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Introduction

Readers often ask me if I get depressed writing about murder. Sometimes I do, of course. Man’s inhumanity to man baffles me, and I wonder why murderers haven’t chosen another path. Why on earth would anyone in an unhappy marriage pick murder instead of divorce? This bothers me particularly when there are children involved.

There may have been large insurance policies on the deceased. There may have been overwhelming rage. Or illicit lovers spurring on the actual killer. There are probably dozens of motives for murder, yet none of them seem reasonable to the minds of “ordinary” people.

So many of the victims in this book were kind people who cared about others, lived quiet lives with happy families, trusted in their God, and really did nothing at all to harm anyone.

There are three long vignettes and several shorter cases. And yes, writing them has made me depressed from time to time. The saving grace of what I do is that I’ve heard from many people who say that reading my books has, quite literally, saved their lives, that the stories of many innocent victims have been cautionary tales that kept them from trusting those who were too charming, too attractive, and told too many bizarre stories about their backgrounds to be believed. Others wrote that they realized someone they were about to marry had a veneer of good over the evil that lay just beneath.

Sometimes it’s a simple matter of my warnings against hitchhiking, picking up hitchhikers, or meeting people on the Internet. Readers have told me that they recognized a dangerous sociopath for what he (or she) was, after reading my stories about charismatic killers with dark sides.

If my books can save just one life, it’s all worth it.

The first case in Lying in Wait is “The Baby Seller.” Initially, when a relative of a woman who allegedly killed new mothers called me, I was skeptical. The story she told me sounded too weird to be true, but it was true, and far more complex than I could have imagined. The deeper I dug into it, the more startling facts I excavated.

The next long story—“Secrets of the Amorous Pizza Man”—is a case that made me cry. Kathie Hill loved and trusted her husband and believed he felt the same way. Kathie, a brilliant meteorologist, found love “down on the ice” at the South Pole. Her life was ended by someone who planned her death with calculated cruelty.

“A Road Trip to Murder” tells the story of a modern-day Bonnie and Clyde, white supremacists who cut a bloody path from Oregon to Washington and then to Northern California. Heroes, too, play a part in these stories. In a strange coincidence, one of these heroes was once my neighbor. Terry Uhrich, the highway patrol officer who caught the killers in “A Road Trip to Murder,” lived across the street from me when he was a boy. My daughter, Leslie, was his babysitter.

“Murderous Epitaph for the Beautiful Runaway” is the story of a free-spirited and trusting teen who did not recognize evil until it was too late.

During four bleak months in the winter of 1975, Seattle women were terrorized by an attacker so full of rage that detectives feared his next victim would die. “Tracks of a Serial Rapist” covers those dark days that finally ended when one victim refused to give in.

In “Take a Lifer Home to Dinner . . . with Murder for Dessert!” a pint-sized escape artist cannot be contained by law enforcement. Yet it is not his own cunning that brings disaster, but an overly optimistic government-sanctioned program.


THE BABY SELLER


When Dana Rose DiLillo* first contacted me in the spring of 2013, I almost put her in my “220” file—my file labeled with the term Washington State law officers use for someone who is mentally unstable. Her story was that far-fetched. It certainly wouldn’t be the first time that someone has called or written me about a bizarre murder they have witnessed. Most of the time when I follow up on these cases, I find that they never really happened.

Those who tell me stories that would chill the blood aren’t lying to me; their delusions are so entrenched that they actually believe they are true. Taken to ground level, some of my “informants” admit that the murder was something they had seen in a dream, or that they had not actually seen it themselves, but were relaying something that a psychic had told them about.

It usually doesn’t take me long to determine that there had been no unsolved cases in the locales they named. Their time sequences didn’t fit and, sometimes, the “victim” was still alive and well, unaware of their alleged death.

In the corner of my office is a file stuffed with these “220” reports. I try to treat the people who send them with respect and kindness, and I feel sad for them; it must be a certain kind of hell to be haunted by unsolved homicides that never occurred.

I like to think that I’ve learned to spot people who are gullible, mistaken, obsessed, or just plain psychotic. I did, after all, write my first true crime article in 1969. Because I have covered thousands of criminal cases, I’ve had a front-row seat to the machinations of human behavior.

Generally, I have been able to winnow out the deluded and the liars early on.

But not always.

I could not make up my mind about Dana Rose. Had she really witnessed a murder—a murder committed by her mother?

