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To Linda Bergstrom for her courage and her willingness to tell her story so those who follow may be believed. And to Ashley Bergstrom—may she always remember that children are not responsible for the sins of their fathers.
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Author’s Notes





Chris, Tina, James C., Irene, and Maria Bergstrom refused requests for interviews. Accounts of events and conversations involving them were principally reconstructed from interviews with Linda, James, and Adelaide Bergstrom, and public records. James Bergstrom has neither confessed to nor been convicted of any rapes or attempted sexual assaults in Washington State. The account of his confession to such crimes is as recounted by Linda Bergstrom.


In addition, some physical descriptions and names have been changed throughout this book, including Linda’s maiden name, those of all James Bergstrom’s victims, and some who played minor roles in his story: Caesar, Mack, John, Sam McDonald, Eddie Smith, Sally and Bill Rogers, Jane Richards, Penny Jacobs, Gayle Thomas, Diane Siler, and Colt Hargraves.












Prologue





September 30, 1992


The wait, like September’s typically hot Texas weather, was stifling. Inside the courtroom, witnesses, victims, and reporters clustered together. Their strained murmurs reminded Linda Bergstrom of mourners at a wake. In fact, much of the scene felt funereal. Scanning the courtroom, she noticed her mother-in-law, petite, fiftyish, with salt-and-pepper hair and a heart-shaped face, huddled with her husband in a center pew. Like his son, James C. Bergstrom was slight in stature, a spare, angular man, but with a roof of white hair and rheumy-eyed behind thick-lensed glasses. Although he usually had a ramrod-straight, military bearing, this day James C. appeared stooped and tired. Linda wondered fleetingly if she was supposed to feel sorry for the Bergstroms. She didn’t.


Then Linda glanced toward the judge’s imposing bench and the narrow defense table where her ex-husband sat eerily still. Ex-husband. A reassuring designation, she mused. As she knew he would—he had throughout much of the two-day hearing—James Edward Bergstrom assessed her icily, his dark hair cut short, his hazel eyes hollows in a face ashen from six months in a sunless Houston jail cell. As she watched, a bailiff approached James, took him by the arm, and pulled him to his feet to take him to a holding cell while the jury deliberated. As he sauntered off, James grinned at Linda, catlike. She spun away, but not before her skin chilled. It’s almost over, she thought, almost over.


One hour passed, then another. She sat alone, shunning the television, magazine, and newspaper reporters scattered throughout the room. There had been no actual trial; James Bergstrom had pleaded guilty on five counts. What the jury deliberated was his sentence. It seemed preposterous, but the court-appointed defense attorney was asking for probation, arguing these were his first convictions and that a Texas prison would only turn James Bergstrom into an even more brutal man. “You never know what a jury will do,” the assistant district attorney prosecuting the case had cautioned Linda. Even in the guarded safety of the Harris County Criminal Courthouse, she was frightened. If James was released, she knew he would want revenge—against her.


What if they let him out? She shuddered. They can’t let him out.


Seated in one of the courtroom’s massive oak pews, Linda cut a diminutive figure. At twenty-nine, she had shoulder-length chestnut brown hair falling softly around large, almond-shaped eyes. She wasn’t stop-traffic pretty, but lithe and appealing with an unmistakable aura of vulnerability, detectable in her slight frown, the shy downturn of her dark eyes.


But there was another side to Linda—a flinty determination, the strength she relied on throughout the seven torturous years she was married to James. Without it, she could never have endured the endless abuse, the physical battering and its emotional and psychological carnage. But the worst was learning something so repugnant, so vile, about her husband that acknowledging it always made her stomach roil—her husband, her daughter’s father, was a rapist.


The thought of it filled her with such anger, such hatred, such confusion and humiliation, she felt her face flash hot. Once she discovered who she was married to, Linda had refused to remain silent. She would have shouted the truth from a street corner in downtown Houston, if that would have stopped him. Laughing, James told her to tell the world. He wasn’t worried. “No one will listen to you,” he taunted. For a long time, he was right.


James C. and Irene Bergstrom were two of those she confided in. In fact, she had once brought James’s paraphernalia to their house—a rope and handcuffs, the tools of a rapist.


When the Bergstroms refused to help her, she called the Houston Police Department and warned them to be on the lookout for her husband. A dispatcher listened sympathetically, but it would be years before anyone at HPD followed up on her suspicions. No one believed me, Linda remembered. No one.


Still, she kept trying. How could she not? Every time her husband left their apartment, she feared he would attack again, another woman, someone’s wife, mother, daughter, added to his roster of pain. In the end, it was Linda who endured. In December 1991, a Houston detective assigned to the sex crimes unit listened and believed. It was another three months before police had enough evidence to arrest James Bergstrom. By that time, Bergstrom himself admitted he’d raped or attempted to rape as many as thirty women.


When she finally looked at her watch, it was after four P.M. and the jury had been sequestered for more than two hours. Gathering her courage, Linda sought out four of her ex-husband’s victims, banded together whispering just inside the courtroom door. She felt compelled to speak to them. The women’s testimony had touched her deeply. One, a lithesome mother of two in her twenties, had the look of a cowgirl. James had raped her as her two-year-old daughter cowered in terror under a table. Another had been so traumatized the afternoon James Bergstrom hid in her apartment, tied her to her bed, and raped her that she’d spent five weeks in a psychiatric hospital. More than a year later, the frail woman in the flowered dress continued to sleep with a light on.


Once a rape victim herself, Linda recognized their pain. She hoped they could understand hers.



As if they expected Linda to join their circle, the women parted, making room for her. “I want y’all to know how sorry I am,” she said, her voice hoarse with emotion. “I wished I could have stopped him sooner. I tried.”


Just then, a buzzer sounded twice in the courtroom. The jury was in. The bailiff led a sullen and angry James back to the defense table as twelve jurors—ten women and two men—shuffled into place in the jury box. Linda searched their faces, but they were as blank as unused paper.


