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    Advance Praise for 
Deep in the Woods


    “Soon after the Lindbergh kidnapping, and long before Patty Hearst, there was George Weyerhaeuser. Bryan Johnston’s meticulous research brings alive the historical figures behind the snatch of a poor, rich boy and those people affected by it…including the victim! The Venn diagram for lovers of history, court dramas, and true crime investigations overlap at Deep in the Woods.”


    —Kevin Flynn, author of Our Little Secret
    and co-host, “Crime Writers On…”


    “Deep in the Woods delivers a spellbinding tale of an unspeakable crime, an intense investigation, and, in the end, incredible mercy. A must-read for true crime fans.”


    —Anthony Amore, New York Times bestselling author
    of The Woman Who Stole Vermeer


    “Fascinating historical crime with characters so vivid and realistic they seem to have stepped out of a police crime log. Johnston has uncovered a real gem of a true story and tells it with skill.”


    —Anthony Flacco, New York Times
    bestselling author, Impossible Odds


    “Bryan Johnston’s newest book, Deep in the Woods, is a true crime story that reads likes fiction with its beautiful prose and engaging storytelling full of historical details that draw you into the narrative. Even if you know nothing about the kidnapping of nine-year-old George Weyerhaeuser in 1935, due to Johnston’s impeccable research, you will come away with a full understanding of how this compelling story unfolded step by step. Johnston takes you on an exquisite journey back in time to tell this fascinating story. It’s a journey you don’t want to miss.”


    —Amanda Lamb, News Reporter, WRAL-TV
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    Author’s Note


    The following is a true story. Although, based on some of the actions, behavior, and decisions of several of the participants, it would be completely reasonable to think otherwise. The 1930s was a vastly different era, and contemporary sensibilities will not always jibe with what was considered acceptable in that time.


    You will run across some instances that will look like typos. For example, the word “kidnapper” may appear as “kidnaper,” depending on when it’s being used. “Kidnaper” is simply how the word was spelled, oddly enough, back in 1935. And when text from notes or letters was transcribed, I chose to show the spelling, grammar, and punctuation exactly as it was.


    Many of the conversations between the players are extrapolations based on my research—representative dialogue. However, the courtroom dialogue was taken word-for-word from the court transcripts. No liberties were taken. Information for this book was culled from over 2,500 pages of FBI documents, 200-plus newspaper articles, court transcripts, and the ultimate coup, an interview with former kidnapping victim George Weyerhaeuser (pronounced “Ware-houser”) at his home in 2019.


    If you see something italicized, it either indicates a character’s thought process or shows material taken verbatim from a newspaper article or letter.


     


    —Bryan Johnston, 2020
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    Introduction



    Friday Afternoon, May 24, 1935


    It was hardly a novelty for nine-year-old George Weyerhaeuser to walk home from school without adult supervision. The idea wouldn’t have raised eyebrows or caused whispers of questionable parenting, especially in that neighborhood, only a five-minute drive from arguably one of the toniest stretches of Tacoma, Washington. The students who lived nearby liked to go home for lunch. Technically the boy wasn’t alone anyway, at least for part of his walk. There was a trio who left Lowell Grammar School together. George was accompanied by his two friends, Bruce Bowman and Joseph Whealdon.


    The boys were in high spirits, and why not? It was a fine spring day, mostly clear and just a few ticks under seventy degrees, only slightly out of character for this time of year in the notoriously gray Pacific Northwest. George most likely didn’t need the sweater he was wearing, but his grandmother had insisted. “You’ll catch your death!” she had tut-tutted him just that morning. Only Grammy would think you could catch a cold on a day like today, George had thought. She doted on him insistently; he sometimes protested, but secretly he was glad for it.


    They were a gangly crew, the boys, thin and bright-eyed. George stood out if for no other reason than his shock of dark brown curly hair. From a block away that hair was a dead giveaway.


    He shuffled along, hands thrust deep into the pockets of his brown knickers. The three friends chatted, talking about the fine and manly art of jumping—which of them could jump the highest, the farthest. They compared their skills and argued the results before their attention spans waned and they shifted the topic of conversation to a clearly more urgent matter: baseball. They played on the same team. Bruce was the team captain, but George could play a mean first base. However, their talk was of a higher caliber brand of ball.


    “Arky got two more hits yesterday,” said George. Arky was Arky Vaughan, the Pittsburgh Pirates’ shortstop, who was tearing it up a month in on his way to winning the batting title.


    “Against who?” asked Joe, taking a swipe with his sneakered foot, kicking a small rock down the street.


    “The Braves,” George replied, launching a similar stone and proudly noting it skipping past Joe’s.


    “Did the Babe do anything?” asked Joe, his eyes down, scanning for another rock. Forty-year-old Babe Ruth was winding down his storied career on the lowly Boston Braves. The aging Bambino was hitting a paltry buck forty.


    “Naw,” said George. “You think he’s through?”


    “No way,” said Joe confidently. “It’s the Babe!” The boys hadn’t seen Ruth in his prime, but Babe Ruth was still Babe Ruth. Even at the end of his career, he was a larger-than-life character and still one of the most famous people on the planet.


    “Did ya hear, they’re playing a night game tonight?” said Bruce. “The Phillies and the Reds. First one ever.”


    George and Joe simply nodded to this, the full force of their attention now on searching for the ideal kicking rock. The ballgame “under the lights” was just another of many firsts in their young lives. At nine years old they were still young enough to take them for granted.