We had spoken on the phone several times before Dana Rose told me that she had been committed to mental hospitals from time to time, and I wondered if my first impression of her had been right.

Dana Rose’s claims were hard to believe, yet something told me I needed to take a closer look. And when I did, I was astonished to find her story turned out to be truth stranger than fiction.

*  *  *

Athens, Alabama, is one of the state’s oldest incorporated towns. Founded in 1818, it is the county seat of Limestone County. It sits fifteen miles south of Tennessee, and its historic downtown is home to Athens State University—an institution of higher learning with roots that wend back nearly two centuries.

The crime rate in Athens is lower than the average for Alabama, and visitors would never guess the charming old town with its wide, clean streets and easygoing residents was the site of an afternoon of violence that cut deep and left an ugly scar that some say has never truly healed.

The story of the nightmare that struck Athens is reduced to a few paragraphs and engraved upon a historic marker that sits smack in the middle of the lawn of Limestone County’s brick courthouse. It begins, “Athens Sacked and Plundered,” and briefly describes that dark May 2 in 1862 when Colonel John Basil Turchin turned loose his brigade of Union soldiers.

The sign does not mention the fact that the Russian-born Turchin told his men that he would shut his eyes for two hours so that they could plunder and rape to their hearts’ content.

Terrified citizens cowered in fear as the men ripped through the town, stealing anything of value that they could carry and destroying what they could not. Females were shoved and kicked and fondled, and when their husbands and fathers stepped forward to protect them, they were hauled off and arrested. The soldiers laughed at the hysterical girls and women, unmoved by their tears as they raped them.

When the shameful pillage was over, and authorities prepared to court-martial Colonel Turchin for encouraging the war crimes, his wife appealed to President Abraham Lincoln for help. Lincoln not only pardoned Turchin, he promoted him to brigadier general.

A pregnant woman was among the victims that spring day in Athens when evil came to town. The poor woman was so terrorized by the soldiers that she went into early labor. Both mother and baby died.

Over a century later, in January 1980, another young Athens mother would be subjected to that same, paralyzing terror. But this time, it wasn’t an army of mad-dog soldiers that threatened to take away all that was dear, but a smiling woman who appeared so ordinary that anyone who passed her on the street would likely forget her immediately—if they noticed her at all.

She certainly didn’t appear evil, or in any way threatening. If anything, the visitor at the door was simply an annoying interruption to Geneva Clemons, who had just settled down to watch her favorite TV show, her small daughter and infant son beside her.

But monsters come in all shapes and sizes, and the evil inside the frumpy, grinning woman was every bit as damaging as the cruelty of all of Turchin’s soldiers combined.

*  *  *

Geneva Clemons was happy that day as she cuddled her infant son. It was January 21, 1980, and five-year-old Tracy gazed proudly at her little brother. James was just sixteen days old. Tracy had waited a long time to become a sister, and she was so excited about finally having a sibling that she had wasted no time in donating her sippy cups to the wiggling infant. She was, after all, the big sister now, and she could drink out of a grown-up cup.

The baby stared at her so intently, it was as if he knew what she was thinking. She held out her finger and smiled as James grasped it in his tiny fist.

Though she had longed for a little sister or brother, Tracy had never been without a playmate. Her mother was her best friend and spent her days playing with her firstborn.

“She was a big kid at heart,” Tracy remembers.

Sometimes Tracy’s mother pushed her on the swing set in their big backyard, and sometimes they played hide-and-seek.

Geneva was always up for any game Tracy wanted to play, and Tracy remembers how she got down in the dirt with her to make mud pies. It didn’t matter if they made a mess. Mother and daughter got lost in the moment, faces streaked with dirt as they giggled and “baked” their mud pies and then pretended to eat them.

Geneva’s laugh was joyful, and all these years later, Tracy can still close her eyes and hear her mother’s laughter.

Geneva’s kind hazel eyes were flecked with brown, and her silky black hair fell to her waist. She was striking, her Cherokee heritage obvious in her high cheekbones. Geneva’s parents, Martha Louise Barnes, born in July 1925, and Henry Alvin Burgett, born in October 1918, both had Cherokee blood, and Geneva was three-quarters Cherokee.

Geneva was born on January 6, 1953, somewhere in the middle of a big, noisy brood of ten kids—four boys and six girls. The brothers and sisters all got along well and remained close over the years. They grew up in Tanner, Alabama, the family’s Limestone County roots going back at least three generations.

