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AUTHORS’ NOTE

Writing for the Chicago Tribune, we covered many aspects of the Hubbard Woods shooting in May of 1988 and the aftermath, including how police handled a variety of encounters with Laurie Dann and what we could piece together of her psychiatric history. This book, based on additional reporting in 1989, is a narrative nonfiction account of Laurie Dann’s life and her rampage that expands on those themes and attempts to show why she wasn’t stopped before she could cause serious harm. 

We relied on an extensive public record of police reports and other documents, numerous interviews, videotapes and news articles to produce this narrative and to help reconstruct scenes and dialogue. In many cases, people agreed to relive very painful and emotional episodes so that this account could be as complete as possible. We are grateful for that cooperation. 

We spent many hours with Russell Dann, his family and his friends for details on his marriage to Laurie, their divorce and her deterioration. A few people with important roles or insights declined to be interviewed, including Laurie’s parents and her brother. Retired Highland Park police officer John McCafferty told us he did not want to discuss any aspect of the case. His colleague, John Burns, said he would not make any comment beyond the public record of the police reports. 

Some minor individuals mentioned in the book agreed to speak with us only on the condition that we protect their privacy and not use their names; these people were given pseudonyms. Among individuals who are central to the narrative, only three were given pseudonyms: the Glenview boy who dated Laurie in high school; her friend from Northbrook who also attended the University of Arizona; and the Arizona student who dated Laurie and later became a doctor. 

In some instances, drawing on interviews, documents and other material, we write about Laurie Dann’s perceptions and memories of people and events. In evaluating such passages, the reader should be mindful that Laurie’s unstable mental condition raises questions about her reliability as a witness and that her observations may reveal more about her than about those she is discussing. Laurie Dann voiced serious accusations—publicly and privately—against the people in her life, particularly Russell Dann. In all instances involving allegations of criminal conduct, such accusations have proved unfounded. 

Too many times in the years since Hubbard Woods made international headlines, we all have been forced to revisit a similar scenario: children murdered in a classroom and a frustrating search for answers. Often what we learn reminds us of the Laurie Dann case. We find that guns are easy to acquire; help for the mentally ill is illusive. And the victims’ parents, once again, grieve at their unimaginable loss and wonder why it had to be this way.


Children live in a small world. Their homes and families, their schools, playgrounds and athletic fields; this is their world. And it was precisely that world that was invaded and ripped apart on May 20. And all that can be assumed, all that can be taken for granted, all that can be counted on, all that is the right of every child—life, peace, security, spontaneity, innocence—was taken away that day by firearms. And in the weeks after that event we could not be comforted, for our children were not.

—Rev. Andrew Dietsche, Christ Church of Winnetka
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A Beautiful Day for a Carnival

Laurie the babysitter had let herself go to hell.

Her body, which only five months earlier had been trim and shapely, was swollen with fat—her eyes looked tired and her hair was clumsily cut above the shoulder in a way that lent unflattering emphasis to her drooping jaw. Her admirers had once compared her to a Barbie doll and remarked on how young and fresh she always looked, but now every trouble in her life seemed to have caught up with her at once.

Yet Marian Rushe, one of Laurie’s best clients, was not inclined to judge her harshly. Marian was an accepting person, open to everyone, and she already had plenty to concern herself with that morning anyway. She’d just hustled her daughters, Mary Rose, nine, Jennifer, thirteen, and son, Robert, eleven, off to school, and at the moment Laurie showed up at the door she was simultaneously trying to clean up the breakfast mess and find windbreakers and shoes for her two youngest sons, Patrick, six, and Carl, four. The boys were giddy and chattering with excitement. Laurie, their favorite sitter, was taking them to a kiddie carnival.

It was a brilliant spring morning in Winnetka, Illinois, an older, exclusive suburb of thirteen thousand on the shores of Lake Michigan seventeen miles north of downtown Chicago. Skies were clear and the temperature was on its way up to the mid-seventies. Laurie was wearing white Bermuda shorts and a tan T-shirt from the University of Arizona College of Medicine with a skeleton in the logo. She was carrying a plastic Mickey Mouse mug—the kind with feet on the bottom and ears on the lid—and a paper plate filled with baked Rice Krispies treats.

She’d been a regular sitter for the Rushe’s for more than a year, then mysteriously vanished after the previous Christmas. Her disappearance more or less coincided with the arrival of Marian’s sister from Ireland, who came on an extended visit and took over most of the babysitting chores. The few times Marian had called Laurie to fill in, either no one answered the phone at her house or an older man picked up and said simply, “Laurie is out of town.”

It had been a surprise, then, two days before this bright morning, when Laurie showed up unannounced at the door. She’d looked haggard and at least forty pounds heavier than when Marian had last seen her. She’d dyed her brown hair auburn and thickened it with an unhandsome perm.

