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​The Fiber and the River: Wayne Williams and the Atlanta Child Murders 

​Prologue: What the City Carried

Every city tells itself a story about who it is, and most of the time the story is allowed to stand unexamined, repeated at ribbon cuttings and investment luncheons until it hardens into something indistinguishable from fact. Atlanta's story, for the better part of two decades before the events this book documents, was a story about exception, about a Southern city that had found a way around the violence and the shame that had attached itself to so much of the region's history, a city that called itself too busy to hate and meant, by that phrase, something it had worked very hard to make true.

This book is about what happened when that story collided with something it had no framework for absorbing: the sustained, methodical disappearance and murder of nearly thirty of the city's children, almost all of them Black, almost all of them poor, almost all of them moving through the ordinary business of their own neighborhoods when whoever took them found them. It is about a period of just under two years, between the summer of 1979 and the summer of 1981, during which a metropolitan area of more than two million people watched its children vanish in a pattern that took agonizingly long to be recognized as a pattern at all, and it is about the extraordinary, improbable confluence of grassroots organizing, federal investigation, and forensic science that eventually produced an arrest, a trial, and a conviction.

It is also, and this book has tried not to let the reader forget it even in the chapters most absorbed in procedural and scientific detail, about something that conviction did not fully resolve. Wayne Bertram Williams stood trial for two murders. He was found guilty of both, on evidence this book regards, after careful examination of the forensic record, as genuinely and rigorously sound. In the immediate aftermath of that verdict, the city of Atlanta closed twenty-two additional cases in his name, declaring them solved without ever subjecting them to the scrutiny a courtroom provides. That administrative act, understandable as an expression of a city's exhausted relief, has never stopped being argued about, by the families who lost children to this crisis, by law enforcement officials who once worked the case from the inside, by the FBI profiler whose own framework helped convict Williams, and by a city that has spent more than four decades unable to fully close a file it was never, in the most rigorous sense, entitled to close.

This book asks its reader to hold both of these truths at once, because holding them separately, choosing either the comfort of a fully resolved case or the cynicism of dismissing the science that secured a sound conviction, does a disservice to the dead and to the living who still carry them. It begins, as such stories often must, on a bridge, in the dark, with a sound that no one listening that night could yet interpret. It ends there too, because some questions a river takes hold of and does not give back on anyone's schedule but its own.

What follows is an attempt to tell this story with the seriousness its victims deserve: not as a puzzle to be solved for the satisfaction of solving it, but as a sustained act of attention toward children whose names deserve to be spoken with the same care any life deserves, and toward a city that has never been permitted to forget what it once allowed to happen to them, however busy it once believed itself to be.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 1: The Splash Heard at 2:50 A.M.
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The river makes no distinction between what it is asked to hide and what it eventually surrenders. On the night of May 22, 1981, the Chattahoochee moved through the northwestern edge of Atlanta the way it had moved for ten thousand years before the city existed to name it, indifferent to the men positioned along its banks with binoculars and service revolvers, indifferent to the low hum of unmarked cars idling in the dark, indifferent, above all, to the question that had consumed a metropolitan area of more than two million people for nearly two years: who was killing the children of Atlanta, and why could no one stop it.

The James Jackson Parkway Bridge crosses the river at a point where the water runs fast and black beneath a canopy of kudzu-strangled trees, the kind of place that by day looks like nothing in particular and by night looks like everything. Law enforcement had chosen it for exactly that reason. By the late spring of 1981, FBI behavioral analysts working alongside the Atlanta Police Department's Missing and Murdered Task Force had reached a conclusion that would have seemed unthinkable two years earlier, when the first bodies were found in vacant lots and wooded ravines within the city limits: the killer, or killers, had changed method. Bodies that had once been left where they fell, or buried shallow enough to be found within days, were now being stripped and committed to the river itself, carried downstream by a current fast enough to erase whatever forensic evidence might otherwise have clung to skin and clothing. It was, investigators believed, a direct response to press coverage of the case's most promising lead, coverage that had, with grim irony, told the killer exactly what evidence to destroy. And so, through the late winter and spring of 1981, surveillance teams had begun a quiet, grinding vigil at the bridges that spanned the Chattahoochee within the city's reach, watching the water the way a hunter watches a trail, waiting for a sound.