    George liked baseball just fine, and he had the same first name as the Babe (George Herman Ruth)—what kid wouldn’t be proud of that? But soccer was his favorite sport. The local field was more dirt and gravel than grass, which made it more conducive to running and kicking. With baseball, fielding grounders out there left you with a fifty-fifty shot the ball would ricochet off a rock and leave you to take one in the kisser.


    George loved to run. He hoped to turn out for track someday, and perhaps that was the draw of soccer: a wide-open space in which to run. He considered himself fast but knew he was not exactly a record breaker, not a “speed merchant.” His attitude was that he only had to be faster than his older brother Phil when they got in the occasional scrap.


    The three boys traveled a couple of blocks from the school and Bruce peeled off. They had reached his home, the Buckingham Apartments, an unremarkable complex sitting just off the street. George didn’t care that his friend was from a different economic class. The boys just liked each other’s company.


    “See ya, fellas,” said Bruce, passing under the big maple tree outside the apartments.


    “Bye,” said George and Joe in unison, waving to their friend. They continued on along Yakima Avenue to Eighth Street. In that stretch, they succeeded in finding several more rocks that met their exacting standards and proceeded to match each other kick for kick.


    “Nice one,” observed George after Joe sent one last stone skittering down the street, barely missing a green sedan parked along the curb.


    “Gotta go, George. See ya after lunch,” said Joe, walking away backward up the hill as George kept his course heading down. Joe fully expected to see George after lunch. Why wouldn’t he?


    George had made the walk more times than he could count. He had a couple of different routes home depending on how the spirit moved him. Sometimes he’d get a ride home from the family “chauffeur,” Oswald A. Olsen—to George he was just plain Oswald, “one of the gang,” the family gardener who frequently drove them places.


    After leaving Joe, he headed west two blocks to the Annie Wright Seminary, where his older sister Ann went to school. They frequently met up to travel the last few blocks home together, and on this day the plan was to meet her outside her school and catch a ride home with Oswald.


    When he arrived, George looked around, eyes peeled for his sister. There were a few people milling about. A couple of women greeted him, a parent and a kindergarten teacher that he recognized from one of his many stops at his sister’s school.
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    George returned every greeting with a smile. That was something he never lacked. It was one of his defining characteristics.


    His school had released the students earlier than normal for lunch that day, so he didn’t expect to find his sister just yet. He weighed his options: pull up a seat on the curb and wait fifteen minutes for Ann and Oswald to show up, or hoof it for home on his own.


    No way I’m waiting, thought George. He wasn’t a fan of sitting still. The term “ants in your pants” was coined specifically for kids like George. Besides, it was a beautiful day. If he left now, he would most likely beat them home anyway.


    It was only five blocks from the seminary to George’s home. Half a mile, most of it a straight shot. He gave one last look around for his sister, came up empty, and decided to take off.


    I’ll make her a sandwich when I get home, thought George. Peanut butter. It’ll be waiting for her when she gets there. With a glass of milk. She’ll like that. George enjoyed doling out small kindnesses. Especially for Ann. He got along well enough with his other siblings, his younger sister Elizabeth, or “Wiz,” as they called her, and older brother Phil, called “Flip.” But Ann held a special place for him. She was the oldest of the kids, four years George’s senior, and she was the one they all looked up to. George had always felt especially close to her.


    He made his way through a hedge-lined path running next to the Tacoma Lawn and Tennis Club and came out on Borough Road, less than three blocks from his house. Along the way, he kept his eyes peeled for more rocks to boot. He figured he needed to work on his kicking technique if he was going to outdo Joe.


    That was when he saw a man get out of the passenger seat of a green Buick sedan parked nearby with its engine idling. The man began walking toward him.


    It never occurred to George to run.

  


  
    PART ONE



    The Snatch


  


  
    CHAPTER 1



    The Note



    Friday, May 24, 1935


    At approximately six thirty that evening, twenty-six-year-old Martin Hammerstrom drove his post office messenger motorcycle to 420 N. Fourth Street in Tacoma. There was still plenty of daylight left, but he didn’t spare the throttle. He was determined to convey his special delivery letter with all possible speed. Hammerstrom knew that to fail at his responsibility could cost him his job, and he was lucky to have one in a country still struggling out of the Great Depression. Desperation was everywhere. Anyone fortunate enough to have gainful work held onto their job with a tight grip.


    The message itself was common-looking, an ordinary white envelope, addressed by hand. Hammerstrom figured he was delivering an urgent notice telling of a family member who was ill, injured, or perhaps deceased. These were common themes for special delivery letters to private homes. The identity of the sender was a mystery, but Hammerstrom didn’t pay much attention to that. His job was just to get it there.


    When he reached his destination, he saw a large home at the peak of the hill, clearly the home of a wealthy family. He hopped off the bike, hurried to the front door, and rang the doorbell. Hammerstrom’s level of service would be the envy of any mail-delivery company today; the envelope had been dropped at the main post office only thirty minutes earlier.


    After a moment, a man answered the door. He was handsome and professional-looking, but his face was a mask of tension. A second man stepped up behind him looking just as grim.


    The man took the letter from Hammerstrom without a word and said to the one behind him, “Here it is now.”


    “What does it look like?” the second man asked.


