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Chapter 1: In the Beginning

David Shannon was an ordinary, down-to-earth, American man. When he was just six years old David told his mother he was going to join the army one day, and thirteen years later David achieved this lifelong goal when he enlisted at the age of nineteen. 

After saying goodbye to his family, David moved from his hometown Langdon, North Dakota, to upstate New York where he was newly stationed. It was here that he met Joan, a single mother of two who worked in a topless bar. Joan quickly captured David’s heart, and David Joan’s. This was clear when Joan proposed to David only a year after they met. David was unlike anyone Joan had ever met, he was willing to protect and care for Joan and her two daughters without trying to control her. He was sweet and funny, and Joan didn’t want anyone else to have the chance to figure out how great of a man he was. 

But Joan had a very different past than David—they came from separate worlds. While David grew up in a loving household, Joan’s childhood was characterized by her being sexually assaulted at twelve years old, and her being abandoned by both her parents shortly after. When Joan was only eighteen, she wound up married to an abusive husband who she had two daughters with in quick succession. 

Later, after David and Joan were married in a small North Dakota church, David adopted these two daughters, Daisy and Elizabeth, and loved them as his own, just as he did his own two sons that Joan later bore him. He loved them because he loved Joan. It was as simple as that for him. This love was altogether ripped from his grasp in 2002 though when he was fatally shot twice while he slept in his bed one rainy July night.

Chapter 2: Fayetteville

David was well-suited to serving in the military. He became a well-respected serviceman and was quickly promoted to the rank of Major, working for Special Operations in a field that required him to use his computer whizz skills. In the year 2000, the major was transferred to Fort Bragg, an army base located in Fayetteville, North Carolina. It would be here, smack-dab in the middle of the bible belt, that the couple’s secret sins would catch up with them. 

It was no surprise to anyone that the Shannons ended up in Fayetteville. Three-time winner of the All-America City Award from the National Civic League, Fayetteville was well-known for being a military town. Both the Pope Army Airfield and the Fort Bragg military base, home of the Special Operations Forces, called Fayetteville home. In the past, Fort Bragg had been the home of the Field Artillery at the onset of World War II, housing all the Army's artillery units east of the Mississippi River. It also became an important station during the Vietnam War when it became the housing station for the Army’s 9th Infantry Division. David, now well on his way to becoming a Colonel, fit right in. 

While Fort Bragg continues to be a respected military base well into the 21st Century, in the 90’s the military base became synonymous with something that had nothing to do with respect: murder. 

Chapter 3: Fort Bragg Murders

Fort Bragg had been the setting of several murders in the past—all involving army husbands murdering their families. This string of murders caused the military to open an investigation about the stresses the army was placing on its men and how this could have contributed to these tragedies. Ultimately, this investigation led to a number of recommendations, all of which were followed through with varying degrees of commitment. 

The murders themselves were all gruesome. The earliest occurred on February 17, 1970. Jeffrey R. MacDonald, a Special Forces Green Beret stationed at Fort Bragg, murdered his pregnant wife and two daughters aged five and two at the time. MacDonald denied responsibility for the crimes, blaming instead a dangerous cult, but was ultimately convicted of the crime. 

Later, in 1985, Timothy Hennis, a master sergeant raped and murdered his wife before slicing the throats of two of his daughters, aged five and three at the time. Hennis’ case caught a lot of attention in the media as he was awaited his trial on death row for two years before having his conviction overturned. In a second trial, Hennis was acquitted of the crime altogether. It wasn’t until 2010 that a cold case team was ultimately able to prove his guilt beyond a reasonable doubt.

In 2002, months before David Shannon’s murder, all hell broke loose for Fort Bragg when four wives were killed by their husbands in six weeks. In all four cases, the husband was found guilty of the crime. All four husbands had also recently returned from a special operations mission in Afghanistan. It would be these four murders that led to the military’s investigations into the stress deployment has on our nation’s families.

Chapter 4: David’s Murder

While David’s murdered occurred in his home just blocks from the Fort Bragg base, it was anything but similar to the rest of the Fort Bragg murders. For a start, the rest of the murders were at the hands of the husbands, in David’s case, the husband was the victim.

On July 22, 2002, David was murdered while he slept next to his wife Joan in his family house. The shooter had entered the room, pointed the gun directly at David’s head, and pulled the trigger. Shortly after this first shot rang out, the gun was placed against his chest and fired again. Joan later stated that she did not hear the first shot, but was conscious when the second one was fired. She was unable to describe the intruder, stating to police that she only saw a shadow—an indication of movement—in the dark room. 

