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Section One: The Find
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The Tallahatchie in late August is not so much a body of water as a slow, brown muscle moving through silt. By the time the summer reaches its dry dog days, the current has lost whatever spring momentum it carried down from the hills. It shrinks within its banks, leaving fifty feet of grey, cracked mud exposed to the sun like drying hide.

What remains drags itself past Leflore County at barely half a knot, thick with agricultural runoff and chemical fertilizer from the cotton fields, carrying the flat, heavy smell of rotting catfish and river willow.

On the third Tuesday of August, the air above the water had achieved a physical density. It settled behind a man's knees and stayed there, damp and yellow, smelling of iron and scorched weeds.

A hundred yards downstream from the old concrete-and-steel span the locals still called the Tallahatchie Bridge. Though the original timber-and-iron structure had been replaced decades prior. A twin-engine flatbottom barge sat anchored in the channel. The barge belonged to the state Department of Transportation's regional infrastructure division. A portable diesel generator chattered on its deck, its exhaust cutting through the river smell with sulfur and hot oil, driving the hydraulic pump for the side-scan sonar array.

Three men worked the barge. They moved in the quiet, deliberate manner of people who understood that any unnecessary motion in ninety-eight-degree humidity was a waste of blood.

"Soft return," the sonar operator said. His name was Miller... young, salt-rimmed sunglasses, neck burned the color of raw beef. He didn't look up from the green cathode-ray screen. "Ten yards south of the third pier footing. Silt's deep there. It's sitting in a scour pocket."

The crew chief, an older man named Gidley whose family had farmed the county since Reconstruction, leaned over Miller's shoulder. He spat a dark stream of tobacco juice over the gunwale into the brown water. "Tree trunk?"

"No." Miller traced a finger across the screen where a pale, pixelated shadow broke the uniform grey of the riverbed. "Shape's too straight. Edges are hard. Wood doesn't hold ninety-degree angles after forty years in the mud. Metal. Or what's left of it."

Gidley squinted at the monitor, then at the river. Under the bridge piers, the shadows were black and still, untouched by the noon glare.

"Get the diver down. We don't clear the footing surveys by Friday, the state holds the reinforcement grant."

The third man, a commercial diver named Arispe who had spent twenty years clearing intake valves and inspecting pilings from Memphis to Vicksburg, was already hauling his fiberglass helmet from its crate. He fitted the heavy collar, checked his umbilical line, and let Gidley help him hoist the double-tank rig onto his back. He slipped over the side without a splash, his entry marked only by a brief boil of yellow froth and a trail of silver bubbles that rose and popped instantly in the dry air.

Down in the channel there was no light. Arispe worked by touch alone, his gloved fingers sinking six inches into cold, greasy mud before finding the riverbed's true floor. The current pressed against his legs like a wet mattress. He crawled by inches toward Miller's coordinates, hand trailing along the bottom, until his knuckles struck something that did not yield.

Not a car. Too small, half-buried in the silt at a thirty-degree angle. He cleared the mud with both hands, feeling the outline. Rectangular. Approximately twenty-four inches by sixteen. The corners were reinforced with small metal caps.

He spoke into his helmet mic, his voice hollow and metallic to the men on the barge. "It's a trunk. Or an old suitcase. Metal frame, but the sides are gone. Mostly rotted through."

"Can you hoist it?" Gidley asked through the comms.

"Light," Arispe said. "Whatever covered it has dissolved. Just steel ribs and hardware. The latch is down. Somebody locked it once, but the brass has corroded into the steel."

"Bring it up."

Arispe looped a nylon cargo strap through the rusted frame and signaled for the winch. The hydraulic crane groaned, the cable going taut as piano wire. For a moment the river seemed to resist. The thick mud sucking at the object with a wet, heavy gurgle, as if the Tallahatchie itself knew what it was giving up. Then, with a sudden release of black gas that smelled of deep decay, the frame broke free. 

When the crane swung it over the deck, the three men stood back.

It was the skeleton of a suitcase. The outer covering, pigskin or cheap vulcanized fiber, had been eaten away by river acid and fifty summers of silt. What remained was a cage of rusted steel bands, the structural skeleton of a mid-century traveling case. The brass corner protectors had turned chalky green, their rivets loose in their holes. The center latch, stamped with the faint logo of a long-defunct Chicago luggage manufacturer, held firmly in its keeper.

Inside the cage, bound together by a grey mat of river weed and rotted cloth, was a solid mass of river mud.

Gidley looked at it without speaking. The case was too small for a man's belongings, yet it had been closed with a finality that the river had honored for six decades. "Put it in the steel tub," he said. "Don't touch the latch. Sheriff's office in Greenwood. Let them call the state."

