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				Introduction

				In the middle of February 1990, I received a phone call from a lawyer in Raleigh, North Carolina, named Wade Smith. I’d met him in 1979, when he’d served as local counsel for Jeffrey MacDonald, a former Green Beret doctor convicted of murdering his wife and two children, about whom I had written in a book called Fatal Vision. MacDonald had not liked the book, but Wade and I had become friends in the years that followed.

				He was chairman of Tharrington, Smith and Hargrove, a thirty-lawyer firm, which, in the years since I’d first met him, had grown into one of the most respected and prosperous in the South. Wade himself, at fifty-two, had advanced from being one of the most prominent criminal lawyers in North Carolina to being one of the state’s most esteemed citizens. He’d served as chairman of the Democratic Party’s state committee, his name still surfaced occasionally when possible candidates for governor were discussed, and he was about to become national president of the University of North Carolina’s alumni association.

				He said he had a client who’d just been through some difficult experiences, in the midst of which he’d given her a copy of Fatal Vision. Having read it, she had learned that Wade knew me, and she had asked him to contact me.

				Although she’d shunned all publicity and valued her privacy highly, she remained so troubled by so much of what had happened to her that she wondered if I might want to write a book that could explore some of what she’d endured for eighteen months, and that might perhaps examine those aspects of her ordeal that, to her, still posed unanswered questions.

				Another murder was the last thing I wanted, but Wade Smith is a persuasive man. After half an hour on the phone with him, I agreed that I’d fly to Raleigh and at least talk to the woman, whose name was Bonnie Von Stein.

				I met her on Wednesday, February 21. She was forty-six years old, she wore a plain blue dress and thick glasses. Her brown hair, graying at the edges, was limp and straight. She looked frail and weary, and her face was devoid of expression. The very act of talking seemed painful for her. The air in the room where we spoke reeked of misery. She was everything I wanted no part of, yet I was there. And as she started to speak, I knew that one of two things would happen: either I’d start to care, which would be bad; or else I wouldn’t, which might be worse.

				It became clear quickly that she was not a person who simply craved the fifteen minutes of notoriety that attach themselves to anyone willing to titillate the public with his or her grief and complaints of injustice. To the contrary, she seemed almost disturbingly private.

				She wasn’t in it for the money, either. I told her I could not give her any money; that I wasn’t interested in acquiring her “rights.” Almost as if offended by the notion, she said she wouldn’t even consider taking money.

				I also explained that it was not my practice to write a person’s “authorized” version of events. That there had never been a circumstance under which I’d given a subject the right to approve, or even to see before publication, what I had written. That did not surprise her, either. She said she’d never thought a serious writer would work otherwise.

				If not for Wade, of course, I would not even have been in Raleigh. As it was, I could leave at any time. I could just stand up and tell her it had been nice to meet her and wish her well and walk out the door and spend an evening warmed by Wade’s joie de vivre and then, in the morning, fly home. I didn’t need Bonnie Von Stein or her pain.

				But what I began to sense that first day, and felt even more strongly the next, was that what she wanted from me was something both more complex and harder to provide than money or celebrity.

				I thought, and still think, that Bonnie was hoping that if she threw her whole life open to me, if she held back no secrets whatsoever—if she authorized and even urged lawyers and psychiatrists and children and other family members and anyone else she’d ever known to talk to me with absolute candor—I might somehow be able to illuminate for her the darkness that had come to fill her days.

				She believed—or wanted very much to believe—that I might find explanations for the inexplicable; answers to unanswerable questions; solutions to insoluble problems. She wanted me, I think, to make comprehensible to her all that she had endured and all she would forever have to abide.

				None of us, however, really wants to part with every secret. Perhaps certain darknesses are best left undisturbed. There is a danger, in sending forth someone to search for truth, that we might suddenly find ourselves confronted by aspects of it that we’ve had deep and compelling reason to deny.

				Early on, Wade told me this about Bonnie: “There’s no way you can hurt her. This is a woman with nothing left to lose.”

				It might have been one of the few times I’ve known him to be wrong.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				

				Part One

				A Death in the Family

				July 1988–January 1989

			

		

	
		
			
				

				

				1

				The fire was burning in a swamp just a few feet off the edge of the road. This was in Pitt County, North Carolina, one mile west of the Beaufort County line. It was four-thirty A.M., pitch-black, Monday, July 25, 1988.

				Noel Lee had been loading hogs. That is a task that in North Carolina, in summer, is best done after midnight and before dawn. Otherwise, the hogs are too hot by the time they reach the slaughterhouse. You don’t want them overheated when you kill them. It spoils the meat. The hogs had moved good, loaded out fast. The truck had come in about three-thirty, and in not much more than an hour it was on its way again.

				Lee was just starting home, the hog stink still heavy in the air, when he saw the flames burning in the darkness. It was odd, a fire in the swamp in the middle of the night. He was curious enough to take a closer look. But not so curious, when he got there, that he got out of his truck. He didn’t know, he said later, what might be waiting for him behind the flames.