At 2:50 in the morning on May 22, they heard it.

A loud splash, audible above the river's own noise, breaking from beneath the span of the James Jackson Parkway Bridge. To the surveillance officer who registered it, alone in the dark with nothing but the sound itself to interpret, it could have meant almost anything, a deer entering the water, a piece of debris carried loose by the current, the simple acoustic trickery that rivers play on men who have spent too many hours listening to them. But it could also have meant the one thing every officer on that detail had been sent there to listen for: the sound of something, or someone, being delivered to the water from above.

Seconds later, headlights. A vehicle was crossing the bridge, a white 1970 Chevrolet station wagon, moving at a pace that suggested neither panic nor especially convincing calm. It crossed the full span, then did something that would matter a great deal in the hours and months to come: it turned around, and drove back the way it had come, recrossing the bridge over the water from which the splash had sounded only moments before. To the men watching, trained by now to notice precisely this kind of behavior, the maneuver had the shape of a man checking his work.

The station wagon was registered to Homer and Faye Williams, a respected, churchgoing couple from the Dixie Hills neighborhood of southwest Atlanta, both schoolteachers, both pillars of a community that had spent two years burying its children. The car was driven that night by their only son, Wayne Bertram Williams, twenty-three years old, a man whose name did not yet mean anything to the public, but whose movements over the following weeks would become the most closely examined sixty seconds of any single individual's life in the history of the city of Atlanta.

Police vehicles intercepted the station wagon roughly half a mile from the bridge. What followed, the questioning, the fabricated alibi about a singer who did not exist, the gloves and the length of nylon cord lying in plain view on the passenger seat, the decision, fateful and second-guessed for decades afterward, not to seize that cord on the spot, belongs to a later chapter of this book, because it belongs to a later moment in the investigation's own unfolding logic. Williams was, that night, permitted to drive away. He would not be arrested for another month. And in the intervening two days, the case would acquire its second body from the river: the corpse of a twenty-seven-year-old man named Nathaniel Cater, recovered a mile downstream from the bridge where the splash had been heard, his death attributed by the medical examiner to probable asphyxiation, his last known living moment a glimpse of him walking hand in hand with Wayne Williams outside the Rialto Theatre two nights before.

This book will return to that night and to the bridge many times. It is, in a real sense, the structural keel of everything that follows, the single moment in which an investigation that had spent twenty-two months chasing shadows finally closed its hand around something solid. But it is not where this story begins, and it would be a disservice to the dead, and to the living who still carry them, to begin here. The splash heard at 2:50 a.m. on May 22, 1981, was not the beginning of the Atlanta Child Murders. It was very nearly the end of one phase of them and the beginning of another, an ending that would resolve, with a rigor and a mathematical certainty almost unprecedented in American criminal justice, two specific deaths among nearly thirty, while leaving the rest of the city, and a great many of the families who buried their children in those two terrible years, in a condition of suspended judgment that persists into the present day, more than four decades on.

To understand why a single bridge and a single splash could carry so much weight, it is necessary to go back. Not to the night of an arrest, but to a city, and to an idea that city held about itself, and to the slow, agonizing process by which that idea was tested nearly to destruction.