Geneva Burgett met Larry Wayne Clemons when she was twenty. Larry, three years older than Geneva, was love struck from the moment he first saw her. She lived across the street from a friend’s house in Tanner. At Larry’s urging, the friend arranged for Geneva and Larry to double date with him and his girlfriend.

It wasn’t long until Geneva and Larry were talking about a life together. Larry was in the service, and the plan was for him to support them while she stayed home with any children they might have.

The parents were thrilled when their first child, Tracy, was born in December 1974. A fiercely protective mother, Geneva worried when her infant daughter came down with colic.

Geneva sat in the rocking chair for hours, cradling her baby close and rocking so hard that the chair thudded against the wall. “My dad said she rocked me so much that she broke a few rocking chairs,” says Tracy.

The Clemons family was happy. They didn’t have a lot of money and couldn’t afford to buy a house, but they had found a cozy place in the low-rent district of Athens. It was right next door to Larry’s aunt and uncle, so family was always close by.

One sad thing had happened just a couple of weeks earlier, when Geneva was in the hospital giving birth to James. Her beloved pug, Poochie, was struck by a truck. Poochie was a ferocious guard dog. The Clemonses had had her since she was a puppy, and she was so protective of her family’s turf that she chased a couple of Larry’s aunts from the house when they stopped by to feed her.

“They were afraid of her,” says Tracy. “She loved us, but she scared everyone else. If Poochie had been alive, no one would have bothered us.”

Tracy missed Poochie, but she was excited to have a new little brother. The baby was with them as Tracy and her mother got ready for their favorite ritual. Every night they would snuggle on the couch and watch Little House on the Prairie.

Geneva favored Sun Drop soda, and right before Little House started, she would open a can and get a big bag of Funyuns to snack on. Geneva had just opened her soda, and they were getting ready to watch their show, when they heard someone at the door.

It was that lady from the contest again. Geneva had met her earlier that day at the supermarket. Geneva was grocery shopping, with baby James in her arms, when the magazine photographer—who said her name was Jackie—first approached her to suggest she enter James in a “beautiful baby contest.” If James won, and his photo was chosen for an ad, then Geneva would get five hundred dollars.

The Clemons family was struggling financially and could really use the money. Geneva gave Jackie her address, then continued with her shopping.

Now, this was the third time that day that the lady photographer had approached Geneva. The new mother was a little put off by the woman’s insistence. When she had come by earlier, she gushed about how perfect James was. She was so anxious to take the baby’s photo for the contest.

Kathy and Wayne McMeans, Geneva’s sister and brother-in-law, happened to be there earlier when the photographer popped in. Apparently not wanting to intrude while Geneva had company, she left. Now she was back. The sun had set, and dusk had melted into night, but the woman was insistent that Geneva and the children go with her so that she could photograph the baby.

Geneva was excited about the contest, but she hadn’t had a chance to talk to Larry about it. She suggested that Jackie come back when her husband was home.

But the stranger with a camera was persistent, and said they should go with her now for a photo shoot.

Geneva was tired. She had given birth to James by caesarean section, and she was still sore. But she was nice to everyone, and she didn’t want to be rude to the lady from the magazine who assured her that baby James was handsome enough to win the contest.

She would get no argument from Geneva on that. She was proud of both her children, and she could understand why her visitor was so charmed by her infant son.

But it was 8 P.M.—getting close to Tracy’s bedtime, and growing colder by the minute. It wasn’t practical to scoop up her two small children and go riding off in a car with someone she barely knew. As nicely as she could, Geneva explained that she would not be going anywhere that night.

Not to be refused, the lady suggested that they all step outside and follow her to her car so she could take their picture. It would take just a moment, she explained, and there was a good chance that James would win the five hundred dollars.

While the photographer was a stranger, she hardly seemed threatening. She was, after all, a mother herself. In fact, her own daughter was with her, and she looked to be close to Tracy’s age.

The woman didn’t wait for an invitation, but brushed by Geneva as she stepped into the house. She quickly picked up the baby and handed him to her daughter, bending to whisper something in the girl’s ear.

Tracy and her mother followed the lady and her daughter outside. If Geneva thought something was amiss, Tracy wasn’t aware of it.

A Chevy Malibu station wagon was backed into the driveway, and they headed toward the car so the photographer could get her camera. She explained that she wanted Geneva and her “adorable” daughter to pose for a picture before she took one of James.

