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  for my parents










  A Note on Source Material




  I have reconstructed Ricky Langley’s life from a mix of public court documents, transcripts, newspaper articles, and television coverage, and in one case a play that was based on interviews. In that extensive record, there were many instances in which I faced two or more competing facts, and I had to choose one in order to fashion a coherent narrative. In many more instances, I decided to include competing facts, claims, slippages, and ellipses, and to hold those contradictions and absences up to the light. More information on sources is detailed in the “sources consulted” section at the end of this book.




  For every event I record here, I have at least one person’s statement that it happened and their description of it, or it is a composite event constructed from several different descriptions as detailed in the “sources consulted” section. Wherever I have worked from a transcript, I have edited the dialogue for clarity and pacing. A good portion of the events I write about here occurred publicly and with a great deal of press attention, but I have nonetheless changed some names. The two research trips that form the backbone of the third part of this book were actually many trips that occurred over several years. I have compressed them, but the events depicted on those trips occurred as written.




  While I have not invented or altered any facts, relying instead on the documentation I’ve used as the primary source for this book, at times I have layered my imagination onto the bare-bones record of the past to bring it to life. Where I have done so is made clear in the “sources consulted” section at the end of the book. In all cases, what is offered here is my interpretation of the facts, my rendering, my attempt to piece together this story.




  As such, this is a book about what happened, yes, but it is also about what we do with what happened. It is about a murder, it is about my family, it is about other families whose lives were touched by the murder. But more than that, much more than that, it is about how we understand our lives, the past, and each other. To do this, we all make stories.










  Legal Note




  This work is not authorized or approved by the Louisiana Capital Assistance Center or its clients, and the views expressed by the author do not reflect the views or positions of anyone other than the author. The author’s description of any legal proceedings, including her description of the positions of the parties and the circumstances and events of the crimes charged, are drawn solely from the court record, other publicly available information, and her own research.
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  Prologue




  

    

      

        [I]t is always possible that the solution to one mystery will solve another.




        —TRUMAN CAPOTE,




        IN COLD BLOOD




        He was just our Ricky, you know.




        —DARLENE LANGLEY,




        SISTER OF RICKY LANGLEY


      


    


  




  There is a principle in the law called proximate cause, taught to first-year law students through the case Palsgraf v. Long Island Railroad Co. A woman stands at one end of a train platform. Picture her: The year is 1924, and Helen Palsgraf is taking her two little girls to Rockaway Beach for the afternoon. The day is very hot, and the brick row house where the girls, their older brother, and their parents live is stuffy. With school out and nothing to do, the girls have been whining all day, and Helen has finally decided to take them to the beach. Perhaps she has buttoned a cotton dress up over her bathing suit and donned a wide-brimmed straw hat to block the sun. Now she leans against one of the station platform supports and fans herself with the hat. A few feet away, the girls play together with a doll one has brought. Helen watches them idly.




  At the other end of the platform, thirty feet away, a young man runs to catch the train that is now departing, an express to the Jamaica neighborhood of Queens. Perhaps he has plans to meet his pals there for a night of carousing. They will drink beer; they will listen to a band play; they will dance with pretty girls. Maybe he will even kiss the girl his cousin has told him about, a looker from Connecticut. He is with two other young men, and they all run for the train, but the man we care about carries under his arm a slim package wrapped in newspaper, fifteen inches long.




  The train has already begun to leave the station, its large metal wheels turning at an ever-increasing clip, but the man does not want to miss tonight. He runs faster. Can he make it?




  The train pulls out. There’s a gap between it and the platform now.




  The man leaps.




  From the train, a conductor leans out to catch his arms and pull him aboard. From the platform, a porter gives him a shove. The man lands safely on the train.




  But the package falls—and, when it hits ground, explodes. The package contained fireworks.




  The next morning, newspapers report dozens injured. A teenager’s hair caught flame. A mother and daughter suffered cuts all over their arms and legs. And at the other end of the platform from the train, a large metal scale used for weighing baggage shook and tottered. The woman standing beneath it, holding a wide straw hat, screamed. The scale fell.




  When Mrs. Palsgraf recovers, she sues the railroad for her injuries.




  What caused her injuries? Let’s start with the scale’s falling. This is what in law is called cause in fact: If the scale had not fallen, Mrs. Palsgraf would not have been injured.




  But there’s a problem. Scales don’t just fall. The explosion caused the fall.




  And explosions don’t just happen. The young man’s fireworks caused this one.




  But fireworks don’t just go off. The porter made the young man drop his fireworks by pushing him. Mrs. Palsgraf’s injury must be the porter’s fault—and thus that of the railroad that employs him.




  All of these possible causes are causes in fact. The causes in fact are endless. The idea of proximate cause is a solution. The job of the law is to figure out the source of the story, to assign responsibility. The proximate cause is the one the law says truly matters.




  The one that makes the story what it is.




  In my memory there is a dark room that stands wide-mouthed as a cave, fluorescent bars weakly aglow in its center. On the walls, rows of leather-bound books stretch to the ceiling, the muted colors of their spines alternating the blue of an old flag, the green of the sea, the red of dried blood. The books are legal registers, the same books in every law firm library in the country that hold case decisions from decades before. Each of them contains countless stories, countless lives, who did what and who was made to pay.




  Picture me there. In June of 2003, twenty-five years old. Last week I passed my days hunched in a library carrel that smelled of old wood, where I scribbled six-hour blue book exams to finish my first year of law school at Harvard. Yesterday, I boarded a plane that carried me south to New Orleans, then I disembarked into air that was a hot wet slap. I have come to the South to fight the death penalty by interning with a law firm that represents people accused of murder. I am proud of this work I want to do and also frightened. My knowledge of the law comes only from books, and from the client stories my parents, both lawyers, shared with me as I was growing up. Those were disputes over custody, medical errors or a slip and fall, once a murder, but—nothing like a death penalty case. Nothing like I have been imagining New Orleans, in the midst of a crime wave this summer, will be. On last night’s evening news, yellow caution tape stretched tight across a closed door. This morning on Baronne Street, newspaper boxes blasted black headlines of murder. On the library shelves, below the case registers, lie photocopied booklets, each one sheathed in plastic and bound with plastic rings. They detail the steps the state takes for an execution, I know. In this room, lives are defended.