Hurrying back to her seat to await the verdict, Linda left the cluster of women at the door.


“Who’s that?” she heard one query softly as she retreated.


“That’s his wife,” whispered another. “The rapist’s wife.”











Yet so love precedes hatred,


desire precedes aversion,


hope precedes despair,


fear precedes daring,


and joy precedes sadness.


—St. Thomas Aquinas
 Summa Theologica, Part I




Evil flourishes far more in the shadows than in the light of day.


—Jawaharlal Nehru
 The Unity of India (1937)











PART ONE












Chapter One





What attracts one person to another has long fascinated poets, perfumers, psychologists, astrologists, and biologists. Is it an emotional, spiritual, or physical link that binds a man and a woman? Unable to diagnose passion, experts have relegated the phenomenon to the territory of the unknown. “No human creature can give orders to love,” dismissed George Sand. “Do you know how uncontrolled and unreliable the average human being is in all that concerns sexual life?” asked Sigmund Freud.


When a union turns violent, criminologists are left to ponder the dilemma of what first drew, and later bound, a woman to her lover/abuser. Why didn’t she just get out? they ask. Such large numbers of those battered as adults were abused as children that decades ago experts reluctantly came to one conclusion: Somewhere—whether in DNA or day-today experience—there is a force at work that defies random coupling. Abusers and victims seek each other out.


After it was all over, with the acute perception of hindsight, Linda would conclude life had set her up for James Bergstrom. That she had been bred to accept violence. And that their union was a tragedy she was fated to live.


 


The neighborhood in which Linda Martinez, nicknamed Lily by her family, grew up is the type of uniquely Houston setting only possible because of the city’s lack of zoning. Businesses and industries mix with homes in a patchwork of unrestrained urban development. Tucked just outside the 610 Loop, the area is bounded by two thoroughfares on which strips of prefabricated metal warehouses, stores, and factories are interrupted only by the occasional tavern or storefront church. Nearby is a heavily industrial district bordering railroad tracks. Even on quiet side streets, like the one on which Linda’s parents, Santos and Jesse Martinez, bought a modest frame house in 1963, the homes are interlaced with small factories and businesses.


Despite strong Hispanic roots, both Santos and Jesse were born in the United States, the children of Mexican and Spanish parents respectively who immigrated in search of opportunity. They met in Arcola, a small town southwest of Houston where Santos’s parents raised ten children surrounded by trees and rolling acres to run. In 1958 they married and moved to Houston to start a family. The children came quickly: first Gino, then Mary, Linda on Halloween day, October 31, 1963, Alice, and finally Daniel. Another son died at the age of two, a victim of pneumonia.


The Martinez house, sitting firmly in the center of the block, was proud if modest. Its white clapboard exterior was faded but not unkempt. Its yard, like those of its neighbors, was encircled in a sturdy metal fence to ward off the encroaching violence of the city. Inside, it was well maintained, decorated with framed religious prints depicting the Virgin Mary and the Sacred Heart of Jesus amidst photographs of the couple’s five children. Jesse had a good job working days in the shipping department at Devoe & Raynolds, a regional plant for the national company which manufactured paint for stores throughout the Southwest. The factory was just a short walk over the railroad tracks from the house. Each evening when Santos, a seamstress, returned from work, the Martinez house filled with the pungent aroma of frying corn tortillas and simmering tomatoes.


Despite its peaceful facade, Linda’s childhood home was a terrifying place. “It was like a prison camp,” she would say, with a grimace. Of course, there were the happy times: fishing trips, parties, weddings, quinceañeras (elaborate fifteenth-birthday celebrations in Hispanic cultures that mark a girl’s entry to womanhood), picnics, and afternoons on the beach. Yet from the beginning, Jesse, a short, stocky man with dark brown hair and strong, thick hands, was a frightening presence. Though he worked all day and often drank with cronies at night, when he was home, the family trembled under his domination.


One of Linda’s earliest memories was of an incident when she was five. “My father was angry with me because I got up off the couch. We were never allowed to walk around unless we got permission,” she whispered. “He took a belt and began walloping me.” Santos stepped in to save her middle daughter and shared in the flogging. Days later both were still marked with bruised reminders of the battering.


According to Linda, when she was nine the physical abuse turned sexual. It began one morning as she stood on a footstool washing dishes. Her brothers and sisters were relegated to the living room, where they silently watched Sunday morning church shows on television. Her mother was visiting a neighbor. Alone in the kitchen, Linda heard her father enter, so quickly she at first feared his intention was to punish her for some minor offense. Instead, he pulled her toward him, groping between her legs. To her surprise, he stroked and fondled her. Linda wasn’t sure what he was doing or why, but something told her it wasn’t right. “I was terrified,” said Linda. “I cried so hard, I couldn’t stop.”


The scene, she maintains, repeated itself twice more. After the final incident, Linda cried so uncontrollably, despite her father’s threats, that her mother, who was in another part of the house, came to investigate. Pressing her head against her mother’s chest, Linda recounted amid sobs her accusations against her father. Jesse Martinez denied Linda’s accusations, yet an angry Santos warned her husband, “If this is true, it better not ever happen again.”


By the time she was ten, Linda had become a reclusive yet pragmatic child. Since the alleged sexual abuse took place when she was alone with her father, the solution was not to be alone with him. “She would follow me wherever I went,” said Santos. “Lily became my quiet, little shadow.” On Saturdays when her mother cleaned another house on the block, Linda would tag along silently behind.


Still there was the physical battering, usually administered with her father’s belt. Here, too, in Linda’s methodical, childlike calculations, there had to be a way to survive. At first she, like her brothers and sisters, hid in her bedroom terrified as her father patrolled the house, cursing and screaming. When hiding failed to spare her from his wrath, Linda reasoned there had to be another option. “I began crying even before he hit me,” said Linda, explaining how she eventually escaped Jesse Martinez’s rage. “And I’d pretend that he’d already damaged me, that when I got upset, my hands didn’t work right. My mother would scream that he’d get arrested if he hit me and he’d better leave me alone. Usually he did.”