The forensic examiner's office for Leflore County occupied the basement of the old municipal annex on Market Street, two blocks from the Yalobusha confluence. Cold room. Formaldehyde and floor wax. Kept at a constant sixty-two degrees to combat the rot that crawled off the river every summer.

Dr. Ronald Vance spent three hours with the case. He used a small pneumatic saw to cut through the rusted steel bands rather than force the latch, lifting the top rib away like a surgeon opening a chest.

His report was filed under Case No. 2026-LC-449:


OFFICE OF THE MEDICAL EXAMINER
LEFLORE COUNTY, MISSISSIPPI
REPORT OF FORENSIC ARCHAEOLOGY / HISTORICAL REMAINS
CASE NO: 2026-LC-449
DATE OF EXAMINATION: August 19, 2026
SUBJECT: Unidentified Human Remains (Infantile)
PHYSICAL DESCRIPTION OF RECOVERY ARTIFACT:
Remains recovered from within the structural frame of a vintage 1940s-era metal-framed valise (approx. 24 in × 16 in × 8 in). Organic siding completely deteriorated due to long-term aqueous submersion. Internal cavity occupied by dense matrix of river silt, organic detritus, and degraded textile fragments (tentatively identified as coarse cotton or denim).
SKELETAL INVENTORY:
Upon removal of silt matrix via pressurized water-wash and fine manual excavation, the following elements were recovered:
Cranial fragments: Left and right parietal plates, occipital fragment showing incomplete ossification.
Mandible: Segmented, without dental eruption.
Long bones: Left femur (l ≈ 6.8 cm), right femur (l ≈ 6.7 cm), left humerus (l ≈ 5.4 cm).
Rib fragments: Twelve (12) distinct segments, highly fragile.
DEVELOPMENTAL DETERMINATION:
Femur length (l ≈ 6.8 cm) and absence of neonatal line development in cranial fragments indicate developmental age of approximately 36 to 38 weeks gestation. Remains represent either a late-term stillbirth or a newborn infant of no more than seventy-two (72) hours of extrauterine life.
SEX/RACE DETERMINATION:
Inconclusive. Severe demineralization of bone tissue resulting from approximately sixty (60) years of submersion in high-acid river environment renders morphometric analysis statistically unreliable.
ESTIMATED SUBMERSION DURATION:
Based on corrosion rates of brass rivets and steel frame under local water chemistry parameters, and the state of accompanying textile fragments: 55 to 65 years, placing date of deposition between approximately 1961 and 1971.
CAUSE OF DEATH:
Undetermined. No trauma or ante-mortem skeletal fractures observed.
ASSOCIATED ARTIFACTS:
Recovered from the thoracic region of the remains, tangled within degraded textile fibers:
Item 1: One (1) small silver crucifix, 2.4 cm in length. Heavily oxidized (silver sulfide coating, approx. 0.3 mm thickness). Reverse bears manual engraving, legible through tarnish: 

B.J.M. - Confirmed in Grace - April 14, 1963.

Item 2: One (1) set of United States military identification tags (dog tags), stainless steel, standard issue. Both tags present on original chain. Engraving fully legible:

CALHOUN JAMES R JR
RA 18 674 291
O POS
BAPTIST
DISPOSITION:
Under Mississippi Code Section 39-7-3, remains determined to be historical (greater than 50 years) with no immediate criminal nexus are classified as Unidentified Historical Remains. File routed to Leflore County Clerk's Office for historical record cross-reference and archive check.


Vance printed three copies. He placed the bone fragments in a lined blue cardboard box, labeled it with the case number, set it on the bottom shelf of the holding vault.

The cross and the dog tags he kept together. He placed them in a single plastic specimen bag, sealed the zip-top, and stapled the bag to the front of the paper file. He stood there a moment longer than the task required, looking at the two objects through the clear plastic. The blackened cross, the bright steel tags... then he carried the folder to the administrative courier's basket.

The County Clerk's office was on the second floor of the courthouse, renovated in 2012 with grey industrial carpeting, modular laminate desks, and the low constant hum of a digital server rack in the corner. It smelled of ozone and cold coffee.

Dana Pruitt was thirty-four years old and ran the office with the brisk efficiency of someone who had spent her twenties in corporate logistics. She looked at records as data points requiring proper indexing, not as documents with histories attached to them. This was, on most days, an asset.

The physical file from the coroner sat on her blotter. The specimen bag rested on top. The blackened cross and the dog tags visible through the clear plastic.

She picked up the bag. The cross looked like a piece of burned tin. She turned it over, squinting at the small script on the back.

