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CLEMENCY BOARD, DECEMBER 1960


I feel that I should be given consideration for clemency because there are circumstances that at the time the crime was committed that I never had any part in doing. I never participated in the killing of any of the people. That is I never did the actual killing. Also I never agreed to it. The first killing happened when I wasn’t in the room. The killing was not premeditated or planned in any way. A witness for the state lied about me, but that I cannot prove. But my main reason is that I never killed anyone.


Signed,


Richard Eugene Hickock, Prisoner Number 14746
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Being brought up one way and trying to see another way is very difficult.


Perry Smith


 


 


Immaculately factual.


Truman Capote




One


Little Brigid Theresa Quinn, with a Band-Aid on my knobby knee from jumping out of a banyan tree on a dare, and a ponytail of red hair that should have been washed four days ago—I’m only six years old when I first hear about the murder of the Walker family on December 19, 1959. Though the decades pass, and I have witnessed even greater horrors than were described that night, I still can’t see a Christmas tree without feeling the crime scene, the tree with its ornaments, the glittery packages, the bodies in the living room. Then the memory quickly fades and I’m here and now again.


Whenever I go back there I still find that same little girl.


I don’t hear about the Walker mass murder from the television. I get the scoop right in our own kitchen. You know, all the gory details that the news didn’t assault you with in those days before they started showing the body bags coming back from Vietnam. Dad’s friends from the Fort Lauderdale police department gather together on the Saturday nights when they don’t have to work the following day.


I sit on Dad’s lap at the Formica-topped kitchen table while he talks and drinks and smokes with his buddies. He smells of beer and cigarettes. The odors don’t come from the original source as much as they’re channeled through his sweat. December in Florida can be hot and muggy.


Dad’s buddies are Ken, Rory, and Mitch. They all look alike as far as I can tell, with flattop haircuts, big hands and bellies. I’m allowed to call them by their first names despite being just a little girl.


Over Dad’s shoulder I can see Mom far off in an armchair in the living room. There are only five days remaining before Christmas, and the multicolored lights on the tree cast a glow on her. Mom is needle-pointing a seat cover with a big cluster of purple grapes in the middle. The background is blue, what she would call Virgin Mary blue. Mom is systematically covering everything in the house that can be covered with needlepoint. I don’t want to grow up to be a needlepointer. It doesn’t seem to make Mom happy. She frowns most of the time. No, I want to grow up to be like Dad, drinking and laughing and doing dangerous and heroic things. I don’t know until years later that all Dad did was give out parking tickets and maybe get a cat out of a tree once in a while. He’d never even fired his gun except at the practice range.


Ken, Rory, and Mitch are all married, but our house is the only house they can come to and drink because the other wives won’t allow “that kind of talk” around their children. That’s not how things are run in his house, Dad always says. He says he “rules the roost.”


The talk is brutal, all right. Axe murders. Gang rapes. Decomposing corpses eaten by alligators in the Everglades. I’ve grown used to this kind of talk that other children aren’t privy to. These stories I’ve heard are no worse than the fairy tales I read, like where Cinderella’s sister cuts off her own toe to fit into the glass slipper and the blood dripping on the road gives her away.


I think tonight will be just more of that. I can feel the excitement build along with the beer bottles and cigarette butts in the middle of the kitchen table. My heart speeds up with the clinking of glass and the restrained intensity of the talk, even the parts I don’t understand. Go on, go on, I think. More.


The reason they’re so excited is that this mass murder has happened right in Florida, our own state. It was in a little town called Osprey, on the west coast of Florida near Sarasota. When they talk about it being so, so close, it gives me a nice little shiver. Like watching Caltiki the Immortal Monster before it goes too far and the liver thing dissolves the guy’s forearm down to the bone and that keeps me up all night.


“What about that Spencer who confessed?” Dad says, not because he didn’t already know about Spencer, but just to encourage the conversation. It’s one of the reasons the others like him, because he’s willing to play right field. Ken, another beat cop like Dad, doesn’t even leave the bench but sits silently sucking down beer after beer. Maybe the main reason he comes is for the beer.


Mitch says, “He was already discredited by the sheriff.” He taps his cigarette in his ashtray with a hard tap that shows what he thinks of Spencer. Then he says, “A path-o-logical liar, made up everything. Buncha shit. Sorry, baby.” He says that to me because I giggle at the word “shit.”


I have gotten their attention with a giggle, so I giggle again to get more. I pull on the sleeve of Dad’s white undershirt. I ask, “Who’re the Walkers?”


Dad says, “A family of four that was murdered near Sarasota. That’s on the other side of our own state.” He has never held anything back, or treated me like a little girl. But then he does. “It’s like it’s … right … next … door.” Then he tickles me. It feels more like a thumb punch in my rib than anything nice, but I giggle again even though it makes me jump.


Rory gets up and helps himself to a cold beer from the fridge. Dad passes him the bottle opener and he pops off the top into a separate little pile on the table. Rory says, “We all know who we’re looking at for this one. Whoever killed the Clutters.”


“Are they liking anyone yet for the Clutter murders?” Dad asks.


“Two guys,” Rory answers with a scoff. “You don’t know this already?”


If Dad wasn’t on his fifth beer he might have taken offense at that. Now, not so much. He only shrugs.


Rory goes on. “Couple of parolees, Dick Hickock and Perry Smith. Some prison snitch came forward and told the FBI he had worked for Clutter. Snitch said that he told Hickock there was a safe with ten thousand dollars at the house. The FBI is looking for them all over the country. They’ll find them, all right, but it’s a crying shame they couldn’t move faster. The Walkers could have been saved.”


The rest of the men shake their heads and tsk. Damn that good-for-nothing FBI.


“It’s a killing spree,” Rory adds after downing half the bottle in one go before sitting down. He takes another bottle out of the fridge so he doesn’t have to get up again so soon. “With the Walkers you got the husband and wife shot. You got the two kids shot, a three-year-old and the littlest one drowned in the bathtub. What kind of a bastard has to shoot a one-year-old and then not leave her alone, but drown her in the bathtub? Jesus H. Christ.”