				The fire was only a foot or two in diameter, the flames three or four feet high. What struck him most—other than the fact of the fire itself—was how strongly the flames burned in the damp, as if fueled by a flammable liquid.

				There was no traffic, no one in sight. State Road 1565, known locally as Grimesland Bridge Road, off state highway 264, about ninety-five miles east of Raleigh, thirty miles inland from the coast, was not a major thoroughfare at any hour. At four-thirty A.M. on July 25, 1988, it was just a black line through farmland and darkness. The only light anywhere was the light from the mysterious fire. Noel Lee sat for a few moments in his truck, staring at it, wondering where it had come from, and why. Then he went home to bed, having no idea how many lives would be forever altered by his having noticed the flames.

				***

				Seven miles away, in Washington, North Carolina, Bonnie Von Stein, forty-four years old, lying on the floor of her bedroom, had finally reached the police dispatcher.

				“This is an emergency,” she said very softly.

				“Can I help you?” asked the dispatcher, a young woman.

				“Yes, this is an emergency.”

				“Well, what do you need, ma’am?” The dispatcher thought it was the crazy lady who often called in the middle of the night.

				“I need the police and an ambulance.”

				“Well, where do you need ’em?”

				“One ten Lawson Road.”

				“One ten, what road?”

				“Lawson.”

				“One ten Lawson Road?”

				“L-A-W-S-O-N.” Very softly, Bonnie Von Stein spelled it out.

				“I can’t hear you, ma’am, could you speak up?”

				“I’m sorry. The intruder may still be in the house.”

				“Okay, why do you need an ambulance?”

				“My husband may be dying and I think I may be, too.”

				“Your husband did what?”

				“My husband may be dying and I may be dying also.” The dispatcher knew now. It wasn’t the crazy lady. It was somebody else.

				“Okay, what is your name, please?”

				“Bonnie Von Stein.” She was still speaking so softly she could barely be heard.

				“Bonnie what?”

				“Von Stein.”

				“Okay, Bonnie Von Stein. Bonnie, hold on just a minute and I’m getting an officer on the way. Okay? Don’t hang up on me, all right?”

				“Yes.”

				The dispatcher put out the call, then came back on the line. “Bonnie, are you still there?”

				“Yes, I’m here.”

				“Okay. Is someone in your house?”

				“I don’t know if they are still here or not.”

				“Okay, did someone—why—where are you bleeding?”

				“In the chest. I’ve been beaten and stabbed, I think.”

				“Okay. Is your husband—is he beaten and stabbed also?”

				“Yes.”

				“Okay, I have an officer on the way and I want you to stay right there with me, okay? Don’t hang up until the police get there.”

				“I don’t know where my daughter is.” She had a daughter, Angela, eighteen years old. She also had a son, Chris, who was nineteen and away at college.

				The dispatcher spoke to the officers who were on their way to the scene. “She advised she and her husband have been beaten and stabbed. She advised her daughter is also in the house and she doesn’t know where she’s at.”

				“What’s the address?” an officer asked.

				“One ten Lawson. One ten Lawson,” the dispatcher said.

				“Please hurry,” Bonnie Von Stein said.

				“Okay,” the dispatcher said. “They’re getting there just as fast as they can, and I am going to stay with you, okay? Okay, you hear—I hear the sirens going out right now. You just hold on.”

				“I’ll try.”

				“Can you stay on the phone while I call the rescue?”

				“Uh-huh.”

				“Okay, you stay on there and don’t hang up.” The dispatcher then spoke to the officers. “I’m not taking any chances, I’m calling rescue.”

				“We’re en route,” an officer said. “Be just a minute.”

				The dispatcher spoke to fire and rescue. “Captain Lewis, we have a possible stabbing and beating, one ten Lawson Road. Bonnie Von... Stal-dine is the complainant. We have three officers on the way at this time. I can’t give you any more than that right now because the lady can hardly talk.”

				“One ten Lawson Road?

				“One ten Lawson Road. There may be more than one person injured.”

				“Okay, we’re rolling.”

				“Okay, thank you Captain Lewis.” Then the dispatcher spoke to Bonnie Von Stein. “Okay, Bonnie, the rescue’s on the way, too, okay?”

				“Yes.” The voice was still very faint.

				“But I am not going to hang up until you hear ’em there with you.”

				“I don’t hear my husband breathing as fast.”

				“Where is your husband, Bonnie?”

				“In bed.”

				“Can you wake him?”

				“I can’t reach him. I’m on the floor.”

				“Okay, can you call him?”

				“No.”

				“Okay. And you don’t know about your daughter?”

				“No.”

				“Is there anybody else that lives there with you?”

				“They’re not at home.”

				There was a pause. “Okay, Bonnie?” the dispatcher said.

				“Huh?”

				“You still with me?”

				“Yes.”

				“Now, look, you hang in there. Don’t—don’t pass out on me, okay?”

				“I’ll try.”