Marian had invited her in for a visit. “How have you been?” she asked in a voice still light with a brogue she hadn’t lost in the four years her family had lived in the Chicago suburbs.

“So-so,” Laurie said. There’d been a death in her family, she said, and her allergies were kicking up. But otherwise she was okay—working as a nurse at Evanston Hospital and living at home. “I missed you and the kids,” she said. “I thought I’d stop by and catch up.”

“Well, it’s great to see you,” Marian said enthusiastically. Next to Laurie she was a big woman, five feet eight inches tall and sturdy, with pale Irish skin and dark brown hair. “Are you still planning to get married in June?”

Laurie nodded. “I’m having my engagement ring reset again,” she said, apologetically fluttering her bare left hand. “The first time didn’t work out. It wasn’t right.”

“That was his mother’s ring,” Marian said, recalling their conversations from many months earlier.

“Yeah, it’s like an heirloom.”

“And he’s… in the restaurant business?”

“Right,” Laurie said. “A chef.”

The women sat and talked for about an hour. Laurie spoke happily about her upcoming honeymoon in the Virgin Islands and said work was going well. She reacted calmly when Marian told her the family was going to move soon to Long Island because the Bank of Ireland, where Marian’s husband worked, was closing its Chicago branch. “The house will be going on the market Friday,” she said.

“Are you already packing?” Laurie wanted to know. “Do you have a moving date? Are the kids upset? Have you found a new place in New York?”

Marian answered her questions and they moved naturally on to other topics. Toward the end of the desultory conversation Laurie said that the real reason she had come over was to ask if she could take Patrick and Carl to a carnival at her hospital Friday morning. “It’s especially for younger kids,” she said. “I’m sure they’d enjoy it.”

“I don’t know,” said Marian. “Patrick goes to kindergarten in the afternoon, and—”

“Oh, we’ll be back by eleven,” Laurie assured her. “We’ll leave around nine, and I’ll have them back in plenty of time for school. They’ll love it, I promise.”

Marian went along with the plan. Laurie had always been somewhat quiet and awkward, especially around adults, but the kids loved her. She could play as if she were one of them, transforming herself down on the floor from a thirty-year-old woman into a child again. She’d taken them to the park, out for ice cream and even on excursions to her parents’ house in the nearby suburb of Glencoe. Things had gone so well that Marian had enthusiastically recommended Laurie to several friends and neighbors who were engaged in the always difficult search for mature, reliable babysitters in the North Shore suburbs.

So on the morning of May 20, 1988, just before nine o’clock and a little ahead of schedule, Laurie rang the front doorbell. Marian let her in, watched her carry the Rice Krispies treats and the Mickey Mouse cup to the kitchen and set them down. When Marian left the room to continue helping Patrick and Carl get ready to leave, Laurie picked up a gallon jug of 2 percent milk on the counter and filled the Mickey Mouse cup, sealing it again with the no-spill lid.

“I’m taking along some milk, in case the boys get thirsty,” she called out.

Marian thought this was a peculiar choice of beverage— milk would spoil on a hot day and she had juice in the fridge that would be a better choice—but she said nothing. It was Laurie’s little outing, a reunion. Why make an issue of it?

Laurie waited a few minutes in the kitchen, consulted the clock and said, “Okay, I guess we can leave now.”

Marian shepherded the children out to Laurie’s car—not the old blue Honda Accord hatchback she usually drove, but a white, spanking new, clean 1986 Toyota Cressida. Four doors. Vanity license plates—her father’s initials followed by three zeros. The sunroof open to enjoy this beautiful day. Marian belted Patrick and Carl into the back seat, told them to behave themselves, and waved as Laurie pulled out of the driveway.

She walked back into the house and went to the kitchen to continue cleaning up. Dishes. Bowls. Silverware. And the milk was still out! It looked weird, a little orangy, as though one of the kids spilled his juice into it for a joke or just to be annoying.

She smelled the milk. Nothing. She took a small taste. Normal. Hmm. When you have a houseful of children, you can’t be fussy about every little thing. She put the milk away and went about the rest of her chores.

And Laurie, who was supposed to be heading south with the kids toward Evanston, was instead, at that moment, racing north.
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The Good Life

Norm Wasserman, a lean and meticulous young accountant who had lived in Chicago apartments all his life, took out a $14,000 mortgage in 1955 and built a house on a vacant plot of land given to him by his wife’s relatives. It was a long, sturdy bungalow with an uninterrupted expanse of windows across the front room opening on a street lined with drooping shade trees. The day that Norm, his wife and young son moved into their own home on their own land marked the realization of his parents’ immigrant dream.