    Hammerstrom thought that an odd question. Who cared what an envelope looked like? But he knew enough to keep quiet and wait for the signature on the receipt.


    The man signed for the letter in impatient strokes: “J.P. Weyerhaeuser.”


    That was all Hammerstrom needed. He got back on his bike and motored away, a job well done, without any clue as to the unique message he had just delivered.


     


    Thirty-six-year-old John Philip Weyerhaeuser held the note with shaking hands while he gave it a quick once-over. It was carefully typewritten and began more like an employment query: “TO WHOM IT MAY CONCERN,” all in capitals.


    The salutation was followed by a stark list of typed demands, twenty-one in all. Number one on the list was the matter of ransom. Before Weyerhaeuser could see his son alive, he had to offer up the astronomical sum of $200,000 in cash, nearly four million dollars at today’s value.


    Specific phrases caught his eye: “You are not to notify the police—This is business—The police can’t catch us—Follow the rules—It has all been planned for three years.” And finally, “You have five days.”


    Five days. Five days to get his boy back. Like it or not, the clock had started ticking.

  


  
    CHAPTER 2



    Salt Lake City



    Six Weeks Earlier


    Nineteen-year-old Margaret Waley scanned the rows of playing cards spread on the table before her. Card games were usually one of her favorite pastimes when she was alone, and when she could get her husband, Harmon, to play, it was their own little bit of shared time, moments of laughter and something that felt to her like genuine intimacy.


    There was none of that going on now.


    She glanced up at her husband sitting across the room on the threadbare sofa, perusing the newspaper. Hopefully reading the want ads, thought Margaret. Harmon Waley looked up from the paper, almost as though he felt the weight of her stare. Though unemployed, he had particular skills—skills when it came to flipping a situation and landing it back on his wife’s shoulders.


    “Hey, hon, how about a sandwich?” he asked pleasantly.


    That was all it took. Margaret popped up out of her chair, ready to obey. Nearly two decades of Mormon doctrine did that to a girl.


    “Have it for you in a jiff,” she said in a brightly pleasant tone instilled by lifelong habit. She shuffled into the kitchen. There was no way to tell what she was actually feeling at the moment, and she likely would not have known herself if she were asked outright.


    For all those reasons, combined with the natural optimism of a young newlywed, she didn’t mind making the sandwich or doing anything else for Harmon. It gave her a genuine sense of purpose, as she understood the word. But a sense of purpose was all she had coming in her immediate future, and even that would not last long.


    Her family had barely gotten a chance to get to know Harmon before he swept her off her feet. They married after a whirlwind courtship, which was not nearly the warning to her it should have been. In her community, and among every other girl she counted as a friend or each older woman she regarded as a role model, marriage at her age was common enough. Some girls married and became mothers at fifteen. In their Mormon community, the things a girl needed to know before womanhood were all taught in the home. There was no need for worldly skills in a life dedicated to the roles of wife and mother.


    A girl was raised to trust in her husband and to express her purity before God. The cynicism of an unbelieving world and the mockery of lost souls did nothing to still the faith Margaret had been carefully raised to feel. She was one of thirteen children, but the size of the family certainly did not reduce the power of indoctrination in her life. And while she got plenty of that, there was little room left in her growing years for personal attention. She received enough to keep body and soul together, but for anything more she only had her dreams of eventual marriage. As a wife, every good Mormon girl could expect to receive all the personal attention a bride needed from her husband’s love. He would warm her life with his gratitude for her skills as a wife, and one day as the mother of his children.


    Among the girls she grew up with, the natural tendency to hunger for more exotic forms of fulfillment dissolved over time. But when Harmon Waley stormed his way into Margaret’s life, he may as well have been framed in lightning bolts. From the inside of her velvet enclosure, she had never met anyone like him. Harmon was tall, handsome, and broad-shouldered—enough to attract most any marriageable Mormon girl.


    The most compelling element for Margaret was the electricity of his presence. It seemed to come from his quiet edge—a touch of danger. She responded to the power she sensed there, but she had no way to predict what it could do. So far in her life, she had only known domesticated dogs. She knew nothing of the wolf, of its skulking cowardice when alone, or its savagery in a pack. Her attraction was not diluted by caution.


    Best of all for Margaret, Harmon was not yet one of the faithful, and therefore he needed saving. There was nothing nobler for her to do than to influence her man into the fold, thus securing his eternal future and assuring the proper raising of their children.


    The story of his journey from darkness to light was music to her ears. He had even said that while he was in prison, his goal was to get out so that he could help his mother. Why, the reason he made parole after only a year was because the warden believed he was a changed man.


    The courtship lasted a week before the former Margaret Thulin became Margaret Waley. In the parlance of the times, she was also called Mrs. Harmon Metz Waley. The date was November 24, 1933. She was five years younger than her new husband.


    The electricity soon vanished, as it tends to do….


    In the kitchen now, she went about preparing the sandwich her husband had requested. Ham on rye. She had obtained the loaf for only four cents, half price since it was a day old. Until Harmon got his balance and found steady work at a decent wage, it was on her shoulders to stretch every penny they had.


    When she finished, her eyes caught her watery reflection in the kitchen window. She realized she was not a striking beauty. Harmon could have picked a number of other girls, but instead he had eyes for her. Yes, they were broke. Prospects were uncertain. But times were hard for a lot of people. She could still take pride in being married and keeping things presentable.


