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Dedication

IN REMEMBRANCE OF

Rebecca Bergstrom

Marion Vera Hastings Bresette

Johnny Brookshire

Dante Evans Brown

Victoria Ann “Vicki” Durian

Theodore Tracy “Ted” Fields

Gerald Gordon

Darrell Lane

Alphonce Manning Jr.

David Lemar Martin III

Mercedes Lyn “Marcy” Masters

Harold McIver

Kathleen Mikula

Johnnie Noyes

Lawrence E. Reese

Nancy Santomero

Toni Lynn Schwenn

Arthur Smothers

William Bryant Tatum

Jesse E. Taylor

Raymond Taylor

Leo Thomas Watkins

May their memory be a blessing and a triumph of love over hate.





Epigraph

“Portrait of a bush-league führer named Peter Vollmer, a sparse little man who feeds off his self-delusions and finds himself perpetually hungry for want of greatness in his diet. And like some goose-stepping predecessors he searches for something to explain his hunger, and to rationalize why a world passes him by without saluting. That something he looks for and finds is in a sewer. In his own twisted and distorted lexicon, he calls it faith, strength, truth. But in just a moment Peter Vollmer will ply his trade on another kind of corner, a strange intersection in a shadowland called . . . the Twilight Zone.”

—Rod Serling, opening monologue from “He’s Alive,” The Twilight Zone, aired January 24, 1963
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Prologue

The sniper had been meticulous. He’d examined potential targets around the city and then surveilled the landscape around the one he’d finally selected for the optimal position the day before.

The Brith Sholom Kneseth Israel Congregation was located on Linden Avenue in the Richmond Heights suburb of St. Louis. It was close to Interstates 64 and 170, so the getaway would be quick and efficient. Across the street there was a knoll with bushes, high grass, and a telephone pole, which would provide good cover and a clean angle on the synagogue parking lot. It was about a hundred yards away—no problem for his bolt-action, center-fire Remington 700 .30-06 semiautomatic hunting rifle, fitted with a telescopic sight. He had brought it to his chosen position ahead of time, hidden in a black guitar case under the bushes. He’d already taken the precaution of filing down the weapon’s serial number so it couldn’t be traced—he tried to never use the same weapon twice, just part of his routine planning. He arrived by bicycle so no vehicle could be identified, no tire tracks traced to a particular type of car. He left his own vehicle at a shopping center parking lot, some distance away.

It was October 8, 1977, a mild, sunny Saturday, with autumn just starting to make its arrival felt.

He had hammered two ten-inch nails into the telephone pole when he visited the site on Friday and stretched a sock between them to serve as a gun rest.

Then he waited.

He had looked up the service time and knew that it let out around one o’clock, in time for people to have lunch.

It was just a few minutes after that when the doors opened and the congregants started pouring out. Two men stopped to talk to each other in the parking lot on the north side of the building. There was a young girl standing next to one of them, and a woman and two other girls nearby—wife and children, probably. The first man started getting into his car.

The sniper tensed his grip on the rifle, focused on his heart rate, and controlled his breathing into a conscious, consistent cadence. He peered into the sight and smoothly squeezed off two quick shots in the direction of the two men. There was a loud report that must have sounded like firecrackers exploding to everyone coming out of the synagogue, but he felt, more than heard, it as the concussive wave of the firing lifted the barrel and pushed his shoulder back. A split second later he saw one of the men—the one with the girl by his side—clutch his chest and go down. The other man seemed to flinch, but the sniper couldn’t tell whether he’d gotten him or not. People nearby instinctively crouched down or dove to the ground. The second guy quickly snatched up the other man’s little girl, who was yelling in terror, and dashed for cover between the parked cars. All hell broke loose as the woman with the two girls rushed to the fallen man and bent over him on the pavement. When she stood up, she was screaming and there was blood all over the front of her dress.

After the shooting started, according to multiple later reports, several children ran back into the synagogue building, where the majority of congregants remained, shouting, “They’re shooting people! They’re killing people!”

Taking advantage of the pandemonium, the sniper repositioned the rifle on his shoulder, refocused his aim, and fired off three more shots in the general direction of the synagogue building. The bang only increased the panic. He might have hit one more man; he wasn’t sure. But now it was time to get the hell out of there.

