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Introduction


Newspaper reporting hones an appetite for crime. Good crime stories sell. All the bad things said about them are true—they exploit tragedy, they are voyeuristic, they generally lack any broader social import—but they are unfailingly fascinating.


When I wrote for the Philadelphia Inquirer, back in its heyday, when it had reporters based all over the region, nation, and world, we reporters competed vigorously for the paper’s limited news hole. You learned fast that a good crime yarn was a shortcut to page one. Our tall, darkly handsome Sunday editor, Ron Patel, would blithely sweep aside the most important news of the week to make room for one. He called them, affectionately, “dirtballs,” and would literally rub his hands together with delight as he read them. We dubbed him “The Dark Prince.”


Ron reserved a space on the Sunday front page for what he considered the most compelling read in that day’s paper, which back then reached well over a million readers. Very often these were crime stories, and this being Philadelphia, there was no shortage of material. There was the one about the kid who was killed when, fleeing a bank robbery in the suburbs on a motorcycle, he crashed when a dye pack in the money bag exploded—he was found mangled and blue; or the dentist who recruited two thugs to cut off half his index finger so he wouldn’t be able to work anymore and could collect a big insurance payout; or the transit-bus accident that generated about two times more insurance claims from passengers than it could hold. Ron would strip the headlines of such stories across the very top of page one, over the masthead. The “Dirtball Strip” was coveted real estate for young staffers, and we vied for it weekly, no matter what our assigned beats. I have never lost my appetite for such tales.


“The Incident at Alpha Tau Omega,” published in 1983, is from that era; it ran on the cover of the Inquirer’s Sunday magazine, an even more coveted spot. At the time, it was a controversial story in the newsroom, given that most men (and newspaper staffs were then, even more than today, predominantly male) thought that any young woman foolish enough to attend a college frat party drunk and tripping on acid could more or less expect to be sexually assaulted. The attitude of some of the editors was, “Why are we making a big deal out of this?” There has been a significant and appropriate social adjustment since then. Incidents like the one at ATO still happen, of course, only now they are often front-page news. Women are still being sexually exploited, but less and less is such male behavior considered somehow normal or understandable. I’m proud of the story, because it got beyond the binary legal argument—rape versus not rape—to grayer and more difficult moral terrain.


Crime has been a part of my work ever since. Three of my books, Doctor Dealer, Finders Keepers, and The Last Stone are of that genre, and several others arguably belong to it—The Finish and Killing Pablo, about the successful efforts to track down and kill Osama Bin Laden and Pablo Escobar, respectively. Crime has been the subject of many of my shorter works, produced for magazines like the Atlantic, Vanity Fair, and others.


Over the years I have seen these stories increasingly influenced and often shaped by audio and video recordings. One of the biggest challenges for anyone trying to write nonfiction with the immediacy of fiction is to do it without invention— without expanding on what can be confidently known. In the past, scenes were usually reconstructions, dependent almost entirely on the memory of participants. For a writer like me, audio and video recordings are like gifts from God. When I started as a newspaper reporter in the 1970s, it was rare to have a photo or recording of anything I wrote about. Today it is rare not to have such material. In fact, there is often so much of it that it poses new challenges.


Years ago, recordings or transcripts existed for things like trials, depositions, and hearings, for events closely covered by news organizations, or purely by chance, as with the shaky film footage shot by Abraham Zapruder that captured the assassination of John F. Kennedy and the TV coverage of the killing of his assassin, Lee Harvey Oswald, days later. Such raw material was relatively rare. Today cameras are everywhere. Virtually every store, library, bank, highway intersection or toll booth, stadium, building lobby, parking lot, and city street corner has one or more running continually, and nearly every citizen owns a cell phone capable of recording and publishing, or “posting,” videos and still images. Police increasingly wear cameras or have them mounted on their vehicles. The military mounts video cameras on drones that can watch over entire cities, with software that can zero in on specific vehicles or places over time. Increasingly, video exists for the most private of human interactions. Often raw clips of a crime surface before anything else—a sports figure striking a woman in an elevator, a cop shooting a fleeing suspect, a bomb exploding on a busy street—and the footage drives the reporting that follows, much of it increasingly devoted to interpreting and arguing about what the captured scene really shows.


This development has been invaluable for telling true stories. Re-creating past events, crafting fully realized scenes, with characters, action, and dialogue, has traditionally been the hardest part. Unless you witnessed a thing for yourself, the only way to build past scenes was by reconstructing them from written records and the memories of participants. Until fairly recently, this is how all of history has been written down, and the process is, of course, imperfect. Memory is always iffy. Records are sometimes wrong. I learned long ago to seek as many different accounts of a scene as I could before arriving at a version I could trust. My rule, when relying on interviews to re-create scenes, has been to let the reader know, either in the text or in a footnote, where the information comes from—three sources are excellent, two are good, one is sketchy at best. Crafting scenes calls for extreme detail. You can’t just ask a source, “What did you do?” Or, “What did you say?” You must ask, “What exactly did you do? What exactly did you say? What were you thinking? What were you wearing? Was it cold or warm? Night or day? Rainy or sunny? Where were you standing? Why were you standing there? What did the place where you were smell like? Sound like? Which hand did you use?” People look at you funny when you start down this path, but drafting a compelling scene on the page depends on such minute, seemingly irrelevant detail.