Though she wanted to tell her siblings about her scheme, she knew she couldn’t. If they all adopted her act, her father would realize it was nothing more than a child’s ruse. Soon it would cease working for any of them. So although she was no longer a target, Linda was still subjected to watching her father exact punishment on her mother, brothers, and sisters. “Sometimes I just couldn’t stand it,” said Linda. “I thought if he hit them one more time, he’d kill them.”


On occasions when the violence was so traumatic she simply couldn’t bear it, Linda gathered the boldness to use her untouchable status to cool things down, wedging herself between her parents as they fought. “Down deep, Lily was always a tough little kid. She’d stand up for herself when the rest of us wouldn’t,” said Daniel, her youngest brother. Though she dared not do it often, at times her interference would surprise her father long enough for the situation to cool.


Still, Linda feared him. So much so that if she awoke at night in the bedroom she shared with her two sisters and needed to go to the bathroom, she would silently shiver, afraid of venturing the short distance through the house alone. She couldn’t bear the prospect of a chance meeting with him. Often she would wet her bed before summoning the courage to hazard the darkened hallways of her own home.


As bad as things were, they only worsened one afternoon in 1972 when Jesse drove home after working the day shift at Devoe. Just as he passed over the railroad tracks, a dump truck hit him head-on. A family friend ran to the Martinez home to tell Santos her husband had been gravely injured. By the time Linda saw her father, he was in Ben Taub, Houston’s publicly funded hospital and trauma center, his head was swathed in white bandages, and she soon realized that he didn’t recognize her or any of her brothers and sisters. Linda, then nine, recalls feeling conflicted about whether she preferred her father to live or die. When he returned home, weeks later, she often concluded she would have been better off if he had died.


While his rages had plagued the family for years, the Jesse Martinez who returned to the small, white clapboard house was even more obsessively controlling than before. With a steel plate covering part of his skull and nerve damage to his legs making it impossible for him to work, Linda’s father was a constant presence in the household. He was the invalid, his spells the reason ambulances were called in the middle of the night. With braces on his legs, his pride kept him from tolerating even his children’s laughter. “Whenever we’d giggle or laugh, he always assumed we were laughing at him,” explained Linda. “That he was a cripple and we were making fun of him.”


After his return, the children were relegated below to-be-seen-and-not-heard status. He ordered them to sit quietly at all times, their hands folded on their laps. If they stood up or talked without permission, they were subject to his vengeance. Their every move was his concern. Even when they studied, he was not happy, sometimes turning off the electricity so they would have no light to read by. Day after day, they were barred from playing outside with friends, instead banished to their rooms. The happy times became those brief episodes when Santos and Jesse drove off together, leaving the children at home. They escaped, spilling over the street and yard. Bounding with pent-up energy, the Martinez brood ran the block. “Sometimes we played kick ball and made too much noise and we wouldn’t hear them drive in,” said Linda. “When that happened we all rushed inside and hid in our rooms. We knew he’d be coming and that he would be furious.”


Santos Martinez, a handsome woman on whom the pain of the years, like the dark circles under her eyes, hung heavy and thick, understood her children were suffering. Finally she determined her husband’s reign of terror had to end. With her brood urging her on, she ordered him out. “Jesse was acting crazy, he even waved a gun threatening to kill the whole family,” she said. Still he came around, one night attempting to force his way into the house. Terrified, Linda and her brothers and sisters barricaded the door with a sofa. As Jesse’s youngest daughter, Alice, watched through a window, in desperation he feigned a heart attack, throwing himself to the ground clutching his chest. When no one opened the door to investigate, he reluctantly left. Days later, Santos filed for divorce.


As the late seventies approached, Linda was developing into a vaguely troubled but beautiful teenager. She made average grades in school. Though the family had little money, the freedom afforded by her father’s absence made her feel wealthy. Like her girlfriends, she craved rock ’n’ roll and fast cars. She suffered the occasional crush, and sometimes her mother fretted, with a laugh, that she was becoming “boy-crazy.”


By the time she turned fifteen, Linda was five feet tall and slender. She had an infectious laugh and a wide smile. Only those who looked closely would see that it often melted into a slight frown. That year, Linda was allowed to date for the first time. In school, her boyfriend was considered a real catch. He was not only handsome but played bass guitar in a neighborhood Latin band. With typical teenage enthusiasm, Linda felt her life was changing, that from here on out, nothing would ever hurt her again.


Of course, she was wrong.


One night when Santos was busy, she asked a close friend to watch over Linda. The older woman offered to take the teenager to a local club to hear a popular new group. Linda agreed. The club was a hot, smoky place filled with a Latin beat and the pungent odors of alcohol and sweat. There, Linda happened upon the manager of her boyfriend’s band. He was a bossy, disagreeable man at least ten years her senior, who had never paid any attention to her in the past. This night, however, was different. As Santos’s friend danced, he plied Linda—who had little experience with alcohol—with one drink after another. When she didn’t drink fast enough, he playfully chided her for falling behind. Before long Linda felt fuzzy-headed and giddy. Then the older man whispered that he had something in his van for her, a copy of a new publicity photo just taken of her boyfriend and the other members of the band. “Would you like one?” he asked with a smile. Linda jumped at the chance and padded along behind him as he headed for the parking lot.


The moments after he opened the back of the baby blue van and motioned for her to go inside will live with Linda forever. Instantly he was on top of her, pushing her head against the corroded metal of the van’s filthy floor. Pinning her arms above her head and pressing against her with one knee, he shoved up her dress, then yanked down her panty hose. She could hear the rhythmic beat of Latin music pounding in the distance and smell the stench of liquor on his breath. “I was crying, shouting, ‘Stop it. Stop it,’” said Linda. “I couldn’t believe what was happening.”