His father, Morris, and mother, Betty, had come over by boat from Russia when they were young and childless. Morris found work as a truck driver, and the Wassermans ended up in North Lawndale, a middle-income West Side neighborhood where nearly half of Chicago’s Jewish population lived after World War I. It was a quiet, mostly residential area graced by elaborately landscaped parks and parkways and dotted with more than a dozen synagogues, most of them Orthodox. Idele Wasserman, the couple’s first child, was born in 1926, followed three years later by Norm.

In the 1940’s the neighborhood began to turn rapidly as the upwardly mobile Jews dispersed into the higher-status neighborhoods that had opened up to them. When Idele was starting her second year of high school, the Wassermans rode one of the migratory waves to the prestigious, white-collar South Shore neighborhood where they took the top floor of a three-story on South Phillips Avenue. The North Lawndale they left behind is now the city’s most blighted neighborhood, and the site of Norm’s boyhood home has become a vacant lot filled with abandoned cars.

The greater South Shore area in those days was close-knit—like a small town or suburb in many respects—and heavily populated by families that had fled Nazi Germany. When the Jewish population was at its peak, some two dozen synagogues dotted South Shore and the adjacent Hyde Park—Kenwood neighborhoods. So many of the residents were prosperous that the area became known informally as the Golden Ghetto.

Norm had just started attending South Shore High (“The School of Our Dreams,” the slogan went) when Morris Wasserman died of a heart attack. Suddenly Norm, a studious, soft-spoken kid who was overshadowed in many ways by his vivacious older sister, was the man of the house.

He won awards for scholastic achievement and a varsity letter for playing on the school tennis team. His yearbook photographs show him with his hair fashionably slicked back above dark, ruminative eyebrows.

He graduated from South Shore High and lived at home while going to the University of Illinois at Navy Pier in Chicago, which has since closed. The school offered only a two-year program of study, and Norm completed sixty-seven credit hours in a liberal arts curriculum between January of 1947 and December of 1948. He transferred to Roosevelt University in downtown Chicago where he studied business for a year before leaving school in 1950 without a degree.

That same year he left school he married Edith Joy Lewis, a quiet, curly-haired redhead who’d been a year behind him at South Shore High and grown up in an apartment building the next block over. They had both been in the Student Services League at school.

She was the third child of Mae Lewis and her husband, Dan, an attorney who’d started practice at the age of twenty after becoming the youngest person ever to have passed the Illinois bar exam. The newlyweds moved into an apartment over a row of stores on the busy South Shore intersection of Colfax Avenue and 79th Street just a few blocks from where they’d grown up, and Norm studied to take the certification exam to become a public accountant.

He passed the exam in July of 1952 when Edith was pregnant with their first child. Mark Ira Wasserman was born in October in Michael Reese Hospital, the same hospital where his father had been born twenty-three years earlier.

The Colfax Avenue apartment was neither big enough nor in a suitable location for a growing family, especially once Mark started walking. So Norm and Edith eagerly took the opportunity to put up a house on Lewis family land on the 8700 block of East End Avenue nearby in the Stony Island Heights neighborhood.

In the 1950’s, Stony Island Heights was an enclave of upper-middle-income Jewish professional families. Because so many doctors lived in the western third of the neighborhood the area was called Pill Hill, and to live there had a definite cachet.

Norm’s accountancy practice thrived, and he and Edith decided to have one more child. On October 18, 1957, Laurie Ann Wasserman was born.

The Wassermans became an archetypal 1950’s nuclear family—the hardworking dad, the stay-at-home mom and the pair of well-behaved children. Norm was the provider, the steadying force, the wearer of the pants. Edith was the caregiver, disciplinarian and professional’s wife. Slowly, however, the dream life in Chicago began to erode. Industrial growth and a comparatively favorable civil rights climate brought a large number of southern blacks to Chicago and greater South Shore in the postwar era, and by the late 1950’s many Jews were beginning to feel a pressure to relocate.

This time, the Jewish migration was almost exclusively northward along Lake Michigan—particularly to the Rogers Park neighborhood in the city and to the suburbs of Evanston, Lincolnwood, Niles, Wilmette and Skokie, where entire neighborhoods were being built for and marketed to Jewish families. The more successful families went still farther north to the old-money North Shore communities of Winnetka, Glencoe and Highland Park, where large mansions and homes of vintage elegance lined the distinctive ravines.

Chicago’s North Shore suburbs were settled in the early nineteenth century by pioneers who enjoyed the dense woods, the bluffs overlooking the lake and a hilly terrain unusual in northern Illinois. The villages and towns were organized and incorporated in the latter half of the century, some with an eye toward becoming utopian communities. It was a vision that few of the suburbs ever really relinquished.

