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To the memory of the victims of these horrible murders, their families, and the detectives—past and present—who worked so hard on these cases; as well as to the victims and their families in every cold case, who wait so long for closure, which sometimes never comes.
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Prologue

The old man sat hunched over in the cramped visiting room of the Cape Girardeau County Jail, shoulders bunched together, skin nearly translucent against the neon orange of his jumpsuit.

He didn’t look like a monster.

Salt-and-pepper hair cut close to a scalp that was prison-pale, deprived of sunlight for the past twenty-four years, Timothy Wayne Krajcir looked like a grandfather sitting in a nursing home hoping for a visit from his family. What he didn’t resemble was a man facing a string of felony charges for some of the most brutal murders, rapes, and robberies in the history of Cape Girardeau, Missouri.

He peered at me through thick, black rubber glasses that had been issued to him since his move to the county jail from the maximum security facility in Tamms, Illinois.  Some prisons issue rubber frames to inmates with glasses so the pieces can’t be broken and made into weapons. Krajcir wasn’t happy about his latest eyewear, according to Detective Jimmy Smith. He was accustomed to thin, silver wire frames, and much preferred those. He had been relocated so he could be tried for five unsolved murders in Cape Girardeau. State law mandated he needed to be transferred to the custody of the county in which he was being charged.

Like Krajcir, Detective Smith had gray hair, but his was a more distinguished silver white. Smith sat stiffly in the folding chair at the head of the flat counsel table in the tiny, unadorned room. The visiting rooms at the county jail are little more than cells, far different from the brightly lit, spread-out areas, complete with vending machines, that the Missouri state prisons usually provide for inmates and their visitors.

In my time as crime reporter for Cape Girardeau’s main newspaper, the Southeast Missourian, I had done several interviews with state inmates at the Missouri Department of Corrections, but never in Cape’s county jail. John Jordan, longtime sheriff of Cape Girardeau County, usually didn’t permit media interviews, but he’d made an exception today.

Krajcir’s eyes were the most salient aspect of his appearance. Behind the glasses, they burned like dark holes in his ghostly face. Slight stubble dotted a rounded and fleshy jaw. He looked almost comical, the fuzzy gray buzz cut and thick black frames lending a caricature-type appeal to his face. His current gaunt physique did not hint at the athletic prowess I’d been told he’d once possessed: his  former warden at the Illinois prison had described Krajcir as the best athlete he’d ever seen. Basketball was his game, as was baseball. In prison, he’d mostly associated with the other jocks. Sports had defined him during his time as an inmate.

The Timothy Krajcir I faced across the table was no longer that athlete. His body pitched forward slightly, sixty-three years of age showing in every line on his haggard face and in his slumped frame, still tall at over six feet, but now becoming frail and lacking definition. A combined thirty years spent in the Illinois prison system hadn’t done him any favors. Shackles encased Krajcir’s ankles and handcuffs bound his hands, rendering him helpless. Smith and a burly sheriff’s deputy sat at the table anyway.

Krajcir had shown little interest in publicity up until this point. It was the third time I’d laid eyes on the man, and I still found it difficult to reconcile the slaughter wreaked upon the town of Cape Girardeau with the shriv eled elderly gentleman who sat before me. His arrogance didn’t match his looks. The conceited air struck me immediately. It was the attitude of someone who sincerely believed he possessed an intellect superior to everyone else’s in the room.

Krajcir had already been safely behind bars in an Illinois state prison, serving the remainder of a sentence for child molestation after violating his parole in 1983. The homicides, five in Cape Girardeau, and four more in other cities, had occurred from 1977 to 1982. Krajcir had held his tongue for over two decades, only to confess once police used DNA to link him to one of the murders.

In the state of Missouri, the man faced five charges of capital murder, seven counts of sexual assault, and one armed robbery charge. Practically every killing contained some element—kidnapping, brutality, lying in wait—necessary to constitute a capital offense. Krajcir was guilty of all three elements in some, if not all, of the murders he was charged with. The sexual assaults that accompanied the murders more than satisfied the issue of brutality. He’d also kidnapped his victims, twice crossing state lines, had broken into their houses, and lain in wait for their return.