Mitch says, “But that’s a difference, the drowning. Also the mother was raped. No one got raped before.”


Rory says, “That’s only because something stopped the killer. Remember the teenage daughter. What’s her name?” The men talk for a while about why there was no rape at the Clutter house. They think maybe it was because the Clutter family were all home at the same time, so it was harder to wrangle everyone. No time for rape.


At the age of six, I don’t know what “rape” is, though I’ve heard the word before. I’m certain from the tone of the men’s voices that rape can’t be good.


“Who’re the Clutters?” I ask, confused. I’m also still wondering about rape, so the part about the baby in the bathtub doesn’t immediately register. But now the men ignore me.


Mitch says, “Okay, maybe the kids were in the house and they got it first. But they were much younger so not as much trouble to manage, with that big teenage son. And with the Walkers, the husband came home after the three were killed.”


Rory says, “No, that’s not how it was. The wife was alone in the house, and the killer—”


“Killers,” Mitch says.


Rory shrugs and goes on, “—killers got her, then got the father and the two kids when they came home.”


Ken and Dad listen to Mitch and Rory talk as if they’re experts. No one ever mentions that they’re just robbery detectives and not homicide detectives. That would be rude.


Ken asks, “How do they know who got there when? There wasn’t that much time between the deaths.”


And Dad asks, “How can they even tell whether the baby was shot first or drowned first?”


Mitch says, “Oh, those medical examiners, they can tell.”


All the men nod like they understand what Mitch means, but after hearing the second time about a baby shot and drowned all I can think of is right … next … door … right … next … door …


The talk goes on but I stop hearing it. I can’t stop thinking about those children. What did the children see the men do to their mother? What did the mother see the men do to her children? Stop it, I think, no, I shout inside my head. Stop talking.


My little sister Ariel is four, and my brother Todd is two. They’re about the same age as the Walker children. They’ve already gone to bed but I’m big enough to stay up later. Part of my brain is listening to what the men are saying about the older child, after being shot, crawling to die next to his father. Part of my brain is listening to Dad’s voice repeating … door … right … next … door … right …


My face gets sort of numb and I guess my ears do, too, because the conversation is muffled and I stop being able to hear exactly what they’re saying almost as bad as when I’m under water in the neighbor’s pool and someone shouts “Marco Polo.” That’s okay because I don’t want to hear them anymore. I hear a whooshing sound and my pulse is beating so hard in the side of my neck that I can feel it. I wish I hadn’t heard what I heard. I only wish, I pray, Mom will come and tell the men to stop talking about killed children, or at least tell me it’s time for bed and take me away from the table, because I can’t seem to move on my own.


Prayer doesn’t do any good.


Sitting at the table, in my mind I keep hearing shotgun blasts. I keep feeling the cold water in the bathtub sloshing against my face as it goes under. I see the water turn pink. My thumb moves over the coarse hair on Dad’s forearm to stop imagining, but I can’t get the children out of my mind and how much they make me think of Ariel and Todd. What if someone comes into our house and does that to them? To me?


After silently begging her for so long, I’m finally taken by Mom and put to bed. But of course I stay awake staring at where the ceiling would be if the light were on, with my sheet tucked up around my ears on both sides of my head, as if that can protect me from men who kill children. Men’s voices continue to filter into my room. Then the voices finally die, doors open and shut with good-nights, lights go out, and the whole house is dark and still. When I figure my parents won’t be coming out of their room I push aside my bedsheets. They’re sweaty with my fear. I get out of bed.


Ariel asks, “Where you going?” We share a room and even at four she’s a light sleeper.


I say, “Bathroom.” I’m hopeful. “You want to talk?”


She says no and rolls over.


I creep down the hall, which is lighter than our bedroom thanks to the night-light plugged into an outlet. I spend that whole night in the hallway outside Mom and Dad’s bedroom. You didn’t wake up my parents if you were scared at night. They’d just get angry because Dad needed his rest. So I spend that night with my knees drawn up, as small as I can get. My back bones are pressed against their closed door. The muffled sound of my father’s snoring is a little comforting.


Maybe I doze off some, but I’m awake to see the sky lightening out the window over Todd’s crib in his room. I go in there. Short for my age, I can’t reach over the top of the bars, but I can put my hand through them to touch Todd’s stomach and feel it go up and down as he breathes. The combination of the dawn and Todd alive and dry tells me everything is okay for now. My vigil is over. I get back into bed by the time Mom opens her bedroom door to come wake us up for mass. She scolds me for my dirty hair, but that’s overshadowed by Todd taking an unscheduled dump in his diaper and we’re running late.


More than fifty years from now, that killing will touch me again, and with more than childish terror. Cold cases, they call them, as if they’re frozen harmlessly in the past without any power to wreak new havoc. Open at your own risk.




Two


I felt Carlo’s hand find mine in the dark, and held it just tightly enough to remind myself that Brigid Theresa Quinn was past grown up now. This was the present, not 1959. And home was Arizona, not Florida. And we were safe in bed just telling the stories of our lives. So I felt more indignation than horror when I said, “Mom didn’t come get me, she just kept working on that damn needlepoint, the big needle pulling that damn Virgin Mary blue thread up and down through the holes of the canvas. Why did she do that? Why didn’t she save me?”


“You told me once that she had given up on your father influencing you,” Carlo said. “Could it have been that early in your life?”


“I thought she gave up when I was about ten. I don’t know, it all gets vague.”


“You understand that was abusive, don’t you? Psychological abuse.”


“These days it’s child abuse. In the fifties, it was just home.”


“Oh, those wonderful fifties.”


“Remember how we always went to eight o’clock mass because you couldn’t have anything to eat before you received communion? Remember those days?”


“Pre–Vatican Two. So that case. The Walkers.”