Geneva and Tracy stood side by side, their backs to a tree beside the driveway as they posed for the camera. Then the woman raised her hands. She was holding something and pointing it at them. Tracy figured it was the camera.

“I heard a boom and a bang, and then I saw a flash,” Tracy remembers. “I thought it was the flash on the camera.”

Boom! Bang! Flash!

Geneva slowly slumped against the tree and then slid to the ground.

Confused, Tracy knelt beside her mother and looked into her anguished eyes. “Mama!” she cried. “What’s wrong?”

Geneva gazed into her daughter’s trusting eyes. Tracy was bewildered. She didn’t know why her mama was on the ground or why she was staring at her with such sad eyes.

But there was no time for her mother to explain any of it to her. Geneva was dying; she could sense her life seeping away. She had only one last breath, only one last word to speak. Her voice was weak and gurgling as she whispered, “Run!”

Tracy didn’t hesitate. She bolted into the shadows and was swallowed up by the dark edges of the yard.

“I remember it as if it happened last week,” Tracy recalls some thirty-four years later.

The frozen leaves beneath her feet crackled as she moved toward the fence. It was so dark that she could not see where she was going, but fear and her mother’s last words propelled her forward.

Tracy heard the sound of tires squealing as she scrambled over the fence and dropped into the yard next door where her daddy’s aunt and uncle lived.

Ford and Ruby Tribble were horrified when they opened the door and found little Tracy standing there, covered with her mother’s blood.

The traumatized child looked at them with wild eyes and cried, “Mama! Mama! Help! Help!”

She had no other words to describe what had happened. She was in deep shock, but she would remember the details of that terrible night forever.

*  *  *

As the Malibu roared away from the Clemonses’ home, seven-year-old Dana Rose wailed in the backseat. She had just witnessed a woman killed, and the boom of the gun blast was as much of a shock to her as it was to the screaming baby in her arms—the lady’s baby!

Dana Rose felt as if she were in a nightmare. Why had her mother shot the nice lady and taken her baby?

Dana Rose’s little sister, Deanna,* was curled up on the seat beside her. She was asleep, but even if she had been awake, she would not have been able to understand what had just happened. Deanna was only four years old.

Harold Lee Schut, her stepfather, was behind the wheel of the Malibu, and he reached into the backseat and smacked Dana Rose across the face, telling her to “quit bawling.” The blow bloodied her nose, and warm blood gushed down her face.

Her sobs diminished to soft sniffles as their car raced through the night.

*  *  *

The Tribbles rushed to the Clemonses’ yard with Tracy behind them. When they saw Geneva on the ground, Tracy begged her aunt and uncle to help her, crying, “Get Mama up!”

The horror of the situation was just beginning to dawn on the middle-aged couple. Geneva was shot, and the baby was gone. The Tribbles hurried into the Clemonses’ house to phone for help. “They took me inside with them,” remembers Tracy.

Her eyes settled on the big, yellow bag of Funyuns and her mother’s can of Sun Drop soda. “It was sitting there, still cold, but my mama never got to drink it.”

The image of her mother’s untouched soda was burned forever into her memory—a reminder of how quickly things can change.

Just minutes before, Tracy had been cozy on the couch, excited to watch her favorite show with her mother, her baby brother safe beside them. Now, she was standing there numb with shock as the ambulance and police cars arrived with lights whirling.

Geneva Clemons had been shot with a .38-caliber pistol, struck twice, once in the abdomen and once near her shoulder, the force of one bullet dislodging her breast. She was taken away in the ambulance, but there was nothing more anyone could do for her.

The murder was so cruel, it shocked the small Athens police force. What kind of person would execute a mother in front of her child and then steal her newborn? And where was the baby? It hardly seemed likely that this was a kidnapping for ransom. The Clemonses lived in a modest home and were clearly not wealthy.

Investigators didn’t know it yet, but the abductor hadn’t kept the infant for long. Baby James had already been abandoned, left in a ditch by a field in Hartselle, Alabama, twenty-eight miles south of Athens. The baby was all alone, shivering in the cold, his cries unanswered.

Geneva’s husband, Larry Clemons, was at his job at a co-op in Decatur, a few miles away, when his wife was killed. He was on a break when his sister-in-law called him. “She said my wife had been shot and my baby was kidnapped. I dropped the phone,” he remembers.

Geneva was the love of his life, and Larry did not know what he would do without her. They had been so excited about the new baby, and now, both Geneva and the baby were gone. Larry was so shaken, he went into shock and was treated at the hospital.