The slew of heinous offenses would’ve been enough to guarantee a death sentence in Missouri under normal circumstances, but without Krajcir’s cooperation, these cases would never have come to conclusion. Rape victims and family members of those whom Krajcir had killed would never know the identity of the person responsible for destroying their lives. Without Krajcir’s willingness to confess, he would’ve merely remained a potential suspect in the most terrifying murders ever committed in Cape Girardeau, just added to lists of hundreds of other suspects who’d had motive, opportunity, or were just plain oddballs from nearby neighborhoods. The fact was, the police needed Krajcir’s confessions to secure a conviction. That had been enough to stay the man’s execution.

In December 2007, Krajcir pleaded guilty to the 1982 killing of pretty, bright Deborah Sheppard, a coed found dead in her apartment a few blocks off the campus of Southern Illinois University, the same school Krajcir had attended. Sheppard’s murder was the crime that had ultimately unraveled the string of homicides for police, when DNA evidence was discovered incriminating Krajcir.

Carbondale, Illinois, police detective Lieutenant Paul Echols was the detective who’d solved the Deborah Sheppard case, when he matched DNA from Sheppard’s apartment to Krajcir, whose genetic profile was in the national database of convicted felons. Echols had garnered a reputation for being successful with cold-case homicides when he solved the murder of Susan Schumake, who died in 1981, her body found on a walking trail of Southern Illinois University; the homicide had gone unsolved for twenty-three years before Echols got hold of the case. He used DNA obtained from cigarette butts to match the genetic profile of a suspect in the murder to samples found at the crime scene and preserved. He got a hit with Daniel Woloson, and after Woloson’s conviction, the chief of the Carbondale Police Department turned Deborah Sheppard’s case over to Echols in the hopes he’d have the same success. His hopes were fulfilled, and then some.

Attorneys and investigators knew before Krajcir’s plea hearing that he was going to plead guilty to Sheppard’s murder. They were counting on it. He’d given no indication that he would be uncooperative enough to enter a not guilty plea, forcing a trial. Krajcir knew that they had more than enough physical evidence to secure a conviction, even without his confession. Krajcir’s plea hearing on December 10, 2007, occurred without fanfare. He quietly entered his plea of guilty, and received a forty-year sentence for the murder of Deborah Sheppard.

When that sentence was handed down by a Jackson  County, Illinois, circuit judge, three things were accomplished. One, Sheppard’s parents finally received the much-needed closure they’d craved since the death of their daughter twenty-five years earlier. Two, the sentence ensured that Krajcir, already in his early sixties, would probably die in prison. Before pleading guilty to killing Sheppard, Krajcir technically could have decided to start working toward his own release, since he was only in prison on a civil commitment. What that amounted to was an agreement with the state of Illinois that he was a sexual predator who should not be allowed freedom unless he showed prison officials drastic improvement in his condition. But Krajcir had fooled officials into giving him parole before. Sexual predators have an extraordinarily high rate of recidivism, or reoffending, but prior to his previous release in 1981, Krajcir had attended counseling sessions and group therapy, and had participated in his own diagnosis to the point that therapists believed he was safe to release into the world again. When Krajcir was re-imprisoned in 1983, it was for having been found with a loaded gun—an automatic violation of his parole, since it’s illegal for convicted felons to possess guns. After that, he stayed in prison, and eventually stopped trying to convince anyone he was fit for release. If he had chosen to participate in the sex offender programs offered by the prison, he very well might have been released again. Now, however, as a convicted murderer, he would not be seeing daylight for a long time.

The third thing the Illinois murder conviction did was lead Cape Girardeau County prosecutor Morley Swingle to charge Krajcir formally with the five murders and  three rapes Krajcir had committed in Missouri. In deference to those working the Sheppard case, Swingle had held off on formally charging Krajcir until he’d received word that the Illinois plea hearing had been successful. Hours after Krajcir acknowledged his guilt in killing Sheppard, Swingle put a prepared warrant in front of a Missouri judge. The warrant charged Krajcir with the murders of five women, two of whom he’d also raped, as well as a third rape in which the victim hadn’t been killed.