Recordings answer many of these questions with certainty. We can now readily imagine a future where any past event can be dialed up and watched in high-definition, with wraparound sound. But even then, we will still need storytellers to edit the raw footage, make sense of it, move beyond what we see and hear. The makers of the 2019 documentary Apollo 11 relied entirely on the extensive audio and video of the mission recorded at the time, and the filmmakers have said they might eventually place a recording of the entire eight-day mission online for those who want to experience the whole thing as it unfolded in real time. While this would be a very useful resource for historians, I can’t imagine anyone else subjecting themselves to it. Most of it will be stupefyingly boring. And even when you have audio or video of an event, you don’t know the full story. It takes work to understand even what seems apparent. I once wrote a story about a series of at-bats by the great Phillies slugger Mike Schmidt. I had the opportunity to observe him closely through a succession of games and then to review tapes of his at-bats with him. In my story I described Schmidt stepping out of the batter’s box between pitches during one game and taking a deliberate big breath “to calm himself.” The fact that he stepped out and took a deep breath was indisputable. I saw him do it, and it was there in a recording of the game. But Schmidt was displeased. He asked me later, “How could you have known why I took a deep breath there? Whether I was anything but calm?” And he was right. I couldn’t. I should not have assumed; I should have asked. Even when everything is recorded, writers will still need to do old-fashioned reporting and to exercise the art of storytelling, choosing what to leave in and what to take out, choosing when to slow the narrative and when to speed it up, choosing how to begin and end. An abundance of raw material can make the task both easier and harder.


Two of the stories here are built mostly around such documentation—“why don’t u tell me wht ur into” and “. . . A Million Years Ago.” The former shows how an aggressive detective, posing online as a mother offering her two young daughters for sex, lures a man desperate for sex to his ruin. The larger question posed by the story is whether J, who indulged online in despicable fantasy, was a criminal or just a troubled soul who posed a danger only to himself. If he was entrapped, as I think he was, the only way to show it would be through the long online dance between him and the detective. Because they left a word-for-word digital trail, it’s possible to watch it happen. “. . . A Million Years Ago” is built around a critical interview with Stephanie Lazarus, in which she is confronted with the fact that she was being charged with a twenty-three-year-old murder. Because there was video of the entire session, I was able to construct the story around that dramatic scene.


The others here rely on more traditional reporting methods. The remarkable private detective Ken Brennan, who is featured in three, phoned me cold in 2010. He said he had a great story; was I interested? I receive such calls from time to time. Most are from people who are under the erroneous impression that I (or the magazines I write for) will pay them for material or that I might want to coauthor a story or book with them, which I don’t do. When I disabuse them, they retreat. Ken was unfazed. He had a cool story, and he wanted me to tell it. I met with him in Florida, where he laid out for me what became “The Case of the Vanishing Blonde.”


It was an amazing story, but I wasn’t sure what to do with it. I was writing at the time primarily for the Atlantic and Vanity Fair. The former tends these days to concern itself with issues of national import, and it hardly seemed like something that would interest Vanity Fair, with its fetish for glamour, wealth, and fame. I was chatting with Vanity Fair’s editor, the delightful Graydon Carter, when he asked what I was writing. I told him I had a crime story, but I added, “It wouldn’t interest you.” This turns out to be best line ever conceived for pitching a magazine story. Graydon demanded to see it, and he turned out to have the same appetite for dirtballs as the Dark Prince. “The Vanishing Blonde” became one of the most successful stories I’ve ever written. It has been translated into other languages and featured in a number of TV adaptations. Ken has become justifiably famous and very sought after. Graydon ran the second of my stories about him, “The Case of the Body in Room 348,” and, after retiring from Vanity Fair and launching his new online project, Air Mail, picked up the third, “Who Killed Euhommie Bond?” Whenever we talk, Graydon asks me for another dirtball.


Like all the stories I write, the ones collected here took me to people and places I would have never seen otherwise. In Lafayette, Louisiana, Susie Fleniken, the widow of the victim in “The Body” story, treated me to her delicious homemade crayfish étouffée; the shamed subject of “why don’t u tell me wht ur into” introduced me to a horrid Internet underworld of sexual interplay and predation that I had never heard about; and the Euhommie Bond story showed how one man’s violent death would roil the racially divided small Tennessee city of Jackson. Some of these crime yarns touch on larger social themes—sexual predation, entrapment, racism—but the real reason they exist is that I found them fascinating.