  I fidget in my metal folding chair. The brown suit I brought with me is too hot for New Orleans; I can feel the sweat already starting to bead on my forehead. This is where my attention is in this moment: on my clothes and how wrong I feel in them.




  A woman strides to the head of the conference table and holds a videocassette up for me and the other interns to see. She is poised, confident, dressed in a simple black skirt and a white shirt that somehow stays crisp in the heat. “This is the taped confession of the man whose retrial we just finished, recorded in 1992,” she says. Her accent is thin and British, her hair upswept like a Brontë heroine’s. “Nine years ago he was condemned to death, but this time the jury gave him life. Could you please,” she says to another lawyer, “get the lights?”




  Cause in fact, then: this tape. If I hadn’t seen the man’s face on the tape—if I hadn’t heard him describe what he’d done—he might have stayed just a name to me.




  Cause in fact: her showing me the tape. Twelve years have now passed since this day at the law firm, and I want to reach back through the years and tell her no, he isn’t my client, he never will be my client, I don’t need to see this tape. The child he killed is already dead. The man has already been convicted of murder. Everything that happened has already been done. There’s no need for me to see the tape.




  Or go back further. Cause in fact: I could have chosen not to come south to this office. I could have chosen never to confront, question, what I believed. I could have allowed my past to remain undisturbed.




  What if I’d never gone to law school? What if I’d never found a book about law school on my father’s bookshelf one afternoon when I was home sick from school at thirteen? The month I read and reread that book, the month I dreamt my future, a little blond boy knocked on the door of his neighbor’s house in Louisiana. The man on the tape answered the door.




  I have spent more than ten years now with his story, a story that, had facts gone slightly differently, I might never have found. I have read the transcript of this confession he gave so many times I have lost count, and the transcripts of his other confessions. I know his words better than words I have written. Working backward from the transcripts, I have found the place where he lived and where he killed the little blond boy, and the gas station where he worked and was later arrested. From the transcripts, and by visiting the places in Louisiana where events in the man’s life took place, I have imagined his mother, his sisters, the little boy’s mother, all the characters from the past. And I have driven the long, lonely road from New Orleans to the Louisiana State Penitentiary, called Angola. I have sat across from this man, the murderer, in a visiting booth, and have looked into the same eyes that are on this tape.




  This tape brought me to reexamine everything I believed not only about the law but about my family and my past. I might have wished I’d never seen it. I might have wished that my life could stay in the simpler time before.




  She pushes the cassette into the player and steps back. The screen on the old box television flickers. A seated man slowly comes into view. Pale skin, square jaw, jug ears. Thick, round Coke-bottle glasses. An orange jumpsuit. Hands bound in cuffs in his lap.




  “State your name,” a deep offscreen voice instructs.




  “Ricky Langley,” the man says.










  Part One: Crime




  









  One




  Louisiana, 1992




  The boy wears sweatpants the color of a Louisiana lake. Later, the police report will note them as blue, though in every description his mother gives thereafter she will always insist on calling them aqua or teal. On his feet are the muddy hiking boots every boy wears in this part of the state, perfect for playing in the woods. In one small fist, he grips a BB gun half as tall as he is. The BB gun is the Daisy brand, with a long, brown plastic barrel the boy keeps as shiny as if it were real metal. The only child of a single mother, Jeremy Guillory is used to moving often, sleeping in bedrooms that aren’t his. His mother’s friends all rent houses along the same dead-end street the landlord calls Watson Road whenever he wants to charge higher rent, though it doesn’t really have a name and even the town police department will need directions to find it. Settlers from Iowa named the town after their home state but, wanting a fresh start, pronounced the name Io-way, even as they kept the spelling. The town has always been a place people come for new starts, always been a place they can’t quite leave the past behind. There, the boy and his mother stay with whoever can pay the electricity bill one month, whoever can keep the gas on the next. Wherever the boy lands, he takes his BB gun with him. It is his most prized possession.




  Now it is the first week in February. The leaves are green and lush on the trees, but the temperature dips at night. Lorilei, Jeremy’s mother, isn’t working. She rented a home just for the two of them—their first—but the electricity’s been turned off. Her brother Richard lives in a sprawling house up on the hill, but she isn’t staying with Richard. Instead, Lorilei and Jeremy are staying with Lorilei’s friend Melissa, Melissa’s boyfriend, Michael, and their baby. The baby is two years old, old enough that he wants to play with the boy and screams when he doesn’t get his way.




  Today the baby is wailing. Jeremy, six years old, just off the yellow school bus home from kindergarten, eats his after-school snack in a hurry, dreaming of getting away from the noise, dreaming of the fun to be had out in the woods.




  At the end of the road there is a weathered white house and, behind it, a thatch of woods. The woods are the dense, deciduous, swampy kind, the kind in which rotting leaves mingle with the earth and the ground gives soft way beneath the boy’s feet. Though the thatch is very small, with only a single ravine like a scar in the earth, a single place to play war or dream of hiding away forever, these woods are Jeremy’s favorite place to play.




  He asks his mother for the BB gun. She takes it down from the shelf that keeps it safe from the baby and hands it to him. Jeremy runs out the door. Two children near his age, a boy name Joey and a girl named June, live in the white house by the woods, and though Jeremy likes exploring on his own, it’s more fun when Joey can join him. He goes to their door and he knocks.




  A man answers. The man wears thick glasses. He has a small head and large jug ears. At twenty-six and only 140 pounds, Ricky Joseph Langley is slight for a grown man—but still much bigger than the boy. He, too, grew up in this town. Now he rents a room from Joey and June’s parents, whom he met when he started working with their mother, Pearl, at the Fuel Stop out on the highway. He’s supposed to pay Pearl fifty dollars a week, but he’s never been able to afford it. He makes up the money in babysitting. Just a few days ago he looked after Joey and Jeremy. He brought them soap when they were in their bath.