B.J.M. - Confirmed in Grace - April 14, 1963.

She set it down and ran a database query: county birth records, 1945 to 1955, initials B.J.M. A second query: local death records, August 1967. Twenty-two names. Married women whose surnames had changed, others who had migrated north to Memphis or Chicago. None flagged. No secondary notations. No connection to a missing infant.

She looked at the dog tags through the plastic. CALHOUN JAMES R JR. RA 18 674 291. She ran the name through the county death index. Nothing. Through the veteran's memorial registry. Nothing local.

Dana leaned back in her chair.

The office manual had a seldom-used protocol for historical remains... Section 4, Paragraph B: files predating the 1980 digital migration were to be shared with the office's honorary archival consultants. Retired clerks who still lived in the county. People who carried the analog memory of years the computer screens hadn't reached.

The number was on a faded yellow sticky note on the side of her monitor.

She dialed.

"Ms. Mayfield?" Dana said when the line connected. "This is Dana down at the courthouse. I've got something on my desk you might want to look at. The river crew found something under the bridge."

She paused, looking at the specimen bag.

"There were two items inside. A silver cross and a set of military dog tags." She read the name off the bag. "Calhoun. James R. Calhoun Junior."
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Section Two: The Clerk
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The house at 312 Walnut Street had been painted white three times since Estelle Mayfield's husband died in the winter of 1991, and each time she had hired the same man. A quiet carpenter named Purcell who did not play the radio while he worked. Single-story clapboard, deep front porch, a tin roof that hummed when the afternoon showers swept in from the west. The yard was small, bounded by a low privet hedge she kept trimmed to the height of her hip. Along the eastern foundation she grew roses. Old, persistent Chinas that survived the clay soil and the clay-red heat of Leflore County because she spent forty minutes every morning with them.

The heat was already rising from the blacktop by eight o'clock. Estelle stood at the bushes with a pair of rusty Fiskars shears, clipping dead papery blooms and dropping them into a plastic milk crate. Straw hat with a faded blue ribbon. Green canvas gloves worn through at the right thumb.

When the telephone rang inside, she finished the stem she was cutting. She wiped the blades against her apron and walked up the three wooden steps to the screen door. The wire mesh was grey with pollen.

The telephone sat on a small walnut table in the hall, beneath a framed print of the Jordan River her mother had bought at a tent revival in 1954. In the print, the water was a very bright, improbable blue.

"Estelle Mayfield," she said.

"Ms. Mayfield? This is Dana down at the courthouse."

Dana Pruitt's voice was too loud for the hallway. A digital voice, stripped of the soft flat-bottomed vowels Estelle had spent fifty years listening to in the offices of Greenwood. It had the clipped, restless cadence of television.

"Yes, Dana."

Estelle did not sit. Her knees were stiff from the damp grass, but she preferred to stand when she spoke to people from the municipal building. It kept her mind in the right frame.

"I've got something on my desk you might want to look at. The river crew found something under the bridge. An old suitcase. Or what's left of it." A pause, the sound of a keyboard. "Dr. Vance has already been over it. He says it's historical. Over fifty years. There were some things inside."

"What kind of things?"

"A silver cross. Engraved on the back.  B.J.M. - Confirmed in Grace - April 14, 1963." The keyboard again, brief. "And a set of military dog tags. Both tags on the chain. The name is Calhoun. James R. Calhoun Junior."

The hallway lost its draft. The air turned thick and carried the smell of damp earth from outside.

Estelle set the shears down on the walnut table. The metal made a clean clink against the wood.

"Ms. Mayfield?"

"I heard you, Dana."

"I ran the name through the digital index. There isn't a Calhoun in the local death records for sixty-seven. Not a James. And the birth records for those initials. The B.J.M.... they don't bring up any corresponding death certificate that fits the timeline." The voice took on the flat tone of a clerk navigating a system error. "I thought maybe you'd remember. The manual says we're supposed to call the seniors when we get something this old."

Estelle looked down at her canvas gloves. The green fabric stained brown at the thumb where the soil had worked through the seam.

She did not answer.

"Ms. Mayfield? You still there?"

"I'm here," Estelle said.

She did not hang up. She set the receiver on its side on the table next to the shears. Dana's voice came out of the earpiece like a cricket trapped in a drawer. Ms. Mayfield? Ms. Mayfield?

Estelle walked down the hall to the kitchen. The linoleum was yellowed at the edges where thirty years of wax had built up, but it was clean. She stood at the sink and looked out the small window facing the alley. A mourning dove sat on the power line, grey feathers smoothed against the heat, head tucked into its shoulders.