It was over in minutes. She crouched in the corner of the van as he smiled down at her, zipped up his fly, and cinched his belt. When she asked why he had done it, he simply laughed.


Linda returned to the club in tears. Her mother’s friend asked what happened, but she didn’t answer. In her bed that night, she cried herself to sleep. By morning, she had decided not to tell anyone about the rape. Her mother had enough of her own problems keeping the family together, she reasoned; why burden her? In the glare of daylight she faced the sobering reality of how it had happened, and concluded it must have been—at least partly—her fault. Why had she followed him outside? Into the van? For a picture? Shouldn’t she have known better? “Could I have stopped it?” she pondered. “I couldn’t shake the feeling that somehow, I was to blame.”


More than anything, Linda wanted to put it out of her mind, to bury it forever. But she couldn’t. From that night on, the horror in her nights was no longer her father but the man who had raped her. The nightmares were terrifying. She could hear the music, smell the alcohol, and relive the pain in her loins when he forced himself inside her.


For months after the rape, Linda drifted, unable to concentrate or care about much of anything. In her junior year, she dropped out of school. Without a high school diploma or a car for transportation, she spent long hours at home, occasionally picking up a job baby-sitting. Later she applied at a nearby McDonald’s and was hired to work the counter part-time. When it came to the preoccupations of most girls her age, Linda had little enthusiasm. Especially when it came to dating. “I pretty much stayed off boys completely,” she said. “I stayed yards away from them.”


The truth was that Linda was never quite the same after the rape. It seemed her natural enthusiasm would be evermore underlaid with cynicism. “I felt like men wanted one thing from any woman—sex,” she said. “I felt like I couldn’t trust them, any of them.”


That didn’t mean that men weren’t attracted to her. Linda had developed into a desirable woman, and there was always one man or another expressing interest in her.


Finally, as months and then years passed, Linda relented. She did enjoy men. She enjoyed their company. They couldn’t all be bad. Assessing the situation with the same logical approach she employed to plot a way out of her family’s violence, Linda concluded the solution was really quite simple—she needed a chaperone. Her choice was easy. Her older brother, Gino, had already married and left the house. From then on, Daniel, three years her junior, became her protector. Every time she agreed to a date, she insisted on bringing her little brother along. “She’d say, ‘Come on with us. I don’t want to go out with this guy alone,’” recalled Daniel. “She was real skittish around men. She was real particular about who she saw.”


It was in January of 1984—when she was twenty—that Linda first heard the name James Bergstrom. A family friend who worked at Devoe—the same factory where her father once worked—said he wanted to introduce her to a shy co-worker. “He’s quiet, real quiet and gentlemanly,” Caesar told her. “You’ll like James.” One of Caesar’s relatives was celebrating a quinceañeras the following weekend, and he suggested they make that their first date.


It had been almost four years since the rape, but the nightmares still haunted her sleep, so—despite her friend’s confidence—Linda was worried. She decided to put off her decision until she had a chance to talk to her brother Gino, who had followed in his father’s footsteps and also worked at Devoe. That night she called Gino’s apartment and asked him, “Do you know James Bergstrom?”


“Sure,” said Gino. “James works at the plant. I’ve played basketball with him and had a few beers. He’s a nice guy. Quiet. But really a nice guy. You got nothin’ to worry about with him.”


The next time Caesar called, Linda said it was all right to give her telephone number to his friend.



A few days later, the phone rang. When her mother called her to answer it, Linda put the headset to her ear and said, “Hello.”


“Hi,” a soft-spoken man answered. “I’m James Bergstrom. Caesar said I should give you a call.”












Chapter Two





That night on the phone, James told Linda a little about himself: that he was the oldest in a family of four children, that his father was once in the air force, that his mother was born in Greece, and that the Bergstroms were a staunchly Catholic family. He even mentioned that he was once an altar boy. “You’re Catholic, aren’t you?” he asked.


“Yes,” she answered. “I am.”


By the end of the conversation, they had agreed to a date the following Saturday night. Linda, however, preferred not to follow Caesar’s suggestion and attend the quinceañeras. “They’ll have Latin music, and I really like rock ’n’ roll,” she told him.


Instead, they decided, James would call for her at her home around seven and they would make plans then. “I like to be spontaneous,” Linda laughed.


“Me too,” said James, whose voice was quiet yet friendly.


After she hung up the phone, Linda realized she had forgotten to mention bringing Daniel along on the date. “Then I decided that was silly. I didn’t need Daniel. I knew where James worked, knew people who knew him,” she said. “As far as I could tell, I didn’t have any reason to be afraid.”


Of course, James Edward Bergstrom failed to mention many things that night, things that would have made Linda feel vastly less secure. For a young man—then, like Linda, just twenty—he already had many secrets.


 



As far as it went, all of what James said about himself and his family on the telephone that night was true. His father, James C., was born in Brooklyn, New York. He’d served in the air force from 1959 to 1971. His exploits were part of the family’s folklore: In military security, he had once traveled with a briefcase chained to his wrist, and there were still classified incidents he referred to in the obliquest terms, barred—he swore—by an oath to secrecy and national security. It was when he was stationed in Greece that James C. met his future bride, Irene Emanuel Lagoudaki, a seamstress, one afternoon when he dropped off a buddy who dated her older sister. James’s future parents kept company for about a year before they married.


Their first child, James Edward Bergstrom, was born in the 36th Tactical Hospital on the U.S. Air Force base in Bitburg, Germany, at four on a Saturday morning, April 6, 1963. A chubby infant, he was just eighteen inches long yet weighed nine pounds twelve ounces. Their second son, Christopher, came less than a year later, followed by their first daughter, Maria, in 1967, in Tripoli, Libya, where the family was then stationed. Five years later the Bergstroms moved back to the United States, where the baby of the family, Adelaide, was born.