				“Okay, ’cause you stay calm and cool like you’re doing, you’re going to help everybody. Where are you in the house?”

				“I’m in the bedroom on the right.”

				“You’re in the what? Bedroom on the right?”

				“The bedrooms are upstairs.” She was speaking even more softly now, as if the last of her breath were almost gone. “My daughter... is in bedroom on left.”

				“Your daughter is what, dear?”

				“In the bedroom on the left.”

				The dispatcher spoke to the officers. “She advises she is in the bedroom on the right, her daughter’s on the left.”

				“God, I hope this is a bad dream,” Bonnie Von Stein said.

				Two police cars reached the house. “Okay, do you hear them?” the dispatcher said.

				“Think so.”

				“Okay, how can they get in?”

				“I don’t know.”

				“You don’t know how they can get in?”

				“No.”

				“Can you give—will you—”

				“I don’t know how they got in.”

				An officer spoke. “You advise which door was unlocked?”

				“She says she doesn’t know how they got in,” the dispatcher said. “Stand by. I’m trying to get you more.”

				“That’s the policemen,” Bonnie Von Stein said. “I hear them.”

				“Yes,” the dispatcher said. “There are four policemen there.”

				“Okay,” an officer said. “I got the back door open. The back door’s been forced open, I believe.”

				“The back door is open,” the dispatcher said to Bonnie Von Stein. “The back door has been forced open and they are coming in.”

				“Oh, my God,” Bonnie Von Stein said. Then she began to cry.

				“You just—you just lay right there—look, don’t get excited. Okay, Bonnie? You calm down... calm down, okay?”

				“I have cats. Please, I don’t want my cats hurt.”

				“Okay, Bonnie, you just calm down and think good thoughts... and I’m not going to hang up with you until Officer Sparrow comes in and talks with me. Okay?”

				“Okay.”

				“When Officer—when officer comes in—Officer Sparrow is my husband, okay? So you ask for him...”

				“Okay.”

				“... and tell him I’m on the phone and let me talk to him.”

				“Okay.”

				“Okay, can you call him?”

				“The light’s turned off.”

				“Okay, his name is David.”

				Bonnie Von Stein heard policemen in the hallway outside her room. “Uh, please come in,” she said. “Please come in.” They didn’t seem to hear her. There was a pause. “Please come in!” she called, raising her voice for the first time. The door opened. “Yes... please,” she said. “Turn the light on.”

				An officer named Tetterton did. And when he did, he cried out, “Oh, my God in this world!”

				“Officer... Officer... Officer Sparrow,” Bonnie Von Stein said.

				Sparrow was there. “Yes, ma’am.”

				“Oh, it’s not a dream.”

				Tetterton was on the radio to the dispatcher. “Dispatch rescue!” he was saying. “Call the rescue!”

				“I hear,” the dispatcher said. “I got ’em on the way.”

				“Is my—my daughter in the other bedroom?” Bonnie Von Stein said. She was sounding increasingly distraught. “I think I heard my daughter talk.”

				“Okay,” the dispatcher said to the officers. “Please advise me if that subject’s daughter is all right so I can calm her down.”

				A moment later, an officer named Edwards called out, “She’s okay.”

				“Okay,” the dispatcher said. “Bonnie, your daughter is fine.”

				“My husband must be bad... oh, God!... I see him!”

				“Okay, don’t look at him, Bonnie. Bonnie, don’t look at him.”

				“He was trying to help me.”

				“Okay, do you remember seeing anybody?”

				“Oh, it was dark, I don’t know.”

				“Okay.”

				“I know he had a big club or a baseball bat... and a knife. I didn’t hear anything. I’m sorry.”

				“We’re gonna need an investigator,” Edwards said.

				“Bonnie?” the dispatcher said.

				“Yes.”

				“Okay, now you hang in there with me.”

				“Don’t let my daughter come in here.”

				“Okay,” Tetterton said. He called to another officer, “Tell her not to come in here.”

				“Bonnie?” the dispatcher said.

				“Yes.”

				“The rescue’s coming, okay?”

				“Yes.”

				“Okay, don’t look at your husband.”

				Tetterton then took the phone from Bonnie Von Stein. “Hey,” he said.

				“Tetterton?”

				“Yo.”

				“God,” the dispatcher said.

				“In bad shape, gal,” Tetterton said. “We got to have a uh... uh... a rescue right quick.”

				“They’re on the way,” the dispatcher said.

				Tetterton hung up the phone.

				***

				Hearing Bonnie call out repeatedly, “How is my daughter?... How is my daughter?” Patrolman Edwards had taken two or three steps down the hall and opened the first door he came to. He shined his high-powered police flashlight on the bed. He could see a figure lying there. Using a wall switch, he turned on the room light. He saw Angela, unharmed. Next to the bed, an electric fan was running.

				Angela rolled over and asked calmly, “What is it?”

				She recognized Edwards. She and her friends called him Danny the Dickhead because he used to chase them from the mall parking lot whenever they gathered there on weekend nights.