It was a little before 10 P.M. when Clyde Reeves drove along Reeves Road, toward his Hartselle home. The farmer pulled into his driveway, and his headlights swept his field as he rounded a curve. For a split second, he saw something white caught in the beams of light, and he immediately thought of his cat. She was expecting kittens but had disappeared. Had she had her kittens in the ditch? Clyde was worried about the cat and was anxious to find the kittens. He parked the car and hurried to the house to get a flashlight.

“I think I found the cat,” he told his wife, and he headed through the field toward the ditch. When he got close, the first thing he noticed was two tiny hands—human hands! He rushed back to the house and told his wife to phone the police.

Clyde Reeves had found baby James. The infant was wearing only a onesie and covered with a thin receiving blanket. He was barely alive, and he was rushed to the hospital. Gravely ill from his exposure to the cold, he soon developed double pneumonia. He had been left outside in near freezing temperatures for close to two hours. If another half hour had passed, the news would have been far more grim. It was a miracle baby James was found before it was too late.

“He had turned black and blue,” Larry Clemons recalls. “My son had to be hospitalized for four weeks.”

Authorities were stymied by the senseless killing. According to little Tracy, the shooter had been a woman with a daughter of her own. Was this a case of a woman unable to bear another child who was so desperate for a baby that she would commit murder? If so, why would she then reject the baby and leave him outside to die?

There was also the possibility that someone was so angry at Larry or Geneva that they attacked the family in an act of revenge. But the Clemonses had no enemies. There was no reason in the world for anyone to want to hurt them.

Larry could no longer live in the house where he had shared such happy times with his wife. The memories were too painful. “I told the landlord that I had to move,” he says. “I couldn’t live in a place where my wife had been killed in the driveway.”

Larry could not bear to look at anything that reminded him of Geneva—and everything did. “I got rid of my car and my truck,” he confesses.

The love of his life had ridden beside him in those vehicles, and every time he got behind the wheel, her absence cut deeper.

He asked his wife’s sister to go through Geneva’s belongings and take what she wanted. It hurt him too much to see her possessions.

Now, it was just Larry and the children. He loved them dearly, and he vowed to be the best father he could to them. He thanked God the kids had two sets of grandparents to nurture them.

But Larry’s grief was so overwhelming that it broke his spirit. He had a mental breakdown. “I was hospitalized for three or four months,” he remembers.

Tracy, too, was anxiety ridden. She was so nervous that she jumped at sudden noises. Worst of all were the nightmares. She could not forget the face of the killer.

Even today, over three decades after the stranger destroyed their lives, Tracy still can’t forget, and she says quietly, “I remember that monster.”

Now the memory makes her sad, but as a child it terrified her. “That monster” came for the little girl in her dreams, and Tracy awoke in a cold sweat.

She felt so helpless when she saw her daddy crying. “I knew there was nothing I could do for him,” she says, “but I did my best to try to make him smile.”

As of this writing, thirty-four years have passed since Geneva was savagely taken from her family, and Larry admits he is still grieving. He married twice more, but those unions didn’t work out. He accepts the fact that he will never again find the kind of love he had with Geneva.

“I miss her still,” he says sadly.

*  *  *

One month after the Athens shooting, on Wednesday, February 20, 1980, Lori Vaughn,* age fifteen, of Oak Grove, Louisiana, gave birth to a baby girl at University Medical Center in Jackson, Mississippi.

The baby was beautiful, and Lori named her Tina.* Just hours after Tina was born, the new mother noticed a chunky young woman hanging around the maternity ward.

Tired and sore, Lori was getting to know her newborn when she looked up to see the stranger enter her room. Lori wasn’t alarmed. The woman was smiling and friendly, and she told her about her life as she admired the infant.

The visitor confided in the teen that she was depressed because she had recently given birth, but the baby had died. It made her very sad, she said wistfully, because she could not have any more children. She loved being around babies, she added, as she gazed adoringly at the infant.

Half a dozen times that day, the woman visited Lori’s room, once changing Tina’s diaper.

The next morning, around 10:30, the stranger showed up again. By now, Lori was comfortable with her, and she wasn’t worried when the woman picked up Tina and said that she was going to take her to the nursery so that the doctor could check her umbilical cord. She assured Lori that this was part of the procedure, and that the baby could not be released from the hospital until the doctor checked her cord.