He quickly but carefully wiped down the rifle and guitar case of any possible fingerprints, placed the rifle inside the case, and threw it into the bushes. Then he climbed onto the bicycle and sped off to the nearby shopping center parking lot, unlocked and climbed into his car, turned the key in the ignition, gunned the accelerator, and took off.

THE MAN HIT WAS NAMED GERALD “GERRY” GORDON, FORTY-TWO YEARS OF age, who, with his wife, Sheila, and three daughters, was among the two hundred or so guests attending the bar mitzvah of Ricky Kalina, son of Maxine and Merwyn Kalina, two of Gerry’s closest friends. He had just been congratulating and saying goodbye to Ricky right outside the synagogue doors before heading to his car with Sheila and the girls. Gerry had a reputation as something of a jokester, so when he went down clutching his chest after the loud pops, people around him thought he was playacting. Even Steven Goldman, the friend he was talking to in the parking lot, thought Gerry was joking, until he glanced down and saw the blood spreading across Gerry’s chest. That was when he snatched up Gerry’s little girl to protect her from whatever was happening.

Ricky ran back into the building to find his parents and get to a phone to call for help. The ambulance arrived within minutes and took Gerry to St. Louis County Hospital, where he was rushed into surgery. The single bullet had pierced his left arm and lodged in his chest. He died on the operating table at around three from blood loss and damage to his lung, stomach, and other organs. He was a salesman for the Ropak Corporation, a paper-products distributing firm. His three daughters were named Hope, Michele, and Traci.

The police also arrived quickly to the scene and immediately cordoned off the area and began interviewing witnesses and looking for physical evidence.

Just as Gordon went down, Steve Goldman thought he felt something like a bug bite on his left shoulder but forgot all about it in the chaos after his friend had been shot. Minutes later, when he was giving his shattering account to a police officer, the officer spotted a bullet hole in Goldman’s suit jacket. That was how close, Steve suddenly realized, he had come to sharing Gerry Gordon’s fate.

Another man, thirty-year-old William Lee Ash, was struck by one of the final three shots, and he knew he had been hit. He was also treated at County. He lost the little finger on his left hand when the shot first hit the hand and then embedded in his hip. His wife, Susan, was Maxine Kalina’s cousin.

The police agreed that five shots were fired in total, in what investigators stated was “a highly premeditated attack.” They found the Remington rifle inside the black guitar case not far from the telephone pole into which the two nails had been hammered. The sock was still attached and damp from the previous evening’s rain, indicating the shooter had been there before. An empty five-round clip was found in the rifle, and five spent shells were recovered nearby. No fingerprints were detected.

A St. Louis County police helicopter pilot spotted a man running across a highway overpass near Brith Sholom and believed he might have been the sniper. Police recovered one bullet in the radiator of a car parked in the synagogue lot and another lodged in the wall of a home across Linden Avenue from the house of worship. Police speculated that a bicycle found about a block away could have been used by the assailant.

Witnesses noted that a man carrying a black guitar case had been in the vicinity about an hour before the shooting. They described him as about five feet, ten inches tall, of medium build, with long curly hair, a fair complexion, and acne scars. He was estimated to be between nineteen and twenty-five years of age. Other witnesses saw a man running through a shopping center parking lot near the synagogue after the shooting, looking over his shoulder as if afraid he was being pursued.

The attack was a huge story throughout the region. Though area Jewish leaders were quoted in Monday’s edition of the St. Louis Post-Dispatch as discounting anti-Semitism as a motive in the shooting, most synagogues added guards and security patrols. “The whole city seemed to go into a panic after the sniper incident,” a police dispatcher was quoted as saying in the same article.

St. Louis police lieutenant Thomas H. Boulch of the Major Case Squad was assigned to lead the investigation, heading up a team of more than twenty detectives, working with officers from the Richmond Heights PD. Boulch was quoted in the newspaper as saying they were keeping an open mind as to motive. “We don’t want to close any avenue. We’re following up on kooks, radical groups, anti-Semitic groups, anyone.” The squad looked into the possibility that the sniper was after a specific individual.

Brith Sholom rabbi Benson Skeff could think of no reason why his synagogue would be targeted. Norman A. Stack, executive director of the St. Louis Jewish Community Relations Council, agreed, telling the Post-Dispatch, “Nothing has really happened recently to indicate any problems within the Jewish community of St. Louis. It could have happened to anyone anywhere.”

