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​Introduction: Before the Fog Had a Name

Santa Cruz was not supposed to become the kind of place people spoke about in lowered voices.

Before the names were gathered into articles, before the courtroom language hardened around counts and sentences, before strangers outside the county learned to associate the coast with murder, the town had belonged to weather, salt, redwood shade, and routine. Fog came in off the Pacific and made the mornings look unfinished. It softened the edges of roofs and eucalyptus trunks. It moved through neighborhoods with the patience of something familiar. People drove slowly through it because they had learned to trust what they could not entirely see.

For those who survived what came next, memory did not return as a clean sequence. It came as places.

A road.

A church.

A house.

A stretch of trees.

A yard in daylight.

Each place had once been ordinary enough to pass without thought. That was part of the injury. The map had not changed shape, but after 1973, it could no longer be entered innocently. The same roads still curled through the mountains. The same fog still dragged itself across the mornings. Students still crossed town with backpacks and guitars. Bells still sounded from churches where people came looking for comfort, confession, silence, or forgiveness. Stores opened. Coffee was poured. Cars needed gas. Parents expected children home. Neighbors waved without stopping.

But underneath that continuity, something had been broken. Not only by the murders themselves, though that break was permanent. Something else had fractured too: the belief that a community would recognize danger before it became irreversible.

Santa Cruz in the early 1970s held many identities at once. It was a coastal town and a college town, a place of surfboards and redwoods, farms and churches, old families and new arrivals, quiet streets and restless young people passing through with ideas about freedom that could look beautiful from a distance and chaotic up close. The university had brought energy, argument, music, political language, and a loosened social grammar. People wore their strangeness more openly than they might have elsewhere. A man talking too intensely about visions, earthquakes, sacrifice, or cosmic balance did not always separate himself from the background as sharply as he should have. In a place proud of its tolerance, unease could be mistaken for narrowness. Suspicion could feel like a failure of generosity.

Communities often normalize what they do not yet know how to categorize.

That was not the same as malice. It was not always indifference. Sometimes it was confusion. Sometimes it was exhaustion. Sometimes it was the false mercy of looking away from someone who seemed troubled because naming the trouble would require action nobody felt equipped to take. Families knew pieces. Institutions knew pieces. Neighbors knew pieces. Police knew pieces. Doctors, acquaintances, strangers, clergy, and friends of friends each saw fragments of a human being coming undone.

The pieces did not become a warning in time.

Herbert William Mullin would later be known as a killer of thirteen people in California between 1972 and 1973. He would later claim that the murders were necessary to prevent earthquakes. He would later be arrested on February 13, 1973, after the final killing brought the sequence into sudden focus. These facts became part of the public record, repeated in newspapers, court accounts, documentaries, and lists of American serial murder. They have the cold efficiency of summary. Thirteen dead. A delusional claim. An arrest date. A sentence.

None of that language contained the sound of a family learning what had happened.

None of it contained the ordinary morning before a knock came, or the way a survivor’s mind returned again and again to a detail that had not seemed important when life still allowed unimportant things. A coat left somewhere. A phone not answered. A road taken because it was familiar. A room that would later have to be described to strangers. The public record could establish that a person died. It could not fully hold the private violence of having the world keep going afterward.

That is where this book begins.

Not with Mullin’s fantasies. Not with his claimed mission. Not with the grotesque magnetism that often pulls true crime toward the person who caused the harm. This is not a biography of a murderer disguised as a victim’s story. It is a survivor narrative about a community that failed to read its own weather. It is about the people whose names were too often made secondary to the strangeness of the man who killed them. It is about the families who had to watch their dead become part of an explanation that did not comfort them.

The question that remained was not only how Herbert Mullin came to kill.

The deeper question was how a town full of people who sensed disorder around them kept mistaking instability, rumor, and danger for background noise until families were left to pay the cost.

Santa Cruz had already been living with unease before the pattern became clear. The period was marked by overlapping crimes and competing fears. Other major murder cases in and around the county pressed against the public imagination, distorting the way people understood danger. Fear became both specific and shapeless. It belonged to a name in one moment and to the whole landscape in the next. When too many terrible things happened close together, the mind did not always sharpen; sometimes it blurred. Rumor moved faster than verification. Headlines crowded one another. People tried to organize dread by attaching it to types of victims, types of places, types of suspects, types of stories. They wanted categories because categories suggested control.