Long minutes ticked by, and the woman did not return with little Tina. When Lori asked the nurses about her daughter’s whereabouts, they were alarmed. The baby wasn’t in the nursery, and the doctor hadn’t examined her cord.

Tina had been abducted!

Her teeth chattering with shock, Lori did her best to give police an accurate description of the stranger who had walked away with her new baby. The kidnapper was heavyset, about 160 pounds, and her hair was brown. She wore tennis shoes, jeans, and a red shirt with a blue jacket.

The FBI was called in, and they questioned the staff. One of the hospital employees remembered a woman who matched the description of the kidnapper. She had seen her use the telephone. The FBI checked phone records and were able to determine that the suspect had made a call to a woman named Rita Warner.*

They went to see Rita, and when they asked her about who had phoned her at the time in question, she told them that her daughter had. Mrs. Warner and her daughter, Bonnie Stevens,* hadn’t been close in recent years, but Rita knew where she lived. She gave the FBI agents the address, and they arrested Bonnie at her home in Tallulah, Louisiana.

Baby Tina was returned to her mother at 10 P.M., eleven and a half hours after she had been taken. The doctor pronounced the infant healthy.

Kidnapper Bonnie Stevens was twenty-two years old, the mother of two children, and had been divorced for about a year and a half. She had recently been treated at the Tallulah Mental Health Clinic.

Bonnie wept as FBI agents accompanied her to the Jackson magistrate’s office. She was in serious trouble. Not only did she face charges for kidnapping, she was a suspect in a murder!

It was the second time in four weeks that a stout, dark-haired woman had stolen an infant. While Lori Vaughn hadn’t been harmed when her baby was abducted, there were too many similarities between the Vaughn case and the Clemons case to be ignored.

After facing charges for kidnapping Tina Vaughn, Bonnie was held for questioning in the Alabama case. Athens detectives were excited, hoping this would be the break they needed. They took Geneva’s sister, Kathy, to identify the suspect. Could this be the woman she had seen hanging around the Clemons house on January 21?

But Kathy took one look at Bonnie Stevens and shook her head. This wasn’t the woman she had seen. This was not the woman who killed her sister.

*  *  *

When the stranger complimented her baby, Cheryl Jones couldn’t help feeling proud. Amanda was adorable, and she didn’t doubt that her eight-week-old infant could win the beautiful baby contest that the woman had told her about.

The woman who introduced herself as Sally was short and squat, with owlish glasses, and she repeatedly remarked how pretty Amanda was.

It was March 6, 1980, and Cheryl, age twenty, was shopping at the PX on the naval station in the Algiers section of New Orleans, Louisiana. Her husband, Dennis, was in the navy. Cheryl missed him when he was on maneuvers, but their baby kept her busy. Amanda Rae Jones was growing so fast, and Cheryl was excited about each new thing she did. She called or wrote letters to her mother, updating her on each little milestone.

Cheryl’s mother, Margaret Pecore, would later tell a reporter how excited her daughter had been when she called her to report that baby Amanda had smiled for the first time.

Cheryl was Margaret’s baby. Margaret and Alfred Pecore had six children—one boy and five girls. Cheryl, born in October 1959, was the youngest. They raised their family in Baldwinsville, New York, where Alfred worked as a machinist, and Margaret helped make ends meet by sewing and taking in ironing.

Margaret was a talented seamstress, and her daughters, too, all learned how to sew at a young age. Cheryl picked up a needle and thread and started stitching pieces of fabric together before she was in kindergarten.

“Cheryl made all her own school clothes,” says Cheryl’s sister, Kathy Taylor, who was born two years before Cheryl. All the sisters sewed their own clothing, but Cheryl had a special knack for it.

“She made her prom dress,” Kathy remembers. “And later on, I used it for my wedding dress!”

When she was a teen, Cheryl took a piece of pretty fabric and built an entire quilt around it, creating the design as she went. Even Mrs. Pecore was impressed by the lovely quilt her daughter created from nothing. “My mother was fascinated by it,” Kathy says.

The Pecore house was small for a family of eight, and all five girls shared a bedroom. As the two youngest sisters, Kathy and Cheryl were very close.

Their home was in the country, and the sisters considered themselves “farm girls.” They didn’t live on a farm themselves, but they were right next door to a dairy farm. “It was owned by a man named MacDonald. That was really his name!” laughs Kathy, who remembers that they liked to go to MacDonald’s farm for homemade ice cream.