“I suppose I’ve been fascinated by the Walker family murder ever since that night. Of course, way before I grew up it had stopped terrifying me. Since then I’ve known other cases, some worse. But that case and its connection to the Clutters, that’s the closest I’ve come to a cold case obsession.”


Silence, but I could tell Carlo was thinking about what I had and hadn’t said, keeping his breathing light so as not to shift my memory. I imagined I could feel his pulse pumping in his hand.


Then he said, “I remember the Clutters. I was an altar boy at a church not too far from Lansing prison, where Hickock and Smith sat on death row and were executed.”


Now my pulse jumped. “You’re kidding me. Why didn’t you ever tell me this before?”


“It wouldn’t have occurred to me that you’d be interested, we were both so young. I had the minimal interest for anything outside my world, like any other preteen boy. More interested in books and baseball …”


Carlo’s voice drifted off and I asked if he was thinking or falling asleep. Sometimes with him it was hard to distinguish the difference.


“Just remembering,” he said. “Later I read In Cold Blood, of course. But I don’t remember that Capote talked about the Walkers.”


“He did. Just briefly because he was convinced that Hickock and Smith didn’t kill the family even though they were practically in the same town when it happened. One month after they killed the Clutter family in Kansas, another family of four is killed in Florida. It’s always felt like too much of a coincidence, their being so close. But Perry Smith denied it, and Capote believed him.”


“The Walker case was never solved?”


“Never. Not in nearly sixty years. It’s become sort of a hobby for cold case investigators in Florida. Every once in a while a detective with time on his hands goes back to it. Sometimes I google Walker family murders myself.”


“When did you check into it last?”


I thought, finally committed to “Long time ago.”


“And?”


“Nothing new.”


Silence again marked only by the swish of the ceiling fan. Carlo always listened for a long time after I finished one of my stories. He finally said, “You say you’re no longer affected by that evening, but I would guess you are. I can hear it in your telling. I hear that child in you.”


I was plastered against Carlo’s side, our heartbeats long slowed, but his right arm around me drew me even closer. Then we talked. There’s no imagining what kinds of postcoital conversations people can have, and there’s nothing for honesty like talking while naked.


“My friend Weiss would agree with you, about those times affecting me.” Weiss was a psychological profiler for the FBI and my longtime associate. “He says I became an FBI agent because I was chasing my personal demons.”


“Did you ever catch them?”


I laughed and rubbed the side of my face against his bare shoulder. “No. They’re slippery sons of bitches.”


Carlo took his left hand away from mine that he’d been holding, and ran a line with one finger down my forehead. It felt as if I was being anointed. I wondered if he could feel the frowny line between my eyes. He said, “The Greeks believed the daemon wasn’t a monster from hell. It was an inspiring force inside of us. Something that drives us.”


Like I said, no telling where these conversations will go, especially when you sleep with a philosopher. I yawned. “This I did not know. Do you remember if we let the dogs out?”


“We did,” he said. “Our anniversary is coming up next month. What do you want?”


“Such a romantic,” I said. “I don’t—”


Light snoring. Smile. I had probably worn him out. Our intimacy was usually reciprocal, but I had been the aggressor that night, giving to him what and when I chose and taking what pleasure I wanted. He never said, but I thought this might be a different way for him. I liked to imagine his first wife as something of a prig, passive in bed.


I stayed awake a bit longer, thinking about how long I had left with this man whom I had married only a few years before. Ten, twenty. Thirty years? He had been married to Jane for twenty-five years. Could I beat Jane’s record? Was there such a thing as competitive marriage? If there was anything less than perfect it was the fear of losing Carlo after finding him at a time that some would call late in life. This makes sense. When you’re young, nothing gets the appreciation it deserves. Love, liberty, life itself is taken for granted. Youth has no sense of its mortality. Later in life, if you’re not still consumed with struggling to pay a mortgage and worried about the price of cat food, if you can actually retire, what you have more time for is brooding. Then things you didn’t have time to worry about before can prey on your mind more, not less. Sometimes that old-age-serenity thing is crap.


This brooding about the past and future does not just apply to your traditional insecure female. It applies also to a tough old broad who has righted countless wrongs and can still kill a man with her bare hands. It applies also to older men who never paid for the things they did, and become obsessed that someday they’ll be called to account.


All that aside, this story is mostly about my regret that I failed to preserve intact the one person I loved most in all the world, you sweet innocent Perfesser. Because even as we spoke that night about the past, it was presently coming for you. And I would discover that the one person I couldn’t save you from was myself.




Three


He was short and stringy, with a full head of hair, but mostly gray. The overall effect was of a jockey past his prime. He used these features to his advantage, letting people think he was old and weak, until they got a better look at him. Some were fooled for a longer while than others. Those others shivered or inadvertently turned their back to him, as if affected by something evil at his core.


Prison hadn’t made him officially bad. He was already declared bad by the time he was twelve. That was when he killed his little brother with his dad’s shotgun. It was 1956. He told the judge, he told all of them it was an accident, but no one believed him. He got sent to a boys’ reformatory school outside of Pascagoula, Mississippi. His own parents didn’t even believe he was innocent of the homicide, and even if they did they wouldn’t forgive him for killing their baby. They figured they saw the writing on the wall and Jeremiah would always be bad. So his parents wouldn’t let him back in the house when he was released two years later. No, prison could not have made him worse than he was thought to be.


But it had honed his technique.


“Jeremiah Randolph Beaufort, number 4570937450.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Your sentence has been commuted. You are free to go without parole. Do you have any dress-outs?”


“Yes.” Beaufort thought to add “sir,” in his habit of being a model prisoner all these years, but then he thought it was no longer necessary. He didn’t have to be a model prisoner any longer.


“We will provide you with a bus ticket to the destination of your choice. Do you have a choice?”


“Pascagoula,” he said.


The warden laughed. “Well, that’s practically around the corner. You could almost walk. You don’t want to go any further than that?”