Krajcir’s detailed confessions were outlined in the probable cause statement Swingle included with the warrant. A probable cause statement is an explanation of why a prosecutor believes the person he is charging is guilty of a crime. Without the confessions, it’s unlikely Swingle could have charged Krajcir with all five murders, but getting the confessions hadn’t come without a price. If the death penalty had been on the table, Krajcir would have taken his secrets to his grave. He knew he didn’t have much left to live for, he once told Echols. But Krajcir didn’t have a death wish, he had said, and he expressed his concern about confessing to any other crimes because he feared the death penalty, though it had been years since he’d actually enjoyed living.
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The surviving relatives of each murder victim had forged a solid bond with one another over the years, and they all discussed the matter of Krajcir’s fate over Thanksgiving the previous weekend. They all agreed that closure took priority over attempting to enforce the death penalty, and they surrendered to Krajcir’s terms: he would live. The  people he’d inflicted suffering on had lived with the horrors he’d caused for three decades, not knowing. Now he offered them a chance, perhaps their last chance, to put a face on the evil that had destroyed their lives. Most of the family members said it turned out to be the easiest decision they’d ever made.
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By the time I faced Krajcir in that visitation room, he’d gained another sentence in addition to the one for the Sheppard homicide. This one was handed out after Krajcir copped to killing Virginia Lee Witte in 1978, a classy, attractive housewife from Marion, Illinois, about forty-five minutes from Cape Girardeau, Missouri. That conviction had earned Krajcir another forty years to be served consecutively, meaning the clock wouldn’t start to run until he’d completed the first sentence. Everyone knew the man would never see the outside of a maximum security prison.
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As a result, he now stood to serve multiple life sentences if convicted in Cape Girardeau, on top of the eighty years for the murders of the two Illinois women. His first murder charge was for killing Mary and Brenda Parsh, a mother and daughter, slain in their home in the summer of 1977. Sheila Cole, a college student about to graduate from Southeast Missouri State University, had been abducted from a Wal-Mart parking lot a few months later, and found dead in a rest-stop bathroom. Krajcir had also admitted to murdering Margie Call in 1982, and two  months after Call’s death, Mildred Wallace, who was found dead in her home in the same neighborhood. In between lay six more cold cases—five sexual assault crimes and one armed robbery, in which Krajcir had invaded the home of an elderly Cape Girardeau couple and threatened them out of their money.

The home invasion factor was Krajcir’s trademark, though he’d also plucked several victims from grocery-store parking lots. The idea of preying on someone in their safe space, however, shattering any illusion they had of comfort, seemed to be his addiction. He almost seemed to thrive on depriving people of their right to feel secure in their own homes. He usually donned a blue bandanna to keep them from seeing his face, and so Morley Swingle had dubbed Krajcir the “bogeyman in the blue bandanna.”

The Seabaughs, the couple whom he’d robbed in their own home, were tormented by their memories of Krajcir’s brutality. The woman of the house later said her husband, Elza, had tried to stand his ground, but she’d forced him to back down. She made him give their hard-earned money to the man in the blue bandanna, caring more about her husband’s safety than their cash. She’d feared for his life, but he’d feared for his manhood. The fact that he’d surrendered, and been overpowered in his own home, had plagued him until his death. He was never the same after that, his wife later said. Missouri has been what is known as a Castle Doctrine state for over a hundred years, by case law and now by statute. That is to say, its citizens have the right to use deadly force to protect their “castle” from a perceived threat. None of Krajcir’s  victims had been able to stop him from infiltrating their castle.

In addition to the Missouri cases, there were the deaths of Joyce Tharp, a pretty black woman abducted from her home in Paducah, Kentucky, in 1978, and Myrtle Rupp, slaughtered in her apartment in Pennsylvania in 1979. Krajcir had admitted to both those killings, but the crimes had yet to be tried.