That same week, the St. Louis County Police Department’s Identification Bureau successfully employed a chemical treatment to raise the murder weapon’s serial number. With assistance from the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms in Washington, D.C., the rifle was traced to a previous owner in Irving, Texas. He said he had sold it about four weeks previously for two hundred dollars and provided a description of the purchaser to a police sketch artist. Witnesses said that sketch looked like the man they had seen running through the nearby shopping center parking lot, though investigators were unwilling to dismiss the possibility that two individuals were involved in the sniper attack.

Whoever it was, though—one person or more—had managed to disappear.





Part 1

On the Hunt for a Killer





Chapter 1

October 10, 1980

I was in my office at Quantico when I got the call. Back then, the FBI’s Behavioral Science Unit (BSU) was located in a large and dingy basement space under the library, with our individual offices defined by six-foot-high partitions; whenever any of us was on the phone, everyone else in the office would hear the conversation, whether they wanted to or not. There were usually eight of us working down there together, instructors in criminal psychology, sociology, police stress, and other related subjects. At that point, I was the only full-time operational profiler, though I still put in some time on the Criminal Psych classes (officially known as “Criminal Psychology”), which we were trying to make more directly useful for law enforcement.

I’d come up with the idea of interviewing incarcerated repeat killers and violent predators when my instructor partner Special Agent Robert “Bob” Ressler and I had been out teaching “road schools” with local police departments and law enforcement agencies a few years earlier. These schools were kind of a highlights version of the curriculum we taught at Quantico to new agents and senior officers, and detectives chosen to be FBI Academy fellows.

The initial aim of these prison interviews had been to learn and understand what the offenders said was going on in their minds before, during, and after the crime—along with the behavior they displayed while they were committing the crime—so we could correlate it with the evidence they’d left at the crime scenes and body dump sites. And although the interviews of men like Santa Cruz, California, “Coed Killer” Edmund Kemper, New York City’s “Son of Sam” David Berkowitz, Oregon shoe fetish killer Jerome Brudos, and Los Angeles “Helter Skelter” murder master Charles Manson became the foundation for the FBI’s behavioral profiling program, the original motivation was just to be better instructors and not look foolish in front of those seasoned detectives and chiefs in the FBI’s National Academy program, who often had more experience and direct knowledge of the crimes than we did.

Applying the knowledge gained from our interviews, we were trying to transform Criminal Psych into an actual investigative tool. It was becoming a popular course, and police and sheriff’s officers began bringing cases from their hometowns for us to review. In 1979, we received just under sixty cases, and I started tapering off from full-time teaching. The following year, the caseload more than doubled, which is why, in January 1980, I gave up my full-time teaching assignment and became program manager of the criminal profiling program and a “guest lecturer” at the academy.

The call that morning was from someone I knew well: Dave Kohl, a unit chief working under Joseph P. Schulte Jr., chief of the Civil Rights Division up at FBI headquarters in Washington, D.C. I had known Dave since my days as a street agent in Milwaukee, when I had been on the field office SWAT team and he was the team leader and supervisor of the reactive squad—the squad that handled kidnapping, extortion, and related crimes. A former marine officer and a champion wrestler in college, Dave had been my “rabbi” in the Bureau, an expression we used to describe an older or more senior official who took you under his wing, became your mentor, and generally looked out for you. But it was quickly clear that this was not a personal call.

“John, have you heard of Joseph Paul Franklin?”

“Umm, yeah,” I said, quickly trying to associate the name with a case. “Isn’t he the guy they think shot those two Black joggers in Salt Lake City?”

“That’s the one. And he could also be good for murders of Blacks in Ohio, Indiana, Pennsylvania, maybe some other places.”

“Didn’t they arrest him and he escaped from a police station or something?”

“Right. In Florence, Kentucky; it’s not far from Cincinnati. He just climbed out the window during a break in the interrogation. That’s why I’m calling. You’ll probably be getting a formal request from headquarters, but I’m asking you now. Do you think you could do some kind of psychological assessment that could help us find him?”

“Well,” I said, “I think from research and experience I have a handle on how the criminal mind works, although this is pretty unusual. Normally, we deal with unknown subjects and try to describe the UNSUB’s characteristics from crime scene evidence, police reports, and victimology. Here, you know who the guy is, just not where you can find him or what he’ll do next. The elements of an assessment are still the same, though. No guarantees, but I’ll give it my best shot. Are you going to be sending materials down here?”