Beaufort pretended to think on it. “How about Bangkok?”


Now that he was getting out the warden appeared to be more relaxed than usual, laughed again rather than calling him on being a smart mouth. “It’s just that, don’t you have family or something? In another state?”


“Warden, I’ve been in here for thirty-three years, four months, and five days. What do you think?”


Not liking the feeling of being on the defensive, the warden shrugged. “I think you’re fortunate to be released. Your sentence has been commuted, Mr. Beaufort, but you’re hardly innocent of crime.” The warden tapped an open file on his desk. “This last stint was your third. You’ve been in and out of prison for drug possession and trafficking”—he glanced down at the page before him, frowning as if the math was hard—“for almost fifty years.”


“This is Your Life,” Beaufort said, his mood turning dark as he lost patience with sucking up to someone young enough to be his grandson.


Maybe it was how Beaufort said that, or maybe it was that the warden was too young to know the television program. He lifted his chin and looked at the freed man with different eyes, half shaded by his lids. If he had been about to ask whether Beaufort needed a ride to the bus station, now he didn’t bother.


“See you soon,” the warden said, as he said to all the departing cons.


Beaufort went from the office to a holding area where he could pick up his stuff and change into the clothes his transport had brought him. Thinking about his last interview. What did those bastards expect, that you’d lick their hand gratefully? You put a guy behind bars and take care of him like a zoo animal, three hots and a cot for years on end, fresh sheets you didn’t have to wash yourself unless you’re assigned to the laundry. They did everything but hold a guy’s dick while he pissed. Then they let you out and say you have to be a human being now, lead a responsible life. Beaufort didn’t know what he’d do if that was the life he had to look forward to, being grateful for a job bussing tables and sleeping in a cardboard box at the age of sixty-nine.


Beaufort walked out of Central Mississippi Correctional Facility. His transport had been provided via an old associate of his, a guy named Yanchak. The first time he was caught he didn’t snitch on Yanchak. It didn’t matter that Yanchak would have had him killed if he had, Yanchak owed him big-time.


The transport had brought him some civilian clothes to wear. He had put on real jeans for the first time in more than thirty years, nice if a little too big and too rough, and a shirt that didn’t smell of that harsh detergent that bit the inside of your nose. Also a little money, enough to get himself food during the four-hour bus trip to Pascagoula and whatever came after. He didn’t ask the transporter’s name, but asked him for a little more money, figuring the guy hadn’t given him all of it the first time.


“I have to buy a belt, too. You didn’t bring me a belt.”


The guy forked over the other ten-dollar bill he had held back. Beaufort took it, folded it, and put it with the rest in the breast pocket of his shirt. “Thank Yanchak for me,” he said.


It was quiet in the car for a while as they drove. His hearing dulled from the constant noise of the prison population at all times of the day and night, Beaufort could hear nothing but the air from the open window pass his ears.


“So how does it feel?” The guy broke the silence after fidgeting around in his seat, shifting his hands back and forth over the steering wheel. He had a soft southern accent like Beaufort’s that showed he was from this area. Beaufort wanted to show that he was the one with power, and not just an ex-con at the mercy of a driver. So he took a good long time before he said, “How does what feel?”


“Being out. After all this time.”


Beaufort sniffed the air and found it strangely free of the stench of urine and antiseptic cleaning solution. “I’ll have to get used to being able to bend over and pick up the soap.”


The guy opened his mouth wide and laughed like it was a joke. “I hear you’re someone to be reckoned with,” the guy said.


“Some might say that,” Beaufort replied.


The guy said, “I can see you’re tough, you got this mean vibe coming off you, but Yanchak tells me you were in on that Three Strikes and Life deal.”


“Yanchak should mind his own business.” Beaufort didn’t want to totally put the guy in his place because he needed the ride to the bus station and he didn’t want to piss off Yanchak, whom he would need later. But he’d just as soon the guy shut up and let him view the scenery to see what had changed in thirty years.


The guy did not shut up. “So that was in the eighties, right? I wasn’t born yet. If they caught you three times you got a mandatory life sentence.” He twitched as if feeling the sentence. “Man, that’s rough. I was thinking you might be pretty tough, but man, who actually gets caught three times?” He talked like other men might, making fun of someone and calling it conversation.


Not just a junky, but a stupid junky. Beaufort didn’t respond. The thing he hated most was someone implying he wasn’t smart. He didn’t let anyone get away with this kind of talk inside, but it would only be a half hour or so and he’d never see the guy again. Beaufort stepped back out of his own head, noted his restraint, and admired it.


His silence, though, appeared to make the guy bolder. “So what is it with that, how did you happen to get caught three times? I mean, once, maybe twice at the outside, but you have to be pretty dumb or just careless to get caught three times.”


“Maybe that’s just what they caught me on. Maybe drug dealing wasn’t the worst thing I did,” Beaufort said, gritting his teeth. He turned his head to look out the passenger window of the car and hummed an old tune. When the tune came to a rest he’d make a little popping sound with his lips as he always did. This continued until they reached the bus station. Beaufort opened the car door.


“See you,” the guy said.


“Tell Yanchak I’ll be in touch when I’m ready.” In prison he had learned that you don’t let people get away with anything, or you won’t survive. Beaufort took his left hand and put it on the back of the guy’s head in what seemed like a peaceable gesture. Then he slammed the head forward, hard, onto the steering wheel. Beaufort looked inside himself and noted that he didn’t take pleasure in the act and that he held himself back from actually breaking the guy’s nose. He only did it from long instinct, to be tough so you didn’t have to look over your shoulder all the time. And it let out a little of the built-up anger. After this he would be more careful to adapt to life outside.


Starting now. He said, “Thanks for the ride,” gave his palm a swipe on his jeans to get off the hair oil, and left the car.




Four


Pascagoula had changed some but not much. The same long buildings that made up the strip malls from the eighties were there, they just had different names on them. White Castle was now a Taco Bell. Krispy Klean laundromat was now a Nice Nails.