During my visit, Detective Smith spoke quietly to Krajcir, making introductions. Jimmy Smith is a detective in the Cape Girardeau Police Department, and he dresses like one. No matter what the day’s plans involve, Smith wears a suit to work. He doesn’t dress any differently for daily work than he did for the myriad media interviews he’d garnered since the charges against Krajcir had been filed. The story had generated massive media attention—it’s not every day that a small-town police department makes an arrest in five unsolved homicides. The horrific and baffling nature of those particular murders had haunted the town, and the police department, for thirty years. Smith had become a local celebrity, as, unfortunately, had Krajcir.

I received a polite nod from the convicted killer as I took my seat next to the sheriff’s deputy.

“My name is Bridget DiCosmo, and I’m a reporter with the local newspaper,” I said.

“Nice to meet you.” Krajcir’s reply was low and courteous, scarcely audible.

I recalled a conversation I’d had in Marion, Illinois, with Detective Tina Morrow, the officer who’d worked the homicide case of Virginia Lee Witte. Morrow is a  tough cop, very self-possessed and professional, but I was curious. Given Timothy Krajcir’s history as a sexual predator, had the thought crossed her mind that he might not respond well to being interviewed by a female detective?

“I wasn’t worried about my safety, I was worried he may not be as cooperative with me as with Paul and Jimmy,” she’d answered honestly, referring to detectives Paul Echols and Jimmy Smith. Morrow expressed the concern to Echols. He would know better than anyone. After months of work on the cases, Smith and Echols had more of a rapport with Krajcir than probably anyone else presently in the elderly inmate’s life.

“[Echols] said it would be the easiest interview I ever did,” Morrow had said.

Echols was right.

Whatever hatred Krajcir had toward women, hatred that came out in the heinous acts he perpetrated on his victims . . . you’d never know about it just from talking with the man. He gave succinct, one-word answers to my initial questions, capping each one off with a soft “ma’am.”

“I understand you want to talk about Ida White, the woman who was stabbed in Mount Vernon in 1981,” I said.

Krajcir nodded slowly. That attack was the only crime he was willing to discuss with any of the media. This desire to talk had been spawned by an interview Krajcir had done several weeks earlier with a detective from Mount Vernon, Illinois. Krajcir had confessed to several assaults in the moderately sized southern Illinois city, yet  he couldn’t manage to convince Mount Vernon authorities that he’d committed this crime. He’d convinced Echols and Smith, and me, as well as Stephen Swofford, the attorney for the man who’d been convicted of the stabbing, but he couldn’t get anyone from the Mount Vernon Police Department to listen. The Illinois city lies directly across the river from St. Louis, and the police department there doesn’t have too much interaction with Cape Girardeau law enforcement.

When the confessions had first started pouring from Krajcir’s lips, Echols had informed Mount Vernon police chief Chris Mendenall that Krajcir had been talking about raping several women in the Mount Vernon area in the 1980s. He’d also described stabbing a woman in a basement apartment, in 1981. She hadn’t died, at least not that Krajcir knew, but he recalled hurting her pretty badly. When Mendenall didn’t respond to the heads-up, Echols finally put out a news release about Krajcir’s confessions to several rapes in the Mount Vernon area during the early 1980s. Law enforcement put out feelers in nearly every jurisdiction within a hundred miles of the areas Krajcir had targeted during his salad days. They combed over records from every unsolved murder, home invasion, and rape that occurred from 1977 to 1983 in eastern Pennsylvania (the area where Krajcir grew up), southern Illinois, and western Kentucky. And, of course, they reopened files from cold cases in southeast Missouri, where Krajcir’s blood trail began.

No stone was left unturned, every home invasion was checked out, every old, open rape case was combed over thoroughly for Krajcir’s calling cards: the hands bound  behind the back, the broken bathroom window, the blue bandanna.