In July of 1967, the County Clerk's office had three windows facing the square, kept shut because of coal dust from the railway line three blocks east. Cooling came from a five-foot metal fan in the corner, its three blades painted dark green, turning with a heavy rhythmic clack-whir that sounded like a dry pump.

Estelle was twenty-four. Cotton shirts with high collars, hair pinned up with steel bob pins, fingertips permanently grey from the carbon paper she used to duplicate land titles.

Harold Biggs was the County Clerk. Fifty-eight years old. His family had owned three thousand acres of bottomland before the high water of 1927 took the topsoil and left them with their names and a collection of leather-bound law books. A large man, linen trousers yellowed at the cuffs, smelling of peppermint drops and bay rum. He did not speak often. When he did, people in the hallway stopped and took off their hats.

On the afternoon of August 15, 1967, the fan had stopped. The motor burned out at noon. The air in the record room was so hot that the ink on Estelle's stamp pad had turned to sticky grease.

Harold had been in his private office since two o'clock with the door closed. He had a small brass desk fan that clicked on each rotation. Estelle could hear the click through the frosted glass.

At three, his telephone rang. He answered on the second ring.

She went on typing . A series of land transfers for the eastern county, small irregular parcels of swamp oak and sweetgum the timber companies were buying for three dollars an acre. The phone conversation lasted four minutes. She knew because she had started a three-page lease agreement when the bell rang and was on the second paragraph of the second page when she heard the receiver drop back into its cradle.

The office door opened. Harold stood in the doorway, his large frame blocking the window light. Seersucker coat off, white braces hanging in loops down his thighs, sleeves rolled to the elbows. In his right hand, a single sheet of pink paper. The three-part NCR duplicate the sheriff's deputies used for overnight incident reports.

"Estelle," he said.

She stopped typing. Her fingers stayed above the keys. "Yes, Mr. Biggs."

He walked to her desk without looking at her. He looked at the window, where a bluebottle fly buzzed against the glass. He set the pink sheet on the corner of her desk, next to her glass of ice water.

The paper was damp. Folded once, lengthwise, the ink from the deputy's ballpoint smeared where a hand had rested on the page.


Aug 14 - 11:45 PM. Report from T. Greer (colored) regarding white female on Tallahatchie Bridge. Witness states female had small leather case. Witness states female did drop case into river and did then jump from south railing. Deputy Miller dispatched. No recovery. Water high.


Below, in a more precise hand — the sheriff's:


File under: Miscellaneous Disappearances — Unsubstantiated.


Harold reached into his vest pocket and produced a small silver pocketknife he used for cleaning his fingernails. He tapped the bone handle against the pink sheet, directly over the name T. Greer. The sound was a fingernail clicking against glass.

"We don't need this kind of talk cluttering up the books, Estelle."

She looked up at him. His face was grey in the heat, the skin under his eyes saggy and wet. He kept his eyes on the pocketknife.

"Sir?"

"The Mobley girl." He tapped the knife again. "Her father's been to see the sheriff. They're simple people. They don't have the means to be having their name dragged through the county files because some colored hand thinks he saw something in the dark. A girl like that... she likely ran off to Memphis. She's got cousins up there."

"But the report," Estelle said. Her voice sounded very small to her. "The deputy wrote it down."

"The deputy is twenty-two years old and doesn't know his head from his heel when the sun goes down." Harold picked up the pink sheet, folded it twice, and slid it into his trouser pocket. "We're going to open the August log. Page forty-two. You haven't typed the final entries for yesterday yet."

"No, sir."

"You leave this line out." He turned toward his office. "We'll list her as missing. Unresolved. No witness statement. We don't want people going down to the river with hooks because of what some field hand says he saw at midnight."

Estelle looked at her typewriter. Her fingers still hovered above the keys.

She thought of her brother Tommy. Nineteen, sitting on their mother's porch with a bottle of cream soda, waiting for the draft board to call his name. He wanted the junior college in Moorhead. Eighty-four dollars a semester, and their mother's pension from the seed house didn't cover the winter coal. Harold Biggs had spoken personally to the registrar at Moorhead three weeks prior. He'd told them Estelle was a reliable girl, a girl who understood how the county operated, and that her family was the kind that deserved a little help.

"Yes, Mr. Biggs," Estelle said.

"That's a good girl." He walked back into his office, white braces swinging against his hips. The door did not close all the way. Through the frosted glass, the brass desk fan clicked on its rotation.

She wrote the page without the line. writing August 14. No incidents reported in her clean steady clerk's hand, carried the white ledger sheet to the binder, and locked it behind the steel posts.