The bus station was in the same place, only with decades more of grime built up. And two blocks away was the same library. Beaufort noted that.


But first, go to the Ace Hardware (which hadn’t changed in fifty years) and get a short hank of twine to keep up his jeans. He stepped around the corner outside, looped the rope around his waist, tied it, and pulled his shirt over so no one could see he didn’t have a belt.


Second, use the money he saved on a belt for a large burrito and a strawberry shake to fill his belly for a long walk.


Third, take that long walk. He smiled to himself, thinking how that phrase was one used for men going to their execution. In his case, he was going to make sure it was never used in that context.


On the way out of town, he passed the kind of motel off old Interstate 90 where truckers stayed. He asked if they had rooms and they said sure, plenty.


Would they hold one for a few hours?


Sure. Did he have a credit card?


No.


Then no.


He took a deep breath and remained polite, would have to take his chances there would be a room available later, hopefully before the sun went down and the truckers who were tired of sleeping in their cabs started checking in. He stopped at a Quik Mart next to the motel and got a bottle of water for the trip. Imagine that, three brands of water in bottles. Cold, too.


He walked about six miles without getting tired of walking, even though his prison shoes were not the best. From time to time he’d pick up that tune he knew, the one where he popped his lips at the rest. The sensation of going and going without stopping, without running into a wall or a barbed-wire fence, was exhilarating, almost religious. He didn’t mind the humidity or the bugs, they came with the freedom. He felt like he could have walked all night. He was in good shape.


But he didn’t keep walking. He stopped at some property past the side of town that was too poor to attract any developers. No one had ever bought this land, a bunch of dirt marked here and there with oak trees sagging with Spanish moss. The only sign of human life that remained on the property was the blackened chimney of a fireplace that had once risen from his childhood home before the place burned down.


His heart started to race as it had not from the walking. He strode over the concrete foundation of the house in a few steps, marveling how small the place was, much smaller than he thought when he was seven years old or so. What he was looking for wasn’t in the chimney. It would have been easy to put it there, but too chancy that someone would nose around and find it. He put his back to the back of the chimney, feeling the stonework that had eroded in decades of exposure to the wind and the rain. He put his arms straight in front of him, sighting the line they led to. Then he walked the line.


A good ways off from the chimney he found the first rock, looking like any old rock that had wound up there however rocks wind up. He looked up and saw the next one. And the next. When he got to that third rock, bigger than the other two, but so far off you couldn’t easily see it from the house, he moved it to the side and started to dig. Last time he was here he had a car and a shovel, and that made this whole process easier, but you couldn’t have everything easy. His nails and the cuticles around them were encrusted with black soil by the time he dug down a good foot and a half to a metal box, somewhat rusted, but not so it wouldn’t unlock with the little key hidden underneath the lining of his wallet.


He opened the box and took out the plastic bag. It had a satisfying heft to it.


He didn’t hang around to count the contents of the bag. Before he got back to the highway he stopped to put a few twenties from the bag into his wallet and hid the bag with the rest of the money down the front of his jeans. Tomorrow he would get something better.


Beaufort walked the six miles back as the sun was going down, went into the Quik Mart men’s room and washed up some so he wouldn’t stand out. Nothing to make anyone notice him, dirty hands or anything. The place offered packaged ham and cheese sandwiches and six-packs of beer. He carried these things next door to the motel. They still had rooms. There was a different clerk who hardly glanced at him, instead keeping his focus on a device that looked like a small laptop computer without a keyboard. A movie played on it, a superhero he didn’t recognize, but you could tell from the cape and tights. Beaufort had some catching up to do. The superhero was fighting men who were meant to look like bad guys. Bad guys never changed. This reassured him.


He paid cash for one night.


The next morning Beaufort walked over to the truck stop for a real breakfast, nothing that came wrapped in paper or cellophane, and no powdered eggs. He ordered three over easy, sausage patties, and hash browns at the counter. He still felt the euphoria of the day before. God, it was good to be out. He took big gulps of air between bites like even the oxygen was better.


A skinny waitress, with a ring in her nose that made him think of a starving cow, poured his coffee. He asked where was the nearest Kmart.


“Mobile,” she said, kind of sullen and snotty, naming a city that he knew was a good distance away.


Now Beaufort, though he was small, had a way of seeming to get bigger until he filled up the space around him. “Is there any place closer than forty miles?” he asked. He kept his voice soft, but the coffeepot shook a little in the waitress’s hand as if she’d known mean men in her life and he was one of that kind. Some coffee sloshed onto the counter.


“Now look what you did,” Beaufort said, without taking his eyes off her. Watching someone else’s fear made him feel better about his own, the fear he could only admit to himself alone in the middle of the night when it kept him awake.


She apologized as she wiped at the spot with a towel and whispered, “There’s a Super Walmart closer in town.”


His hand shot forward—he was proud of how fast his reflexes still were—and grasped hers, pressed down on the towel underneath. The waitress was too shocked to cry out, and by the time she could have done so he had let go. Then she had no reason to cry out, because he had not hurt her or touched her in an inappropriate spot.


He said, “So I ask you about a Kmart and you don’t have the courtesy to tell me about a Walmart. What’s the difference?”


She appeared greatly chastened now. “No difference, sir. They have everything.”


“Clothes, food, soap.”


“Yes, sir.”


“That’s better. Okay, where is this Super Walmart and can I walk to it?”


“I don’t think so. Must be a good two miles north of here. On Denny Avenue. Do you know where that is?”


“I know it.” He scraped up the last of the yolk on his plate with a slice of white toast, left enough for the bill and a ten percent tip, and headed out. He left a good tip and he hadn’t hurt the girl. He wasn’t the same man he had been in his youth; he told himself that this proved it.