  “Is Joey here?” Jeremy asks.




  “No,” Ricky says. “They went fishing.” It’s true. Joey’s father and the boy packed up poles just twenty minutes ago and drove out toward the lake. They’ll be gone all afternoon. “They’ll be back soon,” Ricky says. “You can come in and wait if you like.”




  Jeremy plays at this house every week. He knows Ricky. Yet he pauses.




  “Why don’t you come in?” Ricky says again. He opens the door wider and turns away. Jeremy walks over the threshold, carefully props his BB gun against a wall near the entryway, and climbs the stairs to Joey’s bedroom. He sits down cross-legged on the floor and begins to play.




  Ricky climbs the stairs after him. He wants only to watch Jeremy play—later he will say this, later he will swear to it. But the watching changes something in him, and from this point on it is as if he is in a dream. He walks up behind Jeremy and hooks his forearm around the child’s neck, lifting him into the air. Jeremy kicks so hard his boots fall off. Ricky squeezes.




  Jeremy stops breathing.




  Maybe now Ricky touches him; maybe now he can admit to himself what he’s wanted since seeing Jeremy in the bath. Maybe he doesn’t. In all that will come from this moment, the three different trials and the three different videotaped confessions and the DNA testing and the serology reports and the bodily fluid reports and the psychiatric testimony and all the sworn sworn sworn truths, no one but Ricky will ever know for certain.




  Ricky picks up Jeremy, cradling the boy as if he were simply asleep, and carries him into his own bedroom. He lays him out on the mattress. He covers Jeremy—no, this is a body now; he covers the body—in a blue blanket printed with the cartoon face of Dick Tracy, detective. Then he sits at the edge of the bed and pets the blond hair.




  There’s a knock on the door downstairs. He goes to answer it. In the entryway stands a young woman. Her hair is the shade of brown that is often a childhood blond.




  “Have you seen my son?” When Lorilei asks this, she is three months pregnant.




  “Who’s your son?” he asks.




  “Jeremy,” she answers, and Ricky realizes he already knew.




  “No,” he says, “I haven’t seen him.”




  She sighs. “Well, maybe he’s gone to my brother’s.”




  “Maybe,” Ricky agrees. “So why don’t you come on in? You could use our phone. You could call your brother.”




  “Thank you.” Lorilei steps inside. To her right, propped up against the wall, is a Daisy-brand BB gun, its long brown barrel shiny and smooth.




  But she steps to the left. She does not see the gun. He offers her the phone and she dials, looking for her son.




  

    

      

        

          TAPED CONFESSION OF RICKY JOSEPH LANGLEY, 1992


        




        

          Q: Do you know why you killed Jeremy?




          A: No. I ain’t, I never even thought I could, I mean, that’s the first time.




          Q: And what made you decide to do it?




          A: I couldn’t tell you. I’m still fumblin’ with it in my mind, trying to figure out, you know. It’s like I know I did it, but yet it’s like if, something you read in the newspaper.




          Q: Sort of like a dream for you, Ricky?




          A: I guess. I couldn’t really . . . I don’t know how I’m supposed to act.




          Q: But you know you did this?




          A: Yeah.




          Q: Now, you’ve had problems with kids in the past.




          A: Yeah.




          Q: You want to tell me about those?




          A: It’s just, I can’t explain. I guess that’s my destiny, okay, it’s true.


        


      


    


  










  Two




  New Jersey, 1983




  Nine years before Ricky Langley will kill Jeremy Guillory, when he is still eighteen years old and I am five, my parents buy a gray Victorian house that squats at the top of a hill in the New Jersey town of Tenafly. All around the house the lawns are manicured, but high, reedy grasses surround the gray Victorian, and the wood on one side of the porch has started to rot. The house has been abandoned for six years. The afternoon we move in, the neighbor boy stands in the grass at the side of the porch, watching. Blond hair cut in a kitchen-bowl bob, jeans ripped and bleached like my mother won’t let me wear. Behind the boy is a gray stone house, all its windows dark. Sometimes a cat walks up to him, crossing the driveway from his front yard to ours, and he reaches down to scratch its head before the cat saunters off. There seem to be many cats. The boy watches as we make trip after trip into our new house, my two sisters and my brother and I carrying boxes of our stuffed animals, teetering stacks of the large cardboard bricks we’ll use to build forts. In this house, my father has told us, we will have a playroom all our own.




  Eventually the neighbor boy calls me over. I walk to the railing and squat down. The white posts that line the porch accordion his face like cartoon jail bars.




  “What’s your name?” he asks.




  I tell him.




  “You’re moving in?”




  He looks like he’d be a grade ahead of me, maybe two. I want to say something clever, but “yeah” comes out.




  He’s chewing on something as he watches me. I catch a flash of pink. Gum. “The dad who used to live here strangled the mom. In the kitchen,” he adds.




  “Did she die?” I’ve only recently learned this word.




  “No.”




  He puts his hands in his pockets and watches me, chewing. We’re silent for a moment. Then my mother calls.




  “Coming,” I say.




  Later, when I carry a cardboard box of spatulas and bowls into the kitchen, this scene is all I can see: the father pressing his wife backward over the stained orange Formica counters, his hands around her neck, trying to wring the life out of her as if she were a dirty dishrag. When I go to my new school their little girl will turn out to be in my kindergarten class. She’ll have light brown hair cut in a pageboy and she’ll want to be a dentist and I’ll never be able to meet her eyes without wondering whether she watched.




  But the school system is a good one, one of the best in the state. The house, marked by its past, is cheap, and with four kids and only my father’s salary as a government lawyer, cheap is what my parents need. There’s a lawn that unfurls like a carpet and upstairs bedrooms enough for all six of us: my parents will take the large one at the top of the stairs, while my twin brother, Andy, and my littlest sister, Elize, each get a smaller one pushing back into the house. My middle sister, Nicola, and I will share the bedroom farthest from the front. The house’s long corridors—perfect for playing catch—make the house seem grand. It was grand once, officers’ quarters in the Revolutionary War, when, my father tells me, the neighbor boy’s stone house was only the barn. I love imagining horses’ heads poking out from the little windows that dot the stone house, the horses’ jaws working their hay like the boy chewed his gum.




