

16. Postmortem









16
Postmortem



APRIL 2003

It was Tuesday, Tax Day, when I looked up and saw Giacomelli standing at the front counter at the Escobar lab. Seeing only half of the team seemed odd. I had never seen one without the other.

“How you doing, buddy?” Ray asked, removing his sunglasses and flashing a smile as I walked toward the counter.

“Doing good. What can I do for you, Ray?”

He told me that Conaty’s mom had died unexpectedly, and Ray was left working a big case by himself that day. He had come over to ask for my input. It had been nearly four years since I’d bonded with Conaty and Giacomelli over the Pittsburg homicides. I felt honored to be accepted as their third wheel. We were so different—the reserved cold case enthusiast and the audacious super sleuths—but we had that unexplainable chemistry that happens between people. I was in awe of their investigative aptitude, and they deferred to me on the science of homicide. “Goddamn it, Holes,” Conaty would say. “We’re just a couple of street cops. Talk to us like we’re in kindergarten.”

Those “street cops” offered to show me the ropes, and I jumped at the chance. They took me into the war zone to show me what the mucky side of detective work was all about. It was like being in a master class in homicide investigative techniques and attending a stand-up comedy act at the same time. Late at night or any chance I got to sneak out of the lab to ride with them, I did. Conaty drove the dark sedan with blacked-out windows, and Giacomelli rode shotgun. Picture the Blues Brothers in their dark suits and dark glasses up front and me hunched down in the back seat like the kid brother.

They loved, as Conaty said, “busting my balls.” One day we were on our way back from a homicide reconstruction. Conaty was in storytelling mode. I watched as, in the middle of the narrative, he whipped his head around and did a wild U-turn on two wheels in the middle of busy Willow Pass Road. Now he was headed in the opposite direction. I felt like a bobblehead in the back seat. He turned right onto a side street and cruised to the curb, where a woman was leaning against a telephone pole, clearly waiting for a john. I saw Conaty’s eyeballs looking over the top of his sunglasses in the rearview. “You recognize her?” he asked. Giacomelli nodded and rolled down the window. “Hey, Amanda!” he said. “We’re looking for somebody. Do you know a Paul Holes?” I shrank into the back seat. The woman’s eyes were half-mast and unfocused. “Uh-uh,” she replied. “If you run across him, let him know we’re looking for him,” Giacomelli said. Conaty pulled off. While they had a good laugh, all I could think about was that now my name was out there on the street as some john that Pittsburg PD was looking for. “You pieces of shit,” I said. “What are you doing to me?”

“Sorry, handsome,” Conaty said.

Most of my work was done in the lab or at a desk. But Conaty and Giacomelli were out there in it, cruising forbidden neighborhoods, swapping clemency for information from dangerous felons and sex workers. Real-life homicide cops on the beat. I stuck to them like glue, watching how they related to people and how people responded to them. They were masterful at gaining people’s trust and getting information—even from people who were involved in illegal activities and probably shouldn’t have been talking to the cops. Investigative strategy is important, but they showed me firsthand how the interaction between an investigator and a source impacted a case. Talking to people like they’re people and not animals gets a lot more traction than the arrogant-cop act we’re all so used to seeing. Not that Conaty and Giacomelli weren’t able to turn it up when it was necessary—especially Conaty—but their initial contact with people, whether it was a sex worker, a gang leader, or a killer, was always cordial and respectful.

Every trip I took with them was an education. I was learning from their cache of war stories and their experience with violent and adverse conditions. They could work their way into even the most dubious situations with their routine. Giacomelli’s personality was more suited to the good cop, and Conaty was a master at playing bad cop, but their roles were interchangeable. They convincingly played off of each other and had an enviable record of cajoling confessions. I wasn’t in the trenches the way they were, but watching how they used their different personalities to their benefit, I quickly realized that my own chameleonlike quality could suit me well in my cold case work. I wasn’t someone who could go to a hard-core gang kingpin and speak his language the way they did, but I could get the most gun-shy victims to talk to me about the terrible trauma they’d suffered and wished they could forget. That was my strength. I could empathize and make them feel comfortable telling me their stories, and those stories were what drove me to turn over every stone in every case I took on.

That Tuesday when Giacomelli stopped by, I knew that they were in the process of cleaning up a patrol mess they’d inherited. Conaty had briefed me by telephone before he was called away. He said that a week earlier, the day shift had responded to a 911 call about a gravely injured man at a house on Abbott Avenue in Pittsburg. Patrol arrived to find a twenty-one-year-old male—Eric Louis Huffman—bleeding profusely from his head, fading in and out of consciousness. His sister’s story was that he had shown up on her doorstep that way. She wasn’t sure how he got there; maybe he walked, or maybe he was dropped off. He told her he’d been beaten in nearby Antioch. She led him inside, where he collapsed on the couch.

Conaty and Giacomelli were called in when the beating looked like it was about to turn into a homicide. The day was coming to an end, and they were preparing to go to the gym when the lieutenant came into their office. “I need you to roll out to this residence,” their lieutenant told them. “We had a report of a beating, and now it looks like the victim won’t survive.” They arrived at the scene to find patrol standing inside the front door. He conveyed the story the sister had told him. You didn’t have to be Sherlock Holmes to know it didn’t make sense, Conaty said. The victim supposedly walked up to the house, his head oozing red, yet there wasn’t a trace of blood outside. “No one walked up to the front of the house and didn’t drop blood,” Conaty said. But inside, the area around the living room couch looked like someone had slaughtered a cow there. Whatever had happened had happened inside that house.

Before the mortally wounded man succumbed to his injury, the hospital had x-rayed his skull. They determined that the head wound hadn’t come from a beating. Someone had shot him in the eye. With that little detail, the sister’s story fell apart. That made her a suspect or at the very least an accessory. Conaty and Giacomelli took her downtown for questioning. They appealed to her sense of loyalty to her brother. She wasn’t having it. She was hard core and pregnant. “Either you did this, or you know who did,” Giacomelli said. She knew only what her brother had told her, she said, sneering at them. When it became clear that the detectives weren’t buying her version of what had happened to her brother, she grabbed her stomach and claimed she was going into labor. Clever. That was the end of that. Conaty called to the desk. “Call an ambulance,” he said. They didn’t have enough to get a warrant for her arrest.

Conaty decided the only way to prove the homicide had happened inside the house was to reconstruct the crime scene. He asked if I would do it. The goal was that the reconstruction would show the absence of blood at the front door. I would render my expert opinion, that the brother had been killed inside near the couch. That would dramatically reduce the pool of suspects and give the investigators probable cause to arrest his sister, incentive for her to tell what she knew.

The following morning, as the partners were in their office in Pittsburg plotting their next steps, Conaty’s father called.

“Your mother died,” he told him. That sent Conaty into a tailspin. His mother had been sick, but her death came as a complete surprise.

“What happened?” Giacomelli asked.

“My mom,” he whispered, choking back disbelief. “She’s gone.”

Conaty came from a tight Italian family and was his mother’s pride and joy. His routine had been to visit her every day, but he had been buried in work, and he hadn’t made it the day before. Now she was gone, and he was overwhelmed with grief. Giacomelli was like another son to Patricia Conaty. He showered her with attention every time he saw her and danced with her at Conaty family gatherings.

“Go! Do what you have to do,” Giacomelli ordered his partner.



WHEN GIACOMELLI ARRIVED, HE HAD A batch of photographs of the crime scene under his arm. He laid them out on the counter in front of me. He had already arranged with the homeowner to get back in the house to reinspect it and had lined up the criminalists whose sophisticated equipment was capable of finding evidence that might have been missed during the initial processing. After the first inspection, the house had been scrubbed clean of the blood by the dead man’s sister. All they had of the original scene were the photos, and they weren’t clear enough to expose any trace amounts of blood that likely resulted from back spatter from the gunshot.

What could they do to resurrect what had been lost? Giacomelli asked. “Can we use luminol?” Luminol is used at crime scenes to detect imperceptible blood spatter. It could reveal the presence of hemoglobin, the protein found in red blood cells, long after blood has been washed away.

“We can,” I said, “But first I would do a very intensive visual search before we consider spraying luminol. We need good photography of any of the visible blood patterns.”

Giacomelli nodded. He was headed to the house to meet the Pittsburg crime scene investigators next, he said. CSIs from local agencies usually handled the less technically challenging cases.

“Once you get in there and do the search, get hold me of me, and we can figure out the next step,” I said.

He stacked up his photos and held out his oversized mitt to shake my hand.

“Go get ’em,” I said.

Giacomelli did his little nod, smiled, slid his sunglasses back on, and walked out.



“WE HAVE AN OFFICER DOWN.” IT was midday when my boss called to say that an officer had been shot, and we needed a criminalist at the scene. She gave me the address. Abbott Avenue in Pittsburg. No, please. “Who is the officer?” “His name is Giacomelli,” she said.

The world stopped.

Giacomelli had gone to the crime house, as planned, to meet the CSIs. He had met with the homeowner, Earl Foster Sr., at a nearby gas station, and Foster Sr. had given him a key. The CSIs were late. Giacomelli got impatient. He called for backup. “On the way,” the dispatcher said. Backup was a block away when the car was diverted to another call. Rather than wait, Giacomelli decided to go into the house himself. He was under the impression it was empty. It was dead quiet inside. He walked from the living room and down the hall to a bedroom. A killer was lying in wait behind the bedroom door. Ray never had a chance. He was ambushed, shot in the face. When he went down, the shooter stood over him and continued to fire until he was sure he was dead. Ambushed and executed. He never even had the chance to pull his gun.

The killer was career criminal Earl Foster Jr., the homeowner’s son and the same person who had killed Eric Louis Huffman in the same house a week earlier. Huffman’s sister was Foster Jr.’s girlfriend, and she’d lied about her brother’s murder to cover for him. What a tangled web we weave.

Conaty was at the florist with his father and sister, choosing flowers for his mother’s funeral, when he was told about the death of his partner. He broke down and drove a hundred miles per hour through city streets to Abbot Avenue. Giacomelli’s body was gone by then, pulled out of the house by the first attending officers and transported to the morgue.

I arrived at the scene before Conaty and did a walk-through of the house. Blood stained the back bedroom. Ray’s teeth had been shot out of his head and were scattered among bullet cartridge cases on the floor. I’d assigned my most experienced criminalist and made sure he had a full understanding of the significance of the case. I walked back outside and saw Conaty arrive. He’d been crying and was barely holding it together. “What happened?” he asked over and over. We hugged. I knew what Ray meant to him, and I couldn’t imagine his pain. I loved those guys.

After dark, I had to peel away. Another massive case awaited. I had to be at the morgue early the next morning to attend to the remains of Laci and Conner Peterson, but I was in a fog.

I don’t remember driving home that night.



IT WAS THE STORY FOLLOWED AROUND the world. Laci Peterson, a wholesomely pretty substitute teacher, eight months pregnant, went missing on Christmas Eve from her home in Modesto. Her husband, Scott Peterson, a thirty-year-old fertilizer salesman, told police that he had last seen his wife when he left home to go fishing at the Berkeley Marina. But Scott had a secret. Her name was Amber Frey, and he’d met her a month before his wife disappeared. He was the prime suspect. But another prevalent theory, one that Scott’s defense would later use, was that Laci had been abducted while walking her golden retriever and held in captivity until sometime after she’d given birth to the son that they had planned to name Conner.

A day before Giacomelli was murdered, on Monday, April 14, the badly decomposed body of Laci had washed ashore in the East Bay after she’d been missing for nearly four months. Her eight-month-old fetus had surfaced a day earlier on the rocky shore a mile away. An initial autopsy shed little light on how or when Laci had been killed. Our pathologist speculated she might have been strangled or smothered, but it was impossible to be sure from the condition of her body. Her head and neck were missing, along with her legs and forearms.

I suggested we bring in Dr. Alison Galloway, a forensic anthropologist I’d worked with on another challenging homicide. Perhaps Dr. Galloway could determine the time of death from marine organisms on Laci’s body. If we could pinpoint when she died, it would move the case forward.

I met Dr. Galloway at the morgue on Wednesday, April 16. She signed into the viewing room, where the coroner had positioned Laci and Conner on slabs next to each other. As she began her examination, I saw a somber progression of investigators I knew filing into the adjoining autopsy room. Ray. A window separated the two rooms, and I could see through the open blinds. Giacomelli was being rolled in. It’s one thing to attend the autopsy of a stranger, but Ray was a dear friend. Only a week or so earlier, he and I had been in the morgue on a case, and he’d made the pathologist and me promise we would never allow him to be cut open.

As I stood there, remembering that conversation, Deputy District Attorney Bob Hole approached me. Hole was someone we all worked closely with. “Hey, Paul,” he said. “I’m seeing some things on Ray. Can you come and take a look?” I walked in, and there was Ray, nude on the autopsy table. I did what I do best: compartmentalized it deep in my brain. I went into analytical mode. There was dead silence as I went about examining injuries on Ray’s body, no small talk between the guys from Pittsburg PD. No dark humor. It was too close to home. I looked into Ray’s eyes, the same eyes that the day before had been full of life. Now the energy was gone. I could hear his voice. “Promise me, Doc, you’ll never do that to me.” It was all I could do not to cry.



AS IT HAPPENED, THE PETERSON CASE turned on Dr. Galloway’s findings. She couldn’t get anything from Laci, but Conner’s body told the story. The fetus had not been born before Laci’s death. In fact, the doctor said, the fetus had been protected from the elements in the uterus. Because his body was in much better condition than his mother’s, Dr. Galloway was able to use Conner’s leg bone to determine the date of his death. Conner died on December 24, the same day Laci disappeared.

Scott Peterson murdered his wife and dumped her into the San Francisco Bay, where she lay for four months before their unborn child separated and washed ashore, alone.
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By early 2017, I had exhausted all of my leads in the Golden State Killer case. The task force was running dry, and every suspect with any promise had been eliminated. I’d investigated two more in the ten months since Michelle had passed away. I kept swinging for the home run and falling short. Soon, I would retire from law enforcement and life as I knew it. I was staring down the end of my career and beginning to consider that twenty-three years of hunting GSK might wind up the way it had for every investigator before me: a dead end. I had a year to try to change that ending and not much to go on.