Several active cases were solved that way, finally putting a name to the decades-old crimes, but there were still frustrations. Some of the rapes Krajcir told Echols and Smith about may have gone unreported when they happened, especially considering the attitudes toward sexual assault victims thirty years ago. Krajcir’s memory may have slipped at times about dates and locations of incidents. Victims may have passed away. But while the two rapes and the sexual assault he’d talked about committing in Mount Vernon may have fallen into the unreported category, the stabbing did not. Within hours of receiving the news release, a television reporter found a news story on microfiche at the Mount Vernon library highlighting the arrest of a man for a 1981 stabbing identical to the one Krajcir described. That man’s name was Grover Thompson, though, not Timothy Krajcir, and he had died in prison fifteen years after being convicted of the crime.

That’s what Krajcir wanted to talk about. That’s why I was here, inside the depressing visitation room instead of out in the late March sunshine. Because when Mendenall sent his detective to question Krajcir about the Mount Vernon rapes, the detective hadn’t believed Krajcir’s story about the stabbing. But the killer wanted credit, and he wanted the public to know about it.

The victim’s name was Ida White. She’d been an older woman, and the attack had left her seriously injured. She could only testify at Thompson’s trial after a lengthy hospital stay. She died years before Krajcir’s name ever came up on police radar.

The attack on White bore an eerie resemblance to Krajcir’s depiction of the stabbing he’d committed in the same city around the same time, down to the kind of night it had been and the layout of White’s apartment. He hadn’t known her name, of course—he never bothered to learn any of his victim’s names—but the details he’d laid out for Echols and Smith were too specific for him to have known unless he’d been there.

The phrase details only the perpetrator would have known resurfaced constantly throughout the investigations. Though DNA tied Krajcir to several of the murders he’d committed, it was those confessions that ultimately convinced police and prosecutors that he was telling the truth. He spoke with authority about each crime, acting as if he held the key to mysteries that had taken decades to unravel, even if he couldn’t possibly remember the address of the house or the name of the victim. It rankled Krajcir that the Mount Vernon detective hadn’t believed him. He felt his credibility was at issue.

For a law enforcement agency, few nightmares are greater than having a conviction challenged, especially for a crime as serious and heinous as the attempted murder of an elderly woman. They already had a conviction in that case, and now it was being challenged through the media. Thompson’s death only intensified the nightmare. People were rightfully upset at the thought that an innocent man may have died in prison.

Chief Mendenall had not been with the police department in 1981, but he firmly stood behind the arrest and subsequent conviction—a fact that needled Krajcir. When Mendenall found out that Grover Thompson had  once been locked up at the Menard Psychiatric Center in Illinois, the same facility that had housed Krajcir for years, he thought the answer was obvious: Thompson clearly must have filled Krajcir in on the details of the assault, and there it was. A neat, tidy explanation—except that Krajcir vehemently denied it.

Leaning forward, I asked Krajcir why he was so concerned that Mount Vernon police didn’t buy his confession.

“Because an innocent man died in prison,” he said quickly. The response held the proper note of indignation.

A few questions more, and we got down to the root of the matter.

“He was just so arrogant,” Krajcir said of the detective who’d interviewed him about the incident. Krajcir was frustrated. His entire body seemed to swell up out of the hard plastic chair, despite his restraints. The movement was far from threatening, but there was a self-righteousness about it that made me think of Anthony Hopkins’s portrayal of Hannibal Lecter. It had taken a good deal of persuasion by detectives Echols and Smith to convince Krajcir to talk about any of the other crimes he’d committed, even after DNA pinned him to the one in Illinois. Only legal bargaining and the cooperation of victims’ families to spare his life in exchange for closure loosened his tongue—but once he’d started, he’d been forthright. Now, it seemed his honesty was suddenly being called into question, and he wasn’t pleased.

As the conversation continued, Krajcir took me through the whole night he’d surprised Ida White in her bathroom.

“I was exposing myself to a group of women outside the post office,” he began, his tone no different from if he were discussing last night’s Cardinals game. Besides the arrogance, that was the other thing that struck you right away about the man: he was capable of taking such a placid, matter-of-fact tone when talking about rape and murder. As polite, as courteous, as much of a gentleman as he was, his matter-of-fact way of speaking about his past exploits both unnerved and fascinated at the same time.