​A City Too Busy to Hate

Atlanta in 1979 was a city in the business of becoming. It had spent the better part of two decades constructing, with considerable success, an image of itself as the great exception of the American South, the city, in the phrase coined by Mayor William Hartsfield in the early 1960s and repeated so often in the years since that it had calcified into civic scripture, too busy to hate. The slogan was not merely public relations, though it was certainly that. It described a genuine, if selective, history. Atlanta's business and political elites had navigated school desegregation and the broader civil rights upheavals of the 1950s and 1960s with a pragmatism largely absent from Birmingham, Montgomery, or Selma. There had been no Bull Connor in Atlanta, no fire hoses turned on schoolchildren broadcast into the nation's living rooms, no images that became, in their horror, the defining visual grammar of Southern resistance. Atlanta's leadership, white and increasingly Black, had instead cultivated a working alliance between the city's commercial interests and its civil rights establishment, an alliance commemorated in the city's continuing identity as the birthplace and spiritual capital of the movement that produced Martin Luther King Jr.

By the time the decade turned, that alliance had produced something genuinely remarkable in the American South: a Black political majority governing a major metropolitan center, with Maynard Jackson having become, in 1973, the city's first Black mayor and one of the first Black mayors of any major American city. Jackson's tenure coincided with and helped drive a broader transformation in Atlanta's self-conception. This was a city that wanted, with an intensity that shaped its planning decisions, its airport expansion, its courtship of corporate headquarters and convention business, to be understood as the capital of a New South, modern, racially progressive by the standards of the region if not always by more exacting national ones, open for business, and above all forward-looking. The Chamber of Commerce spoke of Atlanta in the same register a salesman uses for a product he genuinely believes in. The city's growth was real. Its ambitions were real. And beneath both, largely unexamined by the boosters who repeated the "too busy to hate" formula at ribbon cuttings and investment luncheons, ran a demographic and economic reality considerably less tidy than the slogan suggested.

The same years that saw Atlanta's downtown core reshape itself around new towers and a fast-growing convention trade also saw a pronounced and largely unaddressed pattern of white flight reconfigure the city's population. Atlanta's white population, which had constituted the clear majority within city limits as recently as the 1950s, had by the late 1970s become a minority, as white families relocated in substantial numbers to the rapidly expanding suburban counties ringing the city, Cobb, Gwinnett, DeKalb's outer reaches, taking with them a disproportionate share of the tax base that had once funded the city's schools and services. What remained within the city limits was a population increasingly concentrated among Atlanta's Black working class and poor, many of them living in public housing developments built in earlier decades of urban renewal, in neighborhoods where municipal services had not kept pace with need, where unemployment ran well above the regional average, and where the gap between the city's gleaming civic self-image and the daily texture of life for thousands of families had become, by the end of the decade, difficult to ignore for anyone willing to look honestly at it.

Atlanta in 1979 also carried, somewhat uncomfortably beneath its progressive branding, one of the higher violent crime rates of any major American city. This was not a secret, exactly, local newspapers covered crime with the ordinary diligence of any metropolitan press corps, but it sat awkwardly alongside the city's preferred narrative, and it would prove, when the crisis at the center of this book began to unfold, to be part of the reason that early disappearances and early deaths among the city's Black children failed, for a critical and now nearly unforgivable stretch of months, to register with local law enforcement as anything other than routine, isolated, unremarkable tragedies of urban poverty. A city with Atlanta's homicide rate, the unspoken logic seemed to run, simply produced dead children from time to time, the way any sufficiently large and sufficiently poor population does. It would take the accumulating, undeniable weight of pattern, body after body, child after child, neighborhood after neighborhood, before that logic broke down, and before the city's civic and law enforcement apparatus reluctantly admitted what a small number of grieving mothers had understood far sooner: that something organized, something repeating, something with method and intention behind it, had begun moving through the poorest corners of the city too busy to hate.

This was the Atlanta that existed in the months before July 1979, a city of genuine civil rights accomplishment and genuine racial inequality occupying the same geography, often the same streets, sometimes the same family. It was a city whose Black political leadership had real power and real legitimacy, won through decades of struggle, and whose Black working-class neighborhoods nonetheless remained, in the texture of daily life, considerably more vulnerable and considerably less protected than the city's official self-image allowed it to easily admit. It was a city that had built an extraordinary reputation on the promise that race need not determine a person's relationship to opportunity, safety, or civic regard, a promise about to be tested by a crisis that would, in its origins, its investigation, and its resolution, turn out to be inseparable from the question of whose children the city of Atlanta considered worth protecting, and how urgently.