Why I do is anybody’s guess. When I was a boy, the local pharmacy stocked the classic magazine True Detective, which had garishly illustrated covers (usually depicting scantily clad damsels) and featured work by some of the best crime writers in the country. My parents wouldn’t let me read it. So they are probably to blame.
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The Incident at Alpha Tau Omega





The Philadelphia Inquirer,
September 1983


It was February 18, a sunny Friday afternoon. The brothers of Alpha Tau Omega had partied straight through to the purple dawn. It had been ATO’s first successful “pub night” of the semester. A few of the boys were idling in a first-floor bedroom, downing the foamy dregs of a near-dead keg.


Even the house seemed hung over. Crud from hundreds of dancing feet caked the floor. Discarded gray cups of unquaffed beer wafted an odor stale and unpleasant, like the taste of a dry mouth the morning after a few too many. The ATO house is a muscular mansion of burgundy stone, ornate but a bit down-atthe-heels, that commands a key corner lot at Thirty-Ninth Street and Locust Walk, right at the residential heart of the University of Pennsylvania campus. Drape a few sheet banners between windows above, roll a dented keg or two onto the porch, and you have it. The house was home to one of Penn’s most bumptious communities of “Greeks.”


Social graces they had not. But fun, they had plenty. Among Penn’s twenty-seven fraternities, ATO was known for its rowdy, lowlife crew. Taking only enough pledges to fill the rooms of their beloved house, ATOs recruited quietly on a back-pocket jock network. Most of them were varsity athletes. The thirty-one members of ATO saw themselves as the tightest group of brothers on campus. They studied together, played together, partied together, and, now and then, got in trouble together.


It was one week after the big snow. Andrea Ploscowe, a good friend of the ATOs, had come over to hang out. It was always fun talking to Andrea.


And today there was much to talk about. Last night’s party had, in a way, stepped over the edge. There was this girl, this strange girl named Laurel, and . . . well, in the vernacular, there had been a “train.” Nobody was sure at that point how many brothers had had sex with the girl. Five? Six? Maybe ten. Word whispered around all that morning. Some brothers were disturbed, others delighted—it was the kind of event that enhanced house lore. Still, others weren’t sure what to think. Andrea hadn’t heard. When she mentioned that she had seen this girl Laurel dancing pretty wildly early on at the party and that Laurel had seemed so strange, the brothers just started telling her about it.


Right away Andrea’s response shocked them. She was horrified. She wanted details. She wanted to know exactly what had happened.


The brothers asked her why, and what she said next stung— a sudden slap in the face from a friend. It was the first hint of the ordeal they would all face in the months ahead, an ordeal that would be, for many, the most difficult experience of their young lives.


Andrea had answered, abruptly, “For my own information, I’d like to know who the potential rapists in this house are.”


Andrea Ploscowe’s outrage was the first splash on a still pond. Ripples of angry accusation would ring out across campus to city newspapers and television stations and from there across the nation. “Gang rape at Penn” was hot news nationwide. Almost overnight, this group of college boys had become the object of such intense, widespread disdain that they scarcely believed that the callow faces they saw in the mirror were their own. Lumping the ATO brothers in with the perpetrators of a notorious New Bedford, Massachusetts, barroom rape, a columnist for Time magazine wrote, “All subhumans are created equal.”


Forget “alleged.” The word “rape” echoed with salient horror from a place like Penn. It is Ivy League, one of the country’s oldest and most prestigious universities. Its nearly ten thousand undergraduates are the cream of America’s secondary schools.


These were college boys. If the charge was untrue, what was at the bottom of it? Were the ATO brothers criminals or merely callous? Were they sacrificial lambs to some new and unrealistic definition of rape, framed by feminist harpies? And if the charge was true, were they guilty of an overtly criminal act, or of acting out a common male fantasy, licensed and approved by the bawdy reminiscences of their fathers and uncles and older brothers, broadcast by subscription TV stations into their living room and glorified in the glossy color photos of popular skin magazines—a fantasy that, this one night, became real and left everyone feeling sick and wounded and more than a little wrong?


Rape. Once that word is out, the accusation hurled, it becomes important to know, first, what really did happen that night at ATO, and, second, why.


Laurel Brooks has an aura of sadness that envelops those closest to her. She is so clever and funny, yet can at moments be so utterly certain of life’s ultimate emptiness that a conversation with her is vertiginous.


Different doctors give different names to her underlying malaise, but one trait stands out: Laurel is far more likely than most people to do something on impulse.


She is pretty. Delicate. Green eyes, fair hair worn curly, down to her shoulders. Given the tenor of her talk, Laurel’s very wholesomeness unsettles. A high school cheerleader. Varsity letter. Played in the school band. Class officer. Among the top ten in her graduating class. Big deal. She holds these credentials in contempt. Here I am, Laurel Brooks. Twenty-two. Senior, University of Pennsylvania. Big deal.