Frank Lloyd Wright and his students built prairie-style homes in among the Queen Anne, the Colonial and the Victorian. The town centers retained an understated and intimate air while rapidly growing suburbs elsewhere—some equally wealthy—were overrun by the sordid combination of franchised businesses and tract subdivisions. The North Shore was more than a place and more than just an impressive array of per capita statistics and restrictive zoning laws. It was an attitude.

Norm and Edith Wasserman naturally looked to the best of these suburbs in 1963 when they decided it was time to leave South Shore. They were not yet able to afford one of the grand homes near the lake in Highland Park, so they settled for a brick tri-level on Sumac Lane on the less prestigious southwest side of the city.

They occupied the last house on the block, and other families noticed that they didn’t seem inclined to have much to do with them. They often drove out the long way—the way that would not put them in the position of having to pass or wave to any of their neighbors . When Edith did drive by, she usually stared straight up the road or turned her head away. The bitter rumor circulated that she believed Laurie and Mark were too good for the other kids on the block.

Mark, who was nearly a teenager and had his father’s compact, wiry build and his mother’s red hair, was older than most of the neighborhood children anyway and already involved with his classmates and other activities. He had friends over occasionally to play Monopoly or other board games, but was known on the block as that shy, quiet boy who was doing very well in junior high.

Laurie, on the other hand, was often outside with the kids. They were mostly boys and they played lineball, kickball, hopscotch, army, four-square and a game of hide-and-seek tag called Queen Bee in which one of the girls would sit at the top of a slide and her protector, a boy, would try to find the others before they got to the girl on the slide. They also gathered in an elaborate tree fort one block south where they made up games and formed clubs that disbanded and reorganized every couple of weeks under new names. As they got older they went pool-hopping, sneaking into backyards on warm summer nights and splashing around and laughing until homeowners shooed them away.

Laurie was a reticent, funny-looking little girl with an oversized nose and sailboat ears. She was always a follower in the group, never suggesting anything and never arguing. The kids accepted her, for the most part, but it sometimes bothered them that she almost never smiled and every so often would fix them with a blank stare that seemed to come from a million miles away.

“Laurie!” they would tease her. “Are you still there? Laurie!”

Once in a while her mother allowed her to invite a few of the younger girls into the pristine interior of the Wasserman home to play with Laurie’s huge collection of fashion dolls and plastic, long-haired trolls. Entering the house was always a little intimidating, though. Edith’s nickname among some of the kids on the street was “The Bitch” for the way she would peremptorily call Laurie inside. “You forgot to clean your room!” she’d say. “Come set the table!”

“Dinnertime!” Sometimes she’d whack her on the butt when she came through the door. Laurie then wouldn’t emerge for hours or even days except to get in the car to go out to eat. The Wassermans went out to dinner more than anybody. Edith hated to cook so much, and Laurie used to tell people that she didn’t even own a can opener. Her playmates watched as Laurie would sit in the car in the driveway looking morose while her brother, who always seemed to get most of his parents’ attention, bounced in his seat and laughed.

Norm’s favorite leisure activity was tennis, which he played on mornings and weekends at the Highland Park Racquet Club. Edith, much less athletic than her husband, was known to go bowling in the afternoons with the sisterhood of B’Nai Torah. The Wassermans weren’t particularly religious, but they did help raise money for the temple and showed up reliably for services on the High Holy Days every fall.

Laurie went to West Ridge Elementary School four blocks from home, and there, too, was known for being shy and basically serious, though not the exceptional student her brother was. In the fourth grade she showed up with surgical bandages on both sides of her head for several weeks. After they came off, her ears didn’t stick out anymore.

Her parents sent her to Chippewa Ranch Camp in Eagle River, Wisconsin, during summers when she was in elementary school. It was an all-purpose camp, offering eight weeks of lakes, trees, swimming, sailing, riding, crafts and games. When Laurie was nine, the whole family went to Disneyland.

For sixth through eighth grade she went to Red Oak Junior High, where she was too meek to say hello to those who greeted her or to attend the semi-scandalous boy-girl parties her peers were throwing. She was a reasonably good student, and most of her schoolmates had no idea that she also attended special classes for troubled and learning-disabled children held at Washburne Junior High in nearby Winnetka. The classes, which were more or less modified group counseling sessions, attracted a grab bag of kids from the North Shore who, for one reason or another, didn’t fit into the mainstream. They were the loners, the low achievers, the behavior problems, the oddballs. Laurie’s group had two girls who thought they were witches, a couple of students who were borderline mentally retarded, several with reading disabilities and a handful with drug and alcohol problems.

The North Shore has always been a pressure cooker for adolescents. The high schools there are among the best in the nation, public or private. Nearly all the students come from affluent families where the expectations for social, athletic and particularly academic success are extremely high, and an average kid can easily feel as though he’s a disappointment to everyone, including himself. Teens on the North Shore take their own lives at a rate three times higher than the national average, and local therapists call the area the Suicide Belt.