				“Are you okay?” he asked.

				“I’m fine. What’s going on?” She seemed neither alarmed nor even surprised to see a police officer in her bedroom at four-thirty A.M.

				“You need to get up and put your clothes on,” he told her.

				Angela had been sleeping in a T-shirt and underpants. She got out of bed and pulled on a pair of jeans. She was about five two and maybe weighed a few pounds more than she would have liked, but was not an unattractive girl. She had reddish brown hair, a snub nose, and freckles.

				Edwards noticed a dark brown stain on the jeans she’d put on.

				“Is that blood?”

				She looked at the stain. “No, that’s just oil and saddle soap,” she said. “I spent most of yesterday at the stables.” Then she asked again, “What’s going on?”

				He did not answer immediately. Edwards didn’t know whether any intruders were still in the house. He thought someone might have tried to flee through the attic upon hearing the arrival of the police.

				“How do you get to the attic?” he asked.

				Angela told him the only access was through a crawl space inside her closet. He opened the closet and immediately saw that it was packed full of clothes, leaving the crawl space inaccessible.

				As he was checking the closet, Angela stepped out of her room, into the hallway, and seeing activity and hearing noise, walked to the doorway of the master bedroom.

				The blood-drenched body of her stepfather lay sprawled across the double bed. He was wearing only a pair of briefs. It was quite obvious to Angela that he was dead. Her mother was lying on the floor, emergency medical technicians gathered around her.

				She heard her mother ask, “Where’s Angela?”

				“I’m here, Mom,” she said. “I’m fine.”

				Then someone shouted, “Get her out of here!”

				Angela stood at the bedroom doorway, still staring inside.

				Officer Sparrow told her to go downstairs and to wait in the living room and to be sure she did not touch anything.

				She made no reply, but as instructed, walked downstairs.

				“She didn’t seem curious,” Sparrow would later say. “She didn’t appear to have any emotion.”

				Within minutes, Tetterton came down and spoke to her. “Your mother’s been hurt,” he said. “I don’t know how bad.” Then he said he thought that Lieth was dead.

				Later, he would recall her reaction: “To her mother’s situation, she was real calm. To her stepfather, it was slight tears in her eyes, but she was real calm.”

				He asked if she had heard or seen any of what had happened upstairs. She said no, she’d been sound asleep until Edwards had come into her room and turned on the light.

				Tetterton then asked if, under the circumstances, there was someone—a family member or friend—whom she might want to call and ask to come over.

				“Can I call my boyfriend?” she asked.

				“Sure,” Tetterton said, “go ahead.”

				As she walked toward the kitchen, Tetterton noticed the cats. There seemed to be cats everywhere, running all over the downstairs. Later, when they were all rounded up, there were thirteen. Thirteen cats and a rooster.

				When police and rescue personnel had first arrived at the house, they found the cord that connected the kitchen telephone to its receiver disconnected. An emergency medical technician had plugged it back in, so he could call the hospital.

				From that phone, Angela called a friend of hers named Andrew Arnold, who lived only about two miles away.

				Awakened from a sound sleep himself, and surprised to be hearing from Angela at that hour, Arnold recalled her saying, “Mom and Lieth have just been stabbed and beaten. Can you come over?” He said he would come right away.

				She also called her brother, Chris, who was attending summer session at North Carolina State University in Raleigh, about a hundred miles away. She told him essentially what she’d told Andrew Arnold. Then she went back and sat in the living room, amid the cats.

				The stretcher bearing her mother was rushed down the stairs and out to the ambulance that waited in the driveway.

				Angela watched in silence. Her detachment struck Officer Sparrow as so unusual that he referred to it in the report he wrote later that day: “The young lady seemed to be unemotional concerning the entire traumatic incident. She was never emotional or curious as to what had taken place.”

				When Andrew Arnold arrived, he went right to her, put his arm around her, and hugged her. He was her friend, but they did not have a romantic involvement.

				Later, he would recall, “There might have been a few tears or a snuffly nose, but she did not cry.”

				A policeman said they wanted her to go to the station and make a statement. She walked out of the house without even putting on her shoes. She rode to the station in a patrol car, with Andrew following.

				All she could tell them was that she didn’t know anything because she’d been asleep the whole time. She wasn’t sure how long the detective talked to her. Maybe half an hour. When he was done, Andrew gave her a ride to the hospital. Still barefoot, she walked into the emergency room, looking for her mother.

				Bonnie was conscious, with doctors working over her. She told Angela to go back to the house and make sure she gathered up the cats.

				***

				When the phone rang, just before five A.M., in room 611B of Lee Dorm on the campus of North Carolina State University in Raleigh, nobody answered immediately.

				Chris Pritchard had been up until three-thirty, drinking beer and playing cards. He’d drunk too much beer. The phone rang and rang, until his roommate, who’d drunk less and who’d gone to bed earlier, finally answered it. He fell back to sleep as soon as he handed Chris the phone.