​The Texture of an Ordinary Errand

To understand what was about to happen to this city, and to the families who would lose children to it, it is necessary first to understand something simpler and more universal: the rhythm of working-class childhood in a Southern American city at the close of the 1970s, before fear had reorganized it.

Children in the neighborhoods that would soon become unwilling synonyms for tragedy, Dixie Hills, the Bowen Homes and Techwood Homes public housing communities, the modest streets running off Memorial Drive and Campbellton Road, moved through public space with a freedom that would strike a contemporary reader, accustomed to a different and more anxious set of parenting norms, as almost unrecognizable. They walked to corner stores for their mothers, carrying handwritten lists and a few dollars folded into a pocket. They ran errands that took them across several blocks, sometimes across neighborhoods, often alone or in the loose, shifting company of other children doing the same. They held part-time jobs, selling drinks at public events, helping with deliveries, doing the small economic work that working poor families in any era have asked of children old enough to be useful. This was not negligence. It was the ordinary economy of working-class family life, in which a household with one or two adults working long hours could not always supervise every movement of every child, and did not feel that it needed to, because the streets of the neighborhood were, as far as anyone then knew, no more dangerous than they had ever been.

It is against this backdrop, children sent for snuff at the corner store, children walking bicycles to repair shops, children waiting at bus stops or video arcades for friends who did not arrive, that the disappearances which began in the summer of 1979 must be understood. The killer or killers responsible for what would come to be called, with a phrase that would eventually feel both inadequate and inescapable, the Atlanta Child Murders did not need to break into homes or overpower armed resistance. They needed only to find children already moving alone through public space, as thousands of children in this city did every single day, and to offer them some plausible reason to climb into a car or walk a little further than their errand required. The vulnerability that made the crisis possible was not unusual vulnerability. It was the ordinary vulnerability of childhood as it was lived, without particular alarm, by an entire generation of Atlanta's working-class Black families, until the morning a mother realized her son had not come home, and the night that became weeks, and the weeks that became, for case after case, a discovery in a vacant lot or a wooded ravine that no family should ever have to make.

What follows in this book is the story of how that vulnerability was exploited, how slowly the city recognized what was happening to its children, how a grassroots movement of grieving parents forced an indifferent bureaucracy into action, how an extraordinary feat of forensic science eventually produced a conviction grounded in odds calculated at one in thirty million, and how, even after that conviction, the case refused to close cleanly, leaving behind wiretapped Klan confessions, families who have spent four decades insisting the wrong man bore the full weight of the city's grief, and a river that has never finished telling investigators everything it knows.

It begins, as these things so often do, with two boys who went missing within days of each other, in the heavy heat of an Atlanta July, before anyone yet understood that their deaths were the first sentences in a story that would not end for years.
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​Chapter 2: The City Too Busy to Hate
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There is a photograph that could stand for Atlanta in the autumn of 1973, though no single image could ever truly hold a moment of such consequence: Maynard Jackson, thirty-five years old, raising his right hand to take the oath of office as mayor of Atlanta, the first Black man to hold the position in the city's history, flanked by a coalition of Black ministers, white business leaders, and a city council reshaping itself to reflect a demographic reality that had been arriving for two decades and had finally, irreversibly, arrived. The moment carried a weight that extended well beyond Atlanta's city limits. In a region that had produced George Wallace standing in a schoolhouse door and Bull Connor's fire hoses turned on children in Birmingham, a Southern city of Atlanta's size and commercial importance had just elected a Black mayor through an ordinary, contested, democratic process, and the city's white business establishment, Coca-Cola, the downtown banks, the real estate interests who depended on Atlanta's continued growth, had, for the most part, made its peace with the outcome before the votes were even counted. It was, by any reasonable measure, a genuine civic achievement, and Atlanta knew it, and said so, often, and at considerable length.