In February, I got a call from my friend Roxane Gruenheid, the seasoned investigator with the Sheriff’s Office I’d worked closely with over the years. “I need you to come over,” she said. I drove across town to Roxane’s office. She was on speakerphone with Detective Peter Headley from the San Bernardino Sheriff’s Office when I arrived. Headley was breathless. “We know who Lisa Jensen is,” he told us. What? Headley had discovered the identity of a five-year-old who’d been abandoned in an RV park in the summer of 1996 by a transient claiming to be her father. The mystery of the girl’s true identity had been the bane of many investigators over the years. Larry Vanner, the man who claimed to be the child’s father, was tracked down and served less than two years in prison. Lisa was adopted, but only shadowy memories shed any light on her background. Vanner disappeared after jail and reemerged in our county in 2002 when the body of his girlfriend, Eunsoon Jun, was found under a pile of kitty litter in a crawl space under their house, and he was charged with her murder. DNA proved he was not Lisa’s father. He died in prison in 2010 and took the secret of Lisa’s identity to his grave. Now Headley had her name: Dawn Beaudin.

“How did you do it?” I asked Headley.

Headley said he’d used a website for adoptees searching for their biological parents. He’d been assisted by a genealogist named Barbara Rae Venter, who was experienced in helping adoptees find their roots. He couldn’t explain exactly how the process worked, but he threw out the term “centimorgans.” A centimorgan is a unit used to measure genetic linkage. I hadn’t heard the word in a while. It was a totally different component from the ones I’d been using for my genealogy searches for GSK, and I wondered how it had made the difference in being able to finally give Dawn Beaudin her identity.

Driving back to my office, I felt a sense of excitement. My body was tingling with anticipation. I couldn’t wait to get Venter on the phone to ask if the technique she’d used for Dawn might work to identify an unknown offender.

I called the minute I sat down at my desk. I told Venter I was working on a big case and was interested in learning about the technique used to identify Dawn Beaudin. “Can I identify a killer if all I have is his DNA sample?” I asked. “I see no reason why it wouldn’t,” she said. “Send me what you’ve got.” I said I’d send a DNA “snapshot” of the offender that had been developed from semen evidence from the Golden State Killer’s last known attack, the 1986 murder of eighteen-year-old Janelle Cruz in Irvine. The snapshot had been produced for Orange County by the DNA technology company Parabon for the purpose of developing a new composite of the serial killer. “Too bad you don’t have a SNP profile,” Venter said. I knew that SNPs (single nucleotide polymorphisms, pronounced “snip”) were being used to identify disease-causing genes, and I’d seen presentations at forensic conferences over the years about researchers who were trying to figure out how to use them for human identification. But at this point, the standard in the forensic science community was STRs. I didn’t know that genealogists were using SNP technology as a way to track ancestry. This was all new to me.

I sent off the Parabon profile and waited for Venter to let me know whether she could help. When a few weeks passed, I followed up our conversation with an email. No response. I assumed she’d thought better of working with me, since genealogists are often hesitant to collaborate with law enforcement for privacy reasons. Meanwhile, I submitted the Y-chromosome profile I’d done from one of the old Contra Costa County rape kits using the standard Y-STR technology and got a partial match on a free website called Ysearch.org. After the hit, I got a federal grand jury subpoena and cooperation from the FBI to get a DNA swab from the subject, a seventy-four-year-old man in a nursing home in Oregon, only to lead to the disappointing detail that he had not shared a relative with the Golden State Killer for nine hundred years. I realized then that the Y-STR technology was not going to pan out in this case. Back to square one. Again.

With no place left to go, and having not heard anything back from Venter, I began to study the link between SNPs and genealogy research to try to figure out how it all worked. I read everything I could find and spent endless hours watching YouTube videos about the process. The human genome is spread across twenty-three sets of chromosomes with twenty-two of them “normal” or autosomal chromosomes, and the last are X and Y chromosomes containing the DNA that differentiates males from females. The Y chromosome is passed down from fathers to sons relatively unchanged through the generations on the paternal side of a family. For years, I had used the DNA profile I’d generated for the Golden State Killer using Y-STR technology, which it turned out was limiting on the private ancestry sites. SNP profiles, however, were drawn from “autosomal” DNA, which went beyond the traditional search of chains of males and thus covered a much larger swath of the population. The genealogy companies were generating SNP profiles from the DNA samples their customers submitted, utilizing hundreds of thousands of SNPs across the entirety of the human genome. The power of what they were doing was staggering and all new to me. Law enforcement had been playing in the shallow end of the genealogy pool. I was ready to plunge into much deeper waters.

That spring of 2017 I got a call from Steve Kramer, FBI division counsel in the Los Angeles field office. I’d never met Steve, but we had a mutual contact at the bureau. Steve said he’d heard about my ongoing work on the Golden State Killer case. “Paul, I believe in the DNA and that the DNA is going to solve this case,” he said. “How can I help?” I was happy to have the power of the FBI behind me.

We talked every day after that. Steve was a quick study and very intelligent. He had an advantage coming into the case of having interned in the mid-1990s with Woody Clarke, the attorney who handled DNA evidence for the prosecution at the O. J. Simpson trial. Steve is an extrovert and a type A personality. He’s a bulldog. Once he latches onto something, he doesn’t let go. This is someone I’m going to hitch my rope to, I thought.

As part of our process to move forward, I picked up the Parabon snapshot report I’d sent to Barbara Venter and read the section that explained their process for producing a DNA snapshot. Sometimes I believe in fate. Buried in the technobabble was a notation that they’d used a medical DNA chip that looked at hundreds of thousands of SNPs from the DNA sample submitted by Orange County from the Cruz murder. Venter had seemed disappointed when I said we didn’t have a SNP profile, but according to the report, Parabon had to generate a comprehensive SNP profile from the Orange County semen evidence in order to generate their snapshot. “Holy shit!” I said.

Law enforcement had been using genealogy to try to solve cases for years but had never been able to generate the type of DNA that could be used to search genealogy sites. Labs for places like Ancestry.com and 23andMe didn’t know how to deal with degrading semen evidence. They worked with spit in a tube. The huge hurdle was always “How do we generate a compatible profile?” It looked to me like Parabon had solved the problem.

I called Kramer with the news. “This is how Ancestry and 23andMe are finding relatives of their customers,” I said. “Parabon has 850,000 SNPs they’ve kept for themselves that we need.” I had to have their entire analysis to be able to convert it to a new Golden State Killer DNA profile, one that worked on private genealogy sites.

For the next few weeks, we went back and forth on the advantages of using the SNP technology over the conventional law enforcement approach. We both concluded that SNP technology was the way to go—though it had never been used in a criminal investigation, and we were bound to hit obstacles along the way.

We hit the first one right out of the gate. Parabon claimed their report was “proprietary” and would not release it. “Bullshit,” I said. Orange County had commissioned the report and provided the DNA sample, so that DNA profile belonged to them. After a discussion with the husband-and-wife team that owns Parabon, it was finally agreed that they would release it to me if they had verbal permission from the Orange County DA investigator they’d been working with. “No problem,” I said.

My next call was to Erika Hutchcraft, the detective with the Orange County DA’s Office who was on the task force with me. Erika had been the one to employ Parabon to produce the snapshot for the purpose of developing a new composite of the Golden State Killer. “I need your permission,” I said. She passed the request up to her sergeant, who called me. “Let me run it past my boss,” he said. Kramer vetted the legality of law enforcement using private genealogy companies in criminal investigations. I was confident I could have a SNP profile generated for the Golden State Killer, but then we had to be able to legally search these private databases.

Once Kramer determined we were on solid ground, we began looking for a genealogical partner. We started with Ancestry.com, the largest. “What you have is not compatible with our technology,” the privacy officer said. I wondered how many times they’d said the same thing to unknowing investigators who’d just accepted the response. I was ready. “We can generate a profile that is compatible with searching across your proprietary SNP profiles,” I said. “I’ll call you back,” the privacy officer promised. A few weeks passed. Ancestry had an attorney present for the follow-up call with the privacy officer. Kramer is an attorney, and he and Ancestry’s lawyer debated the legality of what we were trying to do. A federal grand jury subpoena could override the privacy issues, Kramer said. Not sufficient, Ancestry’s attorney said. Maybe the courts would have to decide. “I’m game,” Kramer responded.

We didn’t need to find out. I discovered another website called GEDmatch where anyone can upload a profile and get search results. It’s public domain. The beauty of it was that people from the private sites usually uploaded their profiles to GEDmatch as well, which would allow us to search a population from each proprietary database. GEDmatch was the Tower of Babel for genealogy DNA.

I emailed Kramer with the news on July 31: “I have a dummy Gmail account and have registered with GEDmatch—a public DNA matching site. Attached is a screenshot illustrating how GEDmatch can take raw DNA data files from the various genealogy companies and upload them to search.”

Finally, things were going our way. We still hadn’t heard back from the Orange County DA’s office, so Kramer arranged a conference call with Irvine PD to inform them about what we were doing and enlist their help. The chief and his detective were excited about our work and promised to cooperate with the investigation.

Investigations often have long lapses between developments, and this was no exception. It wasn’t until October that I finally heard back from Orange County in an email from a former deputy district attorney, who had recently been brought out of retirement to work on the Golden State Killer case.

The Orange County District Attorney’s Office had come late to the game. It was only after a meeting in the fall of 2016 that the district attorney Tony Rackauckas, at the urging of Sacramento County District Attorney Anne Marie Schubert, agreed to dedicate resources to the joint effort to solve the case, and Detective Erika Hutchcraft was assigned.

I agreed to a meeting date of November 1 with Rackauckas and drove the eight hours to Santa Ana with my presentation ready, excited to show him what we had going. Rackauckas stepped onto the elevator at the same time I did, and we exchanged pleasantries, but when I followed him to the conference room, I got stopped by two assistant DAs who were already in there. The attorneys went into a closed-door meeting with Rackauckas while I waited outside with Detective Hutchcraft. Forty minutes passed, and I was finally invited to join Rackauckas and his team. I took the seat at the conference table directly across from the district attorney. In the center of the table was a telephone. Rackauckas had two experts on a conference line. Okay, I thought, it would have been nice to know about this ahead of time, but … I was barely into my presentation when I mentioned Parabon, and the voice of one of the experts boomed over the speaker, interrupting me midsentence. Parabon is unethical, he said, ranting on. He was doing his best to try to shut me down from presenting anything further. I glanced at Rackauckas, who seemed to be smirking. This is a setup, I thought. This is why I was invited here. They want to discredit me. They want me and my investigation to go away. “Sir,” I said, speaking to the expert. “Just hear me out. I am not suggesting we are using Parabon for anything. I’m saying they have already generated what I need, and I’m asking to get it.” I attempted to continue. “Nah, I’m not keen on this,” the expert said. He used a recent case in France to make a point that the way to go was still the STR route. The Golden State Killer had a rare type of STR marker. Cross-referencing that marker with a list of everyone in California’s database was the way to narrow the pool of possible suspects, he said. “That’s an interesting idea,” I said. “Except when I did the calculations based on the size of California’s DNA database, I estimated that twenty-four thousand people have that marker.” I was even more convinced that the genealogy route was the way to go.

The meeting ended cordially enough. Rackauckas rushed out, and one attorney asked me to stay behind afterward. I thought she was going to ask follow-up questions, but her demeanor quickly turned from serious to furious. “You went behind our back,” she seethed. Her hands shook with anger. “You went to Irvine.” What? I went behind their backs? She was referring to the meeting that Kramer had arranged, and I had joined by phone. “Hold on,” I said. “I didn’t go behind anyone’s back. Orange County had not responded to our inquiries, so Kramer and I did what any good investigators would do to move the investigation along. We went to Irvine, the source, to get them on board.” In all my years on the job, I had never had a DA’s office intercede. And to implicate us for doing our jobs? It was preposterous. Attorneys don’t dictate investigations. They only get in the way. She didn’t want to hear what I had to say. She became even more confrontational. The trip to Oregon to get DNA from the man in the nursing home was a complete waste of time and resources, she said, quaking. “Quite frankly, we need to do more,” I said.

Walking away, I felt that I had been baited into a political firestorm and then ambushed. That Kramer had arranged a meeting with Irvine had so agitated Rackauckas he’d decided to exert his authority in the meeting with me. He was not about to allow a Contra Costa forensic investigator and some pompous FBI guy to solve his case.

I went from the debacle at the DA’s office to the hotel bar. The following morning, as planned, I made the same presentation to the FBI, Irvine PD, and the Ocean County Sheriff’s Office. At lunch I sat next to Irvine detective John Sanders. He was not pleased with the behavior of Rackauckas’s team. Irvine had the authority to turn over what we needed, he said. “And we will give it to you.”

A few days later, Kramer called me from his car. He was fuming. “You are not going to believe this,” he said. “Rackauckas told the Irvine chief not to give us the sample.”

I took a moment, trying to digest what Kramer had said.

“That’s not his place to prevent an agency from investigating its own case,” I said.

“What choice does Irvine have? The DA controls all cases they want to pursue.”

“So much for the collaborative spirit of the working group,” I said.

I was floored by the interference by Rackauckas. The DNA that the lab had gotten from Janelle Cruz’s clothing was abundant. It was the best evidence we had. Now this guy who was supposed to represent truth and justice was shutting us down. I’m sure he thought his evidence was our only option, and I feared it was, too.

Kramer and I were in a scramble to find a new source of DNA, but was there another one out there that qualified? After evaluating all of the homicide cases, we decided that Lyman and Charlene Smith, the Ventura victims, were probably our best shot at getting enough DNA to convert it to a usable profile. We arranged to meet Steve Rhods, an investigator with the Ventura County DA, and Shanin Barrios, the supervisor of their crime lab. I gave them a rundown of what we had. Afterward, they sat there, incredulous. “Why wouldn’t we do this?” Rhods asked. “The big questions are: do you have enough, and is it pure enough?” I asked. “Let me see what we have,” Barrios said.