Catholicism was the centerpiece of the Bergstrom household, but from the beginning they were far from a picture-perfect family. James C. had started drinking when he was a teenager, and when drunk, he had a blustering temper. “My father is an alcoholic. My mom was the only normal one,” said Adelaide about their family life. “She never did anything crazy, except letting it all go on.”


Unlike Linda’s father, however, James would say that when it came to their mother, his father’s rages were strictly verbal. Neither James nor Adelaide recalled an instance when their father physically abused his wife. Instead, according to James, he and his younger brother, Chris, were the prey of much of his father’s anger. Years later, he would recount how his father, with his mother screaming in the background, would often strike him. “He hit me in the head a lot,” said James. “I remember he picked me up one time when I was five or six and he threw me on the floor from over his head. I thought I was going to die.”


When his father left the air force in 1971, the family settled in a small eastern Pennsylvania town. Handy with electronics, James C. secured a job with a local company. Later he hired on with a sign company in Peru, Indiana. One of his accounts was Notre Dame, where he was in charge of the football scoreboard. Because of his position, James C. was able to take the family to all the games. “It was great,” said James. But it was only a brief respite. Looking back, James would say that their home life was never what he would consider “quite normal.” “My father was an alcoholic, my mother is Greek, not Americanized,” said James. “All the time we were being raised, they always seemed different than other kids’ parents.”


If the Bergstroms were an odd couple, they would later insist that in the beginning their firstborn son appeared very normal. He was a good student. He loved sports, especially basketball and tennis. “James wasn’t a bad kid,” his mother lamented in her deep, brooding voice. Then she dismissed the man he became as beyond reason. “I don’t know what happened to him.”


Whatever happened, it undoubtedly had its roots in James’s early life. Looking back, he would remember it as a tumultuous and often painful time. His family moved often, never allowing him to form any long-term friendships. When he was seven he attended a parochial school in Pennsylvania where the nuns were strict and kept the girls and boys divided on opposite sides of the classrooms. That year he also became an altar boy, serving mass along with the parish’s priest.


It was when he was living in Peru, Indiana, that James would say everything began changing for him. That year he left a Catholic elementary school and enrolled in a public middle school. Immediately he felt like an outsider, as if the other students were continually teasing and picking on him, just because he was new. “I never felt like I belonged,” he said. “I just didn’t fit in.”


Of his time at home in the Bergstrom household, James painted a portrait of an increasingly dysfunctional family. Sometimes during the summers, he would accompany his father to work. They traveled to Indianapolis and small towns around Peru where James C. rewired and repaired electrical signs. On the long drive home late at night, the older man would make James recite prayers over and over until they finally pulled into the parking lot of a tavern and James C. disappeared inside, leaving his son alone in the locked car. The then ten-year-old would wait for what felt like hours until his father returned to continue the journey home.


Along with his father’s alcoholism, many of the old-world traditions Irene Bergstrom brought with her from Greece made James feel his family was estranged from those of his friends. In their bedroom, James’s parents erected a small altar to the Virgin Mary. Every night the entire family spent twenty minutes or more saying the rosary, a ritualized link of Hail Marys and Our Fathers. “The church was always real important in our house,” said James. “And there were things you just didn’t talk about with our parents.”


In Indiana, about the time James was trying so desperately to fit in, he began sensing he was different, apart from those around him, for more personal reasons—reasons he could never discuss with his parents. There were the voices he heard in his head: “whispers, they called my name.” He would turn and no one was there. The voices made him afraid there was something wrong with him. Something bad. That fear was only reinforced when at the age of twelve he had a hallucination of a giant bat descending on him, landing on his chest and picking at his chin. He hit at it and screamed.


Sex was the other subject James Bergstrom instinctively knew he could never broach with his parents. At home his mother would change the channel on the television if a scene became intimate. This censoring, however, only made her young son more curious. By the time he was eleven, James’s imagination of things sexual was flourishing. He found himself daydreaming often of what he knew was forbidden, and scenes on television sparked his imagination, especially depictions of women bound and gagged. One he often used as fodder for his fantasies was an episode of “It Takes a Thief” in which a woman was tied to a chair during a robbery. James never forgot how it seized his imagination as he sat mesmerized in front of the television. “That’s when I started thinking about things,” said James. “About someday doing that myself.”


At night alone in his bed, he would masturbate, envisioning images he watched on television or sometimes bra and panty models he studied on the slick pages of a Sears catalog. Each time he felt guilty, conflicted, when he thought of what his parents and the priest at church would say if they knew. While it isn’t unusual for adolescent boys to masturbate, it was what most titillated James that set him apart—fantasies of women in bondage.


Years later, a psychologist would analyze James Bergstrom and theorize that by early adolescence he had a history not unlike that of many serial rapists. He’d grown up in a middle-class family and claimed early physical and emotional abuse. He felt alienated from his family and had developed a strong imaginary world. And he had learned to rely on masturbating to deviant fantasies as a way to relieve tension.


The doctor would also speculate that more may have happened to James around the age of ten or eleven. Based on his dramatic metamorphosis, he would suggest that James—like 76 percent of all serial rapists—may have been sexually abused. If it did happen, James would maintain he had no such recollections. “I can’t remember anything,” he said later. “I’ve tried. Sometimes I think maybe, but I just don’t know.” Of course, it would not be atypical for James, like so many other victims of abuse, to have blocked out such traumatic memories.


At the age of twelve, James Bergstrom had his first girlfriend, a pretty Catholic girl named Michelle. James threw himself into the relationship, doting on her every wish. Although they were both just children, the Bergstrom family saw it as an important relationship. “We thought he was going to marry her,” said his mother, Irene. But the following year, James’s father was laid off from his job and the family was again moving. This time to Houston. Michelle was left behind.