“There’s so much, you’d better come up here and pick and choose what you want. How long do you think this will take?”

“How about a couple of days?” I suggested.

“Can we have it in the next twenty-four hours?” Dave countered.

A beat of silence, then, “Okay,” I said. “I’ll be up this afternoon.”

“I’ll see you then. And John, there’s something else you need to know. This may have been the guy who shot Vernon Jordan, and we know he wrote a threatening letter to President Carter when he was a candidate because of Carter’s pro–civil-rights positions. With the president traveling around the country campaigning for reelection, Secret Service is taking him very seriously.”

Jordan, the civil rights leader, had been shot and nearly killed in Fort Wayne, Indiana, the previous May, and it had brought all the trauma of the 1950s and ’60s civil rights movement back to the national stage.

In the Bureau ethos, when you get a call from headquarters, you drop whatever you’re doing and get right on it. Technically, the academy is part of Headquarters Division, but in the BSU back then, a request from on high was itself an unusual situation. Normally, they pretty much ignored us, which was fine with me as we tried to develop our program. Until that point, our work typically came from local law enforcement agencies that would request our consultation and send us all relevant case materials: crime scene photos, detective and witness reports, autopsy protocols, lab analysis of physical evidence, that type of thing. From that we would come up with a profile of the type of offender they should be looking for to help focus their investigation. Depending on the circumstances and type of case, we might also come up with proactive strategies to help flush him (and it was almost always a him) out or get him to make a move.

This was different. Not only did we have a name at the outset, but the higher-ups at the FBI were the ones requesting our involvement. Unlike all of the requests that had come from local agencies, this was the first case to come from Bureau headquarters itself, important enough that they were willing to take a chance on our still-experimental approach. It was the kind of request that could put us on the map if we were successful. And it was a personal challenge to me to see if we could reverse engineer our analytical process to get our man; and then, if we did, whether we had the goods to properly charge him and bring him to justice.

I CALLED OVER TO THE ACADEMY MOTOR POOL AND ASKED IF THEY HAD A CAR I could have for the afternoon; otherwise I’d have to drive my own car and submit for mileage reimbursement. With all my traveling, I had to fill out enough expense reports as it was, so I’d just as soon not have to do another. The pool did have one available to me, so I hiked over to the garage and signed out one of the standard Bureau Ford sedans. I drove down the winding road that takes you through the marine base that was our landlord, and out onto 95 North. In those days, back in the eighties, it wasn’t yet the extended parking lot it’s since become at most times of the day, and you could get from Quantico to downtown Washington in less than an hour.

As I drove, I thought of the assignment ahead. This Franklin case, if he turned out to be good for all or most of the crimes he was suspected of, would be on a different order of magnitude than anything we’d worked on to date, both in terms of stakes and public danger. Franklin was operating from a distance against individuals with whom he had no relationship, whom he’d never even met. He was not emotionally involved or personally invested with his victims, factors that were usually important clues for us. And he was highly mobile—he could be anywhere.

Though Dave had given me only the bare outlines of the Franklin story, I knew what was on the line for our unit. Because the profiling program was young and still relatively unproven, this could go a few different ways—most of them bad. While I’d been full-time profiling since January, the BSU didn’t have much of a track record within the FBI yet. High-profile cases such as the Atlanta child murders, San Francisco’s Trailside Killer, and the brutal murder of Bronx special ed teacher Francine Elveson would come into our orbit within the next year, but in the fall of 1980, the profiling program was still very much an open-ended experiment in search of validation through a larger proof of concept within the Bureau.

We’d had positive results with the cases we got from local police departments or sheriff’s offices. In addition, there had been a couple of dramatic successes that had gotten the law enforcement community’s attention in the form of what we called 62-D classifications: Domestic Police Cooperation. It meant that even though the FBI didn’t have primary jurisdiction in the case, the Bureau might possess some investigative tool or test that could be helpful to a local police agency. Such requests would be handled through the closest field office and were supposed to be channeled through headquarters. More often, it seemed, the special agent in charge of the field office (we call them SACs, with each letter pronounced, “S.A.C.,” as opposed to assistant special agents in charge, whom we refer to as ASACs, pronounced “A-sack”) would say something like, “Screw headquarters. I want to talk to you.” SACs are pretty high up on the Bureau food chain, so they usually got their way. Eventually, each field office would assign a profile coordinator, but that hadn’t happened yet.