Time was of the essence. I worried that if Rackauckas learned about it, he’d try to stop it. Every minute counted as we waited impatiently for the DNA extract from the Ventura crime lab. Kramer assured me that once it was in the possession of the FBI, there was nothing Rackauckas could do. “I’m beginning to appreciate the authority the FBI brings to the table,” I said.

Kramer alerted his contact at FBI Ventura to be ready to grab the DNA extract from the Ventura lab as soon as it was available. I had visions of the call coming in, and the agent rappelling out of a helicopter, grabbing the tube of DNA, and being retracted back up and in before flying off. It wasn’t quite so dramatic. In mid-November, I received notice from the Ventura crime lab that they had been able to extract a wealth of DNA from the Smith evidence. The source was a pristine sample that had been stored in a freezer since the 1980 homicide. Claus Speth, Ventura’s medical examiner at the time, had the unusual practice of producing duplicate rape kits, one to be used for the investigation and another for backup. Just in case.

Within days of the FBI agent picking up the sample from Ventura’s lab, we were working with the genetic testing company FamilyTreeDNA to develop the new SNP profile from Charlene Smith’s sexual assault swabs. The partnership was facilitated by Kramer and FamilyTreeDNA’s founder Bennett Greenspan, who had gone out on a limb for us by allowing a computer comparison between our new profile with his company’s 2 million customers. Kramer set up a FamilyTreeDNA account using a false identity, which enabled us to log in and see a ranked list of who in the company’s database shared DNA with our killer and how much. I then took the profile and uploaded it into an undercover account in GEDmatch using log-in credentials provided by the FBI, which extended the scope of our search ability to 2.5 million profiles.

I met with Anne Marie Schubert and her staff at the Sacramento County DA’s office to brief them about what Kramer and I were up to. She gave the nod for Lieutenant Kirk Campbell and Investigative Assistant Monica Czajkowski to assist with the genealogy work. Kramer brought in Melissa Parisot, an analyst from his office.

That same month, November 2017, Barbara Rae Venter emailed me. It had been nine months since our phone call. Venter said she was sorry for her silence, but she’d been dealing with a health issue. “Do you still need help on that case?” she asked. “Yes!” I said.

With Barbara’s guidance, we took on the huge task of trying to find the Golden State Killer with genealogy. I was counting down to my retirement in four short months. Sherrie and I were planning a fresh start. Our house in Vacaville was on the market, and we were taking the kids, who were twelve and ten, to Colorado to live. Was I going to have to leave when we were so close to maybe solving the case? The sense of urgency I felt drove me even harder. I was working the case in my office by day and at home at night while everyone was sleeping. Old habits die hard.

Once we received the SNP profile from Charlene Smith’s sexual assault kit, our team of six spent hundreds of hours building family trees for each of the potential matches. Barbara taught us a technique that genealogists had been using for years to find the birth families of adoptees. The triangulation technique, which had never been used to solve a homicide, involved utilizing distant relatives and triangulation back to a common ancestor. Evaluating family trees allowed us to narrow our focus. We filled out the branches using traditional genealogical research tools. We scoured birth records, newspaper clippings, and Facebook and other social media. The trees grew to be huge. At one point we were researching sixty possible distant relatives and tracing their family trees all the way back to the 1700s. The closest we came was third cousins, more than a dozen, which wouldn’t bring us close enough for a manageable search. We were all getting frustrated. In February 2018, Barbara emailed Kramer and me. “We may have just caught a break.” She had used her personal account on MyHeritage.com and found a second cousin to the Golden State Killer. We were one generation closer and a giant step further in the search.

Using the second cousin’s name, we filled out branches. Through a process of elimination, we whittled down our list of possibilities to a small group of men who were roughly the right age and living in California during the time of the attacks. From there, we narrowed the search even further using physical descriptions from victims. Our suspect would be somewhere between sixty and seventy-five years old. A white male, of medium height, with a medium build, ice-blue eyes and a size 9 shoe (based on shoe prints left at some of the crime scenes). The most promising lead was a guy from Colorado. We were able to get his sister to submit a DNA sample. She wasn’t the Golden State Killer’s sister. The suspect was eliminated.

The next closest match was a man named Joseph James DeAngelo. The name had never been associated with the case. I began marching down on him on March 15. DeAngelo had a background in law enforcement. In his twenties and thirties, he’d worked stints at Exeter, Roseville, and Auburn PDs. Now wouldn’t that be something, I thought, if our killer was a cop. He fell within the age range, and he lived in Citrus Heights in Sacramento County. He was married to a divorce attorney, but they hadn’t lived at the same address for ten years. He had three daughters. Monica Czajkowski found a 1970 newspaper clipping announcing his engagement to a woman named Bonnie, but there was no record of a marriage. After one of EAR’s sexual assaults, he’d broken down, crying, “I hate you, Bonnie. I hate you, Bonnie.”

DeAngelo became more interesting as I dug into him. His address history matched with the East Area Rapist’s movements in the 1970s. Before buying his house in Citrus Heights, he was living in Rancho Cordova. In the early 1970s, when the Visalia Ransacker was breaking into and burglarizing houses in the San Joaquin Valley, he was living there. It had been long thought that the East Area Rapist began in his criminal career as the notorious Visalia burglar.



MY LAST OFFICIAL DAY WITH THE DA’S OFFICE was March 28, less than two weeks away. I need to start talking to people, I thought. I started by contacting the Auburn PD to ask for personnel records. That led me to former police chief Nick Willick, who had fired DeAngelo from the force in 1979 after he was caught shoplifting dog repellent and a hammer at a Sacramento drug store that July. Two months after his firing, the Golden State Killer was down in Goleta starting the killing phase of his series. I told Willick I was investigating a case that might involve a former cop in his department. Joseph DeAngelo. “He was a shitty cop,” Willick said. What did he look like physically back then? I asked. “Five-ten, blond hair, athletic,” he said. Just like EAR. Funny thing, Willick said, “I went to his house once, and his living arrangement was strange. He had his room, and she had her own, and if they wanted to get together, they had a room for that.” What about his termination? I asked. “He got popped for shoplifting,” Willick said. “We searched his house. There was so much stolen property in there you wouldn’t believe it.” After he was fired, Willick got word that DeAngelo had threatened he would kill him. The same vindictive nature as GSK, I thought. Then the weirdest thing happened, the former chief said. “My daughter comes to me one night and says, ‘Dad, there is a man outside my bedroom window with a flashlight.’” Willick rushed outside and found fresh shoe impressions around the entire perimeter of his house. “I know that was DeAngelo,” he said. I could feel the goose bumps rise on my arms. That was EAR at work, I thought.

I called Kramer next to brief him. We agreed we had to get DeAngelo’s DNA.

My retirement was a day away.

I left Martinez and headed to Citrus Heights. I had to at least see where he lived before heading to Colorado with Sherrie to buy a house.
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Last Act



It was nearly noon when I finally snaked my way out of Martinez, my cardboard box of a career on the seat beside me. A veil of smog obscured the brilliant afternoon sun, just as it had in the spring of 1990 when I arrived after college for my first job interview with the county. I remembered thinking then that I was descending into hell after I drove across the mile-long truss bridge, over the sparkling swells of the Sacramento River Delta, and dropped down into the industrial landscape of oil refineries and spewing smokestacks that led to downtown. The landscape hadn’t changed much since then.

Winding my way through the Shell oil refinery and up over the Benicia bridge, I headed north toward Interstate 80. On a good day, traffic should have been light in the early afternoon, but there is never a good day on California’s clogged freeways. It was a long stretch of highway to get to where I was going. The news stations were prattling about Stormy Daniels and some study about Americans getting fatter. I’m not much of a talk radio kind of guy, and it’s safe to say I’m probably what you’d call apolitical, so the playlist on the iPod was my go-to. Music was my therapy. Which kind depended on my mood. When I was pissed, after an argument at home, or a run-in at work, I punched in heavy metal. Last week, it was Metallica, after a witness in a cold homicide blew up at me for bothering her at home. I don’t do conflict well. Being raised in a military family, and strict Catholics to boot, you learn to keep your emotions locked up (which is not so good for maintaining relationships, I’ve learned), so I usually released mine in the gym or, in the case of that angry witness, by blasting headbanger music and drumming my fingers on the steering wheel. On most days, though, I turned to ’70s ballads to relax—you know, Billy Joel, Jim Croce, Neil Diamond kind of stuff. I didn’t like feeling out of control, and my whole life was about to veer into a direction of unknowns. My house in Vacaville was on the market, and as soon as it sold, I was moving the family out of state to Colorado to enjoy the mountains. At the time, I wasn’t sure what I would do for work. I’d thought about starting my own business, Paul Holes Investigates, and because I’d had a fair amount of media exposure from my high-profile cases, I’d been approached by TV producers about possibly consulting on one of those crime channels or news magazine shows. But nothing was certain, and the uncertainty made me nervous. I’d suffered from panic attacks since I was a kid, and the music helped to keep my anxiety in check.

As my car inched along the highway, my left leg jackhammered into the car floor, and I tried to unwind to Elton John’s “Tiny Dancer,” my all-time favorite song. Pretty eyed, pirate smile … you must have seen her dancing in the sand. And now she’s in me … tiny dancer in my hand. Cranking up the volume, I sang along, which I often did when I was alone and restless. After four or five replays, and a break in the traffic, my anxiety began to subside.

As often happened in quieter moments, my mind took a turn to the inevitable, the Golden State Killer, the masked madman who had raped and murdered his way up and down our state and had never been caught. Cold cases were my passion; this one was an obsession. It had stumped every investigator who had looked into it—and believe me, there had been hundreds. Over forty years, more resources had been pumped into trying to solve it than any other case in California history, and it had still remained in the cold case files. I had revisited it repeatedly since the day in 1994 when, as a curious neophyte criminalist, I stumbled across it in an abandoned file cabinet in our forensics library. There were other cases I hadn’t been able to crack, and I took each one personally, but that one weighed on me more than the others—mostly because the offender had outwitted some of the best criminal investigative minds in the business. And I believed he was still out there. For ten years in the ’70s and ’80s, he’d cut a wide swath of psychological terror across the state with his meticulously planned attacks, breaking into homes in the middle of the night, tying up his terrified victims, viciously attacking both men and women, sometimes in front of their young kids, before eventually graduating to murder—his preferred method bludgeoning. The guy was a psychological sadist. “If you cause any problems, I’ll chop up the kids. I’ll bring you one of their ears,” he told one of his victims before taking the man’s wife into another room and repeatedly raping her. Before the attacks suddenly stopped in 1986, he’d killed at least a dozen people and savagely raped more than fifty women.

Some people thought he was dead, but not me. I imagined him living an obscure life in some middle-class neighborhood in suburbia, a place where no one would ever suspect that a serial killer was among them. He was either one lucky SOB or as cunning as a fox, and probably both. Most people believe the myth that serial killers can’t stop, but they can, and they do. Some have long, dormant stretches, and some stop altogether, usually either because they come close to being caught or they substitute something else for their killing habit—a hobby, a new marriage, starting a family. Sometimes they just get too old. Crazy, right? It had always nagged at me that he was probably somewhere out there living his life—driving his car, taking trips to the hardware store, enjoying family dinners—after wrecking so many other lives. And probably laughing at all of us who weren’t able to catch him.

Before he was called the Golden State Killer in a 2013 magazine story by Michelle McNamara, who would become my friend and confidant, he was known as the Original Nightstalker, and before that, the East Area Rapist, or EAR. The titles evolved as his crimes progressed, from fetish burglaries, to vicious sexual assaults in the middle of the night, to murder. He adopted the nicknames, using them to taunt us. I remember getting hold of an old recording of a call made during the EAR phase to Sacramento Dispatch from a man claiming to be him.

“This is the East Area Rapist, you dumb fuckers,” he says. “I’m gonna fuck again tonight. Careful.”

The voice was menacing. Cocky. Taunting. Brash.

I played it over and over.

“You know about this recording?” I asked Ken Clark, a detective with Sacramento Sheriff’s Homicide who’d put plenty of time in on the investigation.

“Oh yeah,” he said.

“You think it’s him?”

“Likely.”

“It really pisses me off,” I said.

“Absolutely,” Clark said. “That’s what he wanted.”

Two years after that call in 1977, his cat and mouse game escalated to murder.



OVER THE TWO-PLUS DECADES THAT I’D been looking into the cold case, I’d witnessed the suffering of the mothers and fathers and sons and daughters and brothers and sisters of some of his victims. I’d studied the crime scene photos of his sadistic handiwork. I’d spent hours listening to the stories of men and women who, either by the grace of God or their own raw courage, had somehow survived his merciless attacks, only to be haunted still decades later by what he had done to them.

Not long ago, my cell phone rang. The woman on the other end sounded like she was about to fall apart. “I know he’s coming back to get me, so I’m moving to Mexico,” she said. It had been thirty years since he broke into her home in the middle of the night and terrorized her family. Those were the people that drove me relentlessly to pursue the case, and they had been counting on me to get him. “We know you’ll be the one to do it.” I’d heard that so many times.

I hated disappointing her. I hated disappointing all of them. After working the case in between other open cases, usually on my own time, I’d spent the last few years of my career making the Golden State Killer, or GSK, my top priority. I’d scrutinized thousands of police documents and witness statements and interviewed everyone I could who was associated with the case and still alive. The obsession ran over into weekends, while I was mowing the lawn or playing with the kids. Even on Christmas Day, when the rest of the family opened presents, it was GSK who was on my mind. And through the long nights, when I searched computer databases for clues and drew geographic profiles of his crimes to try to determine his home base, the case played like an endless movie in my head. His victims haunted my dreams.