But the dead did not fit neatly into categories.

A person could be vulnerable because he accepted a ride, because she crossed paths with the wrong stranger, because he offered spiritual care, because a home was entered, because young men went into the woods, because a man stood in his own yard. The randomness was not abstract to those left behind. Randomness was a second assault. It meant there was no lesson clean enough to protect the living and no mistake obvious enough to relieve the dead of what had happened to them.

In the years afterward, Santa Cruz would be spoken of through a dark nickname, as if language could package the terror into something almost mythic. The phrase flattened the experience. It made the town sound like a stage set for horror instead of a living place where people still had mail to collect, groceries to buy, funerals to attend, and children to comfort. Survivors did not live inside a nickname. They lived inside aftermath. They lived with chairs that stayed empty, holidays altered forever, streets that could no longer be driven without memory rising from the pavement.

Public fear can validate grief while also stealing its specificity.

The land itself seemed to participate in the confusion. California had long carried disaster in its imagination: earthquake faults, dry hills, wildfires, storms that came too hard or not at all. In the early 1970s, environmental anxiety was part of the air, part of the language people used to talk about the state and its future. Dryness mattered as mood, as pressure, as a sense that the world was out of balance. The 1972 water year was below average in precipitation, while 1973 was above average, and the truth of that matters because atmosphere must not become false causation. Drought did not cause these murders. Weather did not make a killer.

Still, communities remember fear through weather.

They remember the way grass looked brittle, the way dust gathered, the way people talked about the earth as if it were warning them. They remember the strange comfort of blaming the sky for tension that had human sources. Mullin’s own claimed connection between killing and earthquakes belonged to his delusional reality, not to the physical world. But his claim found its way into public memory because it was bizarre, because it was repeatable, because it gave reporters and readers a hook. The danger of such a hook was that it pulled attention toward the killer’s imagination and away from the victims’ lives.

The victims had lives before they had relevance to him.

That sentence must govern everything that follows.

Lawrence White had a life before he was placed first in a chronology. Mary Guilfoyle had a life before her movement through the world was turned into a cautionary detail. Father Henri Tomei had a life of service before the place where people sought absolution became attached to his death. Jim Gianera, Joan Gianera, Kathy Francis, Daemon Francis, and David Hughes had a home, relationships, routines, histories, and futures before violence converted domestic space into evidence. David Oliker, Robert Spector, Brian Scott Card, and Mark Dreibelbis were not a cluster; they were young people whose names deserved to resist compression. Fred Perez was not merely the final victim whose killing led to an arrest. He was a man in daylight, in his own yard, inside the ordinary safety that should have held.

The public record can name them. It can order the events. It can tell us what the state proved and what the courts decided. But a survivor-centered telling must do more than arrange loss. It must keep asking what was taken beyond breath itself: privacy, trust, geography, memory, the right to have a loved one remembered for more than the manner of their death.

That is why this book moves through fog rather than spectacle. Fog is not only weather here. It is the condition under which a community misread itself. It is the space between noticing and acting. It is the gray zone where a neighbor’s discomfort became a shrug, where a family’s fear became a private burden, where institutions saw symptoms but not sequence, where police pursued the explanations available to them while the truth remained stranger and more dangerous. It is the distortion that settled when one person’s delusions collided with a town’s unwillingness or inability to assemble the evidence of danger.

This does not mean the murders were the community’s fault. Responsibility for killing belongs to the killer.

But responsibility for seeing is more complicated.

The story of Herbert Mullin cannot be told honestly without the systems around him: mental health care, legal thresholds, family helplessness, police procedure, campus-era assumptions, religious trust, media appetite, and neighborly reluctance. Systems did not pull the trigger. Systems did not swing the weapon. Systems did not choose the victims. But systems shaped what could be noticed, what could be dismissed, what could be acted upon, and what would be explained only after it was too late.