When Laurie got up the nerve to speak to the others in the special education class, she told them she didn’t feel she was good at anything, that she couldn’t communicate with her parents and that she felt like an outcast in her own family because she didn’t feel loved or needed. Whenever anyone suggested a solution to her or offered the least advice that involved changing her behavior, Laurie lashed out to defend herself, suddenly wild and unsprung.

She’d already shown several signs that there might be more to her introversion and sense of worthlessness than just a garden-variety dissatisfaction with family life. When she was five years old she’d adopted peculiar rituals that involved touching the same objects over and over and fixating on good numbers and bad numbers. These rituals disappeared as she got older, but her family history suggested the possibility of future mental problems as both Edith’s mother, who died in 1966, and Norm’s grandmother suffered from clinical depression, an ailment with a strong genetic component.

In the homeroom portrait taken for the 1969 Red Oak Leaves yearbook, Laurie Ann Wasserman knelt at the far right of the front row of her sixth-grade class, her head turned toward the boy next to her. She was the only child of twenty-three not facing the camera.
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Laurie Wasserman Grows

The 1971 Red Oak Leaves Junior High yearbook included a prophecy and last will and testament for each graduate. Laurie’s last will read: “Laurie Wasserman’s spelling quota to lucky Jeff Worth.” Her prophecy: ”Laurie Wasserman grows,” referred to how short and physically undeveloped she was. It was such a brief prophecy, her classmates later remembered, because Laurie was such an unremarkable girl.

Beginning in September of 1971, she attended Highland Park High School. She struggled, earning grades that were a terrible disappointment to her parents. Her brother, Mark, had also been a mild and unmemorable kid in high school, but he had made National Honor Society and earned a 4.5 grade point average out of a possible 5.0, creamed his SAT’s on the second try, and gone off to the University of Illinois at Champaign-Urbana, one of the top state schools in the country, where he was studying economics and headed for an honor’s degree.

Laurie, on the other hand, had achieved almost nothing except to live up to her junior high yearbook prophecy—she’d grown. In the summer before high school, her body, so recently childish, had developed pleasing amplitudes, and the boys were starting to pay attention. Chuck Brotman, a popular sophomore whose family lived in Deerfield, noticed Laurie right off and thought she might be worth making a play for even though she was on the funny-looking side. One day in the cafeteria, shortly after he’d broken up with his girlfriend, he turned to Laurie as he and a group of friends walked past her and said, “You. You’re going out with me.”

Laurie’s eyes widened. “Okay,” she said.

Chuck had sort of meant it as a joke, but they started going out anyway. He dated her for two months and introduced her to heavy petting. Still, the whole relationship started to embarrass him. He didn’t care much for how bland she was and seeing her did nothing to enhance his image, so he made it a point to keep his distance when they walked together in the hallways at school. He finally called off the romance, and she hated him for it. He was surprised that such a mousy girl was capable of showing such intense contempt with just her eyes.

At the start of Christmas vacation her sophomore year of high school, Laurie met Barry Gallup at a departure gate at O’Hare International Airport. Their families were both taking the same ten-day package tour to Hawaii, and Saul, Barry’s father, happened to recognize Norm from their high school days together on the South Shore. Such seeming coincidences happened so frequently among the transplanted Chicago-area Jewish population that they weren’t even surprising—everyone knew everyone or someone else who did. Sophie Gallup, as it happened, was acquainted with Idele Wasserman, Norm’s sister.

The Gallups were then living in Glenview, a middle-income suburb due west of the North Shore, and Barry was a senior at Maine North High School. Laurie was bashful around him at first, but the two had plenty of opportunity to ease into a friendship on the flight to Honolulu and, later, at the Holiday Inn on Waikiki Beach where they all were staying. While their parents went sightseeing and dining, Barry and Laurie walked together by the ocean and stole unsupervised moments alone in the hotel corridors and, when they could manage it, the bedrooms. It felt like love, and on the return trip their parents were amused and surprised to see Laurie sitting on Barry’s lap.

The relationship continued back home. They dated every weekend and went to movies, concerts and school dances. In the afternoons they liked to sit in her bedroom in Highland Park and listen to the 45 of “Brown-Eyed Girl,” by Van Morrison, brown-eyed Laurie’s favorite song:

Laughin’ and a runnin, hey hey,

Skippin’ and a jumpin’

In the misty morning fog

With our hearts a-thumpin

And you,

My brown-eyed girl.

Barry graduated in June and Laurie wrote in his yearbook: “… I know you’ll have a good time in college and I’ll come see you even if you don’t want me. I have to see how you do. I would never be able to forget you and I’ll always love you.