People like Mary, one of the youngest. She was headed into eighth grade when he forced his way into her life in 1979. Barely thirteen, she still had a playhouse in the back of her home, and her hobby was hopscotch. That summer, he broke into her Walnut Creek home at four in the morning through the sliding glass doors. As her father and sister slept in adjoining rooms, he slipped into hers. She awoke to him straddling her, a knife to her throat. “I hope you’re good,” he said in a menacing whisper. She didn’t know what he meant. He pulled off her covers and savagely raped her in her pretty pink bedroom with unicorns painted on the walls. Mary waited nearly an hour after he was finally gone to free herself from her leg ties. He’d threatened to kill her family if she told, so she’d waited to be certain he was gone. Still shackled at the wrists, she ran to wake up her father. All these years later, she lived with the echo of her father’s voice screaming to her sister, “Get those things off her!” Soon after, Mary had asked a friend’s older sister, “Am I still a virgin?”

Three years after the attack, she found her father dead in his bed. She was certain he died of a broken heart. I didn’t doubt it. I have two daughters. I’m not sure I could survive the grief and regret of not being able to protect my children. Mary was robbed of her innocence and her peace of mind. She’d spent her life looking over her shoulder, wondering if he was still out there somewhere, watching.

The monster had stolen so much from so many. Surely there had to be a reckoning for him. I worried that, after I retired, no one else would take up where I had left off. The investigation would, once again, get tossed into a file cabinet and be all but forgotten—the way I’d found it—and the people who had counted on me to solve it would never forgive me. What would happen to them, those whose lives had been ruined? How would they ever get the little bit of peace that comes with knowing?

So many times over the years I thought I was close to solving the case, only to be bitterly disappointed when I was proven wrong by DNA. The last time had been just a couple of weeks earlier, and it was gut crushing. I’d recently discovered something within genetic genealogy called DNA segment triangulation, a process that could determine biological relationships by combining DNA profiling—which we had for GSK—with genealogical research from paid private ancestry websites. It had gotten my attention when I’d heard it was successful in identifying a woman who was abandoned as a small child. We didn’t know who the little girl was or where she came from, and she had been too young to remember much that could help us. For years, we’d tried to identify her using traditional methods, and we’d always failed. Then, during a conference call about another case, I’d heard that she had finally been identified using DNA segment triangulation. I started to wonder, could that same tool lead us to the Golden State Killer?

For several months I had been working with a small task force of investigators, crime analysts, and the same skilled genealogist who’d assisted in the other case; we were comparing DNA profiles and dissecting family trees to come up with a handful of leads for GSK. Through a process of elimination, we’d whittled down the list to a small group of men who were roughly the right age and had been living in California during the time of the attacks. From there, we’d narrowed the search even further using physical descriptions from some of the victims.

I’d zeroed in on one suspect that looked the most promising to me and spent the last few weeks before my retirement investigating him. He was a Colorado construction worker whose personal and geographical profiles closely corresponded with those of the Golden State Killer. “I think we’ve got our guy,” I told my FBI buddy Steve Kramer. “His piece of shit uncle was a rapist. There’s a family thing going on here.” I was so sure we had a fit, and I was ready to tie up the case and my career with a big bow. Until I got the call from Kramer telling me that the DNA results from the construction worker’s sister showed she was not the sister of GSK, which eliminated him as a suspect. I hung up the phone and dropped my head on the desk. I was devastated. It was at that moment that I resigned myself to the fact that my last real shot at getting the Golden State Killer was gone.

There was this other guy, though. This match was someone who in forty years had never appeared on the radar screen in any of the previous investigations. His name popped up, like the guy’s in Colorado, because the DNA profiles of a second and third cousin triangulated back to him through their family trees. The distant cousins who’d signed up with the private ancestry website had no idea their profiles were used to try to track a notorious serial killer. I’d done some preliminary research in the days after the latest disappointment, and he matched some of the criteria. He was around the right height at five feet eleven. He was seventy-two years old, a little older than I’d thought the killer would be now, but that didn’t eliminate him. He lived in a suburb of Sacramento in the general area where I’d predicted the killer lived. His name was Joseph DeAngelo, and, an interesting little detail: he was a former cop. Still, I wasn’t expecting much. I’d had suspects with more circumstantial evidence suggesting they should be looked at, and they were all eliminated with DNA. What was the likelihood that this guy would be any different? Based on my theories about GSK, the Colorado suspect had been a much better fit.



IT WAS RIGHT AROUND 2:30 P.M. when I turned off of I-80 onto Antelope Road, the main artery connecting strip malls, chain restaurants, and neighborhoods across Citrus Heights. Home was an hour in the rearview mirror. It was almost like I was on automatic pilot when I passed my exit. I hadn’t even slowed down. I knew I had more digging to do into Joseph DeAngelo, but with this being my last day, I told myself I would use the time for a stop. I did that in all of my cases—checked out where a suspect lived and worked in order to get some sense of who they were.

Citrus Heights sits on fourteen square miles of Sacramento County countryside. It’s a nice place to live. It’s clean and safe, with parks and ballfields, plenty of retail and food chains to accommodate the booming real estate market, and small-town traditions like free movies in the square on Saturday nights. DeAngelo owned a house in a ’70s subdivision surrounded by more subdivisions, most with the misleading word “Estates” in the name. It’s an area of cookie-cutter homes, smooshed together with wooden privacy fences offering only the flimsiest sense of separation. I swung off of Antelope and navigated a tangle of intersecting streets, with cul-de-sacs and concrete sidewalks and yellow signs cautioning drivers to watch for CHILDREN AT PLAY, until I saw Canyon Oak Drive. Counting down to number 8316, I pulled alongside the curb opposite the house, a nondescript tan ranch. The garage doors were closed. A Volvo sedan and a fishing boat on a trailer were parked in the driveway. The landscaping grabbed my attention. Even in this tidy neighborhood, with plenty of pride of ownership, his yard stood out. It was meticulous, right down to the edging along the property. Not a blade of grass out of place. For some reason he’d set three large boulders purposefully but seemingly randomly on the front lawn, I guess for decorative purposes. I backed up a bit, trying to get a view of the backyard, then pulled forward again, put the car in park, and cut the engine. The blinds were closed, but I knew he was home. After so many years of sitting in front of suspects’ houses, you just know those things. It’s a feeling you learn to trust.

The yearning to go to the door was overwhelming. I should just go and introduce myself. My mind raced and my anxiety was ratcheting up again. Sitting there, I contemplated possible scenarios.

In the first one, I walk up to the front door and knock. Joe answers.

I introduce myself: “Hi, I’m Paul Holes, Contra Costa County cold case investigator. I’ve been looking into this series of unsolved cases and…”

He looks curious but not suspicious. We immediately establish a rapport, bonded by the uniform. He invites me in.

“How about some coffee?” he asks.

“No thanks. Never drink it.”

“How about a beer?”

After a few sips of beer and a little bit of small talk about police work and how different it is now than when he was on the force, I tell him that his name came up in the investigation. He seems bemused but not concerned.

“I guess it’s your lucky day,” I say. “One of your distant relatives uploaded DNA into a genealogy website, and that person is related to the person I’m looking for. You are likely distantly related to my offender, too.”

He nods. “Ahh. What can I do to help you out?”

“Well, I just need a DNA sample.” I feel a little awkward asking another cop for proof he’s not a malicious serial predator. On the other hand, with the sample, I can officially eliminate him as a suspect, and he’ll never be bothered again.

“Hey, I get it,” he says. “Of course.”

We both chuckle over the absurdity of the situation. I get the sample, tell him I’m sorry for the bother, and leave.

It will be my final act in the case.

But there’s another possibility, the one that considers DeAngelo is the Golden State Killer. In that scenario, I’ve already made a foolish mistake. I’ve sat there for several minutes in front of his house in my official car. Any cop or former cop would recognize it as unmarked law enforcement. If he is the killer, I know what he’s capable of. There’s no telling what he’ll do if he feels trapped. He knows I’m here. He’s a cunning serial predator. He knew what his victims watched on TV, where they went to work and school, whose husband was out of town, whose parents were out for the evening, when people were asleep.

In this scenario, there’s no doubt he’s already seen the car sitting there through the blinds. When I walk toward his house, he recognizes me from the media interviews I’ve done on the case over the years. By the time I get to the front door, he’s already armed himself. He may open up and shoot me before I have a chance to say a word. Or he’ll invite me in to keep me confined, excuse himself, then sneak up behind me and bash my head in.

No one would know. No one knows where I am. I didn’t radio in. I didn’t call home. I just left the office and ended up here.

I take a deep breath to clear my head. What am I doing, thinking about approaching this guy? If he is GSK, and he becomes aware that we’re on to him, it will risk the investigation. If he feels cornered, he’ll kill me.

I just need to drive away, I tell myself, putting the car in gear. It’s too early. I don’t want to blow this. I don’t know enough about this DeAngelo guy.

I start the car and will myself to put it in gear. I’m not even a block away when I begin doubting my decision. Maybe I’m blowing it. I should have gotten the DNA. I would have at least had another genealogy data point for my team. And what if DeAngelo was the killer? I was right there. Why hadn’t I gone to the front door?

The drive home to Vacaville seemed to take forever. I was filled with regret. I had just failed to wrap up my final suspect in a case that continued to elude me. If the Golden State Killer case was ever to be solved, I would not be a part of it. I felt defeated. The survivors had counted on me as their last chance for justice, and I’d let them down. My career would end with a blemished footnote.

It felt like an anticlimactic finish to what had been an otherwise pretty good run.
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I was forced to tuck the EAR files back in the cabinet and focus on my job. It was the mid-1990s, and my promotion to the deputy sheriff criminalist position meant I started going out to crime scenes instead of just spending all day in the lab. Now, this wasn’t a typical CSI position, which normally involves collecting evidence, taking photographs, and briefing lead investigators. My job was very much a hybrid position because of its scientific component. I viewed evidence with the eyes of a forensic scientist, assessing and collecting it in a manner that would be optimal for when I returned to the serology lab to examine it. DNA testing was just starting to emerge in criminal cases, so I was training in that as well. Soon, the crack epidemic would invade our territory, as it had in cities all over the country. Gang-related homicides skyrocketed. Drug labs were everywhere. Suddenly, I was out in the field all the time. The workload was so demanding that I was almost always on the road. New crime scenes popped up day and night—often when most people were sleeping. I was usually the one who caught the calls because I was junior staff. Honestly, that didn’t leave much time for a wife and a kid. They were tough times. The scourge of illicit drugs was spreading to every station of society. It swept from the poor urban areas of our county to the affluent suburbs. It robbed kids of bright futures, parents of their beloved children, and families of their happy homes. I saw the damage every day. What I neglected to see was the damage my time away was doing to my own home.

My first callout as the lead CSI was to a crime scene in Pleasant Hill, a town that bordered Martinez. Climbing into my work jumpsuit, a hand-me-down from an older colleague who had died a few years prior, I holstered my sidearm, grabbed my metal clipboard, and headed out with a partner from the lab. It was a sweltering August morning in 1995. The report was of a dead man behind the county library in Pleasant Hill. Driving to the back of the building, I saw the body, a bicycle resting on top of it. The library janitor said he thought it was a homeless man from the area. As we awaited the coroner, I eyeballed the body. The clothing was loose and masculine, but the socks were pink. “Pink socks?” I said to the detective standing beside me. When the coroner arrived, I turned the body over. The face was feminine, and the hair stuffed into the knit cap was long. “This isn’t a guy,” I said.

The victim was a young woman dressed in men’s clothing, a trick to keep men away. She had once been a promising athlete and a budding musician before, somewhere along the line, probably in high school, she’d taken a wrong turn, met the wrong guy, and ended up addicted to methamphetamines. In her midtwenties, she landed on the streets. She’d come from a family that loved her and hoped that one day she would quit drugs and return to them. Instead, she ended up brutally bludgeoned to death with her own bike. It would take a year, but her killer, unable to live with his secret, ultimately turned himself in to the police. He’d come across the woman behind the library. He wanted sex. She didn’t, so he beat her to death.

I made sure to get the girl’s name, Julie. Driving away from the library, I had a hard time getting the vision of her crushed face, pine needles stuck to it, out of my head. Such promise erased in an instant. I took it personally.

I wasn’t back at the lab long enough to even change out of my uniform when I was on the road again. “There’s been a massive double in Orinda,” my supervisor said. A restaurant owner and her daughter had been shot to death in their home. “You’re going back.”

The case was too big for an apprentice, which I was at the time, so I was assigned to assist. Orinda was only a ten-minute drive from Pleasant Hill, but it was a completely different world. A suburban oasis, with pricy real estate and top-rated schools, it’s been called one of the best places to live in California. The houses sit on sprawling lots and are usually hidden from view. My partner and I arrived on scene in midafternoon. The ranch-style home was blocked from view by tall trees in the middle of the semicircular driveway. The perfect spot to commit a crime without being seen, I thought, walking past a green Volkswagen convertible that was parked outside the front door. The ideal place for the offender to blitz the victims as soon as they got out of the car.

Inside was messy and cluttered. Old newspapers and magazines were stacked in the hallway inside the front door next to where a woman’s body lay facedown. She looked to be in her early fifties, fully clothed, her hands bound behind her back with an electrical cord that had been ripped from a lamp in the next room. A few feet away was an older woman’s body, also facedown, her bloody cheek stuck to an Old Navy shopping bag. She, too, was bound at the wrists, and her fingers were wrapped around the bindings, as if at some point she had been trying to free herself. The scene was bizarre, partly because of the contrast between the neighborhood and the crime. Murder wasn’t supposed to happen in places like Orinda, where the American dream was taken for granted, and when it did, the circumstances always seemed to be curiously weird. The community was still recovering from the fatal stabbing a decade earlier of a popular high school cheerleader by her teenage rival. Now a mother and daughter from a respectable, well-to-do family? It would send the town reeling.

Up to that point, most of the homicides I’d worked were gang members fighting turf wars in the west end of the county. They didn’t get much media attention. This case involved a popular local restaurant owner and her daughter in a “this doesn’t happen here” kind of town. That brought out the mics and cameras. It was a good story, and my first high-profile case, made so by the status of the community and the victims. In all of the crime scenes I’d worked in lower-income neighborhoods, I’d never seen a news truck. A poor Black kid is bleeding out in the middle of the street, a victim of gun violence, and his grief-stricken mom is wailing over him, but not a single reporter is there to tell their story. Here, every time I walked from the house to the crime scene van, cameras whirred, and reporters shouted questions. It was my first lesson in the harsh reality of what the media covers and why.