Three hours later he was cruising the town on a new bicycle, a large backpack strapped to his back, layered with money at the bottom, some clean clothes and basic toiletries over that, and a small knife, the kind you used to gut fish. It would do in the short term until he connected with Yanchak.


Around lunchtime he found a place called Raising Cane’s Chicken Fingers that offered a local paper for free in a box out front. The “fingers” he discovered to be strips of chicken. The paper told him there was a room to rent cheap not too far away. The price of the bike had taken his breath away, and told him just how far his money could stretch these days. He would have to make contact sooner than he thought.


This troubled him, as he had intended to stay clean while he took care of business.


There was some hesitation from the man who answered the door of the place with the room to let. Beaufort was not invited in immediately. Might have something to do with the neighborhood. Staying alive in prison meant reading other people, and Beaufort figured he had this guy summed up pretty quick. Some affliction that caused him to hold his hand in front of his body and a slight limp. Stroke maybe. Getting disability checks. While Beaufort sized up the man he could tell that the man was sizing up Beaufort, and coming to the same initial conclusion as everyone else, mostly. Just like the guy who drove him to the bus station. Just like the waitress. Smallish, old. What harm could he be? If the man felt the hair go up on the back of his neck he didn’t trust the instinct.


“I take cash, one week at a time,” the man finally said. “Fifty.”


“That’s okay with me,” Beaufort said, and gave him two twenties and a ten from his wallet. “I might only be here a week, is that okay?”


The man looked disappointed but took the money and showed him to the room. Beaufort thought he might have looked less suspicious if he had asked to see the room first, but apparently that didn’t matter. Luckily the transfer of money removed any residual hesitation. The room was clean enough and had a private bathroom attached. He had kitchen privileges, too, as long as he contributed to the beer supply. Neither man had asked the other his name.


When the bedroom door was shut, Beaufort finally sagged onto the bed and doubled over from the ache in his gut. It was easy to hide that ache from others, but not from himself. He almost thought he would start to cry, but long years of disuse made it impossible. He got up, put his new clothes in a drawer in the room but kept the money in his backpack. Then he left the house, got on his bike, and headed off to the Pascagoula City Library to do two things: find out how to research things on the internet, and get himself an email address.


He had fears about dealing with the world that had changed so much during his time in prison. Not fears of people, but of changing times and whether he would look stupid in them. Whether people could tell he was an ex-con and how long he’d been put away. Along with the nightmares of killing, he had had dreams of people laughing at him. And he was also afraid, not of anyone in the drug trade, any driver or waitress or man with a room to rent, but of people both alive and dead for a long time.


But most of all, he was afraid of this thing called forensic science.




Five


Because we hadn’t experienced so much life together, Carlo and I tried to catch up by telling each other stories, like the one I told him about being six years old and learning about the Clutter/Walker family murders. There was still much neither of us knew, but it was about making the time to know it, not necessarily about keeping it secret.


Except for my feelings when I had killed a few people during my career. I had told him some of the facts surrounding those times, but I had never confessed how deeply satisfying it felt, knowing the terror and pain they had caused others, to watch those bad boys die. I had to carry those demons alone.


The father in the story I had told Carlo about in bed that night was Fergus Quinn. We all managed to survive childhood and followed in his law enforcement footsteps. My sister Ariel joined the CIA. Todd, the baby in the family, went with Dad’s outfit, but eventually did become a homicide detective.


I was career FBI until I got into some trouble and was discreetly transferred to Tucson, Arizona, where I hated the boss and opted for early retirement. Shortly thereafter I met Carlo DiForenza, a Catholic priest turned philosophy professor. Hoping to find some serenity, I took his class on Buddhism at the local university. The serenity still eludes me, but I did find love when I married my, as I called him, Perfesser. To him I was always “O’Hari,” a blend of my Irish roots and the sultry spy Mata Hari, not the first woman to use her sex as a weapon. Such were Carlo’s fantasies about me and the kind of life I had once led.


Carlo knew how to retire with style. While I busied myself with private investigations that sometimes paid more in trouble than in money, Carlo spent his time dabbling in all those pursuits he had put aside first for the priesthood, then for philosophy, then for taking care of a first wife who had been ill a long time. Jane was her name. While I had redecorated the house in my own taste, her ghost sometimes still appeared, in the form of the pugs she had given Carlo before her death, or the smells that struck me whenever I opened the kitchen cabinet where spices like coriander sat waiting to be used. When I thought of her, I imagined her being a really good woman, one worthy of Carlo. And at those times the pugs, the spices, they judged me.


At times like that I had to shake off the suspicion that I didn’t measure up to her. There was no evidence for this, as I had resisted asking Carlo to tell stories about their life together.


Not to say we didn’t have a full life of our own, apart from Jane. During the relatively short time I had known him, Carlo had started writing a book called Asterisks and Idols, which he tried to explain to me on several occasions with little success. With a couple of colleagues and the priest at the Episcopal church we sometimes attended, he was planning a graduate seminar on the interface of science and myth.


Nor was life only about religion. Tackling geology, we had hiked dozens of trails in the Catalina Mountains near our home, and there collected rocks; he could name each one.


But interest in five-billion-year-old rocks was five minutes ago, and Carlo had recently lifted his eyes to the heavens. No, not religion—astronomy. I liked taking peeks through his twelve-inch Celestron, an impressive reflecting telescope with a GPS system. Carlo would tower behind me with his hands on my hips and his chest pressing the back of my head, just to make sure I was in the right position for the viewfinder, he said. I can’t forget seeing the Orion Nebula while sandwiched between Carlo and infinity. That and the scent of Gillette aftershave.


Oh God, how I loved him!


Ahem: This is why I was so excited about the anniversary present I planned to give Carlo: a full overnight viewing at nearby Kitt Peak Observatory. Kitt was one of the ten largest observatories in the whole world, and it was only a two-hour drive from our house. In Arizona a two-hour drive is nothing. I planned to drop him off and pick him up the next day, so the gift would include chauffeur service.