  The big house is in disrepair. The feature in best shape is a wooden staircase that rises steeply out of the entrance foyer. After the officers left the house, my father tells us, a family moved in, then two more generations of families before us. One of those earlier fathers built the staircase from a kit out of the Sears Roebuck catalog. It is still well-preserved, shellacked, with its fine turned posts not even dented. A couple of years from now, when we finally get a black mutt with perky ears on the condition that my father be allowed to name him Cowboy, the dog will teethe on the staircase posts. Each time my father will pay to have a man in town with a lathe make a perfect copy of the damaged post. Years from now, when we’re adults, my sisters and I will each get a dog of our own, and when we visit my aging parents in this house, each dog in its puppyhood will chew through the posts. Each time my father will go back to the same man with the lathe, then elderly, and painstakingly replace each one. As though, having inherited the staircase from the fathers before him, it were his special duty to maintain it.




  But the rest of the house has taken a beating. The roof has bald spots where shingles have fallen off like fur from mange. Some of the interior walls have holes, places you can see the house’s skeleton beams. Great bubbles of green linoleum rise from the kitchen floor. They crackle when I step on them, but even when I jump I can’t make them burst.




  My father finds three boys from a nearby architectural college who need cash and aren’t afraid of a little sawdust. One of them, Greg, pleases my father by researching how to add gingerbread trim to the house, swirls of two-inch-thick wood he’ll cut out and tack to the rooflines, reminding me of icing. Greg has an idea. He will rebuild the house in the style known as Carpenter Gothic, handmade flourishes everywhere.




  My father has always loved big dreams, and Greg is suddenly the group leader. Lanky and tan, Greg has a head of curls that turn blonder and blonder in the sun as the summer weeks go by. My twin brother had curls like that as a toddler. Now Andy’s hair has turned dark, he favors a crew cut, and when he takes off his shirt at the beach there’s a slash all the way across his stomach that I faintly understand and faintly don’t. He was sick when we were born; he is sick sometimes now. Even though we aren’t unpacked yet, aren’t set up in the house, my parents still have a blue duffel bag ready in the upstairs closet for when they have to take him to the hospital, for reasons I don’t know but, somehow, know not to ask about. With the crew cut emphasizing the fine bones of his face, and his ribs jutting out over the scar, my brother’s white suburban sneakers make him look like an adopted refugee from some forgotten war.




  But the architect boys are beautiful. Greg scales the pitched peaks of the roof. His friends climb high ladders over the windows. They cut through the air like dolphins through water, not slowed by the tape measures and wrenches that dangle from the belt loops of their cutoffs. The tools trail behind them, as though they, like me, can do nothing but follow the boys. In the evenings I watch them from the lawn, the sound of crickets surrounding us. Sometimes when they stay late Greg cuts holes in the top of a jar for me, and when I bring him the fireflies I’ve caught he praises me. “That’s a pretty one,” he says. “Isn’t its light beautiful?” I love the fireflies’ glow so much that once, instead of releasing my catch, I keep the jar on my nightstand. But in the morning the fireflies are just bugs; they don’t give off any light.




  One day, my father gives Greg a set of keys and claps him on the back. They review clipboard lists the boys suddenly carry, then nod and shake hands in the gravel driveway. My parents pack us all up to visit my mother’s relatives in France. By the time we come home, we will have a new home. The house will be wiped clean of its past.




  Only one main road leads into Tenafly. It begins on the far end of town from our house, winding leisurely down a large hill. There, the road’s banked sides give generous lift to trees that yawn and stretch with plenty of room to bend. Beneath the trees’ canopies sprawl estates of elaborately landscaped lawns with white-pillared houses and iron gates. Tiny stone bridges arch artificial brooks.




  The road narrows. The building that was once the town’s high school is now a funeral parlor, classrooms turned into viewing rooms. Next door is the Catholic church. Just past the church lies a set of railroad tracks. The railroad stopped coming through town decades before we moved in; by the time I graduate from college, I will have watched the old station turn from a magazine stand into a hair salon, then into a café that serves ten-dollar organic sandwiches and four-dollar coffees. But as a child I know only to hold my breath as the tracks snag the car tires. Then I touch my finger to the hard glass of the window, lest ghosts find a chink in my connection to the physical world, a way to come in.




  The tracks release the car, and from there the town changes. A small downtown appears. A lone apartment building, full of single units, out of place in a town so clearly meant for families. One magnolia tree stands on its lawn, the tree’s pale, floppy blossoms beautiful and strange against the oaks and elms of the Northeast. Then lot sizes shrink, only a driveway between houses. A second hill appears, less than half the size of the first. At its top sits our grand Victorian. Past our house the road dips into another town, one with crime ours lacks and school statistics we whisper to each other like warnings.








  

  Three




  Louisiana, 1992




  The phone line’s busy at her brother’s house, doesn’t stop with the beep beep beep. Lorilei’s tired. She doesn’t want to walk all the way to her brother’s. Richard has put a white fence around his yard, as though to separate himself from all the homes that don’t have the things he does. Homes like the one Lorilei rents, where she can’t even keep the electricity on. The fence, it just gets to her. The gate’s on the far side of the house, and to reach their door she has to walk all the way around it, all the way around the pretty yard and the shiny white posts and the toys and bikes his kids have got. But there’s nothing else to do, Jeremy’s missing, so she thanks the man in the white house for letting her use the phone, zips up her hooded sweatshirt, and walks. By Richard’s there’s a sidewalk, but here the road ripples up against weeds, a slash in the dirt for a gutter. Lorilei—twenty-nine years old, heavyset even without the pregnancy having begun to show—thrusts her hands into the pockets of her jeans for warmth and bends her head low. Thin sneakers that stick in the February mud, no good for walking. This was supposed to be a quiet night at home, just Melissa and the baby.