THE MOTHER AND DAUGHTER IN ORINDA were hardworking women who’d lived good lives. Sometime after they’d left their restaurant the previous night, they’d been attacked. Family members discovered their bodies after they hadn’t shown up for work that morning. Why would someone want to hurt them? I wondered, looking at their lifeless bodies splayed out on hallway tile. They looked so small and harmless. The mom was dressed the way you’d think someone in her seventies would be: skirt, blouse, nylons, and flats. The daughter wore jeans, a striped sweater, and white Converse sneakers. A few hours earlier, they’d been preparing authentic Mexican food for their loyal customers. They’d left the restaurant around midnight, and sometime after that, someone tied them up in their own home and shot them multiple times in the back of the head. They could have been my family, or yours.

Examining the bodies, I put myself in each of their places at the time of the killings, something I did at every crime scene. I could see them, likely sitting in the hallway while the offender was going through every room, pulling out drawers, opening cabinets, looking for anything of value. They can see each other, but they can’t help each other because they’re tied up. I wonder how long they were sitting there, bound and terrified. When they are finally forced onto their stomachs, does the offender tell them what is about to happen? The fear they must have felt gives me a chill. There’s no way to tell who was killed first. I hear the mom’s final plea the way her daughter might have. Please don’t kill us; take what you want; just don’t hurt my daughter. I see the daughter’s tears when she realizes that her mom is about to be killed. Or had the daughter already been shot? I feel the mother’s desperation as she struggles with the bindings, trying to free herself, when—pop-pop-pop. Her last thought on this earth is “My daughter is dead.” Both women had been shot multiple times, the bullets entering the backs of their heads and exiting out their faces. It had all of the elements of a gang-style shooting. Gently, I lifted each of their heads and dug the bullets out of the floor, then collected the spray of shell casings around the bodies. When the coroner arrived, we put the bodies into body bags and removed them from the house. I was nearly blinded by the camera lights as we pushed the bodies into the coroner’s van.

Once the bodies were taken away, the hunt for more evidence resumed. The house was cluttered, whether from hoarding or ransacking, which made the search more of a challenge. I combed the scene well into the night, and we still had days of work ahead of us. We decided to leave and return in the morning. By then, I was going on seventy-two hours with pretty much no sleep. I can’t afford to nod off on the freeway, I thought. Home was too far of a drive only to turn around and come back again in a couple of hours, so I decided I would stay the rest of the evening at the lab.

It was the dead of night when I parked the van behind the office. The city lights bounced off the waves of fog rolling in from the bay, casting ghostlike halos. Walking from the van to the building, I heard what sounded like a maniacal cackle. I quickly looked up, just in time to see the outline of an owl, backlit by the refinery fires burning bright in the distance. Some Native American tribes see owls as a symbol of death. This is surreal, I thought, picking up my pace, even for a guy who just rolled back from a gruesome murder scene.

Martinez was right off the water, so even August nights could be chilly. Inside the building was even colder. I walked to the crime library, looking for a spot to sleep, and decided on a narrow sliver of floor between the conference table and the wall. The carpet was thin and stained from age, and the floor felt like ice. I lay down and covered myself with my puffy Sheriff’s Office jacket. It was pitch-dark, and things, I don’t know what, creaked. Lying there, I remembered a story that some of the maintenance guys told, about a worker who, as legend had it, went under the building one day to fix something and never came out. They claimed they heard there was a skeleton down there. I closed my eyes and tried to sleep, but my mind raced between Pleasant Hill and Orinda. Thoughts swirled in my head. Around and around they went. What do we know? What do I need for tomorrow? Eventually I fell asleep, awaking at daybreak with both arms numb from lying on the hard floor. I hadn’t even called Lori to let her know I wasn’t coming home. I would get tunnel vision when I was drawn into a case. I was so focused that I wasn’t even thinking about my family. It was the first of many of those nights.
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5
Moving Up



By the fall of 1993, Lori and I were both on our way to fulfilling our dreams. Our daughter, Renee, was born that September. She was a beautiful baby, with a perfectly round face and apple cheeks, just like her mom. Lori had been working at a car dealership but left her job to stay home with the baby. And a few months later, a position for a criminalist opened up. It was the first time one of these jobs had come up in ten years. I was twenty-six and short on qualifications, but I knew that with my energy and thirst for knowledge I could learn quickly. I couldn’t wait another ten years for someone to retire, so I applied, as did fifty others. First, I had to pass an oral exam, which meant taking questions from a panel of experts. Think quick, or you’re out.


You are assigned a homicide case as a rush case with the results being needed within three days. You expect the examination to take six to eight hours. After working two hours on the case, you are called to court to testify. You spend the rest of the day in court. At 9 P.M. you are called to investigate a homicide scene. You spend most of the night at the scene. The next morning the detective requests you begin work on his case right away. Tell us how you would approach these assignments to ensure that the work is completed within the requested time frames.



I managed to keep my cool and nailed the oral test. All of the time I’d spent in the library and reading in my room late into the night had paid off because despite my lack of experience, I got the job. I was on my way to becoming a deputy sheriff criminalist. A CSI. I was so happy. And Lori was happy to be at home with our new baby. Everything felt right.

For the next five months, I trained at the police academy. The transition from civilian life to the strict militaristic environment of the academy was an absolute culture shock. It was boot camp with classroom time, and all consuming. Every morning, I had to show up for formation at zero dark thirty with my uniform pressed, my shoes shined, and my brass polished. All of this with a six-month-old baby girl at home. That meant getting up and out of the house before anyone else was awake. Days were jam-packed with grueling physical and academic challenges. We jumped walls, learned how to shoot, and studied the law while the drill instructors barked commands.

My primary drill instructor’s name was Bagwell, and he had bug eyes and a thick dark mustache. He seemed to take pleasure in riding us hard. Early into the program, another instructor gave us a course on alcohol intoxication. As an exercise in class, she explained how people of different ethnicities react to alcohol. One of the students called her out for using a negative stereotype when she said that people of a certain race tended to react faster and more dramatically to alcohol without providing any scientific backing. It was a tense moment. I’d had plenty of experience in alcohol impairment training during my years in the lab, and I thought I could help. Walking to the blackboard, I drew a graphic of alcohol metabolism. I pointed out that alcohol dehydrogenase converts ethanol faster in certain people. The problem, I explained, was that the metabolite acetaldehyde built up to toxic levels, which caused side effects such as a flushed face and wicked hangovers. Both my instructor and my classmate thanked me for explaining. As I was sitting back down, somebody in the class yelled out “Spock!”—the geeky science officer on Star Trek. The nickname stuck with me for my entire time at the academy.

After those long and grueling days, I’d go home, broken down and bone-tired, and spend the evening preparing for the next day of torture and testing. Needless to say, my circumstances were less than ideal for life with our daughter, and Lori bore the brunt of the responsibilities at home. Renee was a difficult baby. She couldn’t be put down without screaming, and sleeping through the night was rare. The only thing that seemed to placate Renee was riding in the car, so I’d drive her around the neighborhood after dinner until she fell asleep in her car seat. Inevitably she’d wake up when I carried her back into the house. That left Lori to take over, because I needed to spend evenings polishing shoes and ironing my uniform for early inspection. Lori was overwhelmed, and I tried to do what I could to help, but it wasn’t enough.

For those five months, my entire life was the academy. It was mentally and physically rigorous. My long absences, both physical and emotional, created tension in a marriage that had already been showing cracks. I remember one day, Lori and I were out on the patio arguing about something—probably the stress she was under because I was gone so much. Renee was crawling by, and we were so immersed in our own frustration that we didn’t see her crawl to the edge of the patio and off a step. Renee started crying, and Lori became distressed. “It’s your fault,” she said, as our daughter screamed. I didn’t know how to respond, so I turned and walked back into the house.

All of my life, I handled stress that way. When the conversation got tough, I walked away. People took it for indifference, but it wasn’t. It was fear. I could spend all day studying the most evil of killers, but it was emotional conflict I was terrified of. I was afraid of rejection, afraid that facing the conflict head-on would push my loved ones away. So instead, I pushed the feelings deep down inside myself, hoping that if I ignored them, the trouble would disappear. I didn’t know it then, but I was only driving those I loved away from me, only isolating myself further behind the walls I was beginning to build around myself.






24
The Murders



The third murder attempt. That was his magnum opus. The time he got everything to go exactly the way he’d wanted. The first, in Goleta in October 1979—the one where he was psyching himself up, pacing and chanting “Kill ’em”—was aborted when the couple escaped. He’d learned his lesson and improved upon his method for the next attempt, two months later. That began a typical East Area Rapist attack. Dr. Robert Offerman, an osteopathic surgeon, and his companion, Dr. Debra Manning, a clinical psychologist, were sleeping when he broke into Offerman’s upscale condominium on December 30 of that year. The couple were bound in their bed, but Offerman wriggled loose from his binding and charged. Now the budding serial killer was ready. He was carrying a gun. Offerman took a bullet to the chest. Manning was shot once in the back of the head while she lay bound and on her stomach. But there had been no satisfaction in the attack. Too clean. The third attack would be different. He wasn’t going to let that one go bad. His rage needed a release.

It was because of Michelle and her gift of the homicide files that I was finally able to evaluate these murders. The Southern California contingent, even after the task force was formed, had continued to keep critical information close to the chest and not share. I didn’t blame them. Everyone wanted to be the one to crack the Golden State Killer case—but not everyone was willing to jeopardize our collective chances of success by withholding information. A source in Orange County had finally given in to Michelle’s “I’ll scratch your back if you scratch mine” negotiations. For me, being able to finally read the CSI reports and pathologists’ findings, and to see the crime scene photos and autopsy pictures, was like finding lost pieces to a puzzle. It was through those files that I got to know the Golden State Killer. Through thousands of pages of documents, I followed his evolution from the rapist I knew so well into the cold-blooded killer whose compulsion to kill was as strong as heroin to an addict.

Three months had elapsed since the last attack. In the last one, he had reportedly cried, and before his move south, the East Area Rapist was crying after his sexual assaults. I believed the tears were because he realized he wasn’t getting what he needed anymore. I imagined he was unfulfilled by the sex act, the expression of fear he saw in her eyes, her begging him to stop. It wasn’t enough anymore. He’d probably been fighting the urge to kill before he moved south and changed his mission. The couple in that first attack in Goleta would have been dead, except that he’d lost control. I was starting to appreciate how sophisticated he was. EAR had learned a lot from his experiences in our part of the state. He had polished his moves and developed new skills. In Southern California, he demonstrated his ability to resort to plan B if plan A didn’t work. It was apparent to me in studying the cases that he was putting much more thought into his attacks. He was planning, surveilling, and developing tactics specific to each event. And with each attack that hadn’t gone exactly as planned, he’d reassessed until, by the third attempt, he would finally succeed at getting a reprieve from the pressure of his craving. At least for a while.



LYMAN AND CHARLENE SMITH NEVER HAD a chance.

It was the middle of the night in March 1980 when the Golden State Killer slipped into their home in the upscale High Point neighborhood in Ventura and likely awakened them from their sleep. The Smiths were not your average couple. They socialized among elite and well-known Democratic circles. Lyman was forty-three and a former Ventura County deputy district attorney. He was poised to be appointed to a judgeship by Governor Jerry Brown. Charlene was ten years younger than her husband. She had been a secretary in his law firm before becoming his second wife. She was stunningly beautiful. That was the first thing everyone said when her name came up. Some speculated that’s what brought the killer to the house that night. Perhaps he’d seen her on the beach or in the village and followed her home? Or had he had an encounter of some kind with Lyman, who could be aggressive in his work? We knew that EAR was vindictive. I’ll show you who I am.

No one knows how the killer got into the house that night. There was no evidence of a break-in, no ripped screen or pried open doors. Surely they hadn’t invited him in. In my analysis, he was feeling inadequate after his initial failures and needed to succeed this time to regain his feelings of power and control. Lyman and Charlene were bound at the wrists and ankles. But this time, the killer wasn’t taking chances. He modified his MO to ensure his success. He pulled a blanket tightly across Lyman’s chest and around his arms and back. A makeshift straitjacket. He couldn’t afford another fiasco like the last time, when Dr. Offerman had taken a run at him. He had learned.

The killer proceeded with his plan. Lyman and Charlene were facedown on the bed. Lyman was nude. Charlene wore only a T-shirt. He carried in a log from a woodpile outside the house, a massive weapon. At some point after he’d sexually assaulted Charlene, he bludgeoned the couple with the log. The crime scene photos showed pieces of bark scattered on top of a pair of pants on the floor beside the bed. Had the log been intact when he was beating them, the bark would have been on the bed. Instead, it had been deposited on the pants beside the bed, evidence that while the couple lay there, helpless and terrified, he stood over them and peeled the bark off the murder weapon.

I put myself in the killer’s head. Something in his life was making him mad. Had he lost a job? Was he going through a divorce? Fighting with his wife? Carrying out his hatred of his mother? His victims were proxies. The serial killer Roger Kibbe had a nagging wife. Every time she got on him, he went quiet, then left the house and spent the night trolling for victims. Whatever was causing GSK’s anger, it was escalating. A simple shooting didn’t do it for him anymore. But feeling the crushing of the Smiths’ skulls as he bashed them in the head with the log? That’s when the anger receded.

The Original Nightstalker had a longer refractory time between his attacks than the East Area Rapist, who could have four or five attacks in a week. ONS’s postorgasmic time was between five and six months after the perfect outcome in the Smith attack. On August 19, 1980, he raped Patrice Harrington and killed her and her husband in Dana Point. On February 5, 1981, he raped and killed Manuela Witthuhn in her home in Irvine while her husband was away in the hospital. On July 27, 1981, he killed Cherri Domingo and her friend Greg Sanchez, who was visiting her in Goleta, where she was house-sitting. All were bludgeoning deaths.