				Angela was calling. Chris listened in silence to what she said. As soon as he hung up, he began thrashing around the room, throwing clothes and chair cushions into the air, and shouting that he couldn’t find his car keys.

				He dashed out the door and ran down six flights of stairs to the street. Fifty yards from the dorm entrance stood a campus police telephone booth, illuminated by a blue light. Chris sprinted to the phone, picked it up, and started to babble.

				He was shouting so hysterically that the dispatcher couldn’t even make out his name. But there was something about a stabbing or killing in some place that sounded like Washington. And car keys: over and over, he kept yelling that he couldn’t find his car keys.

				The dispatcher put out a call at 5:17 A.M., asking a car to go to the blue-light phone on Dan Allen Drive, near Sullivan. She said a person on the line was talking loudly. To campus police at NC State, this was no big deal. More than ten thousand students were on campus for summer session, and the campus itself—as it was all year—was saturated with alcohol and illegal drugs. A middle-of-the-night call on an emergency phone from someone screaming hysterically was not an unprecedented occurrence.

				Two officers reached the phone at 5:19. Chris Pritchard, who’d been slumped against a lamppost on the sidewalk, jumped up and ran toward them, waving his hands frantically in the air.

				“I lost my keys! I can’t find my fucking car keys! My mother and father have been beaten and stabbed. In Washington. In Beaufort County. I’ve got to get down there! But I can’t find my keys!”

				Chris was five nine and weighed only 150 pounds. He was wearing a baseball cap, sweatshirt, and shorts and looked too young to be in college. To the officers, who had some experience in such matters, he seemed either drunk or high on drugs. He wouldn’t shut up. He just kept babbling the same thing. They couldn’t tell if it was a hoax or not, so they took him to campus police headquarters and called the Washington, North Carolina, police from there.

				It was no hoax. And at a few minutes past six A.M., with Chris lying down on the backseat, a campus police car set off on the two-hour drive to Little Washington. He fell asleep almost immediately and slept almost all the way home, until they reached the outskirts of Washington and had to wake him to ask directions to his house.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				

				2

				John Taylor was twenty-six years old, a slender and dark-haired man with a neatly trimmed mustache who spent most of his waking hours with a toothpick in his mouth. His real name was Haskell Taylor, Jr., but he’d been called John almost all his life, nicknamed after the Jimmy Dean song “Big Bad John.”

				Born in California, he had moved to eastern North Carolina at the age of twelve. He’d worked as an electrician and then for Texas Gulf, before joining the Washington police department in 1984. For the past two years, he’d been a detective. He liked to think he knew the town, knew who was who among its residents. But as he stood in Lieth Von Stein’s bedroom, taking pictures of the bloody body on the bed, he had to admit that the name was not one with which he was familiar.

				Taylor had seen crime scenes more gross, but none that seemed such a personal intrusion. Whoever he had been, Von Stein had met a terrible end. Clubbed and stabbed to death in his own bed, after having apparently been awakened from sleep for just a startling, savage moment.

				Taylor moved to his right, stepped over a stack of Wall Street Journals that lay on the floor beneath a personal computer, and bent down to take another photograph. The poor bastard. Whoever had done it hadn’t taken any chances. Taylor leaned over the blood-soaked mattress and took a picture from directly above.

				Von Stein. Von Stein. John Taylor was certain: it was not a name he’d ever heard before. Guy didn’t look old. Maybe early forties, a little overweight. Kind of balding on top, there where he’d been smacked with the club. Had a little beard that might have looked reddish in color if it hadn’t been for all the blood.

				The wife had been taken out before Taylor arrived. Rushed to the hospital, still alive, but unconscious and bleeding heavily from the chest.

				Taylor backed up against a wall and tried a shot that would show the body’s position on the bed. Christ, there was a lot of blood. It was six A.M., just starting to get light. It would be another very hot and humid day: one of the sad facts of life in North Carolina in July.

				As he continued to photograph the body, John Taylor decided he might be more comfortable if the bedroom were just a little bit cooler, so he stepped to the thermostat and turned up the air-conditioning.

				He spent about another twenty minutes in the bedroom, then brought his camera downstairs, where one of the other officers told him they’d finally collected all the cats.

				Strangest thing he’d ever seen: thirteen cats at a murder scene. Thirteen cats and a rooster. When Taylor had first arrived, terrified cats were running all over the house. It had taken three officers, plus the daughter and a couple of her friends, to round them up and put them in carrying cases so they could be taken to a veterinarian’s office. The daughter said her mother was a member of the Beaufort County Humane Society. She also said the rooster was a pet.

				Taylor walked through the kitchen and into an enclosed porch area that led to the backyard. There, he photographed a green, canvas, Army-style knapsack that lay on the floor, near the door. The knapsack appeared empty.

				He also photographed the only signs of damage he could see. A hole had been smashed in a large, double-paned plate-glass window adjacent to the back door. Shards of glass lay on the floor, near the knapsack and door. Stepping through the open doorway, Taylor saw that a screen outside the plate-glass window had been slashed twice, each cut about twelve inches long.