  The sun spills orange and red streaks across the horizon. It’s just before 6:00 p.m. and the street is eerily quiet. House after house she passes has the blinds down, slats pressed together like tight white lips. Behind them, families are sitting down together to dinner. In one yard, a plastic tricycle lies upended, its pedals in the air ready to spin away to nowhere. She taught Jeremy to ride a trike when he was three and the town paper published a photo of the two of them, her hovering over Jeremy, her hands on the hard little moons of his shoulders, both of them grinning into the camera lens. Lorilei Guillory and her son, Jeremy Guillory. Everyone in town knew that last name was hers. That there wasn’t a man.




  She remembers, suddenly, herself and Richard when they were kids, pedaling into the bend of the road, the hours stretching before them like the bend of the sun.




  The hill he lives on is to the west, and in the distance she sees his ranch house. A tire swing for his boy and girl to play on, strung from an oak tree. Richard’s toolshed. And a car in the driveway—red, which belongs to Mary, Richard’s wife. When she and Mary spoke this morning, Mary said she was going to go grocery shopping this evening and that when Jeremy saw her car pull in he should walk on over and she’d take him. Jeremy had gotten so excited when he heard Lorilei on the phone with her that Lorilei couldn’t say no. Hard for her, that Mary’s the one with the car and the money, the one who gets to take him shopping. Still, she hopes that means he’s there now.




  But when Mary answers the door, her lipstick on fresh, Lorilei knows from Mary’s blank face that he isn’t. She asks anyway.




  “Haven’t seen him,” Mary says. “And I was just getting ready to head out.”




  That’s when Lorilei knows he must be lost.




  Ten minutes later she’s borrowed Mary’s car and driven it to the edge of the woods, the headlights pointed in. It’s close to dark now. Jeremy knows to come home before then. When she pulls up, the glint from the car’s beams lights the rusted frame of a four-wheeler. Sometimes Jeremy and the Lawson boy, Joey, will sit out here on the frame and fire their BB guns off into the woods for hours. But it’s empty now, the woods nothing but quiet. She gets out of the car and leans on the four-wheeler frame. “Jeremy!” she calls. “Jeremy, it’s your mama! Can you hear me? Jeremy!”




  There’s only silence. Not even a bird.




  “Jeremy!”




  She hears a car pull in behind her. “You all right, Lori?” Terry Lawson, Joey’s father, is driving, two of the neighbors with him.




  “Jeremy’s missing,” Lorilei hears herself say. Her voice sounds ragged.




  The men grab flashlights from the trunk and head into the woods.




  This is where, later, her memory cuts out.




  But the tape from the fire department shows that the first call comes in at 6:44 p.m. The caller identifies herself as Lorilei Guillory, the mother of the boy she’s reporting missing. The dispatcher takes down her information and promises to send a cruiser out to Iowa. “Io-way,” Lorilei says into the phone. “Please. Y’all know where that is?”




  “Yes, ma’am. Io-way,” the dispatcher replies.




  The second call comes in at 6:57 p.m. The caller is a young man, and he says no one’s turned up and when are the police coming? The boy’s mother just called from his house, but he knows this area’s confusing for folks not from around here. “You got two roads out here running right next to each other,” he says. “And this one they call Watson Road but it doesn’t really got a name. That’s the one you want. The house is the white two-story.” They’ll know it, he says, by the washer in the front yard and the staircase in the back that leads out to the woods. “I’ll give y’all the number here,” he says, “in case you get yourselves lost.”




  “I need your name, sir,” says the dispatcher.




  “Ricky Langley,” the caller replies.




  That night, Lorilei sits on the front stoop of the white house, and at least one story told of the search for her son includes what happens next. The street is totally dark—no streetlights out this way—but slowly lightens as more and more cruisers arrive. In the distance she can hear the searchers call to one another, a truck engine idle. She knows they’re close by but still the sound feels very far away, muffled.




  Like how the wet and rotting leaves on the ground in the ravine where Jeremy plays turn everything spongy. He gets so dirty from those leaves, but tonight she must be glad they’re soft. She must think of him there, his cheek creased from small twigs as if from a pillow, the way his hair flops in his eyes when he’s too sleepy to brush it off. Jeremy sleeps like a puppy on his side, his arms and legs flung out in front of him. His pink mouth open, the little puffs of air. She used to watch him breathe when he was a baby. All new mothers do that, she supposes, but it still felt like a miracle, the way he just kept breathing.




  She shakes off the thought. Over the tree line, the search beams make a cat’s cradle, and she watches the pattern change. Richard says that in the morning they’ll call in helicopters. Why they wouldn’t bring them in now, when her boy’s out there alone and cold in the dark, she doesn’t know.




  “Want a drink?” She looks up and the man from the afternoon is standing at the side edge of the porch. It takes her a second to recognize him, the afternoon feels so long ago. Back before everything.




  “Ricky, right?” she says.




  “Yes, ma’am,” he says. He’s holding a bottle in one hand and he raises it to her in invitation. Behind him, the darkness of the woods is like a fog. It’s as though he stepped from nothingness.




  Lorilei doesn’t drink. She hasn’t had a drink in years. She used to run wild with her drinking, the arrests landing her in the local newspaper, her name a tight “L. Guillory” on the police blotter. But when Jeremy was born she cleaned herself up. She wanted to do right by him. Now there’s another baby to think of, three months inside her.




  But she’s so scared about Jeremy and that bottle looks so good, its amber color glowing in the light. Jeremy’s kindergarten went on a class trip to the science museum in Lake Charles today. The same trip she took at his age, and perhaps the drink’s warm glow makes her think of the resin fossils she saw then. It’s a strange night, Jeremy gone, all the neighbors out and looking, a night outside time. A night that could last forever, suspended like a bug in that amber, Jeremy always out there somewhere, she always on this porch, waiting. All she has to do is make it through this night.




  She takes the bottle. There’s two inches of liquor. “Thanks,” she says.




  The first sip is sharp and glass-smooth. It shimmies down inside her, curls up in her belly, warm.




  The second sip is sweet. The third.