My crime scene reconstruction showed Sanchez had put up a fierce defense. He fought back after being shot in the face. Blood smears told the story of an intense, prolonged battle. Sanchez had put up a hell of a defense, eventually succumbing from twenty-four blows to the back of his head. So much blood was shed that before the killer fled, he rummaged through the closet and took a pair of the owner’s clean pants to wear home. I think Sanchez scared him and probably saved lives.

The killer went quiet for five years. But sometime during the night between May 4 and May 5, 1986, he returned to Irvine to rape and kill eighteen-year-old Janelle Cruz.

And then he disappeared.
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Bodfish



It was the last day of June 1999, and just before noon, when my team and I left suburban San Francisco for the hills of Orinda. It was terribly hot—the kind of oppressive heat that melts tar—and we drove to what felt like a peaceful nature preserve, though one with some of the priciest real estate in the Bay Area. Riding shotgun in the crime scene van that day was our former intern, Sherrie Post, who had recently completed the police academy and returned as the newest criminalist on staff. Sherrie and I had recently begun dating. Sherrie was three years younger than me and had never married. I was attracted to her spirit. She was sassy and made herself laugh, and that made me laugh. Like me, she was passionate about the work we did. I admired her inquisitiveness and her thirst for knowledge. We clicked early on over our common interest in the science of homicide. I was her mentor and she was a bright and eager student. There was never a lull in the conversation when we were together. We’d bonded over our many talks in the crime scene van. She understood what I did, and she shared the highs and lows. I remember the moment I thought that she could be “the one.” We were together at a drug lab. We’d pulled all of the chemicals from inside the house and laid them out on the back patio. Sherrie was taking the hazardous chemical inventory. She was suited up with bright-yellow crime scene booties and rubber gloves. I was across the patio, photographing the evidence, when I glanced over at her. She was completely immersed in her work, unafraid to get her hands dirty, so absorbed in the task at hand that she didn’t even realize I had snapped a picture of her. You know what, we click, I thought. She may just be that soul mate I’ve always wanted. Luckily for me, the attraction was mutual. It was an exciting time for me when our work relationship turned to romance. Before then, Lori had been the only woman in my life that I’d ever felt really comfortable with. Now I realized that I could date someone else without fearing my next panic attack. Sherrie accepted me, warts and all. It was a confidence builder for me. I can do this, I thought.

Sherrie had already figured out from watching me work the Pittsburg cases in the evenings and weekends that everything, new relationships included, trailed behind work on my priority list. Today it was a homicide at 616 Miner Road. The initial information we received was vague. The name of the homeowner was Emmon Bodfish, a fifty-six-year-old recluse from a prominent Chicago banking family. Emmon had failed to show up for an appointment with his psychiatrist. The therapist contacted a relative, who went to the house at nine that morning and found a body inside. The first responding officer reported that identification in the victim’s wallet confirmed it was Bodfish.

Miner Road was a rich person’s enclave, a meandering thoroughfare with luxury estates obscured by oak woodlands. A writer once called it “the winding spin of old-money Orinda.” While I drove, Sherrie made small talk. As usual when I was focused on a case, I checked out of the conversation and got lost in my head, silently ticking off tasks that needed to be done once we got there and matching names to assignments. Sherrie called it my scene-tude when I was processing a scene. I’d pull on my dispassionate mask, turn off everything else, and turn on my tunnel vision.

No. 616 was three miles in on Miner Road and up on a hill, completely obscured from view by the forest. We almost missed it. The property was several wooded acres accessed by a steep drive ending at a ramshackle ranch-style house. A shiny black Bentley in the garage was a heads-up that this was not going to be a typical case. I parked the van and assigned tasks to Sherrie and the two other criminalists on scene. “Okay, this is what we need to do,” I told them. While my team went about their work—sketching the outside of the house, checking doors and windows for signs of forced entry, and preparing to dust for shoe prints and fingerprints—I walked toward what would be the strangest case of my career. It is the case that still follows me in my nightmares, more than twenty years later.



AFTER BEING BRIEFED BY THE LEAD detective, I approached the open garage. I didn’t know much about expensive cars, but I knew Bentleys were an extravagance within reach of only the most affluent. The door leading from the garage into the kitchen was slightly ajar, and a strange buzzing noise came from inside. Likely an electrical issue, I thought, pushing open the door. I walked into the kitchen, which was neat and uncluttered. A Scapa scotch whiskey bottle on the shelf had a handwritten note attached that read, “Druid Property Hands Off. Stealing from the Gods brings bad luck!” Strange, I thought.

The buzzing sound got louder as I crossed from the kitchen into a large medieval-looking living room. It had dark wood paneling, chalices on the fireplace, and heavy red velvet drapes covering the windows. A ceiling fixture provided only a dim, eerie light. The stench was overpowering. I recognized it right away as decomposing flesh. Pungent and sickly sweet. The smell of death. It saturates your clothes, your hair, even the interior of your car for days after you’ve been immersed in it. I’m sometimes self-conscious when I’m dealing with people in public after having spent time with a body because I’m sure they’re sickened by the smell.

To my right, faceup on a sprawling Persian rug, was the body. A cloud of flies hovered around it. Ah, that buzzing sound. I swatted them away as they bounced off my forehead. Dried blood was spattered on the floor and on a bookcase beside the body. I noted what the victim was wearing, a white button-down dress shirt tucked into brown corduroy pants with a brown braided leather belt and a pair of old leather hiking boots. From the bluish-black hue of his face and hands, I knew the body had been there in the one-hundred-plus-degree heat for several days. The man I assumed to be Mr. Bodfish had been bludgeoned to the point of overkill, the blunt force trauma to his head so fierce that some of his teeth had flown out of his mouth and onto his shirt.

I went about writing my observations when—Wait a minute! Stepping over the body, I swore I saw his face twitch. He was lying there, absolutely still, but his cheeks were moving. Instinctively, I jerked backward. Oh my God! He couldn’t still be alive! After a pause, I knelt for a closer look. The movement I’d seen was maggots feasting on his face. Large blue flies were laying eggs in the crevices where his head had been smashed in. That’s about the time you tell yourself, “Just roll up your sleeves and do what you have to do.” The developing larval stages of insects can help tell us the time of death, so I needed samples to submit to the entomologist for examination. Straddling the body, I dropped precariously to one knee until the victim and I were face-to-face. Using tape lifts, I collected trace evidence from the parts of the body that were exposed, then plucked up samples of larva and live flies, placing different species in separate small glass jars.

Those are the kinds of nasty details that never make it to the general public. The things that tend to dull the shine on the job. On TV you won’t see LL Cool J or Chris O’Donnell scooping insect larvae from a decomposing body. I looked at it more like a lab experiment than ghoulishness while I was on the job. My subconscious, that was a different story.

To this day I have a recurring dream. I’m in the Bodfish house, looking around, when I lift up a rug and discover a trapdoor in the floor. I pull up the door and lean in, trying to see what’s in the basement. Before I can focus, I see the shattered, insect-infested face of Bodfish rushing up the steps toward me. The sound of my gasp awakens me.



THE BODFISH HOMICIDE WAS A MIND twister from start to finish. I asked permission from the coroner’s office to cut the clothes off before the body was transported to the morgue. That was an unusual request—normally a body is removed “as is.” But in this case, the body was decomposing, which could lead to what we call the “body bag effect.” I wanted to prevent a soupy mess from going into the body bag and contaminating blood evidence on the clothes. In the O. J. Simpson case, drops of blood on the back of Nicole Simpson’s dress, which might have belonged to her attacker, were lost as evidence when she bled out in the body bag, obfuscating the random drops that might have proven definitively who her killer was. I didn’t want that to happen here.

As I began cutting, my team stood at the ready with their cameras to document the evidence. The cutting process, in many ways, mirrored the procedure used by pathologists to open a body in an autopsy. I cut up the front of each pant leg and through the leather belt, then moved to the shirt and undershirt until I was able to splay the clothes open, the way a pathologist splays open a body to access the organs. Taking a step back, I looked at the entirety of the exposed victim. “Oh, hold on here,” I said. The victim had a vagina and scars from what looked like a breast reduction or double mastectomy.

If our victim wasn’t Emmon Bodfish, who was it?



WE LEARNED THAT EMMON WAS A transgender man who lived a double life. Sometimes he lived as Emmon, and other times he lived under his given name, Margaret. I couldn’t imagine how difficult it was for him, having to play both roles depending on where he was and who he was with. It was 1999, years before many people in the transgender community felt comfortable coming out. The Orinda property was Emmon’s getaway. His primary residence was an hour west in Mill Valley, one of the richest counties in the country. In addition to family money, he had made his own fortune with a pool and plumbing business. Except for owning three homes, he lived frugally, with an occasional extravagance, such as the 1993 Bentley, which he’d bought new for $283,000 in cash, and the $100,000 Persian rug where he’d bled out. (His lawyer had a fit when he discovered sections had been cut out of it for evidence and crime scene cleanup. I heard he had it pieced back together in order to get something for it at auction.)

The Orinda house had become a more frequent retreat during the last years of Emmon’s life, but the friends who once visited had slowly slipped away, most of them because he’d told them not to come around anymore. His only child, Max Wills, remained in his life. From what we could gather from distant relatives and former friends, their relationship had been fraught. Max was described as “odd,” an introspective, gentle man who had never really grown up. Emmon often chastised him for his trust fund baby mentality. He was spoiled, lazy, and unmotivated, Emmon would say. He was thirty-three years old, and Emmon still gave him chores to do. Every week, Max drove the hour from his main residence, a condo in Sausalito owned by Emmon, to the house in Orinda to pull weeds and do laundry, gnashing his teeth while he worked. Where had he gone wrong? Emmon would ask. When he was Max’s age, he had been a real go-getter. Max just sat around doing nothing.

Emmon had taken a vicious beating to his head. With his face and skull crushed in, he was unrecognizable. Cast-off blood patterns from the repeated blows made it certain the murder weapon had significant blood on it. Whatever had been used to inflict the blows to his head to kill him was nowhere to be found. It had been taken away from the scene. Judging from the height of perpendicular blood spatter on the bookcase, a blow had been inflicted while he was in a seated position. I saw no signs of defensive wounds, which I thought was unusual. Usually, someone who is aware of being clubbed instinctively tries to ward off the blows.

It was late afternoon by the time we wrapped the body in a sheet and zipped it into a body bag for transport to the morgue. At that point, I turned my attention to the Bentley. It, too, had stories to tell. From what we were able to piece together, Emmon had arrived at the Orinda house either on the twenty-third or twenty-fourth of June. Sometime before the homicide, which had likely occurred on June 25, he had apparently stopped at the dry cleaner and the grocery store. Clothes on hangers, still inside plastic sleeves, hung from the back seat grab handle, and a brown Whole Foods bag filled with fresh vegetables sat on the front passenger seat. My practice was to document everything at a crime scene, and that meant tagging all of the items in the grocery bag. One by one I pulled out the different items—lettuce, cabbage, turnips—and laid them out to photograph. Also tucked in the bag was a book entitled The Fabric of Reality: The Science of Parallel Universes—and Its Implications. It looked as if it was in the process of being read. Leafing through it, I discovered a folded piece of lined paper from a spiral notebook. I opened it and began reading.


Do first. Exercise. Sweep down cobwebs. Body exhausted, mal-coordinated, whining lots of skin and joint pain, wants to die. Violence. Body up, out of seat. Get broom. Whines and begs constantly and hurts all over. Begin sweeping down wall and ceiling eaves of porch and side. Some sense of accomplishment. Remember how I always wanted a home to care for and fix. Childhood hopes and dreams rush back. I feel love for my cabin and its beautiful surroundings. I could be happy. (Now body cuts in with double the pain and exhaustion and whining. Stumbles and goes weak in the knees.) Ignore it. I pick up a mug for a sip of soymilk. Right hand fails and lets go of mug. Spills milk. Now I have no more milk without driving to store and have a mess to clean up. I curse right hand and make it hold on to the mug as tightly as it can, despite muscle pain and exhaustion for 5 clock minutes. Then I curse at it more and make it work three or four times as hard, hauling scrub buckets of water and scrubbing for twenty minutes. I ask if it’s enjoying its sick-act joke.

Tell body it’s a stupid piece of shit that should be beaten to death.… How do I feel about my aliveness at this moment, the book asks? I hate it. I just want out.



Placing the letter next to the rest of the contents of the grocery bag, I thought, Things here are definitely not as they seem.



I’M NOT SURE WE WOULD HAVE gotten to know Emmon the way we did had we not had a unique opportunity to read his thoughts. Reticent in life, he was prolific with the pen and had kept diaries dating back seventeen years. I was living in an apartment in Benicia at the time, and I liked the freedom of being alone. At night, I’d spend hours on the bed or the floor, the diaries spread out in front of me, reading and making notes. They painted a picture of a conflicted, lonely man who longed for love and felt he never had it.

Emmon wrote copiously about his involvement in a neo-pagan group called the Reformed Druids of North America. Druidism is a religious practice rooted in nature and the worship of gods and goddesses from Celtic times. Reading up on it, I learned the faith was built on mysticism, magic powers, and rituals. Druids believed the soul was immortal and transferred from one human body to another for infinity. Until a few years before his death, Emmon had been socially active in the Druid world. He hosted gatherings for rituals at a stone and mortar altar in the woods behind the Orinda cottage. He had pictures of himself dressed in Druid garb and spoke of praying to Danu the goddess. As he became increasingly paranoid and reclusive, he banished even fellow believers from his life. He wrote about former friends as “sleazy, scuzzy, dishonest” and “hard low-class females” and “liar males.”

For a few years, Emmon produced a newsletter, “The Druid Missal,” and wrote under his name. I learned a lot reading his stories. He had a keen intellect and a vast knowledge of the history of Druidism. “The Druids of folktales were imputed with the power to create a magical mist to hide themselves.… In practice, there are different levels of making oneself invisible. At the first level is the crass psychological technique of diverting attention to something else while you quietly walk away. On the second level is the method actor’s strategy of changing his emotional state, manner, and gait so that he seems to turn into (or turn out to be) someone or something other than who he was, and so to ‘disappear’ into the role.”