Drugs were fun. Booze was fun. Dope was fun. Looking back on it, Laurel figures she spent most of her time in school high. High school, get it? Loads of laughs. Laurel led a kind of double life. She came from a successful family of professionals. There was all this healthy pressure to succeed, and Laurel worked hard to succeed. She had to do well.


But there was a part of her that was her alone and that asked, urgently, “Why?”


Will Gleason met Laurel at a party in January, but he didn’t really fall in love with her until a few weeks later.


An accomplished student, Will bears his scholarship lightly. Daily workouts keep his slight frame taut. At times he feels like he has been borne along through his twenty-one years by tides he cannot fathom. Inner tides or outer tides? Usually when he acted he did not know why. His ambivalence bugs him, but at his age, confusion is often honest and even charming, and he knows this too. His hair is blond, and his eyes are blue, and his smile is quick and frequent.


The party that January night was for “punks,” pop nihilists in drag. Will was looking for a girl. Laurel was at the party, walking around looking weird. She was wearing her “tripping garb,” a baggy black crewneck sweater bummed off her roommate and black-rimmed black sunglasses to shade her acid-primed pupils. Will had a buzz cut, blond locks cropped to the scalp. He was rolling a cigarette when Laurel walked up and asked, by way of introduction, “Are you Australian?”


Will had grown up in a New York suburb not twenty miles from Laurel’s hometown.


“No, I’m not Australian.”


“Are you European?”


Her questions were making Will laugh.


“Well, I lived in Europe for a year.”


She walked away. Just a screwball, Will figured, but when she came back and asked him to dance, he said OK. Laurel spent the night with him.


“She liked me,” Will said. “I could see that. Laurel was a wreck the night before, but when she looked up at me that morning—I’ll never forget the look she gave me in the morning. She gave me a look that just melted me, I’m tellin’ ya. She looked at me like there was all the horror and desperation in the world behind those eyes. And she just kept staring at me, and she said things to me like how beautiful I was, and I thought, ‘Well, this is the psychedelia here, telling me how beautiful I am.’”


They saw each other often over the next two weeks. Will thought she was witty and pretty and fun. But he was alarmed at her drug use and drinking.


“She bought a ton of acid off of some guy, and she just had hits of acid laying around her room. She would just wake up in the morning, I guess, and feel like she just didn’t want to face the day and just chew hits of acid. I don’t know. That’s what she was into at the time.”


It alarmed him more the more he cared. On the phone one night when she called, drunk, he yelled at her, “I ain’t got time for this! I ain’t got time for these crazy people and getting drunk!” But the truth was that Will was beginning to warm up to her, despite his misgivings. It was a strong undertow, drawing him in, down.


One day, he considered taking the acid from her.


“I thought it was going to kill her. She tripped within two weeks about ten times. Then I thought, ‘It’s not my right to take the acid away from her.’”


That was the day of the ATO party. Will’s father was in town, staying at the Holiday Inn near the university, so Will planned to have dinner with him and hang out at the hotel. He talked to Laurel on the phone that afternoon. She said she was going to a frat party with some friends. Strange, Will thought. He didn’t think Laurel was the type to go to a frat party.


“What are you doing after the party?” he asked. “I want to see you.”


“OK,” Laurel said.


“So, what time do you think you’ll be done with the party?”


He remembers she told him about midnight or one, or later.


“Call me as soon as the party is over, and I’ll come get you wherever you are, and we’ll go home, go to my place.”


Laurel said OK. Will had dinner with his father that night. In the hotel room they watched Hill Street Blues. But Will was restless. During the commercials he phoned Laurel, hoping to catch her. She had left. He thought about looking for her at the party, but he didn’t like frat parties.


So Will said goodbye to his dad when the show was over and went home. Before he went to sleep, he took the phone from the table in the hall and set it on the floor inside his bedroom door. He wanted to make sure it would wake him when she called.


Music on the party tape was old rock and new wave. Dance music. A racing beat like the sound of a speeding heart was backdrop to events of the night.


Henry Groh was helping set up the stereo system downstairs when Laurel showed up. It was ten thirty.


“She was wearing dark glasses and this big black sweater and jeans with patches all over them. She seemed like one of these new wave–type chicks, you know, like, on South Street, you see these people walking around? She looked like one of these type people.”


Gradually the first floor filled. Dancers jostled drinkers. People talked in shouts. It was fun. There were beer kegs in the basement and trash cans lined with plastic and filled with purple punch spiked with grain alcohol.


Andrea Ploscowe had come with a friend. Before they left for another party, Andrea remembered spotting a girl in dark glasses and sweater dancing oddly from room to room, drawing attention to herself. It looked to her like the girl was on something. But there was nothing unusual about somebody drugged out at a party.