After waking to the unforgettable sight of her husband’s brains splattered on their bedroom walls, Joan immediately ran down the hall to make sure her children were safe. The night their father was murdered, three out of four of the Shannon children were in the house. While their oldest daughter, Daisy, was out of town, both of their sons aged seven and ten at the time were present, as well as Elizabeth and her best friend Vera who had slept over that night. After establishing no one else in the home had been harmed, Joan placed a frantic 911 call that caused the immediate response of paramedics and police officers. David was pronounced dead by the first responders to the scene. 

Chapter 5: The first signs

First responders still recall the bad feeling they had when they arrived at the Shannon household that July night. For starters, Joan, who had been hysterical on the 911 call, was now oddly calm. Joan was recounting the experience like a well-rehearsed story and had also somehow managed to escape the scene with little to no blood on herself—a clear sign she had made no attempt to hold or provide assistance to David after the attack. When police officers confirmed to Joan that David had died, Joan asked them specifically to break the news to Elizabeth.

Police officers complied, telling the fifteen-year-old girl that her stepfather, who had raised her as his own, had been shot twice. Elizabeth’s only reply was the simple question: “did he die?” 

These oddities were fresh in the minds of police officers when they began their investigation in the Shannon household. 

Police began the investigation into David Shannon’s murder the same night it happened, but it was off to a rough start. Besides the odd behavior of David’s wife and his step-daughter Elizabeth, investigators had little to go on. Soon after entering the house they realized that gathering physical evidence was going to be next to impossible as the house was in an extreme state of disarray. There was garbage all over the place, and it looked like no laundry or clothing had been cleaned in weeks. Despite the mess, police were able to quickly rule out certain common motives such as robbery, as nothing was taken, and any violence or sexually driven motives as no one else was harmed.

It was clear that the attack on the Shannon house that night was meant for David and David only.

Because of David’s high-ranking and highly-secretive position in the military, investigators naturally figured that David’s killer may have been related to David’s work. However, nothing really came of this. Police were faced with frequent and abrupt dead ends every time they tried to persuade a new lead connected to the army. However, once police began to search deeper into the Shannon household, they made a startling discovery that flipped the entire investigation on its heels. 

In David and Shannon’s bedroom closet was a massive amount of pornography and sex toys. 

Chapter 6: Joan and the Swingers

The discovery of a hoard of pornographic material and sex toys in an area so accessible to the house’s children immediately shattered the wholesome family image investigators had of the Shannons. No one who cares about their children keeps thousands of photos of themselves having sex with strangers somewhere where the children could quite easily stumble upon them. 

The discovery of this material also changed the course of the investigation in another dramatic way. When Joan was asked why this material, which included an uncountable number of photos of herself having sex with other men—sometimes more than one at a time—existed, Joan was happy to share the answer with the officers. It was simple, she said, she and David were swingers—they participated in recreational sex parties where the couple would sleep with other people.

After learning this, investigators were almost certain that whoever killed David was familiar with Joan. They now just needed to figure out how. 

Swinging was important in Joan and David’s relationship. Joan had an insatiable appetite for sex and needed more than what David could give her. Coincidentally, David was a voyeurist—he liked to watch his wife have sex with other people. They were a match made in hell. Joan would feed her sexual appetite with as many men as she could get her hands on, and David would take hundreds of souvenir photos and find his own pleasure in watching.

Joan and David participated in swinging for the majority of their eleven-year marriage. They started during their time in upstate New York, where Joan claims they attended regular swinging parties. This habit continued after moving to Fayetteville where it was David who made the first contact with other swinging couples via the internet within a month after moving to the Bible belt city. 

Chapter 8: Elizabeth

Swinging, especially to the extent that Joan and David were involved, is a time commitment. It requires a lot of a person's time, energy, and emotions. In order to accommodate all these things, a person can’t continue to live a regular life on the side—if swinging becomes your priority, the rest of your life gets left behind. And this, unfortunately, seemed to be the case with Joan. 

Joan loved swinging. She loved the attention and the physical pleasure. It was an addiction. But like any addiction, it had a negative impact in other areas of her life. For Joan, her family got left behind as she pursued the affections of others. 

Joan and David’s children once stated to police that they could not remember a time during their childhood where they felt loved by their parents—especially their mother. Joan was too selfish to pay her children much attention and she didn’t seem to demand any instructional control over them. All discipline was left in the hands of David, the strict army man, who also had limited time in his swinging schedule leftover for his children. While this had a negative impact on all the children—the disgusting state of the household alone proved this for investigators—fifteen-year-old Elizabeth seemed to take the lack of attention the hardest. 