To James it must have felt that he had no roots: Yanked from school to school, he had no consistency; his father’s alcoholism was beyond his ability to understand or cope with it. “When he was drunk, all I could do was avoid him,” said James. “I’d hide.” By the time the Bergstroms arrived in the Houston area, James had become a reclusive adolescent, driven by the need to dominate even the smallest details, including having everything precisely in place in his room. Perhaps it was a way of building a pristine barrier to hide behind or a way to wrench some measure of restraint over his life. Whatever the case, he gradually found himself increasingly drawn to a mirage world where he—James Bergstrom—had power over another person, a woman—like those he saw on television—bound and gagged.












Chapter Three





Pearland, Texas, where the Bergstroms settled, was founded in 1882, fifteen miles south of downtown Houston and twenty-five miles west of Galveston Bay on the original route of the Santa Fe railroad. The first streets were cut over flat ranch lands by six yoke of oxen on a grader in 1894. The first brick school was built in 1911. Like its big-city neighbor, the city is a product of aggressive land developers who advertised it as a “garden spot with Gulf breezes and no malaria.”


From the beginning, Pearland never quite lived up to its billing. The Christenson Land Corporation gave the town its name in the late 1890s when it sold off acreage hyped as pear orchards. But disease and insects continually attacked crops, and the 1900 hurricane that nearly leveled nearby Galveston ramshackled the town and ruined the orchards. A second land rush spearheaded by the Allison Richey company brought orange orchards, but those, too, failed to flourish and finally froze out in the winter of 1918. The town languished, never really taking root until it was fed, like most of Texas, by the big oil strikes of the 1930s.


Even more important for Houston’s southeast suburbs was space travel—the industry of the future—which mushroomed in the sixties when President Lyndon B. Johnson pushed through funding for the National Aeronautics and Space Administration’s (NASA) mission control, south of Houston on formerly barren acres bordering Clear Lake. Twenty-five miles in circumference, the lake empties into Galveston Bay and eventually feeds into the Gulf of Mexico. High-paying, high-tech industries blossomed, and Pearland, along with Friendswood, Clear Lake City, and the southern reaches of Houston, all profited. Prosperity brought strip shopping centers, subdivisions, honky-tonk bars, and fast-food restaurants.


In 1976 when the Bergstrom family arrived and bought a home on the west side of town, Pearland, like all of the Houston area, was entering the boom years. Oil prices were spiraling upward and the nearby Houston ship channel was thriving, annually importing and exporting millions of gallons of oil, gasoline, and petroleum-based chemicals. On brisk days when those advertised Gulf breezes did reach Pearland, they often brought with them the faint stench of the pipeline jungle of chemical plants that hug the coastline. Before long James C. had a slot at Texas Instruments in the burgeoning computer industry as a fabrication equipment engineer. Irene Bergstrom found a position as a seamstress with a chain of bridal-wear shops.


The one-story home the Bergstroms bought in August of that year was in a blue-collar yet prosperous subdivision called Corrigan. To their neighbors, the family was a quiet yet friendly addition. James’s father, who loved to work with his hands, often puttered with old televisions, phones, or small electrical appliances in the garage. More sociable than her reclusive husband, Irene Bergstrom always seemed happy to chat with neighbors. The four Bergstrom children were, from all appearances, not unlike the gang of others that lived up and down the surrounding blocks. James and his younger brother, Chris, loved sports and played often. James C. even raised a basketball backboard and hoop on the driveway for his sons. The two daughters, Maria and Adelaide, were attractive children, still in elementary school.



Few would have guessed the secrets the family hid inside their modest ranch house of off-white brick and chocolate brown trim.


 


One big secret, of course, was James C.’s drinking and the ways it affected all their lives. James, who was already troubled and confused, felt it continued to make a muddle of everything. As he would later describe it, the house was in continual chaos, never knowing when his father’s temper would throw everything into an uproar. Always, before bringing anyone home, he would ask his friends to wait outside while he went in to check out the current situation and to ask his mother for permission.


In the neighborhood, James developed a small clique of friends. Most were a year or two younger than he, closer to his brother, Chris’s, age, and all loved sports. They shot baskets, played baseball, sometimes tennis. A friend who grew up across the street from the Bergstroms remembers James as quiet and shy but a good athlete. Usually he would go out of his way to avoid a confrontation and rarely talked about his family, school, or anything but sports. Still there were times when the rage James was already masking inside broke loose: “James would get all hyped up. If he had a bad shot or didn’t like a call, he’d holler and get angry,” his friend remembers. “Really angry. More than the other kids. The truth was, James was competitive. He liked to win.”


At Pearland Junior High School that fall, James was a good student, yet a reserved, “kind of nerdy” teenager. He hung with a group considered out of the mainstream, and because he was so noticeably shy, he was often the target of practical jokes. One day, for instance, a group of twelve- and thirteen-year-old girls surrounded him in the hallway, offering candies. James took one, amazed that they had sought him out. After he had eaten a few of the chocolate squares, they all giggled wildly. One girl, giddy as the rest, choked out the reason. The “candies” were actually chocolate-flavored laxatives.



James blushed, conscious of everyone in the hallway watching. Years later, his voice would take on a hard edge whenever he recounted the incident.


The following year, James entered Pearland High School, but little else changed. He was still treated as an outsider and easy prey. Later he would maintain just ambling through the hall could elicit taunts from the other students, who nicknamed him “Turtle” because a classmate announced he resembled one. Others dubbed him “Ichabod Crane” after the lanky and awkward character in “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow,” because James was angular and thin, his acne-plagued face and neck so lean, his Adam’s apple protruded as round as a golf ball.


Though years later his fellow students would remember little of the taunts and in fact not even be able to place Bergstrom’s name, in his own mind James was notorious on the high school campus, the unpopular kid everyone made fun of. “When my name was mentioned at pep rallies, people laughed,” James said years later, his anger very near the surface. “When I walked between the buildings on campus, I’d get hit with water balloons.” There were times when he returned to his locker between classes and found his lock smeared with gum and ink.