Ida White’s Mount Vernon apartment was directly across the street from the post office, which was where police had discovered Grover Thompson after the attack, taking a nap in the lobby.

Krajcir explained that earlier that day, he’d been exposing himself across the street. He had a lengthy rap sheet citing similar incidents, in which he’d either been “Peeping Tomming,” as he called it, or exposing his genitals. In fact, a psychiatrist at Menard, in diagnosing him as a repeat offender in those areas, concluded that he didn’t believe Krajcir had the psychological makeup to even commit any of the more heinous crimes. He wasn’t a hot reactor, doctors believed, and was therefore more likely to consider consequences. But they were dangerously mistaken—in fact, Krajcir had already committed at least five murders when that evaluation was done.

Voyeurism and exhibitionism had become so ingrained into Krajcir’s routine that such acts seemed to precede many of his more villainous endeavors. The milder, more mischievous sex crimes seemed to be a type of foreplay for him, a way of getting him warmed up  while he decided on a victim. After this, he’d usually move on to the rape or murder as the main event.

He’d noticed Ida White right after the flashing incident that day.

“I decided to do a sexual assault,” he said.

Krajcir had committed a few home invasions during which he hadn’t raped, hadn’t preyed sexually on his victims, had limited himself to stealing, but it was extremely rare that he deviated from the threaten/rape/kill/leave pattern he’d established in 1977.

Ida lived in a basement apartment, and it was in speaking about it during the interview that Krajcir’s memory, fuzzy at times, became sharpest. He mimicked his motions as he broke into the apartment through the bathroom window, demonstrating as best he could the act of lowering himself into the small space. He hid in the shower and waited for White to come home.

Looking back, he must have wondered how it was possible that he didn’t get caught sooner. Dumb luck saved him time after time. Yet with each crime that went unsolved, Krajcir grew bolder.

The original investigators must have gone over a series of what-ifs hundreds of times after learning about Krajcir. What if they’d known that the link between most of the Cape Girardeau victims—after they’d considered everything from their initials to the streets they lived on—boiled down to something as simple as the corner grocery store? What if Krajcir had taken Sheila Cole, his third victim, back to her house to rape her instead of to his own trailer in Carbondale? What if Mary Parsh’s husband hadn’t been in the hospital?

As the interview wore on, Timothy Krajcir revealed glimpses of something that could be called charm, and of a sense of humor that made me see what had allowed Echols and Smith to develop a close rapport with him.

The Federal Bureau of Investigation debunks the profile stereotype of serial killers as degenerate drifters, and says they are just as likely to have a loving family at home whose members are clueless about their extracurricular activities. While Krajcir wasn’t what you’d exactly call a pillar of the community, he was far from a derelict. He didn’t have the charismatic charm associated with the likes of Ted Bundy, whom, Echols said, Krajcir idolized. Bundy had been a law student before his conviction for murder; in fact, he’d even done an impressive job of handling his own defense until the state introduced the bite-mark evidence that linked him to his victims. Only then had he requested an attorney.

Like Bundy, Krajcir had pursued a higher education, in his case studies in law enforcement, psychology, and forensics. He’d attended Southern Illinois University in Carbondale, where his major was criminal justice administration. For a minor, he’d selected psychology. Chill ingly, current Cape Girardeau police chief Carl Kinnison and Lieutenant Paul Echols had attended the same college and had the same major during the same time as Krajcir. Neither man could recall ever seeing Krajcir in school, but agreed it was certainly possible their paths had crossed. Many of the core classes the three men would have been required to take would have been the same. Both Echols and Kinnison would go on to careers  in police departments that would eventually bring Krajcir to justice. That all three men received the same education and may have even been in the same classes at one time was pure irony.