In the wildness later, when the song “Suffragette City” came on, it was the signal for the brothers to do their circle dance. The idea was to join arms in a big circle and go round and round, faster and faster, chanting “Ho! Ho! Ho!” or singing along, dizzy, with David Bowie, round and round until one brother broke for the middle and all would follow, leaping that way and this, limbs akimbo, asses over elbows into a great comical heap. Most of the partygoers had seen this act before. It was an ATO staple. So when the circle formed, all others backed off. Evidently Laurel didn’t know, because she ended up stuck in the center, bewildered. Big Maury Rath, in the crush, grabbed Laurel hard on her upper arm and flung her aside when the heaping began.


Early on, a group of partygoers had some laughs with Laurel by spinning her around in a dark room and refusing to let her out. When she threatened to scream, they pointed her through a doorway that led only to an interior bathroom. She screamed. In her state, with acid and alcohol in her brain, treatment like this was scary and profoundly disorienting. But then she found her way out, and all seemed OK again. She also remembered falling down a flight of stairs.


Through the night the party roared. It eased and quieted slowly until, by after four, most of the crowd had gone. Small groups clustered in upstairs bedrooms afterward to share personal stashes of dope or grain alcohol or whatever. Already, it had been a good night.


* * *


Versions of what happened next differ significantly. After Laurel cried rape, most of the ATO brothers, on advice from their lawyers, had little to say. Laurel has never publicly talked about what happened. Her version of the incident in this article is drawn entirely from interviews with university officials and students in whom she confided. They say the brothers carried Laurel upstairs when she asked for a place to sleep. She had sex with one of them willingly. Then, one by one, a group of men had sex with her. Laurel pleaded throughout to be left alone.


Without denying the basic facts of what happened, the brothers contest this coloring of them. In their version, reconstructed by six of them several months later, Laurel stayed in the house long after all but its residents and their closest friends had gone. The party was over, but she was still in a partying mood.


They have thought and talked much about what happened next. Lou Duncan came out of a bathroom that adjoins his bedroom and saw Laurel, her jeans off, sitting on the lap of his roommate, Ed Roush, who was asleep in a chair. Duncan said Laurel was kissing Roush, trying to awaken him. Duncan approached her and pulled her away. Then Kip Moran came in. Moran is a wiry young man of serious manner. He has a natural flair for leadership. The brothers respected him and trusted his judgment. Moran helped get Laurel dressed again. She told him she wanted to lie down and sleep, so he offered her the couch in his room upstairs. He showed the way, helping her navigate the stairway.


There is an icebox upstairs near Moran’s room where beer and grain punch were stashed. Henry Groh walked up to check the fridge and then went looking for Moran. His bedroom was dark, but by the red pilot bulb on the stereo, he could faintly see Moran in the room with Laurel, whom he recognized from the party earlier. She was fully dressed and sitting on the couch. Moran was crouched over the stereo.


“Yo, Kip! What’s happenin’?” he asked. Groh reconstructed what happened next.


“I started going into the room, and we just started talkin’. She said, ‘What’s your name?’ I said, ‘Bags.’ That’s my nickname. And, um, then we just talked about stupid stuff. I was, I had been drinking, and, I wasn’t drunk, but I certainly was at least affected, you know. I wouldn’t have driven in the condition I was in, but I can still remember what happened.”


Moran left the room as Groh talked with Laurel.


“When I went in there, there’s no doubt that, like, I would have been open for, like, a sexual contact kind of thing,” Groh says. “And this girl started to, I don’t know, come on to me, in some sense. It wasn’t the kind of thing where all of a sudden you start ripping each other’s clothes off or anything like that. Like, just the normal way of sexual proceedings, you know, occurred. But she was, she was really receptive. She was getting real excited, having a good time, you know . . .”


By most accounts, Groh was the first to have sex with Laurel that morning. Laurel’s roommate later said that Laurel had confirmed that she had had sex willingly with one man that morning, although she didn’t remember who he was.


The brothers say that Moran came back upstairs at that point and that Groh left the room. Moran then had sex with Laurel.


Although the ATO brothers deny that word spread about the girl upstairs, a file of young men—about eight or nine— showed up either to watch or to have sex with Laurel during the next several hours.


Maury Rath said he came up, like Groh, to check the icebox for leftover grain punch. He too found Moran and Laurel talking in the room. As he entered, Moran again left.