For survivors, that distinction did not necessarily soothe anything. It could even deepen the wound. If the killer had been pure unknowable catastrophe, then grief might have had one shape. But when the aftermath revealed prior instability, prior concern, prior institutional contact, prior fragments of warning, grief acquired another burden. The mind returned to the same impossible question from different angles.

Who saw something?

Who said something?

Who decided it was not enough?

Who had the power to intervene, and why did that power fail?

There was no single answer large enough to bring back the dead. There rarely is. True crime often pretends that revelation is the same as repair. It is not. A confession can clarify facts without restoring safety. A verdict can establish guilt without quieting memory. A sentence can remove a killer from the street without returning a family to the morning before.

The survivors did not get the morning before.

They got the years after.

They got the newspaper versions, the court versions, the whispered versions, the stranger versions. They got the terrible education of learning how public fascination attaches itself to private grief. They got anniversaries. They got the task of correcting people who remembered the killer’s claimed motive more readily than the victims’ names. They got the burden of living in a place that had become symbolically altered, where even fog could feel like an accomplice because it had always been there, softening edges, making absence look natural.

This book will not ask the reader to stare into the killer’s mind as if that were the deepest room in the story. It will enter that room only when necessary to understand the harm and the failures around it. The deeper rooms belonged to the dead and to those who survived them: the rooms where people waited, learned, identified, testified, packed belongings, answered questions, and tried to keep love from being overwritten by violence.

Before the fog had a name, Santa Cruz still believed it could recognize itself.

Afterward, the survivors knew recognition had come too late.
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​Chapter 1: The Ordinary Tremor
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The morning had come in gray and wet, though not with real rain.

It was the kind of Santa Cruz damp that settled first on windshields, then on cuffs, then on the small patience required to live by the coast. It silvered the leaves along the road and made the redwoods look older than they had the day before. It gathered in the seams of doors and along the lip of the mailbox. It turned every familiar surface into something faintly altered, as if the town had been handled in the night by careful, invisible hands.

She had gone out early because there were errands that could not be delayed just because the sky had no clear intention. Groceries. A stop for stamps. A question at the pharmacy counter. Gas, if the line was not too long. In those days, the shape of a day could still be held together by such small tasks. A person moved through the county by habit, past low storefronts and church signs, past the corners where hitchhikers stood with their thumbs out, past young men with hair past their shoulders and older men in work shirts leaning into the beds of pickup trucks. People knew one another by sight even when they did not know names. A nod was enough. A lifted hand from behind a steering wheel. A glance through fogged glass.

Nothing about the morning announced itself as part of a future tragedy.

That was what memory would later refuse to forgive.

She drove with the window cracked because the windshield wanted to cloud over from the inside. The air smelled like wet bark, salt, coffee, and exhaust. Somewhere, a radio was giving the weather with the cheerful uselessness of a voice that had never buried anyone. Downtown, the sidewalks held their usual mix of clerks unlocking doors, students moving without urgency, and people who seemed to belong to no schedule at all. Santa Cruz could absorb almost anyone then. That was one of the things people loved about it. It had room for veterans and surfers, professors and drifters, church ladies and mechanics, young couples renting cheap rooms, and boys who slept where they could and spoke about energy, prophecy, government plots, the end of the world, or God with the same casual intensity other people reserved for tides.

Strangeness had a place there.

Sometimes that place was mercy. Sometimes it was laziness disguised as mercy. Sometimes nobody could tell the difference until after something terrible happened.

She parked near a storefront where the glass was beaded with mist and waited a moment before getting out. Across the street, an older neighbor she recognized but could not have properly named was talking to a man with a paper sack tucked under one arm. Their voices did not carry. The neighbor laughed, not because anything was funny in a way she could hear, but because laughing was how people ended awkward encounters without making a decision about them. A girl in a denim jacket stepped around them. A dog nosed at the curb. Two young men came out of a café and stood too close to the street, one of them speaking with his hands as if warning the air.

At the time, nothing in this arrangement asked to be remembered.

Later, everything did.