Elizabeth was the typical rebellious child. She would stay out late with boys, take drugs, and always managed to sneak out of the house even after alarms were secured on her bedroom doors and windows. Elizabeth was known for her short temper and how she would punish those who angered her by breaking their possessions. She got in fights, she skipped school, and she hated David. 

Joan herself states that she simply gave up on trying to parent Elizabeth—the fifteen-year-old was out of control and Joan did not have the tools to rein her in. David tried his best to discipline Elizabeth, but their relationship had always been strained. Elizabeth, who already did not like authority figures, never accepted the Major as her father. She knew he wasn’t her real dad and to her this meant that he should have no say in her life. 

Elizabeth and her older sister Daisy were also suspicious about what their parents got up to in the house when they would all get sent away for the weekend and upon their return, their bedroom furniture had been rearranged. Although they didn’t know the extent of it, they had a pretty good idea that their parents had a secretive hobby. One that was too X-Rated for them to be around. 

Chapter 9: Jeff

Elizabeth and Daisy were not in the least bit wrong. Joan and David had grown involved with one swinger sex club in particular. The couples in this club would meet up monthly at a local hotel where they would swap partners for the night. The hotel would be set up in two separate rooms—one for meeting and greeting, the other for sex. During these get-togethers, there would be people having sex together right in front of one another. It was all casual. Members would propose sexual acts to one another, if the request was accepted they would engage in whatever sexual act they fancied, and after they would casually continue to drink with the group and chat. Sex, to these types of clubs, is a matter of fact. It’s all about exploring your sexual fantasies with your spouse present. In the case of the Shannons, Joan had a very specific sexual fantasy she liked to fulfill as often as possible, and David knew it. 

Joan liked to have sex with black men—something David was not able to provide her. But in the spirit of a true swinging partner, David went on the internet and found Joan a partner able to please her innermost desires. This partner was a fellow army member named Jeff.

Jeff was an average looking black man in his 30’s. He was certainly not Denzel Washington, but he was far from unattractive. And, most importantly to the Shannons, he was open to the idea of swinging. When David asked Jeff if he would have sex with his wife, Jeff agreed. The two men then made tentative plans to meet at the next local swingers party.

Jeff was incredibly welcome at the sex club the Shannons attended—black men, to them, were a rare treat. And to Joan, having Jeff specially selected for her by David made him even more tantalizing. The first night they met, Joan and Jeff ended up engaging in several sexual acts, often with other members joining them, all while David watched from the corner of the room. It was an intense night of sexual fulfillment and fantasies come true for Joan. But as history shows, great passion is often followed by horrifying consequences.

A month after the first swingers party, Joan, Jeff, and David met again, this time with another one of Joan’s specific fantasies in mind: gangbang swinging. For hours at that party, Joan had sex with multiple males, as much as four men at the same time, including both David and Jeff. The majority of explicit photos found by investigators on the Shannon’s computer were from this particular night. It was an unforgettable evening. 

After this party, however, something began to change between Joan and David for the worst. Although the couple returned home together, as usual, Joan seemed to leave a piece of herself with Jeff as well. 

Joan couldn’t stop thinking about Jeff. He stood out from all the other sexual romps she had participated in in the past. The two began to meet privately for sex. This change of scene made the sex more intimate for both Joan and Jeff. There was no one else there participating, watching—it was just the two of them locked in the passion of the moment. 

Initially, the two began meeting once or twice a week for sex, but this quickly escalated to three or four. They almost couldn’t keep their hands off one another. On top of this, Joan decided to not tell David about these meetings. She was breaking all the rules her and David had, lines were being blurred and soon Joan found herself crossing into the dangerous waters of an affair. But she couldn’t help herself. The more Joan and Jeff would meet, the closer they became. Soon, the new couple began spending time together outside of the bedroom, they developed a close and intimate friendship. Joan felt close enough to Jeff that she would even bring him over to her family home and introduce him to her daughters as her new boyfriend. She was no longer interested in Jeff for the exoticism and pleasure he afforded her alone—she was now emotionally attached.

Chapter 10: Tension

While Joan never explicitly told David about her new relationship with Jeff, David could tell something had changed between the two of them. Joan had started to drift away from David, she no longer wanted to let him in emotionally and the couple was no longer having sex. On a hunch, David decided to call out Joan for these sudden changes. He told her that she needed to break off any relationships she was having outside their marriage.