  “Sorry they haven’t found your boy,” Ricky says. In the glare from the porch light his glasses are opaque.




  She doesn’t say anything.




  “It sounds like people are sure looking,” he says.




  Lorilei’s tired. She doesn’t want to talk. So she doesn’t. She just leans back against the stoop for a long time, sometimes with her eyes closed when she can’t bear the quiet and sometimes with her eyes open when she can’t bear the black. The liquor’s gone before she knows it. The man stays at the edge of the grass, his hands in his khaki pockets, silent. It’s companionable. They could almost be friends.




  Later she won’t be able to say how long passes before he coughs, a polite sound as if he’s afraid to disturb her. “Well,” he says then, “I’d better be going back in. I really hope they find him.”










  Four




  New Jersey, 1983




  After we’re settled into the new house, my father leaves his job as a government lawyer and opens a solo law practice in the nearby town of Teaneck, finding another gray Victorian and renting the first floor as his office. He buys a piece of black lacquer sixteen inches long and eight inches wide and has ANDREW ROBERT LESNEVICH etched into it, followed by the word he worked for: ESQUIRE. The sign will be the first of many. He hangs it over his door and waits for cases to arrive.




  Come they eventually do, the parade of the unlucky and unwise that make up any small-town lawyer’s work. There’s the housewife with the secret fondness for drink who gets behind the wheel and won’t admit that her head isn’t bobbing only from fatigue. There’s the old man who slips on the shopkeeper’s icy walk downtown, and the teenage shoplifter whose hands, always so quick, finally fail her. My father’s not a gossip; he can be trusted and he likes it this way, one foot in the web of everyone’s lives. He is needed, but not too closely. Best of all, he is admired. Years in the Air Force have given him a straight-backed public bearing that allows him to take on others’ stories with ease and authority.




  Law wasn’t his first choice. My father dreamt of flying fighter planes as a boy. His father had been lost at sea in World War II. His mother never went on another date, and his father’s naval legacy made a military career feel like a birthright. He had flat feet, he was color-blind, he was six feet four—he would never, after all, be a fighter pilot. But he could play tennis. He joined the Air Force and sat out the Vietnam War at a wooden desk in the tropics, stamping papers over and over and then signing them in triplicate, giving his wrist a workout on the courts beating Army and Navy. When he finished active duty, the question of his future loomed. He had studied geology in college, psychology for a master’s. He could resume his studies. Maybe he could become a scientist. Maybe a teacher.




  But he didn’t want to sit behind a lab bench any more than he wanted to sit behind a desk. If he couldn’t be a hotshot pilot he wanted a political stage. He wanted to stand in front of people and have them know that little fatherless Andrew from Cliffside Park, New Jersey, had made it.




  When my father reaches this part of the story, one I listen to him tell often, his deep voice grows more insistent, its cadence more punctuated. My father is a storyteller. He tells stories to juries for a living, and he tells them to us around a thick white Formica table so big he found it for a discount; no other family wanted it, he says. We fit perfectly. My father sits on one side of the table, flanked by two of us, my mother on the other side, flanked by two more. The table’s edges are curved so Elize, the youngest, just learning to walk, doesn’t hurt herself when she bumps into it. Around the table we are his audience and his life is the text. Listening as a child I always imagine that the fork he describes in the road is literal: a one-lane highway somewhere in eastern Missouri, no cars on the road except for his, the yellow cut of headlights through the dark his only guide. It is night, the time for dreams and big decisions, and the velvet sky above is pinpricked with light. From behind the wheel my father sees the road ahead of him split. To his left, the West. A left turn will free him from his mother’s clutch. It will save him the depression that has started to haunt him as surely as it does her, from the way his father’s death made his tie to her seem fated, his life cast when he was still a baby. Out West is California, where he will have a life as solid and stable as the rocks he once studied. He will be a teacher, yes, but maybe a politician, too. He will feel beloved. He will be happy.




  “But instead”—he always comes to this point in the story—“I knew my mother needed me. I took a right turn. I came back to New Jersey. And then I met your mother.”




  All this from a single turn: his mother, our mother, the four of us children, and now this gray office of his own, where he works in the light of a long metal desk lamp that was once his uncle’s. A large bay window looks out onto the porch. Nights that he fails to close the slat blinds, we can stand on that porch and make out the silhouette of his head bent low in the light of the metal lamp. One night, my mother calls the office again and again and, getting no answer, packs us into the car and drives over—a sure sign she’s nervous, as my mother, the born-and-bred New Yorker from Astoria, Queens, didn’t consent to learn to drive until she was thirty-eight and will never lose the stiffness in her hold on the wheel, her hands locked into the ten o’clock and two o’clock positions as she was taught. Someday, when they have money, she’ll use a car service to take her where she needs to go. But now driving at night is even worse than during the day, and she folds her body to clutch the wheel to her chest as if it were a life preserver.




  When we arrive at the office, every window is dark, no sign of my father. “Stay here,” my mother says to me and Andy and my sisters. “Stay right here.” This is unusual. My parents almost never leave us in the car. Unless my grandparents come and babysit, they almost never leave us anywhere. We have been everywhere with them: into the backs of courtrooms, into fancy restaurants. There’s a picture of Andy and me at three years old standing hand in hand on the red velvet steps of the Metropolitan Opera House, me in a white frilly dress and Andy’s curls backlit over his pale blue suit. But tonight we stay in the car. It’s a warm early fall night and the windows are down. The air’s a little sticky, the leaves heavily soft around us. In the glow of a nearby streetlamp, we watch our mother climb the porch steps and press the doorbell. She waits. There’s no response. She presses it again. Nothing. She raps on the bay window and calls in—“Drew! Drew!”—her voice growing higher and louder as she repeats his name.




  When I am closer to the age at which she stands on the porch than the age at which I sit in the car watching, I’ll come back to this moment. Then I’ll understand what fears the night held for her. Perhaps he’d finally left the way he threatened to some dark nights, nights that he raged at the choice he’d made on a lonely Missouri road, the choice that had trapped him in this story with us. Nights he sat alone at the white Formica table, drinking off the remainder of the dinner wine he and my mother had opened together, and then opening his own. Those nights he swore we’d be better off without him. Those nights he swore we’d be better off if he were dead.