“You could see just by the light of the stereo, so the room was illuminated a little bit. There was someone there, who happened to be Laurel, half sitting on the floor, half leaning on the couch, you know, just kind of reclining there. I walked in, and I thought, ‘Why is this person here?’ I didn’t know what was going on. I am just assessing the situation. As I came in, she said to me, ‘Who’s there? Who’s that?’ And she goes, ‘What’s your name?’ And I said, ‘Maury.’ And I approached her. As I came closer to her, she reached out to touch my arm. It seemed like she was making advances at me—she was, like, in a rumpled state of dress at that point too. I thought, ‘What the hell is going on here?’ And then I finally, as I moved closer to her, I realized the girl was obviously coming on to me. Not often does a girl come on to you like that. And that situation was, like, really odd, and my first reaction was, ‘What the hell kind of girl would do this?’ and, you know, ‘Who knows what she’s been doing or what’s going on?’ And I just shied away from the situation. I just said, ‘Sorry,’ and I just walked out.”


Rath says he then walked to his room, drank some punch and went to bed. He had to leave early the next morning to catch a bus home and see his girlfriend.


Interviewed together, the brothers give similar accounts. One by one, they happen upstairs alone and enter the room, where Laurel makes “advances.” One by one, they either have sex with her or they don’t. Jake Daubert claims he was unable to get an erection. “Though I would have to admit that I had sexual contact with her, I could not complete the act, and I did not have sex with her. I basically was embarrassed. It was the first time I had to face impotence, all right? And I was terribly embarrassed about that.”


Interviewed separately, the brothers offer conflicting details in their stories. For instance, several say they encountered Laurel alone in the room, while others describe being present for those encounters. But despite important inconsistencies, a rough picture emerges. For most of the time, more than one of the men were present. Most of the brothers involved were aware that this was not a simple sexual encounter. All insist that they considered Laurel’s behavior to be strange—and even, in Rath’s case, disgusting—but they judged her to be sober and alert and willing. They say Laurel left the room at one point, wrapped in Moran’s robe, and walked to the bathroom. Then she came back. They say at one point Laurel did ask them to stop. She said she wanted a cigarette. Daubert gave her one. She smoked it, chatting with them, and then the sexual activity resumed. One of the brothers made sure that there were condoms available on a table in the room for the others. Venereal disease was something they all feared. For one brother, Nick Allen, it was the first time he had had sex with anyone.


“It didn’t seem that odd to me,” Allen says. “Because of the stories I’ve heard from other fraternities and from guys in the house and from the movies you see on TV. We have this Select TV in the house, and there’s soft porn on every night. All the guys watch it and talk about it and stuff, and it didn’t seem that odd, because it’s something that you see and hear about all the time. I’ve heard stories from other fraternities about group sex and trains and stuff like that. It was just like, you know, ‘So this is what I’ve heard about, this is what it’s like, what I’ve heard about.’ That’s what it seemed like, you know.”


Daubert, who had seen Allen with Laurel, says he felt “really weird and bothered,” because Allen, theretofore a virgin, had been able to have intercourse with Laurel while he had not. Months later, he was still troubled.


Daubert is not the only brother who felt pressured to perform. A number of those present struggle to describe an odd “mood” during the incident. As the sexual acts occurred, others stood by outwardly oblivious, as if pretending that nothing unusual was happening. Standing by, one by one, they saw but did not watch.


“When I walked into that room that night, I knew what was going on,” says Al Mitchell, one of those involved. “Not through anybody telling me, but there was a different kind of excitement going on there, a different mood. And Laurel is there in a bathrobe. She obviously has no clothes on under there. I knew what was going on. I’m not stupid. It was more of a crazy mood. It wasn’t normal. It wasn’t blatant, though. It was weird. I knew what was going on without ever having been told. I think everyone knew. I was kind of in a spell. But what I have to stress here is that it never, in any way, resembled the way in which you have some guy having sex with this girl, coming off and saying, ‘OK, you’re next.’”


They use different words, but the feeling is the same. It was as if their responses were foreordained. They were acting out some brute ritual they can neither understand nor explain. It had something to do with belonging to the fraternity and, deeper than that, with what “fraternity” meant, what it meant to belong. Feminist writers argue that implicit in any exclusive organization of men, especially in a society dominated by men, is an assumption of sexual supremacy—an assumption that armies, clubs, and fraternities have been acting out in gang bangs for centuries.


In their most polished version, the brothers depict themselves more as victims of a series of seductions than assailants in a train of rapes. If Laurel’s version is true, most of them are simply lying. Laurel’s friends and school officials who spoke with her later said she repeatedly protested and asked the brothers to stop. One of the brothers involved tried to be helpful about the disparity: “The guys are very wary of what could happen to them. They are very distrustful. You don’t know what they have been through. I am under the impression that the truth is somewhere in the middle. Cut it in half. I don’t know if what you come up with will be exactly what happened, but it’s the fairest thing to do.”