Krajcir became intimately familiar with the procedures of criminal investigations. The natural assumption was that someone who was taking classes in criminal justice and law enforcement by day, and stalking the streets raping and killing women by night, did so to learn how to evade detection. By immersing himself in the subject, Krajcir knew exactly what authorities were looking for at each of those crime scenes. He knew how to best dispose of the weapons, what to say to the victims he left alive to keep them quiet, how to keep his identity secret, how to avoid leaving fingerprints or physical evidence behind.

At least, that was the assumption. No one actually knew why Krajcir had decided to take the classes he had taken.

So I decided to ask.

“Why the criminal justice background?” I said.

He shrugged, as though he’d never really thought about it.

“I wanted to figure myself out,” he replied, then paused for a split second before adding, “It didn’t work.”

Like all of his answers, it was nothing if not direct. Krajcir then spent a few minutes elaborating on his studies in developmental psychology, just to make sure he drove home the point that he had a very high IQ.

After the interview, as I was walking out of the visitation room, I turned and spoke.

“One more question. What’s it like being back in Cape Girardeau, after so many years, and knowing everything you’ve done here?”

For the first time, Krajcir smiled. “Oh, it’s wild,” he said.



Chapter 1

Blue Bandanna

Timothy Wayne Krajcir was born in Mahoney City, Pennsylvania, in 1944, to unmarried parents. From the very beginning, his childhood was rocky, and things never really got much more stable for him. Krajcir never knew his father, who split when he was about a year old.

“My mom was only like sixteen I think and she had to find somebody to . . . you know, since she was out looking around again. And then she met my . . . my middle brother’s [father]. And I guess she was with him for a long time. I don’t know what happened to him at all,” he later told Echols. But that relationship had ended as well, and then his mother met Bernie Krajcir when Timothy was about five or six years old. They had a son shortly after that, Krajcir’s youngest brother. Bernie had done construction work for a living, a career choice that led to the family  moving around a lot so he could find steady work. The situation left Krajcir with something of a rootless upbringing, and he later said he never really felt any sense of belonging anywhere growing up.

Although he never felt accepted by either his family or his classmates for various reasons, Krajcir was fortunate in one respect—his family wasn’t poor, and he didn’t want for much. The Krajcirs may not have been rich, but they were decently well-off. His stepfather worked hard, though that didn’t leave him much time for the two sons he’d inherited when he wed Krajcir’s mother.

Timothy’s family finally settled, years later, in Ironton, Pennsylvania, a small town just north of Allentown. Allentown was one of the larger cities in the Keystone State, located in what was known as the Lehigh Valley region, nestled against the low-lying banks of the shallow Lehigh River. About a half hour north loomed the Pocono Mountains, a coal-mining region marked by several large ski resorts and scenic lakes. Ironton, on the rural fringes of the larger city, was poor. In the sixties and into the seventies, farmland still composed a significant portion of it.

Krajcir, a man who spent much of his adult life believing he was invincible, would later refer to his upbringing as his Achilles’ heel. His mother was not abusive by any stretch of the imagination, but the perception of neglect was there—emotionally, if not physically. She devoted most of herself to her husband, forcing her children to accept the emotional leftovers. Though Timothy did have a father figure, his stepfather was completely dedicated to his work. When it came to finding friends, Timothy was  left to fend for himself. He didn’t do very well. As a result, he never developed any real skills when it came to forming relationships with people.

Perhaps it was because Timothy Krajcir always felt slightly neglected by his mother that he came to obsess over her. He claimed to prison psychiatrists that she would prance around the house in filmy negligees and lingerie, a vision that would serve as fodder for his earliest unhealthy fantasies. As early as adolescence, Krajcir thought about his mother in ways he knew were just not right. There existed a strong attraction, which an eleven-year-old boy knew he should not feel for his mother, but no one ever attempted to deal with it. By the age of fourteen, it manifested itself as sexually assertive behavior, though nothing as aggressive as what was to come much later.

Krajcir started with peeking at his mother’s scantily clad form, but by adolescence, he’d graduated to ogling female neighbors and women he spotted in their yards or driveways. “Peeping Tomming,” he called it. Voyeurism was a habit that a prison psychiatrist would later, wrongly, say separated Krajcir from more dangerous sexual predators. It was an innocent enough pursuit, they thought. Even though he graduated to flashing, exposing his privates, none of the doctors who evaluated him thought he was capable of actually harming anyone.