Had Emmon wanted to “disappear into the magical mist”?



MAX WILLS HAD BEEN MISSING SINCE his father’s body was discovered, which made him a prime suspect in the case. He turned up in the LA County morgue a few days later. At around five o’clock on the day Emmon’s body was found, Emmon’s former mother-in-law, Max’s grandmother, had told Max about Emmon’s death. He’d been staying with a friend in Santa Monica at the time and rode his bicycle to a local Travelodge, where he’d insisted on a room with a bathtub. A maid found him the following morning submerged in a tub full of water. A razor had been used to slice up his neck and slash his forearms.

The coroner’s office in LA was in an industrial section of the county, away from the residential area. I arrived there with Sheriff detective Mike Hubbard, the lead detective in the Bodfish investigation. We were met by LAPD Lieutenant Debbie Peterson. “We’ve got this bizarre homicide in Orinda,” I said. “The son of our victim killed himself, and he’s here.”

“I have the death investigator pulling the body,” the lieutenant said. “It could take a while.” There was a gift shop in the building, she said. Perhaps we could pass the time there? “A gift shop?” I asked. I’d never seen an operation like the one in LA. The coroner’s office was enormous, with a gift shop chock-full of death souvenirs on the first floor. The shelves were lined with things like tiny coffins and miniature skeletons and T-shirts with kitschy sayings. My favorite souvenir had a chalk outline of a body with the catchphrase “When your day ends, our day begins.” As George Bernard Shaw famously wrote, “Life does not cease to be funny when people die any more than it ceases to be serious when people laugh.” Apparently so.

As the lieutenant predicted, it took time to locate Max. I could see why when we walked into the morgue. The freezer was down a long tunnel with tile floors, just like you’d see in the movies. It was the size of a warehouse. In Contra Costa County, we were able to store up to ten bodies at a time, and that was crowded. Here, hundreds of corpses wrapped in plastic and tied with rope on each end were stacked on shelves on top of each other. The scene reminded me of a carpet warehouse. Looking around, my boyhood memories of watching Quincy flooded back. It was because of the show that the first book I’d ever checked out of the Travis Air Force Base library was by Thomas Noguchi, the famous Los Angeles County medical examiner known as “the coroner to the stars.” Noguchi was the inspiration for Jack Klugman’s character in Quincy. In the book, Noguchi dished about the celebrities he had met on the autopsy table. Names like Marilyn Monroe, Natalie Wood, John Belushi, Janis Joplin, and Robert Kennedy. Now I was standing in the same spot I’d read about as a kid, thinking about those celebrities wrapped in plastic and stacked in piles along with everyone else. Death does not discriminate.

As I looked around, recalling scenes from Noguchi’s book, Max was rolled out on a gurney and into an examination bay for us to observe. In my role as the lead forensics guy on the case, I pulled out my camera and began my examination of the body. I was stunned to see that Max hadn’t been autopsied, which would have been routine in our morgue. He’d left a three-page suicide note, and that had apparently been enough for the busy LA authorities to rule the death a suicide. The only thing they’d done in the way of an investigation was to get a toxicology sample from a liver biopsy to determine if he had drugs in his system. If I ever want to kill someone, I’ll do it in LA and make it look like an OD with a suicide note nearby. So easy.

Before heading home, we were given a bag of Max’s belongings, as well as the suicide note he’d left behind. Partially written drafts were found in his motel room, suggesting he’d wanted to make sure he got the letter right. His parting words, addressed to “Friends and Family,” revealed that Max, like his father, suffered from long-term depression and suicidal thoughts, but he’d been reluctant to act on them while his father was alive.

I had a friendly disagreement with the other investigators on the case about whether or not Max was responsible for his father’s death. They continued to focus on him as the most promising lead. I didn’t believe he was involved. There were reasons for doubt, of course. A piece of paper discovered in his home had a list of a dozen people “who should be dead,” he wrote. Topping the list was his father. He didn’t have an alibi for June 25, the day Emmon was killed. The last time he’d been known to be at the Orinda house was on June 22, three days before. Max had told his grandmother he’d gone straight from there on a camping vacation to Southern California. A friend could account for his whereabouts between June 26 and June 30, when Emmon’s body was discovered, but his only alibi for the day of the beating was that he’d been camping alone some six hours south of Orinda. Aside from that, there was nothing linking him to the homicide.

From what I could determine, Max was a sensitive, vulnerable man, and even though he and his father butted heads from time to time, they loved each other. I read his “death list” as entirely different from wishing Emmon dead for sinister reasons. In my interpretation of his writings, he thought death was preferable to the pain and suffering of this life, and no one suffered more than his father. The list was made up of all the people he loved. When he wrote that they “should be dead,” I read that as him wishing them peace. Max wrote in his suicide note that for years he’d contemplated killing himself but couldn’t bear to hurt his father that way. I believed that. Once Emmon was gone, he was able to fulfill his desire to be free of that burden. Even if he had it in him to accommodate his father’s wish to die, it didn’t make sense that he would beat Emmon to death and then drive six hours to Southern California to kill himself. Why wouldn’t he have just killed both himself and his father at the same time?

I was more inclined to listen to Emmon’s voice from the grave than jump to the simpler conclusion based on a subjective list. Emmon had spelled out in great detail his misery with life and his wish to die. In his diaries, he described waging war on an alter ego he called BlDC, or Blue Demon Conscience. BlDC lived within his troubled psyche and was introduced very early in written thoughts and threads throughout Emmon’s diaries, right up to the time of his death. From the age of six, he’d had an ongoing battle with the demon, he wrote, and wanted desperately to escape from it.

As I read, I realized that Emmon, in the course of these entries, was having physical interactions with BlDC. He was hitting himself in the head with different objects, including his wooden staff, a truncheon, and a rock. I came upon a photograph of him with linear marks on the top of his forehead, consistent with hitting himself in the head. He believed that the beatings were the only thing that could quiet the voice. But the demon kept coming back.

In May 1991, his obsession with quieting the demon took a different course. He’d concluded that his approach had been all wrong. The demon, he realized, relied on him to stay alive. “This is a new perspective,” he wrote. “I leave the body, instead of getting BlDC to leave, or be quiet, or learn, ‘I’ leave, perhaps leave the body to BlDC for both of them to ‘rot.’ This insight/communication made me very happy.”

The only means of escape, he wrote in June 1995, was to die a violent, unexpected death and leave the demon behind with his body.

Four years later, he did.

A coincidence? I didn’t think so. I had a theory that Emmon had all but handed us the answer to his brutal end. I believe he orchestrated his death with a willing accomplice, perhaps another Druid follower or followers. It was curious to me that two pictures, both Japanese themed and in matching black frames, had been taken off the walls of the Orinda house. The picture in the homicide room had been removed from the frame, and it appeared as though someone had begun to peel the picture from the wood backing, as if they’d been looking for something but then stopped. The other painting, which hung in one of the bedrooms, was missing. I found a book on Emmon’s bookshelf called Poof! How to Disappear and Create a New Identity. In the margins of one of the pages, he wrote about setting up a Japanese bank account, then transferring the funds to a Swiss bank account. He was setting up a mechanism to hide money. Had he hidden banking information on the back of the painting so his hired killers could cash in? That is my theory.

The Bodfish case has never been officially closed. The county’s homicide investigations unit put it on a shelf for another time. The general feeling was that Emmon was dead, which is what he’d wanted, and Max, the prime suspect, was also dead, so why put any more resources into the case? I looked at it differently. My feeling was that even if this was something Emmon wanted, and there was enough in his diary to conclude he was behind his own death, no stone should have been left unturned in our effort to identify who killed him. Emmon needed help. He didn’t need to die. It was a heinous crime, and whoever had struck the fatal blows should be held accountable. And even if I’m wrong, and Max was involved, the evidence shows that someone else was also there and inflicted blows on Emmon. That person needs to be identified and caught.

I still think about the Bodfish case. It makes me sad that Emmon and his son were so desperately unhappy that death was the only way they saw out of their living hell.

Before his death, Emmon wrote: “New far more effective way to silence a demon. When BlDC mouths off, go silent. Don’t speak.… Walk over to the nearest good solid object. Pick it up. Come back.… Then hit the demon in the head.”
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9
Connecting the Dots



LATE 1990s

It was exciting taking on more investigations, but I was still itching to return to that filing cabinet in the basement. And the only way I could get back to those EAR files was to go rogue. Working on a cold case, even one that had paralyzed the state for years after the attacks stopped, wasn’t in my job description. I was building my career as an investigator, and we had more active homicides than criminalists to handle them. If I wanted to work EAR, that meant stolen moments on nights and weekends, pulling out the files when I thought no one would notice. It was taking a risk, but I told myself that the end would justify the means. What was a little bit of deception, if it meant unmasking the monster?

During those stolen moments, I’d learned a lot about the predator. He’d cut a wide swath of fear across Northern California, terrorizing communities along an eighty-mile stretch of the north-south corridor between Sacramento and Contra Costa Counties. It galled me that someone could commit the atrocities he had and possibly still be out there, able to live a normal life.

I spent months poring over those case files and doing what research I could, but there came a point when I realized I had to visit the crime scenes to see what I’d read in the case files. I had to physically be where he had been to try to figure out why he chose certain places, certain victims. It was the only way I would be able to get inside his head. And so I began the next phase of my investigation, spending weekends driving to the addresses in Sacramento County where he had gotten his start.



SITTING IN MY CAR OUTSIDE THE HOUSE on Ladera Way in Fair Oaks, I was transported back to the week before Christmas 1976. On that day, the house shimmered with festive lights. The fifteen-year-old girl inside was home sick with a cold. She’d decided to stay behind when her parents went to a holiday party. Her sister was working, so she was alone in the house. Dinner was pizza. She set the oven timer for ten minutes and retired to the living room to practice the piano while she waited. It was only a moment or so later when she heard what sounded like a crack or a thump. She froze. What was that? She always heard noises when she was home alone. Ignore it; you’re overreacting. What about those silent phone calls the family had been getting lately, sometimes three or four a night? That had frightened her. Don’t jump to conclusions. She resumed playing piano. “Make a move and I’ll kill you,” the man said, pressing a knife to her throat.

He pushed the girl from the living room and down the hallway, past her parents’ bedroom, and outside to a picnic table in the backyard. He wore gloves. She could barely catch her breath.

“Sit down,” he commanded in that terrifying, guttural whisper. “You’ll be okay. I won’t hurt you. I’m going to tie you up to a post. If you try to look at me, I’ll kill you.”

She couldn’t move. He shoved her down on the picnic table and tied her legs and pulled off her slippers and threw them across the yard.

He walked back into the house, leaving her there, bound and shaking in the cold night. She could hear him in the kitchen, opening and shutting drawers and cabinet doors. “Oh shit,” he said. “Oh damn.” What was he looking for? The oven timer buzzed, and he turned it off, just as if it were his kitchen and his pizza heating in the oven. He was in control.

A few minutes passed, and he was there beside her again. He grabbed her, pulled her to her feet, and pushed her inside the house. He raped her on her parents’ bed.

“This is wonderful, just great. Isn’t this good?” he taunted her. A knife at her throat, she nodded.

He continued his sadistic game, moving her back and forth between the house and outside, tying and untying her between assaults. The depth of his cruelty was stunning.

After an hour and forty minutes, tires screeched, and he was gone.

The attack was listed as Attack No. 10 on what would become the official EAR list.

From the car, I wondered why here? Why her? Most of EAR’s attacks were in clusters, but some, like this one, were geographically isolated. This attack was also different in that it happened at 7:30 P.M. rather than the middle of the night. Was it random, or did EAR have knowledge of the family and their movements? As predictable as he could be, striking repeatedly in the same neighborhoods, sometimes he was totally unpredictable.



NEWSPAPERS DOCUMENTED EAR’S TRAIL OF TERROR with grim headlines. EAST AREA RAPIST ATTACKS AGAIN. SECURE ANTIRAPIST LOCKS URGED. Neighborhood watches were formed. Gun sales soared. Guard dogs were employed. “The boogeyman” was out there somewhere. He upped the ante a month after the Sacramento Bee ran a story, in March 1977, and mentioned that he’d never attacked while a man was present. Less than a month later, he broke into a home where a couple was sleeping. He was a vindictive bastard. I’ll show you who I am.

A woman and her boyfriend were asleep in her bedroom in Orangevale. Her kids were sleeping in another room. She woke up to see a man shining a flashlight in her eyes.

“Don’t make a sound,” said the voice behind the light. “Wake him up.” She had to know who he was. Everyone in Northern California had EAR on their minds.

The woman obeyed and shook her boyfriend. She hoped her kids didn’t hear what was happening. The boyfriend started to get up from the bed.

“Stop. Don’t move. Lay on your stomachs,” EAR said.

He threw a rope to the woman and ordered her to tie her boyfriend’s hands while he held the muzzle of the gun to his head.

“Don’t look up. If you see me, I’ll have to kill both of you,” he said.

With the boyfriend bound at the wrists, EAR took the same type of rope and tied his feet together, then bound the woman’s hands behind her back.

“I’m going to tie you up in the hallway so you can’t untie each other,” he told her. Holding a knife to her back, he took her to the family room and made her lie down on the floor. He wrapped a towel around her head, then went to the kitchen, retrieved a cup and saucer from the cabinet, and went back to the bedroom and placed the dishes on the boyfriend’s back. If he heard the dishes rattle, he warned, he would kill everyone in the house.

EAR returned to the family room with a pair of high heels he’d gotten from the woman’s closet. He put them on her feet and proceeded to repeatedly rape her while her boyfriend lay incapacitated in the next room.

“I’m going to go have some cheese,” he said afterward. As she lay naked and bound, she heard him open the refrigerator and then the sound of him chewing. He was inflicting psychological torture.

Before he left, he went back to the bedroom. Bending down close to the boyfriend’s ear, he whispered: “Next place, next town.”