I had just finished making the reservation online when the phone rang.


Gemma-Kate, my niece, Todd’s daughter, showed up as the ID. I wasn’t in the mood to talk to her just then, but when the rings went to the answering machine I heard her say, “Aunt Brigid, pick up the phone. I have an issue.”


This was the first time she had ever asked for my help. Shit.


I picked up the phone. I said, “Are you pregnant?”


“Did you really think I would come to you if I were pregnant?”


Oh snap, I think is what the kids say. “I suppose not,” I said, thinking of other possibilities. “You need me professionally? Did you assault some frat boy?”


“I take umbrage to that,” she said with a mild tone that didn’t match said umbrage.


“Don’t be coy. How bad did you hurt him?”


Now, one might think these assumptions a little insensitive, and that Gemma-Kate would rise up in shock, angry self-defense, what have you. That’s because you don’t know Gemma-Kate.


Nine months ago she had come from Florida after her mother died from a long illness, and moved in with us to establish Arizona residency prior to starting at the state university. Bad things ensued. The funny thing was, I discovered Gemma-Kate wasn’t gratuitously evil, not like a serial killer or anything; she just didn’t have the empathy or moral imperatives the rest of us have. She has always maintained that poisoning one of our pugs was only an accident.


She said.


This was Gemma-Kate’s psyche, while sporting a petite physique that had spring breakers in Fort Lauderdale risking statutory rape when she was fourteen, short curly blond hair, and a roundedness about all her features that made her appear as threatening as Betty Boop.


Maybe I know her because, as may be apparent from my remark about the little thrill I’ve experienced watching bad guys suffer, I tip a smidgen to the left of the empathy spectrum myself.


“Listen,” she said, “I’ve been forced to take a humanities class, so I signed up for something called Oral History. I have to interview someone old by next week.”


“I’m not that old,” I said.


“Oh, come on,” she said.


“No. You already know everything about me that can be known. I’m not telling you the rest.”


“But I don’t have that much time and I don’t know any other old people in Tucson.”


“You are not endearing yourself to me.”


“I’ll cook dinner,” she said.


This gave me pause. During the time she had lived with us I discovered Gemma-Kate had become a gourmet cook while taking care of her sick mother.


Seeing that she had me now, she said, “So, yes. I have a biochemistry class to get to.”


“What about Carlo?” I asked. “Interview Carlo.”


“Why?”


“Ex-Catholic priest, could be a good story in there for you.” Frankly, I didn’t think there would be anything to interest her, but it was a good way to skirt talking to her myself and still get dinner.


“Was he a priest when he met his first wife?” she asked.


After hesitating a moment, “I’m not sure” slipped out of my mouth. Why did I not know this? I thought.


Whether or not she heard that hesitancy in my voice, whether it intrigued her, I couldn’t tell. What I could tell is that she felt she had sucked all the value out of this conversation and grown bored. She agreed to interview him.


Then we hung up and I forgot about Gemma-Kate and picked up the latest issue of Cooking Light, telling myself I wasn’t competing with a dead wife. Of course not. I was too mature and worldly-wise for that.




Six


If you had told Beaufort that a tough guy like him would hesitate at the front of a library, afraid to walk through the door, he would have laughed at you. Yet here he was, conscious of his brain sending the signals to pick up one resisting foot after another, up the front steps of the Pascagoula City Library.


There was information to be had in there, free and anonymous. He had heard from other inmates about the development of what they called the digital age. He didn’t have much to do with it himself. Being a lifer meant being in a bad place. Not a bad place the way people spoke of in this modern psychology, but literally a bad place locked up with scum suckers. You didn’t get nice perks like computer time. This computer business made him feel like a time traveler from the past. The kid walking down the steps, nearly bumping into him before swerving with an apology, was looking at what they called his “device.” Little computers you held in your hand that did everything, add up numbers, look at movies, even act as a telephone or a camera.


Email. Beaufort turned and watched the kid walk down the sidewalk. If that punk could get the hang of this, so could he.


Then somehow he was inside, going to the front desk and asking for help from a woman who held her hair up with a stick. He played humble, old, and ignorant with the librarian whom he could tell liked him even though she must have been a good twenty years younger. It looked like he still had a way with the ladies. Certain kinds of ladies, anyway—the lonely ones who hadn’t had a man in a while. With the way he’d kept his body fit in prison he probably looked a little younger than his age when he wanted to.


At his request for computer instruction she showed him to one of the computers that sat in a row along the wall. She pulled up a chair and spent quite a bit of time with him on a slow morning, telling him about search engines and which sources were reliable.


He understood little and grew impatient. “Show me how to set up an email account,” he said, and then added, “Please.”


The woman cocked her head and for one moment fixed him with one eye like a bird, but if she found anything odd about him she gave no further indication. She accessed her own email and showed him the way the address was constructed. “See, I use my name, PatriciaButts@yahoo.com.”


“Got it,” Beaufort said.


“Good!” Patricia Butts said. Beaufort wondered if she was a teacher. She acted like a teacher with a student. When he questioned her about getting information from the internet, she showed him how to, as she put it, “google.”


When she left him to take care of a frowny woman with a stack of books at the checkout counter, Beaufort set up a Yahoo account for himself, then went back to the internet, where the little blinking line rested on the Google space. He felt like one of those archaeologists opening a long-closed tomb, the suspense of finding something weighing against the suspense of finding nothing. He typed a name. A throb of pain hit behind his left eye, putting him on notice just how tense he was about this. He reached up and rubbed hard at a spot on his forehead as he hit the RETURN button with his other index finger and watched the computer. Within less than the time it had taken to touch his forehead the screen announced 500,000,000 “results” starting with some photos of medical appliances and something called Fashionable Canes. Whatever sound he made had Patricia the Librarian look in his direction. At least he didn’t sweep the computer off the table, but for the first time he thought this might be harder than he had previously figured. Taking one of those deep breaths that he had learned in prison support groups, he slid his chair back and decided to go for some lunch.