    She knew herself to be a good person. She had never been in trouble. She only dropped out of school to take care of her sick mother and help with her many siblings. And she would do anything for her husband, in accordance with everything she knew about marriage. She hoped he found her squeaky cleanness an attractive counterbalance to his troubled past.


    He did. But for different reasons. Harmon was shrewd enough to understand that a naïve person with a strict code of conduct can be used. The code could be turned into puppet strings to dance her into places she would never go on her own. But that lesson was for later.


    She plated the sandwich, took a bottle of milk from the ice box, and poured a glass, but not too full. The bottle had to last the week. She brought the meal back into the living room and set it before Harmon on the coffee table.


    “Here you go,” she said with a smile.


    “Thanks, hon,” he replied, setting down the paper and mimicking her smile. She took comfort in the way such a simple gesture as that, a smile from her husband, always warmed her heart. It was a tiny milestone on her journey, assuring her she was doing the right thing.


    A little later, she was doing the wash and making a mental note that the Lux detergent was running low when she heard the front door open. She stepped into the living room to see that Harmon was back from running errands. He had brought another man along.


    “Hon, I want you to meet Swede Davis!” he said, beaming. “Swede and I go way back. We ran into each other down on Second South Street. Small world, right?”


    Margaret reached out to shake the man’s hand. She was happy for the introduction; they didn’t have many friends. And Harmon looked so happy, which always made her feel like she was moving in the right direction.


    “Nice to meet you, Margaret,” Swede said with a quick grin. He was a looker—no doubt on that score—dark hair, large brown eyes, and a small scar on his cheek. She pegged him for early thirties.


    “I invited Swede over for dinner,” Harmon said, “if that’s okay with you.”


    “No trouble at all,” Margaret assured the men, and it felt good to say it. She was always the gracious hostess. “It’ll be nice to have company.” She looked back toward the kitchen. “Let me finish up the wash and I’ll get to work on something to eat. Hope meatloaf is okay.”


    “Meatloaf sounds terrific,” Swede enthused with that same grin.


    Polite as well, thought Margaret. She went into the kitchen. It was good to have a friend in the house.


     


    Their visitor’s real name was not Swede Davis, but for now he was using another alias, William Mahan. His reason for going by “Swede” is unknown. It was an odd choice. He was too canny to fail to realize Margaret would be around a lot, over time. The deception was bound to collapse.


    For the next year, he would be known to the press and the public as William Mahan in the stories of his strange journey. The name would ring through the annals of criminal skullduggery.


    Mahan was an ex-con with an extensive rap sheet. Moreover, he shared a past with Margaret’s husband. The pair had served time in prison together a few years earlier.


    Mahan’s criminal career was far more advanced than that of Harmon Waley. He had been hit with a sentence of two to four years for grand larceny and paroled in 1924. In 1927, he was sentenced to a term of twenty years for robbery, though he somehow talked his way into another parole a few years later. For the past year, he had also been wanted on charges of assault and bank robbery.


    Tonight he was merely a dinner guest.


    “So, what is it you do, Mister Davis?” Margaret asked over dinner.


    “Please, call me Swede,” he replied. “I’m a salesman for the Home Comfort Stove Company.”


    “A gainfully employed working man,” said Harmon, looking proudly at his friend. “Darn few of those around these days.”


    Mahan replied with a shrug. Humble, too, thought Margaret. Who was this man?


    “And get this,” Harmon added, giving a soft elbow to Margaret, “he’s got his own car. A new one! A Ford V-8. She’s a beauty. You’ll have to check her out after dinner.” Margaret loved to see her husband in such an expansive and optimistic mood. It was far easier to keep peace in the house that way.


    Following the meal, Margaret cleaned up while the men sprawled in the living room, stretching out, loosening belts. Mahan clapped his hands together and fixed Harmon with a look. “So, what are we doing tonight?”


    “Dunno,” said Harmon. “What ya have in mind?”


    “Let’s go somewhere, get a drink. Salt Lake City’s not dry, last I checked.” His enthusiasm was infectious.


    “Fine by me,” said Harmon. “Hey, hon?” he yelled to be heard in the kitchen over the running water. “Wanna go out tonight?”


    Margaret walked back into the living room, wiping her hands on her apron. “Well, can we afford that?”


    “You won’t have to,” said Mahan. “It’s on me. Least I can do after that terrific dinner.”


    As a faithful Mormon, Margaret didn’t drink, but still, a night out? For free? Who was she to pass that up?


    “Say, Margaret,” said Mahan. “You got any friends to join us? Girlfriends?”


    “You know, I think I might. But she’s married.”


    “Never stopped me before,” he said with a wink toward Harmon, then promptly threw up his hands in supplication toward Margaret. “Kidding! I’m kidding. Seriously, that’d be fine. The more the merrier.”


    And so it was decided. Margaret had met another young woman about six weeks earlier down on Second South at the warehouse where they got their fresh meat. In the course of a casual conversation, the woman had mentioned that she would like to go out and get away from home once in a while.


    That evening, they happily bounced from one joint to the next, laughing and carrying on. Margaret couldn’t help but marvel at the exuberance Swede whipped up among the patrons in each place. It had been two years since the fall of Prohibition, and these people were trying to make up for lost time. But Swede Davis, as Margaret knew him, was at the center of those crowds in each place. He was the magnet to everybody else’s iron filings. The man had a way of making people listen a little more intently, laugh a little harder.