In December 1979, I got a call from Special Agent Robert Leary of the Rome, Georgia, resident agency. Resident agencies are smaller FBI installations in areas not large enough for a field office. They generally work in concert with the nearest field office. Several days before, a pretty and outgoing twelve-year-old girl named Mary Frances Stoner, a drum majorette in her school’s marching band, disappeared just after being let off the school bus at the end of her driveway, which led a hundred yards to her home in nearby Adairsville, in the northwest corner of the state. Her body had been found in the woods, about ten miles away and just over the county line, by a young couple who noticed a yellow coat lying on the ground and went over to investigate. When they saw what was underneath the coat, they contacted police, who came immediately and processed the scene. The medical examiner found evidence of sexual assault, manual strangulation from the rear, and blunt force trauma to the head. There was a bloodstained rock near the body that the police took as evidence.

After reviewing the case file, crime scene photographs, and autopsy protocols, and studying the victimology, I thought I had a pretty good idea of what had happened, and why this low-risk victim in a low-risk setting had been the subject of such a horrific offense.

I gave the police my profile of the UNSUB over the phone, which included an age range of mid- to late twenties; blue-collar occupation, perhaps an electrician or plumber; a military record with a dishonorable or medical discharge; average to above average intelligence but high school education at most; previous sexual assaults, though probably not any murders; probably married because he fancied himself to be a stud, but the marriage would be either dysfunctional or have ended in separation or divorce; drove a black or dark blue vehicle (I had observed that orderly, compulsive people tended to drive darker cars); and a cocky, confident attitude. Since he had to have been around the abduction scene long enough to have noticed Mary Frances, I thought the police had probably questioned him as a potential witness.

When I finished my profile, they told me I had described a guy they had questioned and just released, named Darrell Gene Devier, a twenty-four-year-old white male who had also been a strong suspect in the rape of a thirteen-year-old girl, but had never been charged. He’d dropped out of school after eighth grade despite an IQ listed at 100–110. He already was twice married and divorced, and currently living with his first ex-wife. He’d joined the army after the first divorce but went AWOL and was dishonorably discharged after seven months. He drove a three-year-old, well-maintained, black Ford Pinto. He was a tree trimmer and had been interviewed as a potential witness because he’d been working on trees for the local power company in the vicinity of the crime scene for about two weeks before Mary Frances was abducted. The police had enough suspicion that they’d scheduled him for a polygraph exam that day.

I told them I didn’t think that was a good idea. From my experience with the prison interviews, I’d come to the realization that people without a conscience, who can rationalize what they’ve done through depersonalizing their victims, don’t have the same emotional and physical reactions to lie detector tests as ordinary men and women. They called the next day to say that Devier’s polygraph was inconclusive, which I thought would only reinforce his own perceived ability to cope with the stress of interrogation.

Now that he knew he could beat the box, there would be only one way to get to him. I told them how to stage the interrogation scene, with the bloodstained rock just in his line of sight but positioned so he’d have to turn his head to look at it. If he is the killer, I told them, he will not be able to ignore the rock. And since Mary Frances had been struck several times in the head, I knew there was a good chance he got blood on him, which we could use to make him unsure of himself. Together with implying that the girl actually seduced him with her attitude, the combined police-FBI team got him to confess, even though Georgia was a death penalty state. This scene was portrayed in the first season of Mindhunter on Netflix, and the lesson is: Everybody has a “rock.” You just have to figure out what it is.

Several months later, in the spring of 1980, I got a call from Police Chief John Reeder of Logan Township, Pennsylvania, who was an FBI National Academy graduate. He and Blair County district attorney Oliver E. Mattas Jr. had been referred through Special Agent Dale Frye of the Bureau’s resident agency in Johnstown. About a year before, a twenty-two-year-old woman named Betty Jean Shade had been walking home at about 10:15 P.M. from a babysitting job when she apparently disappeared. Four days later, a man on a nature walk stumbled on her mutilated body in an illegal garbage dump on Wopsononock Mountain, near Altoona. Not only had she been sexually assaulted, the county coroner said it was the “most gruesome” death he had ever encountered.

From the severe facial trauma, it was clear to me that the UNSUB knew the victim well. But unlike some of these I’ve seen, this was not a sadistic torture killing; most of the wounds were postmortem. Other behavior cues suggested an introverted loner, between seventeen and twenty-five, from a dysfunctional background with a broken family and a domineering mother. I was pretty sure he lived between Betty Jean’s home and the body dump site.