As expected, this made Joan irate. One of the things she always loved about David was that he never tried to control or restrict her actions or desires, it was one of the reasons they clicked as a couple. And now he was doing just that. She told Jeff about this conversation and that she would not bend to David’s will. Nothing would change between the new lovers. 

Jeff and David also exchanged words about the subject over an online chat. To see if Joan was telling the truth about David’s suspicions, Jeff reached out to David and asked him when the next time the married couple would be attending a party. David promptly replied that he and Joan were taking a break from the swinging lifestyle in order to work on their marriage, adding that Jeff was not to see Joan again. What began as David helping his wife fulfill all her sexual desires had quickly become a threesome of anger, jealousy, and lust. A deadly combination. 

At the beginning of the Summer of 2002, Shannon clearly no longer wanted to continue her marriage with David; she now only saw her army Major husband as a roadblock between her and her idealistic future with Jeff, whom she was now madly in love with. Joan became so comfortable with this idea that she had no problem expressing this to her own daughters. 

Unfortunately for Joan, divorce can be an expensive undertaking, especially when there are four children involved. This was money that Joan didn’t have. She was stuck so close yet so far away from the only thing she now desired in the world—a future with Jeff. 

Chapter 11: A Motive and a Method

Money can always be found when needed, however. And when Joan did some research, she found a jackpot just sitting at the tips of her fingers. Where? In life insurance policies. 

Joan was the sole benefactor of a life insurance policy David had, which meant she stood to earn just shy of $800,000 in the event of David’s sudden death. As a bonus, if David were to die, Joan also wouldn’t have to fund a nasty divorce. It was the perfect solution in Joan’s mind, and she wasn’t shy to share this view. Several people close to Joan, including her own children, later told police that they had heard Joan say her life would be much easier if David were to die. 

All Joan needed now was a plan. 

Luckily for Joan, there was someone else in the house who shared her disdain for David—her troubled daughter Elizabeth. Elizabeth had had ill will towards David for years due to the fact that he was the only disciplinary figure in her life. She was not used to that type of attention and could not see that it came from a place of caring. David disciplined his step-daughter because he cared for her. He did not want her running with dangerous crowds and taking drugs. He wanted her to have a bright future. These sentiments were ultimately lost on Elizabeth who hated David a little bit more with each restriction he placed on her. 

Elizabeth, however, also had a lot of disdain towards her mother, Joan. Elizabeth did not believe her mother ever loved her. She was too selfish for that. With her head wrapped around sex, love, and secrets, she had no time to think about Elizabeth. To make matters worse, Joan started bringing Jeff around the house more frequently. The last thing Elizabeth wanted was a second man around the house, and it insulted Elizabeth that she had to deal with David still when it was clear that even Joan no longer loved him. 

At the start of the summer, Joan’s neglect for her children came to a startling hault. Joan began doting on Elizabeth. They started spending time together at Joan’s request. They would go shopping, to restaurants, and to movies, and Joan began buying Elizabeth everything she wanted. Elizabeth was blindsided by this sudden rush of affection but chose not to question it as she finally had the mother daughter relationship she had always wanted.

This became a very important time in Elizabeth’s life, she became incredibly vulnerable as she tried to do everything she could to preserve this new thing in her life. She had crawled through a barren desert of loneliness and was not ready to leave the oasis quite yet. 

Joan understood the new position she had with Elizabeth. She was no longer just her mother, she now had complete control over the young girl’s thoughts and actions. She began speaking to Elizabeth on a daily basis about how it was David who did not want her to spend any time with her daughters. He did not approve of Joan paying more attention to her than him, he did not want Joan to spend money on Elizabeth—he was ruining their lives. When Elizabeth didn’t want to hear it or stepped out of her new submissive role, Joan would punish her by withdrawing her love, leaving Elizabeth to beg and earn her attention back. It was a cocktail of chaos just ready to spill over and ruin the carpets.

Joan had created a strong ally in Elizabeth—she now hated her stepfather more than ever and felt a burning desire to do whatever would please her mother. As the two continued to spend time together, Joan slowly changed the narrative of how horrible their lives were with David, to what they could do to make things better. And to Joan, and now Elizabeth as well, there was only one real solution—David needed to die. 

So Joan began plotting, and one day when the mood was just right, she popped the question she’d been waiting to ask for so long—Elizabeth, will you kill your step dad for me? 