EAR had flawlessly achieved his first attack with a man present, a practice he didn’t divert from throughout the rest of the series. Fuck you, Sacramento Bee. He had to have thought about how he would accomplish getting the two adult victims under control while minimizing the risk to himself. In his mind, he delineated a process that he put into action and it worked, minimizing the threat of—and in many ways emasculating—the man. The forethought spoke to his intelligence and his arrogance.

From that point forward, more than two-thirds of the remaining attacks happened when men were present. EAR was purposefully choosing to enter and sexually assault a woman while the man was inside the house, an unusual characteristic of a serial predator, I thought.



EAR STRUCK THIRTY TIMES OVER TWO years in Sacramento County before moving our way in early October 1978, striking twice in the same week. For a month before he first appeared on October 7 in Concord, neighbors reported prowler sightings, barking dogs, and open gates. He was targeting his next victims.

For a spell, he seemed to be prowling young girls. One of his youngest victims was a case of ours, a thirteen-year-old named Mary from Walnut Creek who was awakened at 4 A.M. on June 25, 1979, by the masked intruder. As her father and sister slept nearby, he attacked her amid the rainbows, unicorns, and heart posters decorating the walls of her girlish bedroom, promising “instant death” if she didn’t sexually satisfy him. When he was finished with her, he tied her up. “If I hear one word out of you, I’ll kill you while I looky-looky for money, money, money,” he sneered. By the time she was able to cry for help, he was gone.

She was Victim No. 47. That fall she started eighth grade.



WHILE THE EAR CASES HAD HAPPENED in the late ’70s, it was now 1997, and DNA testing had changed the game. To get used to this new technology, we’d started practicing on non-probative sexual assault evidence kits—that is, sexual assault evidence kits from crimes that had passed the statute of limitations and were about to be destroyed. I asked Karen Sheldon, my supervisor, whether kits were done in this East Area Rapist cold case I was interested in. And if they were—it was a huge “if”—could we use those for practice in the lab with this new DNA technique? She knew of my interest in the case and agreed.

“Okay,” she said. “Go ahead.”

I felt like I’d been set free. I could come out of hiding with my EAR work.

I returned to the files to scrutinize the police reports for each of our EAR attacks. In my search, I discovered that sexual assault kits had been kept in three of the suspected EAR cases. If they still existed and hadn’t been destroyed over the decades, they would be stored just down the street in the Sheriff’s Office Property Room. Back in the late 1990s, the Contra Costa County Sheriff’s Property Room was located in an old two-story warehouse on Escobar Street in Martinez, California. At the time, it was overflowing with evidence, and at one point, it was even the subject of a grand jury investigation that resulted in a critical report detailing major flaws in managerial oversight and resources that could potentially compromise cases. Sheriff Warren Rupf assigned a dedicated manager to supervise and overhaul that resulted in a move to a modern facility and the hiring of Property Room management. But those improvements occurred after I went to the old facility looking for EAR evidence for the first time. Property wasn’t the kind of place you’d want to go unless you had a good reason, but I always looked forward to my trips there. The anticipation of discovery made me giddy.

The Property Room process can be broken down into three main phases: intake, storage, and disposal. As evidence is collected and submitted, it is labeled and placed in the appropriate storage location. Hundreds of new items come into the Property Room every day, which means that if everything were retained, the facility would have run out of space long ago. Therefore, evidence that was no longer needed was routinely destroyed. The statute of limitations for sexual assault cases committed in California in the 1970s was six to eight years, which meant that evidence collection from our EAR cases would likely have been purged years ago. It was a long shot—that a usable sample was still on file and capable of producing enough DNA for a profile—and, under the best of circumstances, all it would accomplish would be to prove scientifically what investigators had already concluded anecdotally years before: that the same person was responsible for all three attacks. Still, it was an exciting prospect, to prove beyond any doubt that at least three of the attacks believed to be EAR’s were linked.

I left the lab and walked the few blocks on Escobar Street to the Property Room, a two-story windowless cinder block cube behind a chain-link fence with barbed wire. Angel, one of the Sheriff’s specialists working at Property, buzzed me in.

“What can I do for you, Paul?” she asked.

Angel had been there forever. She knew the Property Room inside out. I gave her the case file number, and she went off to pull the relevant property cards—three-by-five-inch index cards that listed a case number, an offense, and a description of correlating evidence. Angel returned with several small stacks and placed them on the counter in front of me. The cards were labeled with the same red “EAR” scratched across the top. Sifting through them, I saw that each was labeled “Do Not Destroy.” I couldn’t believe it. The evidence had been kept.

The Property Room had been a hollow rectangle when the Sheriff’s Office leased it years earlier, and a metal serrated deck had been installed for more floor space. Older rape cases were stored upstairs. I followed Angel up, the clank, clank, clank of our shoes on the metal steps echoing from floor to ceiling. The air smelled stale, and the grayish-white fluorescent lights cast a sterile glow over the space. Wall shelves were piled high with tattered envelopes and crumbling paper bags containing old evidence. Crushed in the middle of the room were yellowed boxes stacked taller than me. The bottom boxes sagged from the weight. Most had been chewed through by rats and other rodents.

Angel pulled the first box and went back to fetch the second and third while I started on the first. Inside the box, I was hoping to find a manila envelope with a semen-swabbed Q-tip sealed inside a tube. I opened the box, and there it was, a little bit worse for wear, but it was there. I continued my search, carefully looking through everything Angel brought me. The second box produced another sample. I felt like I’d hit the jackpot when I found all three—two vaginal swabs and a neck swab. I could barely contain my excitement, but I knew my challenge was just beginning. I still didn’t know whether these samples contained enough usable DNA to render results.

During my DNA training, I’d learned about the things that cause samples to degrade. Age and heat topped the list. The twenty-year-old kits had been kept in an area that could easily exceed 120 degrees on the hottest summer afternoons. But I didn’t let that dim my hope. With all three swabs in my possession, I thanked Angel and headed back to the lab to get the process rolling. It was June 16, 1997.

By early July, I had my answer. By some miracle, the DNA hadn’t degraded fully, and the results were conclusive. The original investigators had been right in their assessment that the three cases had been the work of a serial rapist. The swab with semen from one of the victim’s necks cinched it. It was the cleanest sample of the three and gave me the most DNA.

Having absolute proof that it was the same person who had committed the three attacks was a significant step forward in a case that had been stagnant for so long, and I was proud to have been the one to make this discovery. But the real prize was that, using sperm extract from all three rape kits, I was able to create a DNA profile for the elusive EAR in the lab, which could help us identify a suspect. The next step was compiling an official list of former suspects so that we could begin the process of looking for a match.



“LIEUTENANT LARRY CROMPTON” WAS A NAME I’d seen repeatedly in my EAR research. Crompton had been a member of the original Contra Costa County EAR task force, and judging from the record, I figured he knew as much and probably more about the case than anyone. I hoped he would be able to tell me which names on my list had been the top suspects. Then I would go and get their DNA and solve the case; simple as that. I called Crompton in July 1997. I still have the notes. I was a young, low-level guy, and he was ranked up in the stratosphere of law enforcement. His stature gave me pause, but I didn’t let the intimidation stop me from trying to get the information I needed. Lucky for me, I could tell right away that Crompton would be an ally. EAR had stopped attacking in Contra Costa County twenty years earlier, and Crompton’s involvement had ended a short time later, but the case was still fresh in his mind. He recited case numbers and dates as if he’d been on it yesterday. When I asked if he’d be willing to rank the list of suspects I’d pulled together, he hesitated. “We never had a real good suspect,” Crompton said. “We had a lot of suspects for sure, but the best ones we were able to eliminate.” There went my plan.

But then he said something that stunned me.

All of the EAR attacks I was aware of were in Northern California. “We always thought he went down south and started killing,” Crompton said.

“South?… Killing?”

When he was actively investigating EAR, Crompton had consulted with a psychiatrist to try to better understand the predator he was pursuing. “You had better catch him,” she’d said, after reviewing the case. “He is going to kill, and he wants to kill.” EAR had shown a predisposition for killing in at least one of the rape cases. In Attack No. 7 he’d run a knife up and down the victim’s naked body. Another psychological assessment found he was likely fantasizing about cutting into her and that he was capable of evolving into a killer. Crompton told me he believed EAR did go on to kill. He’d been pursuing that avenue in late 1979 after a law enforcement buddy whispered in his ear that Santa Barbara in Southern California had a couple of cases that matched EAR’s MO. One was a homicide. But when Crompton tried to connect the dots, Santa Barbara shut him down.

Back then, even more than now, the culture of sharing information between jurisdictions was very territorial. Why let someone else take a shot at solving something you couldn’t? It was ego driven and political, and I’m certain there were many crimes that went unsolved because of a lack of cooperation between agencies.

“I never understood why they shut the door so fast,” Crompton told me. “We heard there was an issue related to Governor Reagan running for president, and they didn’t want the negative attention of a serial rapist moving into their area.”

When I got off the phone with Crompton, I called Santa Barbara.

I wish I remembered the name of the detective I spoke with, but I can’t seem to shake it out of my brain. What I do remember, clearly, is thinking that nothing had changed in the time since Crompton made the call. The detective was disinterested and dismissive when I explained why I was calling.

“I think there could be a connection,” I said.

“Nope,” he replied. “We don’t have anything resembling that.”

He knew the history of EAR and about the inquiries from up north way back when, but any hope I’d had of him revisiting the case was dashed when he told me, point-blank, “Our cases are not related to yours.”

I don’t easily take no for an answer when it comes to my cases, but I also knew when I’d hit a dead end. I was about to end the call when, either because his memory had been jogged or I had worn him down, he said. “Orange County might have something. Irvine is doing something with DNA.”

I didn’t know what he was talking about, and he wasn’t interested in elaborating, but I decided to follow through, to eliminate the thread I’d begun to pull, if nothing else.

I called Irvine. After getting tossed from one person to the next, I landed at the desk of Detective Larry Montgomery. The gods must have been with me that day, because Montgomery was full of information and willing to share. He said Irvine PD had two homicides that had been tied together by DNA. One was from 1981, in which a female was bludgeoned to death in a sleeping bag inside her home. The other was in 1986—an eighteen-year-old girl killed the same way. Those two cases had been tied to a third Orange County case in which a newlywed couple had also been bludgeoned in their bed. By linking the homicides, they had developed a DNA profile of the killer, but they didn’t have a name—the same situation I was in with EAR.

Mary Hong, at the Orange County Sheriff’s Crime Lab, had done the DNA work, Montgomery said.

My next call was to Mary Hong.

I told her I was just doing due diligence on a rape series from up in Northern California and wanted to see if her DNA profile matched mine. I fully expected to eliminate any connection, and then I could move on from this brief Southern California distraction.

The use of DNA technology by law enforcement was less than a decade old in 1997, but it had already started to undergo changes. The British geneticist Alec Jeffreys had employed DNA technology (RFLP—restriction fragment length polymorphism) over in Britain in 1988 to solve the sexual homicides of two teenage girls. The technology he used had risen out of academia—genetic tools that had been employed to study various aspects of the human genome. These tools acted like genetic scissors, cutting the DNA strand into pieces of different sizes depending on each individual’s genetic sequence. Jeffreys and his associates recognized that if enough of these pieces were made and sized, they would form a DNA profile that could be used to identify whose DNA had been left at a crime scene. It’s akin to forming a DNA “barcode” unique to each person. Jeffreys’s test had led to the arrest of the true perpetrator in England and showed that the wrong suspect was in jail. The promise of DNA typing reverberated throughout law enforcement and forensic science.

Jeffreys’s technology was employed in casework around the globe, and though it was successful in many cases, it had an inherent weakness: it needed a lot of DNA from a crime scene to be able to work, and that DNA had to be relatively pristine. Think of DNA like a long strand of beads. As it is subjected to environmental insults, such as sitting out in the sun or exposure to bacteria, the strand breaks down into smaller and smaller lengths until each one is too short for the technology that Jeffreys invented to work. Forensic DNA samples, especially those that are decades old like the ones from the EAR cases, often have too little DNA or are too degraded to bear results.

Fortunately, another tool—this time from the biotech sphere—became available to forensic scientists: polymerase chain reaction. Instead of cutting the DNA the way RFLP did, PCR replicated it—a molecular copier—and could produce millions of copies identical to the DNA found in a forensic sample. Not only could it work with much smaller amounts of DNA; it also worked with degraded DNA. Incorporating the PCR process was a huge leap forward for law enforcement.

The PCR process, though, does not produce a DNA “type” the way RFLP does. It just makes a bunch of DNA. In 1997, the technology was still in its infancy and had not yet been standardized, which meant that crime labs across the country were all employing different ways to produce a DNA type based on the PCR process. The technology I used on the EAR samples looked at a very specific area of the DNA called DQα. The DQα profile was developed using an old “dot blot” method, where specific areas of a white nylon strip turned into blue dots to indicate what DQα type was present in a sample. EAR had a DQα of 2, 3, but so did many other people. Though this technology was exciting, it was still very limited in terms of its power of discrimination.

At the time my lab was doing DQα testing, another typing technology was taking root—STRs (short tandem repeats). This technology exploited areas of the DNA where there was a stutter in the sequence, short areas that repeated over and over again. Different people have different numbers of repeats. The STR technology also looked at many more regions across the human genome. Its power of discrimination was far greater than that of DQα and is now the technology that has become the standard used by law enforcement labs everywhere. However, in 1997, when I called the Orange County Sheriff’s lab, that wasn’t yet the case.

Mary Hong told me her cases had been linked by STR tech, so I knew it was a solid link—no doubt the same offender for all three. My lab was still using the older PCR technology. Fortunately, Mary had also done some of the older PCR-based DNA testing, which showed that her offender had the same DQα type as EAR. The problem for me was the PCR marker by itself was not very discerning, and based on just that one DQα marker, I couldn’t conclude that her cases and mine were committed by the same offender.

I promised Mary that once Contra Costa’s DNA technology caught up with Orange County’s, I would be giving her a call back.

I never thought it would take four years to make good on that promise.