Through all the real or imagined injustices, James Bergstrom maintained a surface of calm joviality. “He always acted real goofy and happy,” remembered one schoolmate. “James was timid. He never wanted to make anybody mad,” recalled another. Yet inside, James viewed the childish pranks as condemnation. It was as if the other students knew his secret, his belief there was something wrong with him. “They could sense I was different,” he said.


James Bergstrom’s saving grace was sports. In his sophomore year he joined the basketball team. Though only five feet ten inches and 140 pounds, James was fast and agile on the court. His teammates called him “Magic,” after Magic Johnson, because he made such improbable shots during practices. Yet Bergstrom rarely played when it counted, in the games. Though he excelled in the seclusion of workouts, on center court with the bleachers packed, James Bergstrom was self-conscious and inhibited to the point of becoming bumbling.


“I was afraid people were watching me,” said James. “I was afraid about what they would say if I missed a shot.”


As in the past, in response to his self-doubts, James turned obsessively controlling. Everything he owned had to be precise and neat. If anything in his room or the blue 1974 Chevy Nova he bought by working part-time at Pizza Hut was out of place, he felt destined to a disappointing night on the court. “I got so superstitious that if anything wasn’t just right,” said James, “I’d just know that I wouldn’t play well in the game.”


Not unlike the other students in school, the members of the basketball team initially saw James as odd man out. With them, too, he was exceptionally quiet, never talking about anything remotely personal, like his family or what he hoped to someday do with his life. Instead, he spoke only of sports.


Still, James was eager to belong, and by his junior year, the others included him as a bona fide member of not only the team but the group of friends it encompassed. His best friends were two of the team’s outstanding players: Sam McDonald and Eddie Smith. Popular and with a bent toward girls and parties, Sam, six feet two inches and 180 pounds, came from a prominent Pearland family who ran a small grocery store not far from James’s house. Eddie, six feet five inches, had shaggy blond hair and friendly good looks. Both were sought after not only within the school but by the girls who flocked around the team. Although they were a year younger than James, they treated him like the little brother. In fact, years later Eddie would say that James was “more like the team’s mascot than one of the players.”


Despite his growing acceptance, the players, too, treated James as something of an amusement. Once Sam and a clique of others dangled him by a belt loop from a clothes hook in the locker room. It was common for other players to give James’s watch the “Timex Stress Test,” in which a team member did everything from dropping it in a toilet, to sitting on it, to pounding it with a tennis shoe. Sometimes James would return after a game to find his locker emptied, his street clothes hidden while he was out on the court.


When Sam or Eddie had no other plans for a night out, they would often invite James. It was always understood that James would drive and buy the biggest portion of the beer or pay for more than his share of whatever expenses they incurred. “It was like everybody had girlfriends,” said Eddie. “If we weren’t going out with our girlfriends, we’d call up James.”


On the surface, Bergstrom took it all in good spirits. He never objected, never acted hurt no matter now hateful the practical joke or how humiliating the slight. “If it bothered him, he never let on,” said Eddie. But it did bother James, eating away under his skin. Inside, he kept a tally of each incident, each betrayal, and saw himself increasingly in the role of the victim. “They were supposed to be my friends,” he said, “but they never gave me any respect.”


There were, of course, perks involved in being a member of the basketball team. Principally, the players had an edge with the girls in school. Most were considered big men on the small-town high school campus. Yet here, too, Bergstrom was an exception. He rarely dated, appearing awkward and fumbling whenever a girl was around. “I was attracted to girls,” said James, sullenly. “But I never did anything. I was just such an unpopular person.”


“I never even remember James talking to or even trying to come on to a girl,” another member of the team would remark. “The thing about James was that he was just so timid,” said Eddie. “It was like he was afraid of girls or wasn’t interested in them.”


The one relationship James did have in high school was a short-lived attraction to a ninth grader while he was in the eleventh grade. James fawned over her as he had Michelle in Indiana, buying her whatever she wanted and showering her with attention. When she dropped him, James was despondent. “She was just using me,” he said, bitterly. “Because I was on the team.” Later he would also blame his position in school as “the most unpopular guy in the class” for her defection. “She could see how everyone treated me.”


In retrospect, James would later contend that there were many in the school who undoubtedly assumed he was gay. In fact, in the ninth grade he was approached by several boys who invited him to one of their homes. Once there, one tried to corner him inside a closet and attempted to fondle him. “I ran as fast as I could and I never talked to them again,” Bergstrom would later maintain. For a fourteen-year-old boy, such an incident could provoke doubt about his masculinity. Though James maintained that didn’t happen—“I knew I was attracted to girls”—it did, however, make him envision himself as even more unappealing. “I figured there was no way I could be attractive to women if I was attractive to men.”


By the time James reached the end of his school years, he was a confused and angry teenager with many secrets: his father’s drinking; the imaginary voices that taunted him; the pain he harbored behind a smile as the school’s outcast; and the biggest secret of all—that he had already sexually molested his first victim.


 


The way Adelaide, his youngest sister, would recount events, it began when she was three and the youngster, a relation, was eight. It was then that James, who was thirteen, started frequent, sometimes nearly nightly, invasions of the bedroom the girls shared, right down the hall from the one in which James roomed with his brother, Chris.


“Nobody knows why we didn’t just go and tell, but we didn’t,” said Adelaide. “We just didn’t know how.”


At night, James would creep through the darkness, afraid his mother or father asleep down the hall would hear something and come to investigate. Once inside the bedroom, he inched his way toward the eight-year-old. “It went on all the time for five years,” said Adelaide, who describes James at home as so quiet and reclusive, he was nearly a ghostlike presence.



Adelaide would refuse to say just what she witnessed, but James would later tell a psychologist he had acted out his fantasies on the girl, tying her up, like the women he’d seen on television, and fondling her.


In the twisted dysfunction of her brother’s behavior, Adelaide became the girl’s guardian. It was her job to stay vigilant throughout the night, sleeping lightly and waking each time he came in. In the darkness, she moaned or rolled over, hoping James would skulk off to his own room.