Both Cheryl and Kathy were animal lovers, and they encouraged stray cats and dogs to follow them home. “Sometimes Cheryl would bring home a cat, and she would hide it from my parents for a few days,” Kathy recalls. She would wait for their parents to be in a good mood, and then she would bring out the cat and act as if it had just wandered in. Margaret and Alfred likely saw through the scheme, but they just smiled and let most of the strays stay.

Cheryl had a wickedly silly sense of humor that sometimes got her in trouble with the teachers at school when she disrupted the class. She also liked to make Kathy laugh at inappropriate times.

Though Cheryl was intelligent, she had no plans for college—no lofty aspirations to become a career woman. Even as a young girl, when the other kids talked about what they wanted to be when they grew up, Cheryl had one dream. “She wanted to have a baby,” says Kathy.

Cheryl met her soul mate at school when she was about thirteen. Dennis Jones was a year older than she was, and he fell for her as soon as he met her.

“Before he was old enough to have a real job, he mowed lawns all summer so he could buy her a ring,” Kathy remembers. “His family was mad at him for spending all his money on that ring.”

But both Dennis and Cheryl knew what they wanted. Cheryl was still in high school when they got married on December 30, 1977.

Dennis decided on a career in the navy, and when Cheryl graduated, they moved to Louisiana where he was stationed.

On Christmas Day, 1979, Cheryl gave birth to Amanda Rae. They joked that she was their Christmas present to each other—the only gift they gave each other that year.

It was Cheryl’s dream come true. All she had ever wanted was a family of her own. Now, she had a kind husband who adored both her and their baby.

They planned to have more children one day and buy a house with a big backyard for the kids to play in. But for now, Cheryl was happy with their little apartment on the navy base where it was fun to play with Mandy and to cook meals for her husband—another thing she was good at. She especially liked to make breakfast.

Life was happy for the Jones family. It looked like they were headed down a charmed path—until Cheryl encountered evil. Initially, there was no reason to believe that the woman who said her name was Sally was anyone other than what she appeared to be—a rather dowdy woman on a photography assignment.

Sally took photos of baby Amanda in the parking lot of the PX. She told Cheryl that she thought there was a very good chance that the baby would win the beautiful baby contest, because she was so pretty.

If she should win, Sally warned Cheryl, then they would show up at her place early in the morning, and she would have to be prepared to leave immediately.

The very next morning at around seven o’clock, Sally was at Cheryl’s door. She had good news and bad news. The bad news was that Amanda hadn’t won first prize. But the good news was that she did win a shopping spree in Houston.

If the photographer had been a man, Cheryl probably wouldn’t have gone with him. But there was nothing threatening about Sally. She appeared to be middle-aged, though she was actually only twenty-seven.

And Amanda was so beautiful, the young mother didn’t even question the news that she had won a prize. Sally seemed happy for them that Amanda had been a finalist.

Cheryl packed up the baby and the diaper bag and all of the other things she would need for a long day trip to Houston.

Cheryl may not have been aware of the man until she climbed into the car. He was a small man—short and skinny, with a wispy mustache. He was apparently married to Sally.

It was about a five-hour drive to Houston, a long time to be in a car with people she did not know well.

No one knows exactly what was in Cheryl’s head as she got farther and farther from the cozy little apartment she shared with Dennis, but investigators believe that the young mother began to get nervous.

Before long, Cheryl realized that her journey was no longer voluntary. There was no beautiful baby contest, and Sally was no photographer.

The woman had only pretended to take pictures, and the camera probably didn’t even have film in it, according to Houston detective Gil Schultz. “If any were ever taken, we never located them,” he says.

Sally had been so friendly in the beginning, but that was an act. Cheryl didn’t know it, but she was trapped in the car with a woman so sadistic that her crimes would shock even seasoned detectives.

Cheryl’s captors wanted to calm her down, but not because they cared about her feelings. They simply could not have the young mother’s hysteria foil their plans.

At some point, perhaps before they arrived at the swanky hotel in Houston, the couple drugged Cheryl. That probably wasn’t necessary; even if Cheryl saw an opportunity to run away, she wouldn’t have tried, because she would never risk putting Amanda in danger.

There is no doubt that Sally used Cheryl’s love for Amanda against her. If she should try to get away or to signal anyone she was in trouble, she was afraid they would harm her baby.

When Cheryl was pregnant with Amanda, she had written to a friend, telling her that she already loved her baby so much that she knew she would give up her own life for her. Now, those words turned out to be prophetically tragic.