In our studies, we’d seen that well-planned crimes that showed a high degree of control and thought—and usually not much in the way of physical evidence left behind—were indicative of one type of offender: organized. By contrast, crimes seemingly committed spontaneously, the victim more one of situation and circumstance than a personal target, and the scenes in a state of disarray, with abundant physical evidence, were the work of a more disorganized subject. The degree of organization or disorganization of the crime was one of the key insights into the personality of the criminal. The Shade scene was what we called a mixed organized-disorganized crime presentation, which can mean a lot of things, but in this case suggested we were looking for more than one offender.

Police had two suspects in mind. One was the victim’s live-in boyfriend, Charles F. Soult Jr., known as Butch. The other was the man who found the body, who lived within four blocks of Betty Jean’s house and had tried unsuccessfully to pick her up on several occasions. He had a history of antisocial behavior and his alibi was unprovable. But he was married, with two children, and the postmortem mutilation just didn’t fit in with this profile. Butch Soult fit more of the profile elements, including a domineering mother and a reputation as being inept with women. His professions of passion for Betty Jean seemed over the top to me. I considered the possibility that they’d had an argument, she’d threatened to leave him, and the situation had escalated from there. When I found out Soult’s brother Mike was a trash hauler who’d had the same kind of upbringing as Butch, I became even more interested. I thought we could get the truth through Mike, hammering home that all he did was have sex with Betty Jean when Butch couldn’t perform, then help dispose of the body afterward. In the end, Butch was convicted of first-degree murder and Mike, with a plea agreement, was sent to a mental institution. I’m convinced these two would have killed again if not apprehended.

This was the most gratifying part of the job: helping bring justice to those victims and their families. Because just as these creeps depersonalized their prey, as someone like Darrell Gene Devier did, or carried out their depraved will to viciously punish them, like Butch Soult, my colleagues and I took the exact opposite approach. We personalized and glorified the victims. We had trained ourselves to visualize and actually feel what they went through at the very worst moments of their often all-too-brief lives. I think this was one of the lasting legacies we established. So many of the fictional portrayals of FBI profilers that have come along over the years talk about the importance of being able to put oneself in the mind of the criminal, which we certainly had to be able to do. But being able to put oneself in the mind and shoes of the victim is equally important. It not only helped us contextualize the entire physical and psychosocial environment of the crime—how the victim’s reaction affected the offender’s attitude, behavior, and actions as the crime unfolded—but also gave us even more motivation to work for the victim, who could no longer speak for her- or himself.

Chief Reeder, who had been trained in our methods, declared publicly that we had been directly instrumental in aiding the investigation into Betty Jean Shade’s murder, strategizing the interrogation, and figuring out how to obtain statements from the offenders.

This was the kind of positive publicity we were starting to get for the profiling program. Like John Reeder, a number of police chiefs and sheriffs around the country had called or written to the Bureau saying we had helped narrow a suspect list, focused an investigation, and/or helped with arrest and interrogation strategy. We were even getting calls from SACs saying they had to face the media on a particular case, asking what should they say that would be informative and proactive but not give away details they would later need in order to qualify or disqualify suspects. But, like Stoner and Shade, these had all been local cases that only generated notice within the law enforcement community. We hadn’t yet been involved with a case that garnered national media attention, and serial killers weren’t a known concept yet in the public imagination.

I can’t say that I yet had a vision for what profiling and our behaviorally based criminal investigative analysis approach would become, or how it would continue to grow, but I knew we had something to build on. In my wildest dreams, I envisioned a “flying squad” with its own lab-equipped airplane that could be dispatched on a moment’s notice to major crime scenes with a team made up of a crime scene tech, forensic scientist, pathologist, and one or two profiler-investigators, but I knew that was most likely an over-the-rainbow fantasy. There was already an inherent tension between headquarters and Quantico, which many of the bigwigs referred to as “the Country Club” because of our rural location and the perception that we spent a lot of our time just sitting around, contemplating. We, on the other hand, often regarded the denizens of the Hoover Building as a bunch of administrators and bureaucrats who had little idea of what the operational people in the field really did.