What almost certainly happened that night at the ATO house was that a troubled young woman came to the party tripping on acid. She got even higher drinking. Despite the brothers’ later accounts, it must have been evident to everyone who saw her that she was not acting in a normal, sober way. There are two things one can to do with a person in this state: either help her or take advantage of her. What happened appears to follow the classic pattern described in sociological studies of gang rape— absent any overt display of violence. The leader of the group asserted control and set the pattern for what followed. The men proceeded to act out the standard scenario, having sex with her one by one, observing each other in the act, relying upon peer pressure to overcome any moral repugnance. They felt obliged to do so. Several of those involved who did not have intercourse with Laurel nevertheless allowed their brothers to assume they had, right up until the university brought charges against them, and it became, no matter how injurious to their egos, important to confess. It is probable that Laurel, in her condition, protested weakly. She may have even actively participated.


Although the absence of violence in the ATO incident makes it substantially different from traditional rape scenarios, the definitions of rape are changing—socially and legally. A woman no longer has to show cuts and bruises and broken bones to be considered a victim. It is now sufficient that she is intoxicated enough so that she cannot consent and that the man knows it. The very idea of six or seven men having sex with one woman begs explanation more from the men than the woman— especially when she later alleges rape.


At about six thirty a.m., Moran walked Laurel downstairs and showed her out the door. She was upset about losing her sunglasses. She could not see well without them. Daubert remembered watching from an upstairs window as she walked off toward her dormitory. Then he lay down at last to sleep.


The sun was up. Inside the ATO house there were mostly good feelings.


“At that point it was, like, we had had a real good party, if you know what I mean,” Groh says, “the first good one that semester.”


Joan Vila, one of Laurel’s two roommates, saw her later that morning.


“Laurel looked horrible. Her face was really bloated, really really bloated, like after having cried hours and hours, when your tear ducts have been operating for so long and all the fluids are in your face and the blood rushing around and everything looks all mottled and terrible.”


Joan said, “Are you OK? You look terrible.”


“Really?” Laurel seemed shocked.


When Laurel gave Joan the black sweater she had borrowed the night before, they both noticed a gaping hole under one arm. Laurel apologized and offered to buy Joan a new one. She said she had fallen down during the party and torn it. Joan wondered how a person could tear the armpit of a sweater falling down, but she didn’t ask. No sense making Laurel feel worse.


Laurel came back to the ATO house that afternoon to search for her missing sunglasses. She prized them. They resembled a fashionable and expensive brand.


The brothers were shocked when she came in. They weren’t sure how to act or what to say. Al Mitchell helped look for the glasses and remembered being bothered by Laurel’s apparent indifference to what had happened. He gave her a beer and asked how she felt. He said she answered, “Fine.” Very casual.


“No, I mean, how are you feeling deep down inside?”


He recalls that Laurel answered slowly, saying, “I want to feel like I’m embarrassed, but I can’t right now.” And then she talked about the four hits of LSD she had taken before the party and how she had a headache now and felt ill.


Andrea walked in then. She didn’t know yet what had happened. She had just stopped by to schmooze with the guys that morning. She didn’t know Laurel, but she remembered her from the party. Andrea recalls how bad Laurel looked that day. Her eyes were red and her skin was puffy. Andrea joked to Laurel that she had seemed really into the party the night before, and then added, knowingly, one girl to another, “Oh boy, I can remember times when I’ve been drunk and I’ve lost things and I’ve woken up with bruises and I didn’t remember where the hell I got them from.” Laurel showed Andrea some bruises and scrapes she had picked up the night before. Andrea remembered in particular a vicious bruise on the inner part of Laurel’s upper arm. As she and Laurel and Al talked, a few of the other brothers gathered. Even though she thought Laurel was a little weird, Andrea was trying to be nice. It was clear from Laurel’s conversation, which Andrea and the brothers found so strange, that this girl lived on the outer edge of even their permissive social world.


Andrea was worried about her. She encouraged Laurel to stop by the Penn Women’s Center to see Carol Tracy, the head of the office, who counseled women at the university. Laurel then left, after jotting down her name and phone number in case her glasses turned up.


It was not until after Laurel left that Andrea learned of the sexual episode. She was saying how troubled the girl seemed, and Roush said, “She got boned last night.”


“Several times,” Daubert added.


They called what happened “group sex.” Andrea was revolted. Their attitude—these were her friends!—galled her. She didn’t want to believe it had happened. She asked for details.


The brothers asked her why she wanted to know, and her response was the first time they heard the accusation. They recoiled angrily when Andrea said the word “rapists.” Rape?


“Hold on just a minute, Andrea,” Mitchell said, anger and surprise steeling his voice. “Don’t go jumping to conclusions and calling things rape when you don’t know the facts.” His sharp tone rebuffed Andrea, and she backed off.


Andrea was used to playing House Feminist for ATO. The title was half joking and half not. Andrea had these two natures—she calls them her “Jekyll” side and her “Hyde” side. On the one hand, as a nineteen-year-old sophomore, she was just coming into her own as a feminist. Andrea was articulate and intelligent and ambitious. That was what she called her Jekyll side. Andrea was also a looker, something that had not escaped the boys in ATO. She was shapely and pretty, with pale green eyes and dark blonde hair. If she liked a guy enough, she would sleep with him. She had gotten involved with three different ATO brothers over the past year. That was her Hyde side.