  But this night, as I watch my mother on the porch, and I listen to her call his name and listen to the silence in response, I know only to be afraid that he’s dead not by his hand but by fate. He lost his father when he was a baby. He lost the uncle who helped raise him to an early heart attack. Every March, when we kiss his cheek and tell him happy birthday, if he’s had some wine he shakes his head and says how surprised he is to still be alive. He repeats this sentence year after year until some part of me, I suppose, grows surprised right along with him.




  On this night he finally emerges from the door, and in the light of the streetlamp I watch my mother’s face relax into a mix of joy and relief, thankful that they’re still in this together. They walk back to the car hand in hand. She’s beaming. “Hey, kids,” he says. “I fell asleep at my desk.” His tie hangs loosened around his neck. He rubs his eyes with his fingers, then he smiles, too. My mother kisses him, presses the keys into his hand. He’ll drive us home now. They’ll figure out how to get the other car back in the morning.




  Grief takes root inside people. But I don’t see its mark on my parents at first, not until a bleach-bright summer day nine months later. I am reading my way through my mother’s old Nancy Drew hardbacks, proud to have moved on from the picture books she still reads to my little sisters. Today is The Secret in the Old Attic. I have climbed the swing set at the bottom of the yard and am lying across the top flat ladder with the book cracked open on my chest, one hand shielding the page from the sun’s glare. This position is an experiment. I’m still getting to know our new house, all the nooks I’ll read in. But the ladder rungs dig into my back, splinters press through my T-shirt, and I can’t get comfortable. We should be done polyure-thaning the swing set by now, but we’re not. Instead, every Sunday afternoon that my father decides the swing set will be our chore for the day, and my mother dresses us in old OshKosh overalls and gives me, my brother Andy, and my sister Nicola little buckets and brushes of our own, we kids paint the clear gel over our hands instead of the railings. When the gel gets tacky, we press our hands together. Stuck! Then my father marches us into the closet-size bathroom off the kitchen, where I stick my hands under the faucet and wait as he pours from a can of paint thinner. “Rub,” he says, and I do, and slowly through the heat and scratch and wet I feel my hands start to unglue, and my skin comes back to me.




  That’s pleasure, that moment. I keep painting my hands together for the pleasure of his standing behind me, his arms on mine. Even years from now I’ll love the metallic smell of paint thinner. And he must love those moments the way I do, because though we make no progress on the swing set, my father doesn’t yell. This will be his dearest summer, all of us building this house together.




  The lowest rungs already have a coat of shellac, and as I lie up top, their vinegar-sharp smell wafts up to me. The sun burns my legs below my shorts. I scratch at a mosquito bite on my thigh and turn the page. Below me, the yard swells, then dips. It looks nearly flat from up here, but in the distance the gray house rises upward on the hill, its paint still shiny and new. We have the longest yard in the neighborhood. Behind the swing set is an undeveloped patch, sixty feet square, with crab apple trees and a mountain of rotting grass clippings that sweetly stink. Sometimes I dive on top of it and feel my face hit the dead grass and the earth give way beneath me like a cloud. We call the area “the woods,” and all our childhoods, we will conspire to build forts there and hideaways, though we never will. When my parents get low on cash, they’ll sit around the kitchen table and scheme how they can sell the woods, but a buyer will never materialize.




  As I read, trying to keep the words in focus on the page—I need glasses, but no one knows this yet—my father mows the lawn with a red riding mower we call his tractor. He loves the yard almost as much as he loves the house, and since we moved here he’s started wearing Wrangler jeans that flare out at the bottoms with boots and a wide-brimmed suede cowboy hat that shields him from the sun as he cuts neat rows in the grass. A New Jersey cowboy, at least for now. All my childhood he’ll reinvent himself, wriggling out of a new identity every few years: the opera years, the plaid golf years, the years when Cole Porter’s voice swings through the house and a white dinner jacket appears. For now, a boom box on the lawn blares twanging guitars. My brother, Andy, climbs onto the tire that hangs by a rope from the big oak tree. Though we’re twins, he’s a head shorter than me and twenty pounds lighter, so skinny that strangers gape at him in the supermarket. Now he flings himself through the center of the swing into a belly flop.




  My mother comes running from the house, wailing.




  She must have looked out the picture window in her bedroom just at the moment my brother hit the tire and watched his limbs drop. She tears across the lawn, barefoot and hysterical, the ties of her pink bathrobe trailing behind her. She runs for my brother, who’s started to sit up now, not knowing what the problem is yet understanding he must move his body, but my father catches her first. He grabs her, stopping her body’s tumult, and pins her arms to her sides. His lips are moving, he’s wiping her tears, but I’m too far away to hear.




  I just stare.




  I put down my book and sit upright on the swing set. My brother pulls his body out of the tire, stands stock-still beneath the tree, and stares, too.




  The scene is wrong. We have never seen my mother cry. My father is the one who sometimes calls us into the bedroom, where we find him lying belly down on my parents’ vast bed. He is the one who tells us then that we don’t love him, that we want him gone. That we’d be better off if he were dead.




  She holds him then, and holds us together. But now she’s sobbing.




  Eventually she looks up and notices us there, staring. She wipes her eyes. “I’m fine,” she calls to us. “I just thought—”




  My father cuts her off. “She’s fine.”




  His arm around her shoulder, hers around his waist, they walk back to the house, together.










  Five




  Louisiana, 1992




  As February 8 dawns in Louisiana, a single patrol car sits parked in front of the weathered white house in the town of Iowa. The car belongs to Officer Calton Pitre. A fifteen-year veteran of the Calcasieu Parish Sheriff’s Office who’ll stay on ten years more, all told serving a quarter of a century as a deputy sheriff in the same clot of southwestern towns where he grew up, Pitre had been sitting in his office in Lake Charles when the call came about the missing boy. Even ten years from now he won’t be able to say why the call scared him so much. But he has a little boy himself, Jeremy’s age. And those ten years later, when his boy is a teenager, and the lawyers call him up to ask him to testify again, he’ll remember Jeremy’s name without any prompting. When they found the child he was wearing a little white Fruit of the Loom T-shirt, he’ll tell the lawyers. They cut rings out of that shirt to test for semen stains.