    By the time Margaret, Harmon, and Swede/Mahan drove back to the house, the night had been a lot of fun, and Margaret loved the feeling of happy time spent with a new friend.


     


    The next day Mahan showed up again on their doorstep. “I’ve got an idea,” he told them, the grin back in full force. “I’m heading north on company business, a sales opportunity. Why don’t you both come along? Who knows, Harm, I might be able to get you on with the company.”


    Harmon didn’t have to be asked twice. And for Margaret, a chance at regular work for Harmon was too good to pass up. That was the only convincing she needed. She had read in the paper that unemployment was running at over 20 percent, and they only had six dollars to their name.

  


  
    CHAPTER 3



    The New Friend



    Margaret was well aware of her husband’s minor criminal past, but she knew nothing about William Mahan. She still thought of him as Swede Davis. Of the two men, Mahan’s track record was far more violent; Harmon Waley was strictly small-time. The type of crimes that brought them together defined their differences.


    Inside the prison, Mahan was considered tough by the warden and the guards. He lived up to the observation that he did not work and play well with others. During his stretch, he served eighteen months in solitary confinement for leading a plot to bring about a prison break. He was a born leader among those with a criminal nature.


    When he met Harmon Waley inside the joint, he encountered a useful example of persistent, if middling, criminality. So Mahan pulled Harmon Waley into his circle.


    As soon as Harmon made parole, he vowed to stay on the straight and narrow. From the day he married Margaret, he kept himself at least close to that path. They lived a simple, if meager, life, which was fine by Margaret because it was all she knew. However, she didn’t realize Harmon had grander thoughts. Like a recovering alcoholic, the allure of a quick and easy fix was always floating around his mind. He was susceptible to temptation, and that’s what Bill Mahan offered in abundance now that he was paroled out.


    Margaret remained blissfully ignorant while the three piled into Mahan’s Ford and headed north. As for where they were going, she wasn’t told and didn’t ask. She knew it wasn’t her place to ask. Everything in her background conditioned her to believe that.


    The first stop was in Blackfoot, Idaho, where Mahan did something wholly unexpected. He pulled up at a garage, opened the weathered door, and revealed a 1927 green Buick sedan.


    “I figured you guys could drive this one while I drive the Ford,” he said, just as casual as you please. He fished out the keys and dropped them into Harmon’s hand.


    Margaret could hardly believe it. This man was simply giving them a car to use. Who owned more than one car? Mahan was looking more and more like the answer to their prayers.


    He then announced, “We’re heading west, young man! And woman!” and gave both of them a wonderful smile.


    They crossed the state before hopping the border to Spokane, Washington. After a short stay there, they continued rolling west. Mahan’s plan was to drive to Tacoma, just south of Seattle, and finally to the town where Harmon grew up, a place called Hoquiam. All sales opportunities. They took both cars.


    Leaving Spokane, Margaret marveled at the beauty of the landscape as they drove along. She was seeing light at the end of the tunnel, growing brighter by the day. This new friend was a blessing. As for the scenery, all she knew was that this part of the state was called the Palouse. It looked like God had taken the rolling hills and draped them with a soft blanket of emerald and beige velvet. Margaret now fully understood the particular quality that had inspired the term “pastoral.” The Palouse had it in spades. With the hum of the engine and the fine vibration of tire on pavement, she dozed off.


    When she awoke, her eyes fluttered open to find a completely different environment. She heard the sounds of traffic, inhaled the smells of the city, and gazed out at a view of tall buildings. They’d arrived in Seattle.


    “Look who’s awake,” said Harmon with a smile. “You missed all the excitement. We must have passed over five hundred cows and six dead raccoons, by my count. It was thrilling.” He opened the door of the car and got out. “C’mon, we’re leaving one of the cars here.”


    They left the Ford in a garage and piled back into the Buick, continuing on south and west of Puget Sound for another two hours to the town of Hoquiam, located on the coast. The old logging town was a rough-and-tumble place, bracketed by Grays Harbor and an endless sea of evergreen trees. They stayed for a week at a tourist camp, a collection of tiny houses. The location was one or two steps better than camping in a tent, and a low-cost alternative.


    Although they were in Harmon’s hometown, he had no interest in showing Margaret around or visiting old haunts. What little Margaret knew about her husband’s youth did not include the fact that, beginning in his teens, his life had been filled with trouble. Whatever memories his hometown held, they did nothing to encourage him to reminisce. Margaret decided his disinterest in reliving his past was actually a good sign, proving he wanted to leave that part of his life behind.


    Optimism was an important part of her worldview.


    As it turned out, Harmon and Mahan were seldom around during their time in that town. The pair would leave for the day, presumably on sales calls, while Margaret relaxed and played cards. It got a little boring after a while, but she didn’t complain. Complaining would do nothing to promote peace in her home. Everything in her upbringing had conditioned her to make a top priority of that sense of domestic peace.


    At the end of the week, they left Hoquiam and backtracked across the state to Spokane with, to the best of Margaret’s knowledge, no stoves sold. This time Margaret vowed to stay awake. Along the way she realized Harmon had been right about the cows.


     


    They had only been settled in for a few days when Mahan pulled Harmon aside.


    “I want to go back,” he said.


    “What’s up?” asked Harmon.


    “I want to take another look at those banks in Raymond and South Bend.”


    During the previous week in Hoquiam, while Margaret whiled away the hours playing cards and reading dime-store fictions, the men had been quietly casing banks.