So, if Franklin was the case that could put us on the map within the walls of the FBI, it also posed heavy risks for us. The old-school hard-liners who had come up under the late founding director J. Edgar Hoover’s iron discipline and “Just the facts, ma’am” crime-solving approach, who kept score strictly by number of arrests, considered profiling and proactive strategies way too touchy-feely and would have been happy to see the whole idea scrapped and send us all back onto the streets. I was foreseeing a time when we’d have other agents doing what I was doing, but failure on a bigger and more prominent stage could put an end to the entire endeavor.

Of course, the biggest concern—much more than my career or even the future of the unit itself—was that this case was a highly visible ticking clock. A possible serial killer and presidential assassin was on the loose. For the sake of all the potential victims out there, we could not afford to fail.

THE J. EDGAR HOOVER BUILDING, WHICH HOUSES FBI NATIONAL HEADQUARTERS, is a massive gray concrete structure in what has been termed brutalist style by architectural critics. It occupies the prime block of downtown Washington, D.C., bounded by Pennsylvania Avenue, E Street, and Ninth and Tenth Streets, one block south of where President Lincoln was assassinated. It had been open for almost exactly five years, since September 1975, and in that time had acquired the reputation as being among the ugliest buildings in the nation’s capital, if not the ugliest. It is certainly one of the most forbidding, almost inviting you to turn away and walk in the opposite direction. In that, many said, it accurately reflected the personality of the iconic figure for whom it was named.

I pulled into the secure underground parking garage, showed my credentials, and took the elevator up to the executive floor. In those days, you could still see and smell cigarette smoke wafting from some of the offices. I wouldn’t have been surprised if a fair number of the desks had bottles of some sort of fortifying refreshment stashed in a bottom drawer.

The federal government had become involved in civil rights in the mid-1960s, when it was nearly impossible to convict white defendants in the South accused of killing African Americans or those who supported their quest for equal rights. The murders of James Chaney, Andrew Goodman, and Michael Schwerner—three young civil rights workers trying to register African Americans to vote in Mississippi during the “Freedom Summer” of 1964—by Ku Klux Klan members and officials from the Neshoba County Sheriff’s Office and the Philadelphia, Mississippi, Police Department outraged much of the nation. But the state of Mississippi refused to prosecute. The same year, all-white juries in Mississippi failed twice to convict Byron De La Beckwith of the murder of civil rights activist and NAACP field secretary Medgar Evers as he was pulling into the driveway of his home. Both trials ended with hung juries. The year before, Alabama had refused to prosecute the four FBI-developed KKK suspects in the bombing of the 16th Street Baptist Church in Birmingham that killed four young girls, aged eleven to fourteen.

Because of these and so many other outrageous lapses of justice throughout the burning South of the 1950s and ’60s, it was left to the Department of Justice to prosecute these state murders as federal civil rights violations. FBI director J. Edgar Hoover was an unwilling participant, equating the struggle for racial equality with Communist infiltration into the American way of life. (He equated a lot of things with Communist infiltration into the American way of life.) But Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy, Presidents John F. Kennedy and Lyndon B. Johnson, and finally the 1964 Civil Rights Act pushed the Bureau into a more active role in prosecuting civil rights violations, especially when the state wouldn’t act.

By the time Joe Schulte and Dave Kohl were involved with the Civil Rights Division, the dynamic had evolved quite a bit, and even southern states were taking a more active stance (though Byron De La Beckwith, for example, was not convicted in a state court until 1994; and the case of the three Freedom Summer martyrs was not reopened by the state until 2005). By 1980, the decision of whether to go first for state or federal prosecution in racially motivated cases that could be legally deemed civil rights violations was largely one of strategy—which case had the strongest evidence and the best chance for conviction.

When I got upstairs, I walked down the hall to Dave Kohl’s office. I knocked lightly on his partially opened door and he looked up and gave me his best sardonic smile. “I hope you’re ready for this one, John,” he said. “Because, you know, if you screw up, Director Webster’s already signed your transfer papers to Butte, Montana. All we have to do is file them.” In those days, that was the hellhole of the Bureau, where Hoover would send agents he had condemned to purgatory.

“I’m glad there’s no pressure,” I responded. As usual, Dave’s tone was affable and gregarious, but the subject matter, we both knew, was grave.

Dave had collected all the case materials and had them arranged for me in four or five expandable file folders; this was in the pre-computerized-file days. We sat down to exchange ideas about the challenge before us.

“We really haven’t had one this mobile before,” he said. “Especially in Civil Rights. Most of those guys are one and done. Franklin’s never stayed in one place long enough to get him.”

