it seemed that she could not bear to be around him, and so she’d returned to her folks in New Orleans. So many times Gaines had thought to find her, to speak to her, to try to convince her they could start over. He had imagined those conversations, practiced his lines, but they had never been delivered. Gaines had rehearsed a part he’d known he would never play, because he knew all along that it would never have worked. What had happened between them, how it had ended, had been so finite, so permanent, and they had both known it completely.


Gaines had tried so hard to think of other things, but it just kept coming back, like the taste of bad garlic, and it had made him bitter. The child he’d been denied. Seemed there was always something to remind him, and now this—this dead girl with a snake for a heart—was the most potent and powerful of all.


Linda had been gone all of thirteen years. His fourteen months in Vietnam had ended in December of 1968, and yet he was still alone, still caring for his mother, living now in Mississippi instead of Louisiana, but little, if anything, had changed.


He believed he had done the right things. However, doing the right thing was only a comfort if the result was right. There were individuals who accepted what nature had given them and others who strived against it. There were others who floated in limbo. They were waiting, it seemed, but for what? Even they did not know.


There was one God for the rich folks, one for the poor. And there were some men who spent the entirety of their lives looking for signs of forgiveness for a crime they had not committed.


Gaines, every once in a while, would still awaken in four-hour shifts. Suddenly, his eyes wide, his mind alert, a voice insisting in a hurried whisper, Hey! Hey, Gaines! You’re up, and he would lie there, the silence of the house around him, and realize that he did not need to get up, that there was no watch to be performed tonight, that if he stepped out behind the house and stared into the darkness, he would see nothing but distance and shadows. Whatever war had existed for him was now over. Vietnam was nine and a half thousand miles away, and yet sometimes he believed it was as close as his shadow. Believed, perhaps, that it was his shadow. It was a mighty war, both terrible and terrifying, and back then—at twenty-seven years of age—he had been a child among children, and they had been presented with both horror and rapture in equal parts. It was said that the mind healed if given sufficient time. It did not. It merely built ever-greater defenses against the ravages of conscience and memory.


After a while you forgot what was dream and what was memory.


Above and beneath all that, John Gaines was the man he had become in Vietnam. He was a man of war. A dark and merciless and unrelenting war that took everything good from the soul and replaced it with nothing. It was hard to appreciate how little more than a year could influence and affect a human being to such a degree. But it had. There was no question that it had.


Some said they left a part of themselves in the jungles and villes and tunnels of Southeast Asia. This was not true. They left all of themselves behind. They returned as someone else, and their friends, their families, their wives and mothers and daughters, struggled to recognize them. To themselves, as well, they had become almost strangers.


Gaines had not gone the route of grad school deferment, nor the National Guard, nor the reserves; he did not cite opposition in principle, nor from some religious or ethical stance, nor from some real or imagined medical status; he did not think of running away or hiding in Canada or Mexico. On Thursday, February 9, 1967, he received his Order to Report for Physical Exam. He attended the exam. On Wednesday, May 10, he received his Order to Report for Induction. He simply read the draft notice carefully, read it once again, and then returned it to the envelope. So that’s it, his mother had said. Yes, Gaines had replied. That’s it.


Even now, looking back, he could remember the expression on her face. I lost my husband to war, that expression said, and now I will lose my son. She had been born Alice Devereau in Pointe à la Hache, Louisiana, in January of 1915. She met her husband-to-be, Edward, in 1937. Within two years, they were married. John, their only child, was born in June of 1940. When John was two, his father left for Europe. He served with the First Army, and was killed near Malmedy and Stavelot on the road to Liege, Belgium, on December 23, 1944. Alice Gaines had been all of twenty-nine years old.


So she looked at her son, two years younger than she herself had been when she’d lost her husband, and she asked him if there was any other way.


“No,” John had said. “There is no other way.”


Five days later, John Gaines reported for Basic Combat Training at Fort Benning, Georgia. Boots, bed, hygiene, weaponry and maintenance, C rations, first aid, land navigation, rules of war, the Uniform Code of Military Justice, marching in ranks and parade, inspections. He graduated in July, moved on to Advanced Individual Training. He learned how to hide from people. He learned how to follow people. Then he learned how to kill them. In September, he graduated to Republic of Vietnam Training. Toward the end of the month, he took a week’s leave, went home to see his mother, helped her move to Whytesburg, Mississippi, so as to be nearer an old friend, and then he shipped out. Fort Benning to Saigon, Saigon to Đà Lat, Đà Lat and onward into the Central Highlands. Two weeks’ in-country orientation and training, and he was set.


Back then, back in the real history of the thing, there were smaller empires. Vietnam was a world all its own, and included the territories of Tonkin, Annam, and Cochinchina, out to Laos and Cambodge sat Siam in the west. Now it was all North and South, nothing more. Before the Second World War, the French maintained Indochinese colonies. They occupied Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia until they were overrun by the Japanese. After the Japanese surrender, the French came back. They wanted a new French Union. Ho Chi Minh wanted complete independence. The United States supported France, but when the fortress of Dien Ben Phu fell in May of 1954, it was all over.


They should have learned then, but they did not. It would never be size or influence or money that would win a war in the jungle. It was knowledge. It was being there. It was understanding the land. Only the Vietnamese possessed this, and thus they would never lose.


The history of the place was important to Gaines. He had wanted to know why he was fighting. Because your president and your country needs you to had never been sufficient for him.


After the French defeat, they just cut the country in half where the South China Sea became the Gulf of Tonkin. North Vietnam would be governed from Hanoi by the Vi[image: image]t Minh. South Vietnam would be governed from Saigon. On the throne would be the French ally, Emperor B[image: image]o Ðại. The United States did not agree.


A year later, the South Vietnamese elected a new leader. Ngô Đình Di[image: image]m was a tyrant, a corrupt and dishonest man, but he was Catholic and an anticommunist, and the United States wanted to keep him in place. But then rebellion came in 1957, communists and nationalists in the south receiving their orders from the north. They coalesced, grew stronger, and three years later they became the National Liberation Front. Vietnamese communists. The Viet Cong.


These were the people that Gaines had been trained to kill.


Back in ’54, Eisenhower had promised that noncommunist Indochina would never fall to the Reds. It was a matter of principle. America, the mightiest of all, had been outwitted and overthrown by a gang of sandal-wearing Russian collaborators. Eisenhower’s pride had been hurt. He had defeated Nazi Germany, and yet he couldn’t take out a strip of land that was half the size of Texas. Eisenhower was a Texan. Vietnam was a nothing place in the middle of nowhere. He was galled.


In November of 1963, just three weeks before Kennedy was assassinated in Dallas, South Vietnamese president Ngô Ðình Di[image: image]m was murdered in an army coup. When Johnson assumed the presidency, he declared, “I am not going to lose Vietnam.” August of 1964 saw a US destroyer fired upon by North Vietnamese patrol boats in the Gulf of Tonkin. Johnson launched air attacks on North Vietnamese shore installations. Johnson had a resolution-approved fistfight on his hands. Vietnam was some piece-of-shit backyard where US boys were getting their asses kicked by little yellow guys in sandals and coolie hats. Enough was enough.

OEBPS/images/edot.jpg
14k





OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/images/9781409124191_FC.jpg





OEBPS/images/aquestion.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