“James would leave if I started to wake up,” she said. “I don’t think he wanted me to see that. I was the little sister, the one he played ball with. He was always fairly normal toward me. He never wanted me to see that side of him.”


The intrusions continued for many years. When the girl was a teenager, she and Adelaide went to the Bergstroms and asked them to install a lock on her door. Irene Bergstrom asked why, and accepted it when the girls mumbled a vague answer about wanting more privacy. “I guess we should have known something was wrong with James even then,” said Adelaide. “But you don’t want to think that your own brother is a pervert.”


 


In James’s estimation his senior year in high school was his best. He wore his school jacket with two big letters, one for basketball, another for the year he spent on the tennis team, and for the first time felt as if he was gaining some respect. “I turned a few people’s heads when they saw that,” he said, proudly. “They didn’t expect me to be so athletic.”


Still, in the 1981 Gusher, the Pearland High School yearbook, James Bergstrom is a gawky teenager with long, dark hair swept across his forehead, a wary smile, and a tightly manicured mustache. Nowhere is there a sign of the James Bergstrom of the future, not even in the eyes. Brows arched, he stares off the page to the left, without a hint of the anger and rage that would damage so many lives.












Chapter Four





Of course, no one in the Martinez family knew of James Bergstrom’s past when he rang their doorbell at seven on the Saturday evening following his phone call. Santos opened her front door and saw only a neatly dressed young man smiling at her. “I’m here to pick up Linda,” he said.


Santos called her middle daughter, and a few minutes later, dressed in jeans and a new shirt she bought for the occasion, Linda walked toward the door to meet her blind date. It was, in fact, her first blind date. She was nervous. “I remember having butterflies in my stomach,” she said. She’d actually had second thoughts about the arrangement just that afternoon, but decided she’d made a commitment.


In the doorway, James stood smiling at her. He, too, was dressed casually in a pair of jeans and a white shirt with one red stripe. Linda thought it would probably be all right when she realized he looked as nervous as she felt.


A few minutes later, they were driving toward the freeway in James’s new midnight blue 1983 Custom Deluxe pickup truck, trying to decide where to go. One of them mentioned Bennigan’s, the other agreed, and they were on their way.


In a booth at the restaurant, Linda had her first real look at James. At five ten, he was eight inches taller than she and gaunt, so much so that his clothes hung on him. But James was not unattractive. His dark hair was meticulously combed over his forehead, and his hazel eyes looked back at her warmly.



They were both too nervous to eat, so when the waitress arrived, they ordered only drinks: Linda a frosty frozen margarita, and James a Crown Royal. While they drank, James did most of the talking, much as he had on the telephone. This time the conversation centered around music, especially rock ’n’ roll concerts he had gone to with Eddie and Sam: the Police, Rush, and a dozen others, all the hottest groups. Linda had only been able to afford to attend one such event, a Van Halen concert the year before.


When they finished their drinks they got back in the truck. As he was throughout the night, James was gentlemanly, opening Linda’s door and waiting patiently until she climbed inside. They then drove to The Galleria, the pricey Houston shopping mall frequented by River Oaks socialites, upwardly mobile young professionals, and vacationing Mexican nationals. On one end it was anchored by Neiman Marcus, and on the other by Lord & Taylor and Marshall Field’s. The cavernous atrium in the center was an acre of ice on which skaters twirled, surrounded by multiple levels of onlookers. Linda and James—continuing their conversation from the restaurant—joined a cluster of sightseers on the second floor and talked while a panorama of the faltering and the fluid skated by.


To Linda’s surprise, James grew suddenly quiet, then asked, “Would it be all right if I held your hand?”


She looked over at him and realized he looked not unlike a small boy requesting an ice cream cone. “Sure,” she answered. “I guess so.”


Smiling, James linked his arm through hers and held her hand tightly.


After the skating rink, James suggested they drive around his hometown and stop at his parents’ house. Linda agreed.


It had been dark for hours and the streets of Pearland were nearly deserted when they arrived. James pointed out the high school, the park where he played basketball with his friends, and the store Sam’s family owned. “He acted as if he was showing me around San Francisco or New York,” Linda said later. “I couldn’t believe how hard he was working at trying to impress me.” Although the small city with its “Welcome from the Lion’s Club” sign didn’t sway her, James’s eagerness to please her did. He was ungainly and overly solicitous, yet she felt touched by him.


Before long, they were weaving through the streets of Corrigan, the Pearland subdivision where James and his family lived. As they neared the Bergstrom house, James pointed it out. “The front light is on. That means my mom is still up,” he said. “I’ll go inside and see if it’s okay if we come in.”


They pulled up in front of the modest ranch-style house and James hurriedly ran inside. A minute later he came for her and, holding her hand, walked her through the front door. Inside the darkened living room with its wood paneling, Irene Bergstrom sat on the couch watching an old black-and-white movie and smoking a cigarette. She looked up and said, “Hi,” but then stared immediately back at the television, barely shooting Linda a hazy gaze. James had already told her that his mother, just like her own, worked long hours as a seamstress. Linda couldn’t help noting that she appeared to have had a very hard day.


As if he sensed how uncomfortable Linda was in the living room, James suggested they turn on the television in his room. Moments later, James was seated on a chair and Linda on his bed while they watched a movie, Smoky and the Bandit, on a small color television. While James laughed at Burt Reynolds leading a convoy of eighteen-wheelers at breakneck speeds, Linda studied his room. It was immaculate, everything precisely arranged. A Rush poster decorated one wall and a crucifix hung on another. On the dresser there was a photograph of a young couple holding a baby.


“Who’s that?” Linda asked, pointing at it.


“My brother, Chris, and his family,” James said proudly. “He’s in the navy, stationed on a nuclear submarine in Washington State.”



Suddenly James jumped up as if he had forgotten something, and a few minutes later he returned with a glass of ice water.


“This is for you,” he said, handing it to Linda.


They sat quietly
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