But the inauguration of Maynard Jackson was not the beginning of Atlanta's racial transformation. It was closer to a culmination, the visible political surface of a deeper demographic shift that had been reorganizing the city for the better part of twenty years, and that shift, examined honestly rather than through the burnished lens of civic boosterism, told a more complicated story than the one the Chamber of Commerce preferred to tell.

​The Arithmetic of White Flight

In 1950, the city of Atlanta was a majority-white municipality, as it had been for the entirety of its history since Reconstruction. By the time Maynard Jackson took office in 1974, that arithmetic had inverted entirely. The city's Black population, which had stood at roughly a third of all residents at mid-century, had grown to become a clear majority within the city limits, not primarily because of an influx of new Black residents, though some such migration occurred, but because of a sustained, voluntary exodus of white Atlantans to the suburban counties expanding around the city's edges. Cobb County to the northwest, Gwinnett County to the northeast, the outer reaches of DeKalb County to the east: these jurisdictions absorbed, across the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s, hundreds of thousands of white families who had once lived inside Atlanta proper and who now commuted into the city for work while raising their children, paying their property taxes, and casting their votes somewhere else entirely.

The mechanics of this migration were familiar to urban historians of the period, repeating patterns visible in Detroit, Cleveland, and St. Louis, though inflected by the particular racial anxieties of the Deep South: federally subsidized highway construction that made suburban commuting practical, federally backed mortgage programs that made suburban homeownership newly accessible to white families while remaining, through redlining practices that persisted well past their formal prohibition, considerably less accessible to Black ones, and a school desegregation process that, however comparatively peaceful in Atlanta relative to other Southern cities, nonetheless accelerated white families' calculations about where to raise their children. The result, by the time the 1970s began, was a city increasingly hollowed out at its tax base even as it remained, in the public imagination cultivated by its own leadership, a metropolis of expanding ambition.

This is the central paradox that any honest account of Atlanta in this period must hold in view simultaneously: a city experiencing real Black political empowerment and real municipal fiscal erosion at the same time, the two trends braided together rather than opposed. The same suburban exodus that delivered Atlanta into Black political control also drained the city of a substantial share of the property tax revenue that had once funded its schools, its parks, its police department, its public housing maintenance. Maynard Jackson and the Black political coalition that elected him inherited not merely a city but a shrinking municipal balance sheet, a set of public institutions increasingly responsible for serving a population with fewer resources to draw upon than the city had commanded a generation earlier. Political power and economic capacity, in other words, were moving in opposite directions, and the gap between them would shape, in ways not always acknowledged at the time, the texture of life in the neighborhoods that mattered most to this book.

​The Chamber of Commerce and the Slogan

Atlanta's civic and business leadership did not ignore this tension so much as construct, deliberately and with considerable sophistication, a public narrative designed to manage it. The phrase "the city too busy to hate," coined by Mayor William Hartsfield in the years before Jackson's election and inherited as something close to official doctrine by the administrations that followed, functioned as more than a slogan. It was a working theory of the city's identity, repeated at investment conferences, embedded in tourism material, invoked by white and Black leadership alike whenever Atlanta's racial harmony required public affirmation. The theory held that Atlanta's commercial interests and its civil rights establishment had forged, through pragmatic self-interest rather than mere idealism, a durable alliance: white business leaders who understood that racial violence was bad for investment, and Black political and religious leaders who understood that economic growth, however imperfectly distributed, was preferable to economic stagnation. Atlanta had avoided the televised horrors of Birmingham and Selma not, this theory suggested, because its underlying race relations were fundamentally healthier, but because its leadership class on both sides of the color line had calculated, correctly, that public violence would damage the city's brand.

There was real truth in this account, and it should not be dismissed as mere mythology. Atlanta had genuinely navigated desegregation with less bloodshed than many comparable Southern cities. It had genuinely produced, in Martin Luther King Jr. and the broader civil rights infrastructure headquartered in the city, an inheritance that gave Atlanta's claim to racial progress a moral substance most American cities could
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