    Swede/Mahan told Margaret he had some follow-up meetings with prospective buyers back across the state and wanted to take Harmon along for company. He assured her they would only be gone a few days. There was a chance Harmon could sign on. Her cooperation was inevitable.


    When Harmon tossed his valise in the backseat, he saw a typewriter. He didn’t bother to ask his friend why he was bringing a typewriter with him. He found out soon enough.


    Each time Mahan had gone into the banks in the two towns, he had changed money and stalled as long as possible to get a view of the interiors. This trip wasn’t much different. The two men strolled into each bank, taking their time before changing bills and looking around, noting things like whether there were guards, where they were posted, what kind of vault was visible, the number of tellers, and possible escape routes.


    Outside the second bank, they sat in the car and compared notes.


    “What ya think?” asked Mahan.


    Harmon nodded thoughtfully. He wanted to impress his partner, show him he was capable, like a little brother seeking approval from an older sibling. “Looks doable,” said Harmon. “Better than the first one. They had a bank dick and I’m not messing with that.” Harmon had taken a slug before and wasn’t interested in another.


    Mahan nodded his agreement. Guards had guns and that was an unnecessary risk.


     


    On the drive back to Spokane, Mahan spoke up. “Here, I wanna show you something.” He turned off the highway and within minutes was on a logging road that wound off into the forest. Mahan parked the car and began hiking into the woods. “C’mon,” he said. Harmon followed obediently.


    They hiked through a cut-over forest, waded across a shallow stream, and continued on into deeper wood until they were swallowed up completely by towering firs. The air was clear and smelled of moss and damp earth. The sounds of their feet were muffled by the soft soil and the carpet of fallen boughs and needles. Eventually they came upon a large fallen tree.


    Mahan hopped up on top of the wide trunk and nodded down to the far side. “Take a look,” he said.


    Harmon climbed over the tree and saw what his partner was referring to: a large hole in the ground boarded up with planks and tar paper over the top, like a trapdoor. Fir boughs added a layer of camouflage.


    “I was all ready to put some man from Seattle in it a while back but decided he didn’t have any money,” said Mahan. It was the first time Harmon had ever heard him mention anything about kidnapping.


    Mahan then crouched down and took a seat on the fallen tree, swinging his legs over the side.


    “Here, look,” he said, and reaching inside his coat he took out a sheaf of papers. They were typed notes. More than a dozen. “I want you to retype these,” he said.


    “What are they?”


    “Ransom notes,” said Mahan flatly. “Can you do it?”


    And just like that, the stakes were raised. Petty crimes and low-risk felonies were one thing, but what had just been spoken aloud was a whole different ballgame. The invitation had been made and Harmon had to decide in that moment whether or not he wanted to sit at the adult table. He had stayed true to his promises to Margaret and kept his nose clean, but over the past few weeks he could feel himself being inexorably drawn into Mahan’s orbit. And he ruefully admitted he enjoyed it.


    Staying on the straight and narrow was safe and kept his wife happy, but it was also something else: boring. She continually told him that he was better than his past and could turn his life around, but there had always been that niggling feeling in the back of his head that they were just pretty words. That a tiger couldn’t change his stripes.


    Harmon gave a shrug. “Sure.”


    Mahan’s trademark grin returned.


    The two drove back to Seattle and rented a little place at the Fir Apartments, room thirteen. Mahan made a quick stop at a stationary store, and upon returning to the apartment Harmon bent to the task of retyping the notes. His partner was many things, but a good speller was not among them. There were eighteen copies, some with addresses in Seattle, others in Los Angeles. After Harmon finished his work, Mahan gave them a once-over and, satisfied with the results, turned his Cheshire grin once more to Harmon.


    “Guess we better be getting back home. Margaret might start thinking we’re up to something.”


    She didn’t. That wouldn’t be on the bright side.

  


  
    CHAPTER 4



    The Turning Point



    In a matter of days, Mahan had had enough. Water dripped from the kitchen faucet with the consistency and relentlessness of a metronome, and the sink was continually backed up. Water pressure was almost nonexistent.


    “Harmon, what do you say we move?”


    “Not soon enough to suit me,” Harmon replied. “I’m fed up with this lousy plumbing.” He looked to Margaret, who was quietly busying herself with a paperback. “How about you, hon? You ready to jump ship?”


    “Whatever you think best, Harmon,” she answered demurely, licking her finger and turning a page. She was still determined to maintain a placid atmosphere. The only thing for her to do was drift along with this plan and hope it matured into something they could use. The rent was due, so the timing was good for scooting out and finding a new place.


    They located a little bungalow across town, on the 1800 block of North Cedar Street, and rented it under the name of Herman Von Metz. They put down a cash deposit at the power company for the lights. It all went smoothly, and things improved right away.


    Under those lights, they filled their evenings playing cards and laughing. For the moment, it seemed to Margaret that life was good.


    It was only three days later when a small blurb in the local paper grabbed their lives and put them in a whole new direction. The impetus for it came from Margaret, but she had no idea what she was setting in motion. She was paging through the Spokesman-Review newspaper when she spoke aloud, “Hmm…” She glanced up at Harmon, who was stretched out on the couch. “Listen to this—lumber tycoon Weyerhaeuser dead after short illness. He was one of the richest men in America.”