				Inside the house, except for the contents of a purse scattered across a kitchen counter, nothing appeared to be disturbed.

				To John Taylor, it didn’t look like a burglary. It looked as if someone had come to the house to murder Lieth Von Stein.

				***

				At the hospital, Bonnie drifted in and out of consciousness. She was as pale as the sheets on which she lay. A tube was in her chest where a lung had collapsed, and through another, in her arm, she was receiving a blood transfusion, and through another, intravenous fluids. Her hair was matted with blood, her eyes were glazed from sedatives, and there were gashes in her forehead where she’d been struck by a club.

				By four-fifty A.M., when she’d arrived at the emergency room, her blood pressure had dropped to ninety over sixty. A pair of inflatable antishock trousers had been placed on her legs in an attempt to stabilize her blood pressure.

				The two-inch-long stab wound in her chest had punctured her right lung, causing such severe internal bleeding that she required an immediate two-pint blood transfusion. When a tube was first inserted into the collapsed lung, more than five hundred cubic centimeters of bloody fluid were sucked out.

				In addition to the stab wound, she had a large bruise on the right side of her chest. She’d also been hit three times on the forehead with a blunt object, each blow producing both a bruise and a cut severe enough to require suturing. She also had a fractured thumb.

				Had she not managed to call the police, she might easily have slipped into shock and died from blood loss, or other complications of her punctured lung. By seven A.M., however, the doctor who examined her was able to write that she was “alert and conscious and responding well to stimuli.” He termed her condition “stable,” which was not to say she had not been very badly hurt, or that she was yet out of danger.

				By shortly after noon, she had improved to the point where not only was her physical condition termed “stable,” but a doctor who examined her wrote that she was “emotionally controlled, pleasant, and cooperative.”

				Within hours, in various quarters of Little Washington, this demeanor would come to be described as being not at all what one would expect from a woman whose husband had been brutally murdered in the middle of the night, and who herself had been seriously injured—unless, of course, the event was just what she’d been hoping for, and what she might even have managed to arrange.

				***

				Chris reached the house shortly after eight A.M. He did not go in. His facial features, small and still not fully formed, gave him a childish appearance, which, combined with his slight build, always made him seem younger than he was, no matter how many days he went without shaving.

				On this morning, he looked like hell. He hadn’t shaved in three days, his spiky brown hair was greasy, his breath foul. He was wearing the same NC State “Wolfpack” sweatshirt he’d had on when he’d collapsed into bed hours earlier. His hands were shaking, his voice was high-pitched, and his eyes were so big and queer-looking that anyone familiar with the effects would have guessed that at some time in the not too distant past he’d consumed a drug stronger than beer.

				Angela was sitting on a lawn across the street from her house. A group of her friends, having heard the news, had already begun to gather. They were smoking and talking and looking across Lawson Road at all the policemen running in and out, and at the television trucks starting to arrive.

				Chris spoke briefly to his sister, who left her spot at the edge of the lawn long enough to tell him that Lieth was dead and that their mother was in intensive care.

				A Washington patrolman gave him a ride to the hospital. He went to his mother’s bedside. She looked as close to being dead as anyone he’d ever seen. Tubes seemed to be everywhere, pouring fluid in and sucking fluid out. Her whole head seemed caked with dried blood.

				But she opened her eyes as he stepped toward her and made a small sound that let him know that she knew who he was.

				As soon as she did, he squeezed her hand and started to cry. For minutes, he just stood there, bending over her, and crying as if he’d never stop.

				***

				Lewis Young, resident agent of the North Carolina State Bureau of Investigation based in the town of Washington, got to the house at nine A.M. A big man, about six two, he was good-looking in the understated way that capable plainclothes investigators often were. He’d been with the State Bureau of Investigation for fourteen years. The SBI was a North Carolina version of the FBI, called in to help local police with major crimes.

				Mitchell Norton, the Beaufort County district attorney, had called Young as soon as he’d heard about the murder. This one looked too big to be left solely in the hands of the Washington police.

				Of all the SBI’s resident agents, Young was one of the very few—in fact, he knew of no other—to have graduated from the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. From his superiors, he’d always received the highest possible ratings for thoroughness, intelligence, and ability to get along with both colleagues and the public.

				Such was his reputation that even if the murder had occurred hundreds of miles away, Young might have been called to assist with the investigation—he was much in demand for difficult cases—but by geographical fluke, the crime had occurred in his own territory, and thus he was at the scene within hours.

				Even before entering the house, Young could tell he’d have problems. In the backyard, blood-soaked sheets hung from a small outboard motorboat. Young winced. This was a crime scene. The scene of a murder. At a crime scene, you were supposed to preserve the evidence, not drape it all over a boat.

				As he approached the back entrance to the house, Young noticed the slashed screen and the shattered window, the edge of the window being about ten to twelve inches from the edge of the door. He noted also that what looked to be small panes of glass in the door itself, several of which would have given much easier access to the doorknob, had not been broken.