Love you, Laurie”

They never spoke directly of marriage, but Laurie talked abstractly about having children. She wanted to give them French names, like Armand or Danielle, not horrible names like her father’s. She hated that name. She made fun of it when he wasn’t around, referring to him disrespectfully as Norman.

Barry’s impression was that Norm and Edith were too busy with other things in their lives to pay much attention to their daughter. Norm appeared to be totally wrapped up in work and tennis. Edith seemed concerned only with appearances like if Laurie were dressed right, or if she would be able to get into a proper college. Laurie told him that Edith spoke disparagingly of “the shacks of Glenview” in his hometown.

He noticed that when Laurie approached her mother with a problem, no matter what it was, Edith seemed to trivialize it, as though she couldn’t be bothered. “Oh, Laurie,” she would say.

Edith was focused at the time on the family’s impending move one town south to Glencoe, the second wealthiest village on the North Shore behind only waspy Kenilworth, the richest suburb in the nation. She had located a $105,000 single-story house on the west side of Sheridan Road, the tony avenue that follows the contours of Lake Michigan from Chicago up into Wisconsin. The L-shaped 2,600 square foot limestone ranch was on a half-acre lot in the southeast corner of the suburb, just north of a wooded, tortuous stretch of Sheridan known as the Ravines. It had five bedrooms, three bathrooms, a finished basement and a semicircular driveway—a modest home by Glencoe standards and one of the smallest in the immediate area, but a big step up for the Wassermans.

While many teenagers would have found switching high schools midway through a hardship, the move offered new opportunities for Laurie. She’d get a chance to start over with a fresh group of kids and teachers at New Trier East High School in Winnetka and leave behind the unpleasant memories of Highland Park where she’d made few friends. Academically, her sophomore year had been as disastrous as freshman year. Maybe at New Trier she could turn things around.

As part of her new beginning, she had plastic surgery over the summer to reduce the size of her nose. She had been complaining about it for years, and the transformation once she had it sculpted down to size was nearly miraculous. She was suddenly a beautiful young woman. Her big smile became her most noticeable facial feature.

She gave away all her play dolls to a girl at the other end of Sumac Lane and she walked down the street one last time with her head high. The neighbors could hardly believe it was the same Laurie Wasserman.

Wade Keats, for his part, could hardly believe his good luck. He was attending a hockey camp in Aspen, Colorado, in August 1973, when, one day, lying out by the pool at the condominium complex, he saw a girl to die for. She was about his age, darkly tanned and eye-catching in a yellow bikini. He stared at her longingly, and she noticed him and returned the look. After a few back-and-forth glances he approached her. She was wearing a gold necklace with a charm that spelled out “Laurie,” so he said, “Hello, Laurie. How are ya?”

They began talking and discovered they were both from the North Shore and staying with their parents at the complex. Wade was from Winnetka, and was pleased to discover that this quiet but friendly girl was going to be a new student at New Trier, his high school, that fall. “Small world,” he said. “I’m going to be a senior there. Maybe I can show you around.”

Again a vacation romance blossomed for Laurie, and again it transferred back home where she and Wade went out often—to movies, to dinner, to the Par King miniature golf course and to the lakefront lot at Gillson Park in Wilmette where they made out in the car. Even though she was still technically seeing Barry Gallup, Laurie and Wade were virtually going steady by the time the school year began. Wade would pick her up at home every morning in his gold 1965 Ford Mustang with a black vinyl top, and she would run out to the car wearing his army jacket. She clung to him in the halls, where they kissed passionately at each parting.

She was nervous during her first weeks at New Trier, the most prestigious, academically distinguished and status conscious of the North Shore high schools, and happy to have Wade around to ease the transition for her. Perhaps her need for him was unhealthy, but Wade didn’t mind. Laurie had caused something of a stir at school when she showed up, the new girl with the long silky hair and the expensive, tight- fitting clothes. Wade was just as happy to keep her to himself.

The result, though, was that Laurie made a bad impression on the other girls at the school and was unable to ingratiate herself into any of the cliques. She tried out for such group activities as cheerleading and Girls Club—a social organization that sponsored pep rallies and athletic fund-raisers— but didn’t make the cut and walked away hurt and angry. She would complain later that the school was very anti-Semitic.

When she wasn’t with Wade she took to lurking on the periphery of groups of girls, and she even picked out one particularly pretty classmate and brought her gifts of candy and earrings so she would be allowed to stand nearby.

During classes she sat slumped indifferently in her chair, usually off to one side of the room. She remained an academic lightweight and her schoolmates noticed with disdain that she sometimes cheated on tests, once even walking up behind the teacher during the confusion at the end of an exam period and copying directly off the answer key.

Barry Gallup was also going through a rough period of adjustment as a freshman at the University of Illinois. He was not happy with the new friends he was making and he missed Laurie.