She told herself it was a small thing. A girl had gone to Memphis. A colored farmhand had been mistaken in the dark. The river was deep and people imagined things when the heat got to them. Or so she had let herself believe for fifty-seven years. 

In the kitchen, the mourning dove lifted off the power line. The wire bounced twice... a thin black line against the yellow sky.

Estelle walked back into the hall.

The receiver lay on the walnut table. Dana's voice had gone silent.

She picked it up.

"Dana."

"Ms. Mayfield? I thought we got cut off."

"No." The dry clerk's voice she had used for forty years when answering queries about deed lines and tax assessments. "We didn't get cut off. I'll come down Thursday morning. I'll need the physical ledger for sixty-seven. The bound volume."

"Sure. I can have it pulled from the basement vault." A brief pause. "You think you remember the name? Calhoun?"

"I remember the year," Estelle said.

She placed the receiver precisely in its cradle.

She stood in the hall a long time, looking at the blue Jordan River on the wall, until her knees ached too much for standing. Then she went to the green armchair by the living room window and sat down.

She did not go back out to the roses.
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Section Three: The Girl And The Soldier
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The Buick's air conditioner was forty years old, a heavy steel compressor that rattled like a bucket of bolts beneath the hood and produced a thin, lukewarm draft smelling of damp horsehair. Estelle drove with her window down three inches. The air coming through the gap was dry. Defoliant and parched topsoil, the dust of three hundred thousand acres of cotton rising in the wake of the giant harvesters already crawling through the fields near Shellmound.

She drove thirty-five miles per hour. It had been her speed since her husband's stroke in 1994, and she saw no reason to change it now that the logging trucks flew past with a violence that shook her steering wheel.

She did not go straight to the courthouse.

Four miles west of Greenwood, where Highway 82 met the gravel turnoff for Gilder Road, she slowed and turned north onto the old river road. A narrow, shaded lane bordered by massive swamp oaks whose roots had buckled the asphalt into grey oil-stained ridges. The trees grew so close to the water that their lower branches hung into the brown current, catching drift-logs and plastic bottles floating down from the reservoir.

She parked on the gravel shoulder twenty yards from the bridge's southern approach.

The modern bridge, poured concrete and green steel girders, built in 1989 after the high water took the old wood-decked crossing,  had none of the character of the original. No timber piers that groaned under the weight of trucks coming down from the hills. No iron lattices where the barn swallows nested by the hundreds. The water beneath it was the same, though. It moved with the slow, greasy patience of something that had been moving since before anyone had thought to name it, the color of chicory coffee, the surface broken only by yellow foam gathering around the concrete pilings.

Estelle got out of the car. Her knees made a dry popping sound in the quiet. She walked to the center of the span and leaned her hips against the hot galvanized railing.

She looked down. The water was the same. The bridge was not. 

In the spring of 1961, Curtis Mobley had walked into the County Clerk's office with a Bible under his arm. A small, stringy man whose collar was too large for his neck, his face so deeply lined by the sun that he looked sixty though he was likely forty. He had stood by the counter for ten minutes, hat held against his stomach with both hands, before Harold Biggs looked up from his ledger.

"I got a girl," Mobley said. His voice was thin and raspy, the voice of a man who worked alone in the wind. "She's twelve. She don't have no paper."

Estelle had been nineteen then, three months into her clerkship. She watched from her desk as Harold reached into the drawer for a delayed birth registration form.

"Name?" Harold asked.

"Billie Jo. Billie Jo Marie. Born the third of March, forty-nine. Down on the Hatch place."

The Mobleys were sharecroppers. Not the kind who owned their mules, but the kind who came and went on flatbed trucks between harvest and planting, leaving no more trace in the county books than the migratory laborers who came up from the border. Billie Jo was their third child and the only one who had survived the wet winter of 1951.

Estelle had typed the certificate. She remembered the name because she had typed Billy Joe first, assuming it was a boy's name, and had been forced to erase the y and the e with her abrasive typewriter wheel, her fingers turning blue from the carbon sheet.

She saw the girl two years later at the First Baptist rummage sale. Billie Jo was fourteen, already at her full height. Nearly five feet ten, a tall raw-boned girl with her mother's dark, heavy-lidded eyes and a way of standing that suggested she was trying to occupy less space than she'd been given. A faded blue gingham dress too short in the sleeves, wrists thick and red from lye soap.

Around her neck, a thin silver chain with a small flat crucifix. The kind the traveling evangelists sold from cardboard cases after the evening service. She held her fingers against it while she looked at the bins of discarded shoes.

"She's a quiet one," Estelle's mother had said as they walked past. "That's the Hatch blood. They don't speak unless they're spoken to, and not always then."

The Calhouns lived on Gilder Road
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