    There was no other reason to mention it except for the well-known family name. She noted the demise of the vastly wealthy man as she would the passing of royalty.


    In this case, the man in question was John Weyerhaeuser Sr., son of Frederick Weyerhaeuser, the lumber baron who earned billions for the family. The name was known throughout the region. Rich and poor alike could pronounce it.


    For Margaret, it was just a passing observation. People die. She didn’t expect the men to find it all that interesting.


    But her words resonated with far more power than she realized.


     


    In spite of William Mahan’s past criminal failures, he had a calculating mind. He could find the angle to any situation like a billiard player setting up a shot. He was also impulsive, to the point of it being a key trait behind his fiascos.


    The very next day, Mahan walked in and declared, “We’re going to Seattle! The company wants me to focus on sales over there for now, and this will be a great opportunity for Harmon to make an impression with them!”


    Margaret was happy for both men, happy for herself. It didn’t occur to her that the move would have anything to do with the obituary about the wealthy land baron she had mentioned. She knew nothing of Swede’s rap sheet as William Mahan. There was no way to put them together. But while she had no idea how much she didn’t know, all of it was still out there waiting.


    That became a common theme in the weeks to come.


    Without any further discussion, the three packed up the cars and made the drive across the state to Seattle. Late that afternoon, both cars rolled to a stop in the parking lot of their new temporary home. Swede/Mahan led them up to the next apartment destination and ushered them inside. He dropped his suitcase by the door. “Bingo! Here we are!”


    Margaret took a hard look at the place. Given the state of the room, she thought Swede’s voice had more enthusiasm than things called for. She had already seen enough of him to know the salesman was selling, and at the moment he was selling this mangy place.


    She stepped around his suitcase, setting her own bag down as she walked deeper into the apartment. She cast a critical eye on the space. The air was stale and musty.


    Her upbringing was clear about her duty in such a situation; she was to clap her hands in determination and then set about the tasks of getting the place clean and in good order. Stifle her personal reservations for the sake of peace in the house. All the Mormon girls she knew were carefully taught that the situation itself was usually up to the husbands, but the conditions of things were up to the wives.


    “The kitchen looks nice,” she observed, trying to stay positive while she ran her hands across the countertop. True, the flat was small and without charm, but the appliances looked sturdy enough. Maybe she could make something out of it. Where to start?


    Harmon poked his head inside the bedroom. “It’s got two beds, that’s all I care about.”


    Margaret’s hands went to her hips a second time while she took in the details of the place. If she was going to object to the cramped accommodations, now would be the moment, but something invisible silenced her. And in that moment of hesitation, she recalled the drive into Seattle. They had passed the city’s largest Hooverville, an expanse of dilapidated shacks spread out across a tidal flat. It housed hundreds of people, all more destitute than she was.


    In that split second, Margaret counted her blessings and reconsidered this new place. It just needs my touch, the teachings told her. One task at a time…


    And that’s what Margaret gave it for the next week, busying herself around the apartment, tidying up, putting meals on the table, focusing on doing her best to make it more like a home, no matter how temporary. She had the time for it. Every day, as when they were living in Spokane, the routine was the same: the men left early in the morning, came back home for lunch, then departed again, to return in the late afternoon around five o’clock.


    “Did you make any sales today?” Margaret routinely asked. It wasn’t her intention to be a busybody; she was trying to show interest. She knew an indifferent wife makes for hard company.


    Sometimes they claimed to have made good sales, sometimes not. If they had told her the truth, the answer would have been “no” every time. Because to make sales, they would have had to make actual sales calls. Instead, Harmon and Mahan—whom Margaret still thought of as Swede Davis—were taking daily trips from their apartment in Seattle to Tacoma, thirty miles south. Looking for trouble.


    Mormon girls from Salt Lake were trained to be capable young women with many skills, but those skills were focused on home and family. Nothing in Margaret’s background gave her the suspicious nature she would have needed for prying her way into finding out what the men were up to. Instead, the display of such a lack of trust would be a betrayal of her husband, of their marriage, and that would not be the function of a true helpmate. She felt proud that Harmon Waley loved her enough to confide his criminal past, and she stuck with him because he assured her he was going straight. Harmon may have actually believed that he was, for a time, and he might have imagined making a workable life for the two of them. Two things conspired against him, however: his propensity for making lousy decisions; and specifically, his relationship with William “Swede Davis” Mahan.


    Harmon’s name first appeared in police records when he was sixteen. Even at that age he was big, a tad over six feet tall and tipping the scales at 180 pounds. Harmon used his size to his advantage. On January 18, 1927, he was charged with leading a band of thugs who took a bike from a kid by force and then deliberately smashed it. The cops let him off with a warning.


    The warning didn’t take.


    Harmon later showed up on the police blotters on August 4, 1929, when he was booked for disorderly conduct. Again, he got a warning and the case was dismissed.


    Two weeks later he was picked up for stealing a suit. Later for drunken driving. Then for trying to rob a hotel safe.


    Harmon Waley was a petty criminal, but a criminal, nonetheless. He may have considered Hoquiam, Washington, his hometown, but his name had last appeared on the Hoquiam police blotter as a “deserter from the Army.”1


    Within a week of his move to Seattle with Margaret and William Mahan, he would officially leave the ranks of the petty criminal and turn the entire world of law enforcement against him. He would also bring his teenaged wife along for the ride.


    She just didn’t know it yet.