Jekyll Andrea was often outraged by the macho posturing of her friends at ATO, but Hyde Andrea was flattered by their eager attentions. She enjoyed challenging them. Here was this chick who had the potential, on any given night, of putting out, but who demanded to be treated as an equal. Andrea made their double standards uncomfortably obvious. Whereas if one of the brothers got it on with three different women in one semester he might be a hero, a woman who got it on with three different ATO brothers was supposed to steal off quietly into the night. They had gotten something off her, right? But Andrea wasn’t even shaken. She was thinking about moving into the house that summer. Who was getting what off whom?


Andrea was drawn up in this double game. She knew the guys had two ways of seeing women. Steady girlfriends were respected. Other women, the kind the brothers were always trying to make, were called “hos,” a sort of chuckling little word of obvious derivation that doubled as an ATO cheer when they did the house circle dance or scored a goal in intramural sports. Girlfriends and hos. Andrea, who was then nobody’s girlfriend, wanted it clear that she was nobody’s “ho” either.


So, over the next few days, Andrea kept asking questions. And the more Andrea heard, the more her gut response seemed right. There was something grotesque and unnerving in the arrogance of these guys. No. Something was wrong. Andrea wasn’t sure yet what the word for it was, but the more she heard, the more she thought the right word for what happened might be “rape.”


She had been keeping an account of the incident from the first day she learned of it, writing it all down, disgustedly, in her diary. Now she wrote,




They vehemently insisted it wasn’t rape, that no one forced her, & and that she in fact told them that that was what she wanted. She was saying, “F— me! F— me!” I can’t believe that! Besides, she was so screwed up she probably couldn’t have said her own name. If they had sex w/her they were really taking advantage. I can’t believe that any woman could want that. It’s beyond me how she could ask for something like that. Maybe she was too screwed up to care, but it seems more likely that she was too screwed up to know what was happening to her at all & if that’s the case it’s not group sex, but rape.





A voice in the back of her head whispered, “Talk to Laurel. Talk to Laurel.”


Will Gleason awoke Friday morning wondering why Laurel hadn’t called. All night the phone had sat silently inside his bedroom door. She had said she would call him. He was miffed.


He finally called her at five p.m. She apologized and told Will she wanted to go to a dance that night. When he stopped by her room to meet her, he was surprised to find her still in bed.


“I walked in and kissed her on the cheek. She was very out of it. I remember saying to her, ‘You smell like sour milk.’


“She said, ‘Thanks a lot.’


“‘What happened? Are you still hung over? I mean, what happened?’


“She goes, ‘I got beat up at the party last night.’


“I said, ‘Beat up!’


“She told me she was tripping, and I thought about when I met her, and I thought about how big those guys are, and then she said, ‘I got beat up. Pushed around. They ripped my sweater.’”


“It didn’t cross my mind that she could have possibly been raped. I say, ‘How did it happen?’


“And she said, ‘They locked me in the room and wouldn’t let me out. And they kept pushing me around, and I kept telling them, ‘Leave me alone! Leave me alone!’


“And I said, ‘Oh, great.’”


At that point Will didn’t want to hear any more. If there had been an ugly scene, he didn’t want to know about it.


They went to the dance but left early. Laurel complained she was too sore to dance. The next evening, Saturday, they went to another party, tripping on mushrooms. Will had never taken a drug like that. It unleashed powerful sensations. Great gusts of energy whirled in him, and he felt a passion for Laurel that was overwhelming. He was still high when early that morning in bed she told him.


“She says to me, ‘What happened at ATO the other night, I was raped.’ It’s like four in the morning or five in the morning, and she says it to me. ‘I’ve been raped.’ I flipped. I mean, this is the girl I just decided I loved, regardless. I mean, it was the first night I was able to go, ‘Ahh, I love you! I love you! I love you!’ and grab her and say, ‘I love you! I love you! I love you!’ And it totally wiped me out. I mean, I got up out of bed, and I was walking from room to room, and I couldn’t touch her, and I was revolted, and it was really awful.


“‘How many guys?’


“She goes, ‘I don’t know.’


“‘You don’t know! You were raped? Well, call the police! We’ll call the police now!’


“She goes, ‘No, no.’ And she’s trying to make light of it—this was the reaction she had, you know, put it out of her mind. She said, ‘GIRL GETS ABUSED—these things happen.’


“I’m going like, ‘Take this seriously! This is awful! This is horrible! Take this seriously! I want you to be grieving like I am! I don’t have to grieve all your pain for you! This is what you should be feeling!’ And I was, like, in anguish . . .”
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