  His son wore Fruit of the Loom T-shirts, too.




  Though his shift was just about to end when the call came, he took it anyway, arriving in Iowa just as the sun set. There were dozens of people in the street. Local parents, but also the fire department from neighboring LeBleu. Fifty or sixty people, and Pitre could see no one was in charge. They didn’t have much time. Whatever search they got under way would have to be called off when the sky was fully dark.




  The fire department men went into the woods. Pitre went to the white house where the 911 calls had come from—there had been two: the boy’s mother, crying, and then, minutes later, a young man who identified himself as a lodger in the house calling back to make sure the dispatcher knew how to find the right street—and asked if he could use the phone.




  A woman let him in. It was her house, she said. She showed him where the telephone was and went right back to watching television, half a dozen children sitting cross-legged on the floor in the living room, and in the armchair a young man with brown hair and glasses who turned his head and nodded at him once. They were watching some kind of crime show; Pitre couldn’t make it out. He told his supervisor that the search required a command center, a phone line; someone was going to have to take charge. They needed more men. But the supervisor wouldn’t commit to anything—wasn’t it LeBleu’s responsibility out that way? Or Iowa’s? Frustrated, Pitre went back out to the street.




  Soon he returned and called a second time. The woods were hard terrain. Along the north side of the house was a ravine and what looked like a canal. They needed four-wheelers. Maybe a boat.




  The third time Calton Pitre went back to the white house to call his supervisor, he saw the brown-haired man sitting in a recliner, still watching television, and had an idea. “You know the area?” he asked.




  “Sure do,” the man said.




  “Draw me a map?”




  The man took the three-by-five spiral pad Pitre offered and carefully penned in the areas around the white house, laying out hash marks for the woods. He made a web of the small backstreets. Drew the route out to Highway 90. “Let me know if you have any trouble with it,” the man said.




  “Thanks,” said Pitre.




  

    

      

        

          

            TRIAL TRANSCRIPT, 2003


          




          

            Q: And how did the young man seem to you?




            A: He was very calm, he was real calm.




            Q: Do you see him in the courtroom?




            A: Yes, I do.




            Q: Would you point him out and describe what he’s wearing?




            A: Wearing a pair of glasses, light blue shirt with a necktie.




            Q: Your Honor, let the record indicate that the witness has identified the defendant.


          


        


      


    


  




  The search teams and the cops on the four-wheelers and the fire department found nothing. They needed a dredger for the canal, but that would have to wait until morning. The parents had collected their children and gone home, using the flashlights they’d trained on the woods before to pick their way back across the dark streets, holding each other closer now, even just going through somebody’s yard.




  Pitre stayed. He kept thinking about the little boy. He had the child’s school photograph attached to his clipboard—blond hair, blue eyes, a gap-toothed grin. The uncle, a man named Richard, had given it to him. He sat behind the wheel of his car and flashed the high beams into the woods. Once, twice, three times. Then he stopped and waited. Once, twice, three times again. Wait. The woods were dark, the only movement the ripple of black leaves in the wind. He flashed the beams again. Again. Whenever he thought it was time to go home and get some sleep, he’d imagine the boy’s blond head from the photograph against the leaves, the child just starting to awaken from sleep, opening his eyes slowly the way Pitre’s son did. That’s when the boy would see the flashing lights. That’s how he’d know to go toward them. What if Pitre stopped before the boy finally woke up?




  But eventually he started nodding off himself. The next day would be a long one. Pitre drove home, kissed his sleeping son, kissed his sleeping wife. Slept.




  Now he’s back at first light. He sits behind the wheel of the cruiser and sips from his coffee, watching the neighborhood mothers return to help with the search.




  The mothers look exhausted, some of them still with their bathrobes on. One woman wears a winter coat buttoned fully over pajama pants and slippers. Word spreads quickly: No news, the Guillory boy is still missing. Fast as an echo comes the answer: He’s only lost; he must only be lost. They’ll find him. A woman stands where the road meets the grass—where in another part of town, the part with street names, there would be a curb—and shouts to organize the mothers into search teams. Someone else thinks to knock on the door of the white house to find out if there’s any coffee left from what the Fuel Stop out on the highway sent over the night before.




  No one answers the door at the white house. Ricky and Pearl Lawson, his landlady, have already gotten into Pearl’s car. He’s due for his shift out at the Fuel Stop, and on the mornings she’s scheduled there, too, she drives him. Pearl is a supervisor, sometimes works cashier for the trucks. She’s trusted to handle the cash. Ricky does maintenance. Usually there’s easy chatter between them, but they’re quiet this morning. The morning air is chilly, shrouded in a faint gray mist, and Ricky rubbed his hands as he waited for her to unlock the car. He slid in. He tossed the bag of laundry he has with him into the backseat, and now he stares down at his lap. Pearl won’t look at him, either, the two of them like a warring couple this morning.




  Last night, as word spread through the neighborhood that a child was missing, and the mothers arrived for the first time, they stood in the street in front of the Lawson house and decided that while they searched, the Lawsons’ lodger Ricky would look after their children, like he often looked after Pearl and her husband Terry’s two. The children had watched television with Ricky in the living room, and then later gone up to his bedroom to play.




  But late last night, after the last child had been collected by her mother and even the police had gone home, only one patrol car still parked in front of the house, periodically lighting up the sky through the windows with its beams, Ricky came downstairs and found Pearl sitting at the kitchen table. He was carrying a plastic basket of laundry. The washer was out in the yard, hooked to the side of the house by a hose. But she looked at him so gravely he stopped and put the basket down. She was in her nightdress already, a cup of tea in front of her. She and Terry slept on a mattress in the living room since Ricky had come to stay. They’d rented him the bedroom.
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