				The thought occurred to him that, if one were intending to break into a house, it would have been far easier to crack an eight-by-ten-inch piece of single-pane glass that gave easy access to the lock on the inner knob below than to smash a large Thermopane, double-thick window, in a place from which it would be difficult, if not impossible, to reach the inner knob in order to unlock the door.

				From his first look, in other words, Lewis Young, with all his experience and expertise, thought the evidence suggested not an actual forced entry, but rather that someone had tried to stage a scene that looked like a break-in.

				To Young, it seemed at least a strong possibility that someone had smashed the glass and slashed the screen as an afterthought—on the way out.

				As John Taylor had, Young noted that there was little, if any, evidence of theft. And like Taylor, Lewis Young quickly concluded that whoever had come through that door—and however he, or they, had gained entrance—had come with killing, not stealing, in mind.

				Young considered the possibility that the killer, or killers, had entered through the front door. But a quick check with the first officers and emergency medical personnel at the scene confirmed that the front door had been locked when they arrived. Thus, it seemed a near-certainty to Young that the back door had been the point of entrance and exit.

				***

				John Taylor, before leaving the scene for the day, conducted a small personal experiment to test Young’s hypothesis that the shattered window had not provided the killer or killers with access to the inside of the house.

				Even discounting the added concern that, in darkness, groping toward the doorknob from the small hole in the double-paned glass meant risking a cut from one of the shards protruding from the edges, Taylor later said that, in order to even reach the doorknob, “I had to hold the doorframe and stand on the edge of the steps and reach my hand all the way around and reach around the casing that covers the window, and the casing that covers the door, and it was difficult.”

				Thus, he, like Lewis Young, from the very first hours, thought that not only had theft not been the motive, but that the shattered glass and slashed screen were meant only to confuse and to distract those who would come to investigate.

				As Lewis Young climbed the stairs to the room in which the murder had been committed, he wondered, who were these people?

				Like John Taylor, Young had lived in Little Washington for years. As he drove home each day, his route took him through Smallwood, along Lawson Road, right past the Von Stein house. He must have driven past this house hundreds, if not thousands, of times, yet Von Stein was a name he’d never heard.

				But unless this murder was simply a random event—a possibility Young considered most unlikely—someone had known the name. Someone had known it well enough to want to kill the man whose name it was.

				He called for one of the state’s mobile crime labs, but none was available. That morning, all mobile-crime-lab personnel were at a statewide meeting in Raleigh. It would be hours before a van could return to Washington, and the local police didn’t feel like waiting. They proceeded to process the scene.

				Young did not have authority to make them stop. As an SBI agent, his role was only advisory. He could—and did—advise them to stop. But they could—and did—disregard his advice.

				He did, however, have the presence of mind to pay attention to what he saw before the crime scene was forever altered beyond usefulness or recognition.

				And one thing he saw was this: next to Bonnie Von Stein’s side of the double bed was a typewriter stand, on top of which sat a typewriter, its vinyl dustcover in place. And on top of the typewriter, stacked very neatly, were four pages from a paperback book.

				At that point, Lewis Young did not concern himself with the words on the pages, only with the fact that on the top page he saw spatters of blood. Blood-flecked paper next to a bed where a murder and a near-murder had occurred was evidence—and in this case, evidence not compromised by the bungling of the local police.

				He placed the pages in a plastic bag and took them with him when he left the house.

				***

				Autopsy showed that Lieth Von Stein, Caucasian male, forty-two years of age, five six, 185 pounds, had been hit on the head with a blunt object five times, hard enough to pop open the skin and to cause small, linear cracks in the skull. He had also been stabbed seven times in the back and once in the chest. The stab wound through the chest had penetrated his heart, killing him. A broken wrist, as well as bruise and scrape marks along his forearms, indicated that, for a time at least, he had attempted to ward off the blows.

				No alcohol was detected in his blood, though a fatty liver suggested to the pathologist “a rather stiff, consistent use of beverage alcohol.” In his stomach, the pathologist found “a rather large amount” of undigested chicken and rice.
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				It has been written of North Carolina that when the essential unpretentiousness of its citizenry is contrasted with the vanity displayed by Richmond aristocracy to the north and the haughtiness manifested by Charleston gentry to the south, the state can be viewed as “a vale of humility between two mountains of conceit.”

				That being the case, there are few places within it that have more to be humble about than Beaufort County, and that county’s seat, Little Washington.

				The county lies well to the east of the triangle formed by the relatively thriving and sophisticated cities of Raleigh, Durham, and Chapel Hill. In size, the eighth largest of North Carolina’s one hundred counties, it sprawls all over the state’s coastal plain, but fails to reach the sea. There are farms, more farms, then more farms—the biggest crops being soybeans and tobacco—as well as a few lumber mills and an occasional textile plant. And then there is Washington, the county seat.