Though it still wasn’t part of the cultural lexicon, by then we were already using the phrase serial killer to reference a predatory offender who killed three or more victims at different times and places, usually with a cooling-off period after each kill. However, the cases we had seen and heard about in the United States and Europe to this point tended to be motivated by perverse sexual gratification—the acting out of the offender’s ultimate fantasy. This guy had a different sort of fantasy, and it had to do with ridding the country of people he considered undesirable simply due to their race. He was clearly resourceful, took precautions, and in most instances seemed to plan ahead. Neither Dave nor I would have been surprised to learn that he stalked his victims for days or weeks before each sniper attack. He was not going to be caught by any of the methods that we’d been able to use for men like Devier and Soult.

What the Civil Rights Section was particularly interested in, Dave said, was whether it would be possible to predict where Franklin would land or even gravitate to next, knowing he was now a high-profile fugitive.

“So, what do you think?” Dave asked. “This within your strike zone?”

“Well,” I said, wanting to sound confident but give him as straight an answer as I could, “sometimes when the local cops ask for a profile, it’s like they think I’m going to be able to give them the UNSUB’s name and address. This time, we have the guy’s name, so that’s a plus. We can work with an actual biography rather than informed speculation.”

“And we’ve got agents seeking out any family members they can find,” Dave added.

“That’ll be helpful. The challenge is that his victims of preference are such a broad category. But we know he’s got to be under stress as a fugitive, so we’ve got to up the pressure on him, raise his ass-pucker factor. We’ll try to key on his strengths and weaknesses and figure out if he has any comfort zones. I’ll have more of an idea about that once I’ve gone through this material.”

The pressure would certainly be on Franklin, but just as much on us. The local newspapers and television stations in places like Missouri, Utah, Indiana, Pennsylvania, and Kentucky were already all over the case, and the national media had picked it up. Law enforcement has a complicated relationship with the press. When we want to get out information the public might respond to, like setting up the context in which someone might have seen, overheard, or been told something, or if we’re trying to get an UNSUB to react to a particular proactive tactic or strategy, then reporters are our friends and we are very cooperative. When they release details that we’d rather they didn’t, or keep up the public pressure in a case we’d rather keep quiet for any number of reasons, they can be a pain in our collective ass. We and they both understand the tension; we’ve each got our job to do. We need each other, but sometimes those job requirements don’t mesh.

This case was a perfect example of the tricky nature of press coverage. Getting out a description of our UNSUB could be critical in terms of generating leads as to his whereabouts. At the same time, as far as FBI brass was concerned, unless we got him quickly, mounting publicity about a resourceful serial killer who’d already slipped through the police’s grasp would be nothing more than a distraction and potential embarrassment. And the one cardinal rule of FBI culture, a carryover from early in the ironclad Hoover days, was Never embarrass the Bureau!

If I couldn’t come up with anything useful—or, worse, if my assessment diverted manpower and resources in the wrong direction; if this exercise screwed up in any possible way—Dave wouldn’t be able to protect me, as his not-so-veiled reference to Butte, Montana, suggested. It could even bite him in the ass, since he was the one who recommended that headquarters put its trust in behavioral science (or BS, as they usually called it).

“Good luck, John,” Dave said as I was leaving.

Good luck to all of us, I thought.





Chapter 2

I carried the files down to the car and headed back to Quantico. Rather than sit in my windowless office with work conversation all around me, my favorite place to go when I was analyzing cases and wanted to concentrate was the top floor of the library, several stories above. For one thing, there was actual natural light from the large windows, and I could look out onto the rolling green Virginia countryside, which to a certain extent counteracted the grim material I was always working on. And there were no telephones or other distractions, so I could concentrate for as long as I wanted to.

I sat alone at a library table that seated eight or ten and spread the case materials in front of me, so I could start connecting dots and establishing relationships in my mind.

I started off with the basic facts—I wanted to get as strong a sense of the individual as I could before delving into the actual case files. Date of birth: April 13, 1950, though some identification listed it as February 9, 1950; probably his way of keeping anyone trying to get to know him off base, like his use of so many aliases. Either way, that made him thirty years of age. Place of birth: Mobile, Alabama; no surprise he was from the South, growing up in a time of intense racial tension. Hair: brown. Eyes: blue. Eagle tattoo on left forearm. Grim Reaper tattoo on right forearm.

The last solid address was in
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