One weekend she came down to visit Barry and her brother, Mark, then a senior at the university, and Barry rented a room for the night at the student union so they could be alone. When he tried to explain his problems to her, she brushed him off in almost the same way he’d seen Edith brush her off so many times in the past.

“Don’t tell me,” she said impatiently. “I can’t help you with that.”

The mood later turned romantic, but just as it looked like they were going to get to spend their first whole night together, Laurie interrupted the intimacies and asked Barry to walk her back to her brother’s apartment where she was supposed to be staying. “What would Mark think?” she asked, gathering herself together. “God, what would he tell Norman?”

Laurie gave Wade Keats his army jacket back around homecoming in October and told him she wanted to break up and date other boys. But a month later she accepted his spontaneous offer of a ride home after school and they ended up making out in her driveway for old time’s sake. Her mother rushed out of the house to break up the action and order her daughter inside.

Laurie was interested in other boys, Barry was still in the picture and her other romances continued to overlap. Those who were drawn to Laurie were attracted in part by her fey helplessness—she was almost like a little bird that needed protection. If you gave her the benefit of the doubt, her frequent silences seemed mysterious and enchanting.

A boy named Scott who sat next to Laurie in U.S. History dieted off fifty pounds before he could work up the nerve to ask her out. She refused him four times, each time inventing a kind excuse. Finally he got the hint—she was too cool for him.

Rob Heidelberger, a strapping athlete who played football and basketball, ran track and drove a hot 1968 LeMans convertible, had better luck. In the spring of 1974 he saw her several times standing alone in the hallways looking heart-breakingly lost and friendless. He introduced himself to her one day when she was standing at her locker and asked what her name was, what grade she was in, where she lived and so on. She bubbled with silly laughter at his subsequent flirtatious wisecracks, and he asked her out.

They went to dinner a couple of times and cruised around after school in the LeMans listening to Beach Boys tapes. Laurie had a job at the Highland Park K Mart and didn’t hesitate one time to slide items through for free for her new boyfriend. Later, when she was assigned to restock shelves with refund items, she punched in on the dock and left the store. When she returned at quitting time to punch out, the manager caught her and fired her.

Rob asked her to the junior prom, which was held at the elegant Orrington Hotel in nearby Evanston. He borrowed his father’s car for the occasion, but on the way to pick her up he was distracted trying to tune the radio and hit the brakes too late to prevent a minor collision that knocked a small hole in the radiator.

He had to call his father, who came and got him and took him home so he could drive the LeMans instead, all of which made him well over a half hour late to the Wassermans’.

“God, you’re late,” Laurie seethed when he finally arrived.

“I was in an accident,” Rob said.

“Well, let’s hurry up,” she said. “I can’t believe you’re so late.”

She didn’t ask him how he was or if he had been hurt, and she held on to her anger most of the evening. Rob took her home before midnight and went off with friends to a sunrise party on the beach in Wilmette.

Back in school the next week Rob approached Laurie at her locker again. “We should break it off,” he said. “This really isn’t going anywhere.”

She didn’t argue.

Barry tried to talk up the University of Illinois, but Laurie deflected him by saying she wanted to go farther away for school, maybe to Arizona. The weather was better there. The parties were wilder. But in truth she didn’t have the grades for Illinois or Arizona, and she was coming to the end of the road with Barry anyway.

When Barry asked her if she would accompany him and his family to Canada on vacation, she said she would. Then, after thinking about what going on such a trip might mean, she backed out.

Her excuses were vague, but the night before Barry was to leave, he received a phone call that spelled out the real reason.

“You don’t know me from Adam,” said a boy who identified himself as a New Trier student, “but you should know that I’ve been going out with Laurie. We’ve been having a great time together, including sex. She really likes it from me. She thinks I’m great. And those times when you dropped her off for work at K Mart or the country club? Well, she called me up and I came to get her and we went out.”

Barry was stunned and hurt, but, in a way, he appreciated the intelligence. The end was merciless, quick, clean, and final.
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Playing House

Despite Laurie’s mediocre high school record she was able to get into Drake University, a small, private school in Des Moines known as one of the colleges of last resort for underachievers among the overachieving scions of the North Shore. Close to 95 percent of New Trier graduates go on to college, so not going or waiting a couple of years isn’t really much of an option. You find a school, you pack your trunk, you kiss Mom and Dad goodbye.

She enrolled in the fall of 1975 and took courses in education to prepare her for a career as an elementary school teacher. She carried a full, fifteen-hour load and earned A’s, B’s and C’s, working uncharacteristically hard in an effort to get her grades up so she might transfer to a school like the University of Arizona with a climate and social atmosphere more to her liking.

At Drake she ran across Chuck Brotman, the boy who’d used her and dumped her when she was a freshman at Highland Park High School. He was pleasantly surprised to see her and thought nothing of calling out a friendly greeting.