				The town of Little Washington—a name much resented by local residents but widely used by people elsewhere in the state to avoid confusion with Washington, D.C.—sits at the point where the Tar River widens into the Pamlico, thirty miles inland from Pamlico Sound. It has a population of almost ten thousand, a high school, a hospital, a daily newspaper, and a lot of heavy lumber trucks rolling right up its middle, along Route 17. The best motel is the Holiday Inn, where a double room goes for $42 a night. For lunch, even the lawyers eat at Wendy’s.

				Twenty-six states have towns or cities named Washington. Of these, Washington, North Carolina, its name dating from 1776, is one of three that claim to be the original.

				During the Civil War, Little Washington briefly became the “capital” of North Carolina. This was the result of a misadventure that grew out of the erroneous perception, formed by one Edward Stanley, recently returned from California, that North Carolina’s allegiance could be transferred to the Union side. President Lincoln, seeing nothing to be lost, named Stanley provisional governor of the new “Union” state, and he set up his headquarters in Little Washington.

				The attempt did not prove successful, though Stanley, who survived, was rewarded for his boldness by being appointed, after the war, North Carolina’s attorney general. Later, he served five terms in the United States Congress where he earned the dubious distinction of participating in the last duel ever fought between members of Congress. Neither he nor his opponent was injured.

				There are some fine, old, well-maintained homes near the center of Little Washington, by the river. In one of these, built about 1830, the great-grandfather of Cecil B. deMille once resided.

				The Beaufort County Courthouse, at the corner of Second and Market streets, is a square, two-story brick structure built in about 1800. In the basement is the Beaufort County jail. There, in 1974, a twenty-one-year-old black woman named Joan Little killed a sixty-two-year-old white jailer by stabbing him eleven times with an ice pick. He was naked from the waist down when his body was found. She was charged with murder, accused of enticing him into her cell and then killing him. She claimed self-defense, saying he had tried to rape her. After a nationally publicized trial held in Raleigh, she was acquitted.

				Union soldiers burned the town to the ground in 1864, and another fire, in 1900, destroyed it again. In construction since then, grace and charm have not been among the higher priorities. If fresh paint has been applied anywhere in town at any time since the end of World War II, its presence is not readily apparent to the visitor.

				Of the residents of Little Washington, much the same can be said as has been written about the natives of Beaufort County as a whole: “The hankering for greener pastures does not infect Beaufort people. Most of them have been here a long time, and it might as well be admitted that they have learned to relax... the Beaufort native is not as rich as he’d like to be, but he doesn’t see any point in straining himself to earn money so he can buy some leisure for his old age. He already has it.”

				Neither the county nor the town are the kinds of places you’d be likely to stumble across, and, if you didn’t have business there, not places you’d be likely to seek out.

				In 1981, Lieth Von Stein was offered the job of director of internal audits for the town’s largest employer, a textile company called National Spinning.

				Lieth was a native of Winston-Salem, the big industrial city in the central part of the state. His wife, Bonnie, had been born and raised in the farming village of Welcome, a dot on the map about half an hour south of Winston-Salem. For the past two years, they’d been living just outside South Bend, Indiana, where Lieth had been employed in the field of finance. He had just been laid off, however, and he and Bonnie had decided it was time to go back home.

				Their first choice would have been something in or at least closer to Winston-Salem. If not there, maybe the Raleigh—Durham—Chapel Hill area, where there was culture and a progressive spirit and economic growth. Or even Charlotte, which, though not big on charm, was the closest thing to a metropolis in the state.

				But the first acceptable job offer Lieth received was from National Spinning, located in the backwater town of Little Washington, four hours of hard driving from family and friends.

				It was a good job, director of internal audits, paying more than $40,000 a year to start—quite a high salary in Little Washington in 1981—and offering prospects for advancement. Lieth, aware that he had not only Bonnie but her two children from a previous marriage to support, was not inclined to shop for better.

				And so they moved, the four of them—Bonnie’s two children were Chris, twelve, and Angela, eleven—into a small ranch house on Lawson Road in the new Smallwood subdivision, which, with new homes costing as much as $95,000, came as close to luxury housing as could be found in Little Washington.

				But Lieth never grew to like the town. He didn’t want to live there, he didn’t plan to stay a moment longer than he had to, and it certainly was not the place in which he would have chosen to die.

				He was a short, balding man with a trim red beard, a sharp sense of humor, and a quick temper.

				Bonnie was a pale, shy, frail-looking woman with thick eyeglasses, and a soft, almost inflectionless voice. She wore no makeup, and acquiring fashionable clothes was not a priority.

				They bought a small outboard motorboat and took it to the river on weekends, bringing a picnic lunch and spending whole days on the water. When the children got older, they took the boat over to the little town of Chocowinity, on the south side of the river, where there was a restaurant you could pull right up to in your boat. Bonnie and Lieth had always liked exploring for new restaurants. It was one of their major forms of recreation.

				But they were not social people, or even sociable. Outside of work, Lieth had very few acquaintances in town, and the closest that Bonnie came to civic activity was her
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