  


  
    CHAPTER 5



    Opportunity Taken



    May 1935


    Over the past couple of years, William Mahan had made no secret of the fact that he was plotting a new score—a big one. He threw around the idea of a kidnapping, but since this was uncharted territory for him, it was merely a consideration. His focus was on bank stick-ups. In this field, he had a wealth of experience. Robbery had been the pinnacle of his criminal career.


    But all that changed after he heard from Margaret about the death of a local billionaire. He smelled money there, plenty of it. It was not just an impulse for him to target young George Weyerhaeuser for the snatch. It was an irresistible opportunity. He took it.


    On the twenty-first of May, Mahan paged through the Tacoma city directory while Harmon drove the two men in Mahan’s car. “Got it,” Mahan said.


    Harmon asked, “What’s it say?”


    “‘John Philip Weyerhaeuser Junior, 420 East Fourth Street.’” He pointed ahead. “Start heading for north Tacoma.”


    About twenty minutes later, they drove by the Weyerhaeuser home. It was a large white house on the side of a hill in a fine neighborhood.


    “Pretty nice,” observed Harmon.


    “I kinda expected more,” said Mahan, hunched over the steering wheel and peering up at the house. “They’re one of the richest families in America. I figured they’d be living in a mansion.”


    “Close enough for me,” said Harmon. The Weyerhaeuser home was far better than anything he could have hoped to live in. Even Mahan admitted he saw enough money in the house to confirm it as a target. But he considered himself a careful criminal and wanted to do his due diligence. And since he had also secured the address for J.P. Weyerhaeuser Sr., they paid a visit to that address as well.


    This was a home that truly caught their attention. While Harmon cruised by on a slow pass, Mahan exclaimed, “Jesus,” with undisguised awe. “Now that’s a mansion.”


    The place was called Haddaway Hall, an immense brick Victorian filled with cut-glass windows and overlooking Commencement Bay. It looked more like a castle than a house, and their quick glimpses through the win­dows revealed a treasure trove of exquisite furnishings. But what the magnificent place did not house was children. Back to the smaller home, then.


    The following day, the men got an early start. They took the Ford.


    “Let’s go back to Junior’s house and see what school the kids go to,” suggested Mahan.


    Their efforts were quickly rewarded. That morning they watched as George and his brother Phil left their home and began their walk to school.


    “Which is which?” asked Mahan.


    “I dunno,” said Harmon. “One’s a little smaller. I’m guessing he’s the youngest.”


    They followed from a safe distance until they saw the boys’ destination: Lowell School. Both men returned at three thirty that afternoon and parked half a block up the street. They watched the boys leave the school, walk to nearby Annie Wright Seminary, and get a ride home with their sister and the family’s driver.


    If anyone had asked Harmon Waley which of the kids they were planning to grab, he wouldn’t have been able to answer. That was up to Mahan.


    The next day the men repeated their routine, this time taking the Buick to avoid drawing attention with the car they had used the previous day. They walked by the school a couple of times. The weather was still nice, mid-sixties. To anyone watching, they were just two men who might be fathers of a couple of Lowell’s students, out for a stroll in their shirtsleeves. At one point, they spotted George outside playing ball.


     


    [image: ]


     


    “Kid’s got an arm,” observed Mahan.


    “Quick, too,” said Harmon. But talking about the potential kidnapping made it much more real for him. After a moment, he quietly asked, “So. We really gonna do this?”


    “That’s the job,” Mahan replied. A little before noon, he said, “Let’s go back and see if they pick up the kids again today in their car.”


    They arrived twenty minutes later and parked near Lowell School in time to see the children released for lunch. They located George walking along with two of his friends. One of the kids peeled off from the group, evidently at his home, while George and the other boy continued on. George kicked a rock that skipped right past their car, and his eyes locked with Harmon’s for a split second. Harmon caught his breath, but George had no reason to take notice of him. In the next instant, the boy’s eyes were back down, scanning for more stones.


    The two boys continued up the street, unaware of anything unusual, while the Buick eased away from the curb. Soon the second boy left George as well. The men followed George to the Annie Wright Seminary and watched as he waited briefly for his sister and his ride.


    They watched as George waved to a pair of women who greeted him. He wandered aimlessly for a moment, as if he couldn’t make up his mind on staying or going. Eventually he began walking away from the school. Mahan perked up at that.


    “Quick, swing around to the far side of the Tennis Club,” he said to Harmon. Seconds later, he pointed ahead. “Drive over through that little dirt road there, park by that gate. We’ll watch the kid when he comes out and get a good look at him.”


    As if on cue, George emerged from the hedge-lined path running along the tennis court. His route would take him right past the idling green Buick.


    “That’s him,” Harmon confirmed. But Mahan was already jumping out of the passenger side and approaching the boy. Harmon remained at the wheel watching the scene unfold. What the hell is he doing? He soon found out.


    “Hey, son!” Mahan called out to young George. “Can you help me out here? How do I get to Stadium Way?”


    Across the dirt lot, George considered the question for a second. The man he saw approaching him was an adult around his father’s age. The man looked respectable enough in a brown suit. George wasn’t nervous; this was just some man asking a question. No big deal.


    The deal got big in the next instant.


    Without another word, Mahan grabbed George roughly under his arms, clapped a hand over his mouth, and rushed him to the car.


    Harmon was in astonishment. Shit! Shit! Shit! This is happening!
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