At first, Elizabeth said no. She didn’t care how perfect a plan her mom had thought she had devised. Even though she wasn’t overly fond of the guy, she did not want to kill the only person she had ever known to be her father. But Joan is not the type of person to take no for an answer. 

Chapter 12: The Plan

Joan spent weeks wearing down Elizabeth’s resolve. She played her old tricks of withdrawing her love and attention as well as a couple new tricks—begging and lying. Joan began asking Elizabeth to kill David several times a day. She hoped that eventually Elizabeth would grow tired of being asked and would cave. On top of this, Joan spent every spare minute of her day convincing Elizabeth that nothing would happen to her because of her age. They weren’t going to send some misguided fifteen-year-old to prison. She would be absolutely fine. And besides, Joan had developed a foolproof plan that would allow Elizabeth to escape accusations in the first place. 

Joan’s plan was simple. David had multiple guns laying around the house that he did not pay a lot of attention to. It would be simple for Joan to take one of these guns without detection from the Army Major. Elizabeth would take this gun, practice shooting it a few times, and then would shoot her stepfather in the middle of the night. After shooting David, Elizabeth would ditch the gun and go back to bed while Joan called the police. They would simply play the attack off as a robbery gone wrong and Joan and Elizabeth would be free to spend the rest of their lives as the perfect mother and daughter all while the police searched for an intruder that didn’t really exist. After a few years of no new leads, they would declare the case cold and all would be well.

After being pressured for weeks by the mother whose affections she had always wanted, Elizabeth eventually bent to Joan’s will—she finally agreed to kill her own father.

Chapter 13: The Murder

Although Elizabeth had agreed to murder David, she and Joan had not set an official date. July 22, 2002, two days after Joan’s latest sex romp with Jeff, Joan decided she could not spend another night married to David. Despite the fact that Elizabeth’s best friend Vera was staying over at their house, Joan told Elizabeth that she must commit the murder that night. 

Elizabeth had the gun and knew how to use it. She had practiced shooting the weapon the day before, again with Vera present. It was now or never. Joan went over the plan with Elizabeth again and gave her a pair of latex gloves and sent her on her own. David and Joan spent the evening watching a movie and went to bed together while their two sons slept down the hall. Elizabeth and Vera spent their night doing the typical sleepover routine for young girls. They sat in Elizabeth’s room and chatted about boys while listening to music. Eventually, Vera fell asleep. This is when Elizabeth chose to strike. 

Elizabeth put on the latex gloves, donned the gun her mother had given her, and stepped into her family home’s hallway. She then slowly and quietly crept down the hall to her parent's bedroom. She entered, walked up to David, pointed the gun at his head, and fired. After a few seconds, Elizabeth noticed that David was making a gurgling noise, indicating that he was still breathing. To finish the job, Elizabeth then put the nozzle of the gun against her father’s chest and fired again. David was silent. 

After the second shot rung out, Joan, newly awake, told Elizabeth to get rid of the gun and go back to bed. Elizabeth obeyed. She brought the gun to her neighbor's house, which had been prearranged, and went back to her room. A few minutes later, she heard her mom call 911.

When the investigators arrived at the house, Elizabeth was calm. She had played her part in the plot and now couldn’t do a thing besides sit back and watch her future develop beyond her control. Either the investigators would buy her mother’s story and she would be fine, or investigators would discover their heinous plot and her life would be over. 

Chapter 14: The Discovery

It didn’t take investigators long to uncover the truth behind David’s death. Joan openly admitted she was having an affair with Jeff, and when he was questioned, he had no problem telling investigators all about how Joan had wanted David dead. As it turned out, Joan’s undying love for Jeff was unrequited. He did not feel as deeply for her as she did for him. He had no reason to protect her and was as candid as possible with police. He told them everything they needed to know to realize that Joan was ultimately the cause of David’s death, whether she pulled the trigger or not. 

On top of that, Elizabeth was not great at keeping secrets. She had told several of her friends about what happened on that night including Vera, who she had told in great detail not only about what she did that night but also how and why. The information Vera learned from Elizabeth was able to be corroborated by investigators, and it implicated not only Elizabeth, but largely Joan as well in David’s murder.

On July 30, 2002, only eight days after David’s murder, Joan Shannon was arrested and charged with first-degree murder. When police went to arrest Elizabeth for her role in the crime, she had mysteriously disappeared, but not for long. Police found, and promptly after arrested, Elizabeth on August 2. She had been hiding under a futon
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