She said nothing, but fixed him instead with a hard, malevolent stare that recalled their bitter breakup four years earlier. He would feel that same stare nearly ten years later when he looked over and saw her at a nearby table at the wedding reception of a mutual friend.

“Don’t you look at me,” she snapped at him then. “Don’t you ever look at me.”

The social milieu at Drake was just as drab for Laurie as she had feared, so after freshman year she sent her improved transcript to Arizona.

Arizona accepted her into the college of liberal arts where she again signed up for courses in education. Later in her career at Arizona she switched to the home economics department in the college of agriculture to study the merchandising of clothing and textiles. With such a specialty, a student could expect to land a middle management job in retail clothing sales, a field Laurie already knew a great deal about from the consumer end.

Her father did accounting work for several women’s stores in the Chicago area and had long been able to get good deals on the latest fashions and hottest labels for both Laurie and Edith. Laurie had a particular passion in those days for the crisp, understated preppie styles that quietly revealed her family’s wealth.

Her wardrobe made a good impression when she went through sorority rush, but she was still an unexciting wallflower in many respects. The sisters at Delta Gamma found her too bland for their tastes and cut her early on. She was infuriated, not so much because she didn’t make it as a DO as because Jane Sterling, a gorgeous high school cheerleader who’d been a year behind her at New Trier and was also going through rush, totally snubbed her at the parties. Didn’t even say hello. Didn’t even appear to recognize her.

Laurie had better luck across the street at Alpha Delta Pi, where she was one of thirty women accepted into the pledge class that fall. Some of the sisters found her tolerably sweet but a little dull; others thought she was just a complainer who was only interested in the sorority because it offered yet another way to meet men, as if she needed it. She was five feet three inches tall by then, weighed a little under a hundred pounds and always had a deep, smooth tan. Her hair was straight and silky, parted down the middle in the style of the day and falling just over her shoulders in back. Her phone rang constantly. She became notorious, even admired in some circles, for making dates with five or six different guys for one evening, then canceling all but one at the last minute.

She didn’t earn a C average her first semester, so was on academic probation at the sorority during the second semester when the pledge class went on “Walkout,” a traditional wilderness retreat to build spirit and deepen friendships. When the time came to leave for the trip, Laurie didn’t show up and threw everyone into a big worry. It later turned out she was spending the weekend at the apartment of a boy she’d just met.

Her Pledge Mom, an upperclasswoman and the vice president of the sorority, finally confronted her, “You don’t seem interested in being part of the group,” she said. “Why don’t you resign now so we don’t have to kick you out?”

Laurie quit.

The summer after her first year in Tucson, she returned to the Midwest and took a two-credit home economics course at the University of Wisconsin in Madison. She leased a room in the Towers, a private luxury dorm. A twenty-seven-year-old man who dated her that summer found her downright extroverted, talking to strangers at bars when they were out together and flaunting the effects on others of her extraordinary appearance. But beyond that she was typical, he thought—shallow and spoiled—like a thousand other North Shore girls with more money than brains.

She went back to Arizona in the fall and took a room in a town house at Euclid Terrace—an eighty-eight-unit complex known variously as the Zoo or Animal House because it was occupied by some of the hardest partiers on campus. Three hundred and more people would pack into each of several keggers every weekend, and Monday morning it was not unheard of to find beer bottles, bicycles and even motorcycles at the bottom of the Euclid Terrace swimming pool.

Laurie didn’t really take to crazy partying. She drank, but only a glass or two at a time, and marijuana just never interested her that much. She was happy, then, to find a soulmate in Pearl Gelb, a quiet, plain but friendly fashion merchandising major from Northbrook, a suburb near the North Shore. Like Laurie, Pearl had attended Drake before transferring to Arizona.

Pearl and Laurie met while sunning themselves by the pool at Euclid Terrace, and they soon were playing tennis, going out to dinner, seeing movies and hitting the bars together. Laurie made it clear to Pearl that academics weren’t particularly important to her—she was looking for a husband. Her search took her through a variety of run-of-the-mill boyfriends, then one day she reported that she’d found a live one, Stephen Witt, a handsome, Jewish pre-med student with dark hair and an athletic build.

They’d been in the same Normal Personality Psychology class in the spring semester of 1978, but didn’t actually meet until they recognized each other at a party one Friday night the next fall. He asked her out to a football game the following afternoon. The more they got to know each other, the more they seemed like an ideal match—they were both attractive but somewhat insecure people who had gone from mate to mate with almost no interruption, and they shared a desire that bordered on need for frequent, overt displays of affection. Soon they were hanging on each other at parties like high school students in love, and Steve’s friends were a little nauseated.

The new couple took swing-dance lessons, tried all the new restaurants and went to loud clubs. He always paid even though she
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