Years later, Krajcir would resort to acts of voyeurism and exhibitionism during times when he was struggling to keep himself from raping, or killing, again. Nearly every murder he committed was preceded by his flashing someone, usually a group of women, or spying on a potential victim.

Krajcir’s sexual exploits escaped detection as he moved awkwardly into his teenage years. It wasn’t that he didn’t know how to relate to women; many described him as polite and charming, a real gentleman. He had girlfriends, and he had female friends, but they never crossed a certain emotional boundary he’d firmly established. A police report later described him as a white male with a very dark, Eastern European complexion. Slender build, about five-eight, one thirty. Thick black hair and thick eyebrows. Dark eyes. Soft-spoken and calm.

“That was me,” Krajcir said.

He was only seventeen when he went into the navy, after a falling-out with his stepfather. “Yeah. Me and him didn’t get along too good. Never did,” Krajcir recalled to Echols. After an argument that came to blows, “Mom threw a suitcase at me and said get out. So . . . I split. Went to a place in Temple where I knew a couple. I had a good buddy over there and stayed there for a few days. Thought about things and then went home one night and told Mom to sign the papers for the navy. And that’s it. I was gone,” he said.

In the navy, for the first time, Krajcir found a place where his strength and athletic prowess helped him fit in. His career in the service was not unsuccessful, but it didn’t last long. He was kicked out in 1961, when he raped for the first time—and got caught. The crime occurred in Lake County, Illinois.

The timing couldn’t have been worse for Krajcir. He’d just gotten married to a girl named Barbara, and was about to become a father. They’d been together about six months. He’d been stationed at the Great Lakes, but he  met her in Milwaukee, at an Eagles Club dance near Marquette University. She was still living with her parents, even though they’d gotten married. He had plans to join her when he got out of the navy, but the rape conviction interrupted those plans.

Barbara was carrying their child, but Krajcir was going to prison, Menard Psychiatric Center, one of the toughest penitentiaries in Illinois, for fifteen years for first-degree rape. At first, he and his young bride wrote to each other while he was in prison, but the letters eventually trailed off. “After about the second year that I was locked up, we decided the best thing to do would be split ways,” Krajcir said.

Barbara had a baby girl, Charlotte,1 in early summer in 1963. She never met her father.

If Krajcir had tendencies toward sexual violence when he’d gone to prison, they only worsened during the time he was around Illinois’ most dangerous criminals. One man recalled that Krajcir kept to himself most of the time in prison, but he said Krajcir had scared him. He described him as an animal, void of emotion, a cold-blooded snake.

The portrayal would upset Krajcir, years later. It bothered him that people in the Heartland thought of him as a “monster who kills,” as he was labeled in an editorial in the Cape Girardeau newspaper shortly after police announced the charges that had been filed against him.

“I’m not really like that, that’s not who I am,” he once told Echols.

“I love animals, I love children,” he wanted to tell everyone.

When the Illinois Department of Corrections released Krajcir in 1978, they couldn’t know they were freeing a man who’d started out dangerous and had become, through education, prison culture, and fifteen years of near solitude, the deadliest predator in the history of southeast Missouri.

Krajcir had lost his wife by the time he left prison. He’d never met his child, and never would. His wife moved to Milwaukee and began a new life with their little girl, one he would never be a part of. He communicated with her only through letters from that point on. The one relationship in his life that had a chance to be fulfilling, and it was over before it had ever really begun. Krajcir had no choice but to pick up and move on.

He moved to Carbondale, Illinois, a quiet urban college town, the home of Southern Illinois University, and took a job with the Jackson County Ambulance Service. While still in prison, Krajcir had begun taking college courses through SIU. He was able to walk with the class of 1974 at Shawnee College, and began working at a hospital shortly after that on work release. He’d worked in an empty obstetrics wing of that hospital, where, oddly enough, Echols had been born. The ambulance service was
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