The county had its own rules of interpretation. A person talking to himself on Pacific Avenue might be troubled, high, brilliant, harmless, holy, lonely, or all of those in shifting combination. A man who spoke with urgent certainty about forces no one else could see might be treated as eccentric if he smiled afterward, or if someone had known him as a boy, or if his family was respectable, or if the listener was too tired to carry another person’s alarm. Young people were expected to be strange. The times had given them permission. The university had changed the town’s rhythms, and the town had changed around it with a mixture of pride, resentment, curiosity, and surrender.

There were posters in windows, notices stapled to poles, lectures, meetings, benefit concerts, spiritual gatherings, arguments about war, food, land, police, drugs, consciousness, and freedom. Words that had once belonged to churches or doctors or political organizers now moved loosely through everyday talk. Healing. Vibration. Sacrifice. Energy. Breakdown. Revolution. Vision. People used them differently depending on what they needed them to mean.

A dangerous mind could hide inside a vocabulary the town already recognized.

She did not think this then. She could not have. She was thinking about whether she had remembered the envelope in her purse, whether the pharmacy would have what she needed, whether the damp would lift by afternoon. She was thinking, too, in the private way people do, about family obligations and money and the small frictions of ordinary love. Someone expected her later. Someone would ask what took so long. Someone would need something from the store after she had already returned home. These were irritations that belonged to a world still intact enough to produce them.

At the grocer’s, the produce had the tired look of vegetables that had traveled too far and then been judged under fluorescent light. A clerk she knew by face stacked cans without looking up. Near the register, two women discussed a young man from a family one of them knew, though not well. He had been acting oddly, one said. Or perhaps not oddly, exactly. Different. He had always been a little different. The second woman lowered her voice in the way people did when they wanted to sound compassionate and informed.

Maybe he was searching, she said.

That word had been asked to carry too much.

Searching could mean a young man had left school, taken drugs, found religion, lost religion, wandered, stopped eating properly, terrified his parents, or simply refused the life adults had imagined for him. Searching was flexible. It softened edges. It allowed worry to sound generous. It gave people a way to step around fear without appearing cruel.

The women moved on to the price of eggs.

The first quiet fracture in a community often sounded exactly like ordinary conversation.

She paid for her groceries and stepped back outside. Fog had thinned over the street but remained caught in the high places, snagged in the branches like torn cotton. She loaded paper bags into the car and saw a man across the lot standing beside an old vehicle, not moving toward or away from anything. His clothes were unremarkable. His posture was wrong in a way she could not have defended if asked. Too fixed, perhaps. Too intent on something inward. Then another man called to him, and the moment loosened. The still man turned his head and answered. They knew each other. Or seemed to.

Social familiarity can dull threat detection because the mind mistakes recognition for safety.

She looked away first. That was how the town worked. People gave one another room. They did not make scenes. They did not turn every oddity into a confrontation. They had learned, in the looseness of that era and that coast, to let a certain amount of disorder pass through the day unchallenged. It was part of the bargain of living somewhere that considered itself more humane than suspicious, more open than rigid, more willing than most places to believe that people could be strange without being dangerous.

Most strange people were not dangerous.

That truth would later make the failures harder to name.

The road into the trees was darker than the road through town. Redwoods gathered light and kept it. Their trunks stood solemn and wet, rising out of fern and duff, and the road slipped between them in curves that forced a driver to pay attention. She had driven that way so often she could anticipate the bends by the pressure in her hands. There were mailboxes fixed to leaning posts, driveways vanishing downhill, hand-painted signs, a truck with one fender a different color, a child’s bicycle abandoned near a porch, a dog watching from under an eave.

People lived tucked into that landscape with the confidence of long familiarity. The mountains were not wilderness exactly, but they were not town either. They allowed privacy. They allowed secrets. They allowed people to keep distance while still belonging to the county. Someone could be known and unknown at the same time. A family could be worried behind a closed door while neighbors understood only that things had been difficult. A son could be in and out of treatment, in and out of work, in and out of conversations that left people shaken, and still the story might remain dispersed among those who had each seen only one piece of him.

No one called that a system failure while it was happening.

They called it a family matter. They called it a rough patch. They called it nerves. They called it drugs. They called it religion. They called it youth
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