After all, he kept repeating to himself, this was all just to make sure everything was copacetic, that the thing called forensic science wasn’t lying in wait to bite him in the ass. Despite the dreams that threatened him, no one alive knew what really happened.


He chose an Applebee’s because it was close to the library. These menus made him nervous. There were so many options for everything these days, it would take some time to stop being either giddy or frustrated by all the choices of eating establishments and the vast menus so big you couldn’t see over the top of them. The menu fluttered in his hand when he tried to hold it up, so he put it on the table in front of him, opened to the sandwich pages, and stuck his hands between his knees to steady them.


“Hi. My name is Candy. I’ll be your server today,” a voice said.


“Give me the Reuben with fries,” he said. It was one of the things where he recognized all the ingredients. “And a beer.”


“What kind of beer do you want?” Candy asked with an efficient click of her ballpoint pen.


Tired of choosing, tired with the effort of struggling to fit in, he gave her a glare that would have once cowed a gang member one-third his age and growled, “Just bring me a fucking beer.”


She cocked her hip in one direction and gave her head a little jerk in the other. “Well, bless yer heart,” she said, making him imagine her plunging that ballpoint pen into the side of his neck.


His look must have changed into one of sheer befuddlement, because she said, more kindly, “I’ll bring you a Bud.”


His meal arrived. While chomping through it, and dipping his fries in extra ketchup, another luxury on the outside (there were so many!), he thought about the conversation in the prison some years before that had started him to worry again.


It was some small-time loser who was doing fifteen on an armed robbery conviction. He talked about how they were doing so much with analyzing folks’ DNA. That it was putting a lot of guys in, sure, but getting some off, too. He was going to appeal his case because there was a bit of evidence that might have someone else’s DNA on it.


“You think this could get you out?” Beaufort had asked.


“Doesn’t hurt to try,” the guy answered.


“Did you do the crime?” Beaufort asked.


The guy shrugged. As far as Beaufort knew, the loser was still doing his time, but late at night when he tried to sleep he kept thinking the words it was putting a lot of guys in, sure.


Then he heard that they had started reinvestigating cold cases with the new DNA techniques. Rapes and homicides that had occurred years ago. Nicole Brown Simpson. JonBenét Ramsey. Especially high-profile cases like that, that had never been solved.


Like the cases no one ever pinned on him.


It got so he was running through every second of those long-ago events every time his mind tried to rest. Where he might have shed a cell. Whether his semen could still ID him. Even apart from that there was now some massive fingerprint database, all computerized, that he heard could find a match within seconds. He couldn’t decide if he should worry more about the DNA or about the fingerprints. It got to be an obsession. He wanted to know if anyone still thought about the case. But he didn’t want to know. But he wanted to know.


There’s some who would say, Hey, give it up, guy. You’re nearly seventy years old, coming to the end anyway. What difference does it make if you go back to prison now? What difference does it make if you spend your final days on death row? You don’t have that many final days left.


Funny thing was, you think about the future more when you’re old than when you’re young.


That was why he couldn’t put it out of his mind, whether or not someone, someday, would link him to the things he had done. It invaded his thoughts every ten minutes or so, the way they say young men think about sex, or old men think about death. Nobody ever talks about how a killer might suffer, thinking about being caught. Not every killer was cold-blooded, or not totally, or at least not for a whole lifetime. He brushed the back of his hand against his eyes. Do one thing and you’re marked for life.


Appetite suddenly lost, he stared down at his fries getting soggy in the ketchup pool on his plate. Stop thinking, he told himself. Be a man, he told himself. He paid his bill and heaved himself out of the booth to go back to the library.


Beaufort spotted a Walgreens down the street from Applebee’s, stopped in there and, after looking again at an enormous number of options on the shelf, with odd names like Zantac, chose a large bottle of Tums and put it in his backpack. Outside the library, he stopped for a smoke, figuring if it wasn’t allowed in a restaurant it sure wouldn’t be allowed in a library.


Spilling a few fruit-flavored tablets into his mouth, with a deep breath and a curse at the Reuben sandwich mixed with the anxiety that had given him gas, he went back to the bank of computers and tried typing Walker again, this time with Murder. There on the screen he saw the possibility of Walker family murders. His heart pounded and his hands went moist. He wondered if the computer could somehow detect what he was thinking. That he was thinking of the nightmares. But not knowing was worse than the nightmares. He accepted the suggestion.


There were a million results, but the ones he saw at the top of the screen were all on target. He chose the second and read. He read things he didn’t know about the Walker family, Cliff and Christine in their midtwenties, and two children, a boy and a girl both under five years of age. This information wasn’t readily accessible in 1959, only in the police reports and whatever the police chose to give to the newspapers. For the first time he read about the neighbor finding the bodies, and about the ton of evidence that had been collected:


Some red cellophane from a cigarette wrapper, supposedly from a brand that Cliff Walker did not smoke.


A bloody boot print that did not match anyone in the family.


Witnesses reporting the presence of a ’57 Chevy in the Walkers’ yard.


Witnesses reporting seeing Hickock with a scratch on his face.


Baby dolls wrapped in Christmas paper that Hickock had sold to a preacher in Louisiana.


A pocketknife with a fruit tree design that had belonged to Cliff Walker and the one like it in Hickock’s possession when he was captured.


A fingerprint on the bathtub faucet that didn’t match any known individual.


Semen in Christine Walker.


And finally, that they were trying to match Hickock’s and Smith’s DNA to that semen.


Beaufort looked at the date this was posted. April 2012. It chilled him to think of all the people who might read this, who knew so much because of this computer. Cold cases. The automated fingerprint system. DNA profiling. Could they really test those old bones of the two killers? All this was new in the last twenty years, thirty at most. In 1959 the closest they could get to matching a man to his semen was the blood group. The passing of time might have eased Beaufort’s mind, but this, this new world changed everything.
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