Once in the hotel room, Sally forced Cheryl to write a suicide note. Sally dictated ugly things—thoughts so foul that when the FBI handwriting experts finally examined the letter years later, they would determine that the note was hatched in the mind of a “sexually deviant female.” The FBI could also tell by the pinched handwriting that though it came from Cheryl’s hand, she had been coerced into writing it.

The gist of the note was that Cheryl was killing herself because she had run off with another man and he had abandoned her. She regretted that she had betrayed Dennis, and the other man didn’t want her.

“I have nothing to live for,” the fake suicide note ended.

Sally and her companion slipped drugs into a soda and forced Cheryl to drink it until she overdosed.

It was a bad ending to a good life.

“She died trying to save me,” says Amanda Jones, who is now thirty-four and a mother herself.

Cheryl’s friends and family agree that she would have done anything to save her baby. Cheryl’s death was senseless. If her captors were so eager to have Mandy, then why didn’t they keep her?

Later that day, a taxi driver in New Orleans rolled up to a hotel to pick up a passenger who had called for a ride. A woman walked out to the car and set a baby down in the front seat. She handed the driver an address and a twenty-dollar bill, and instructed him to take the baby to her father, who was in the navy.

The taxi driver told the woman that he couldn’t take a baby by itself, and that she would have to come along, too.

“Okay,” said the woman, coolly. “Let me just get my luggage.” She turned and walked back into the hotel. When she didn’t come back out, the driver went into the lobby to look for her.

The front desk employees told him that she wasn’t a guest at the hotel—just someone who had asked to use the phone to call a cab. She had walked in one door and out the other. Now she was long gone.

The taxi driver decided to just go ahead and take the baby to the address the woman had given him. He didn’t have a car seat, so he strapped the infant to the seat beside him as best he could, and he drove her to the naval base.

The next day, a maid found Cheryl dead in the Houston hotel. The medical examiner noted that Cheryl’s left wrist was cut but hadn’t bled. She had died from an overdose of Tuinal, a type of barbiturate. The ME ruled her death a suicide.

Homicide detectives Paul Motard and Gil Schultz did not believe it. And neither did Cheryl’s family.

It would be five years before the manner of Cheryl’s death was changed to murder.

*  *  *

Months rolled by, and Geneva’s killer was still on the loose. Tracy’s sleep continued to be riddled with nightmares. What if the killer returned and tried to hurt her? The idea frightened her. And it worried her family, too. As the only witness to the murder of her mother, she was in a dangerous spot.

If police were ever to capture the killer, Tracy would be able to identify her. A woman so evil that she could kill a mother as she stood by her five-year-old could be capable of eliminating a witness—no matter how young.

She had, after all, left baby James for dead. If Clyde Reeves hadn’t found him when he did, the infant would surely have died.

“I was scared when I started school,” Tracy confides. Not only did she feel the sorrow of her mother not being there to pick out her dress for the first day of kindergarten and to brush her shiny brown hair, she struggled with the fear that the bad lady could appear at any moment and shoot her. “I had a nightmare that she came to school and got me and took me away with her.”

Though her teachers were protective of her, and the school administrators tightened security, the child was aware of how quickly bad things could happen.

Both sets of Tracy’s grandparents rallied around and helped Larry care for the children. Tracy’s aunts and uncles helped, too.

They all did their best to go on with life without Geneva, but everyone would have felt so much safer if only the police could find the killer.

The anxiety-ridden days and the sleepless nights dragged on for five years. James turned five—the same age his sister had been when he was kidnapped. Tracy was ten. She had now spent half her life as a motherless child.

The murderer could be anywhere. For all Larry Clemons knew, the woman who had stolen his joy could be living just blocks away, and she could appear at any moment and try to hurt them again.

But there were no new leads in the case. Everyone feared that the killer would never be caught.

Though Athens detectives could never have guessed it, the answers were two thousand miles away in Yakima, Washington. Geneva’s killer was happily going about her life, enjoying shopping sprees during the day and playing bingo and partying at night.

Her story began on October 7, 1952—the same day that sports headlines were dominated by the news that the New York Yankees had won the World Series for the fourth time in a row. Theaters across the country were showing the movie The Winning Team, starring Doris Day and Ronald Reagan. American Bandstand made its debut on a Philadelphia TV station.

And in Yakima, Washington, a killer was born.

Jackie Sue Gardenhire was a bit
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