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“Fascinating reading. . . . Mean Justice unfolds like a good mystery, with gripping detail, surprising, not to say extraordinary revelation, superb background, a lucid style and solid, commanding conclusions.”


—Rocky Mountain News


“The story is told like a movie. . . . Humes’ nonfiction account reads like many of the courtroom novels so popular now—except Pat Dunn is real, a victim and in prison.”


—New York Daily News


“Gripping. . . . We should read this book and weep for all who have lost their liberty or even their life because of a prosecutor who wanted to win too badly.”


—Christian Science Monitor


“In Mean Justice, Humes describes in jolting detail how a society obsessed with punishing criminals has provided almost unlimited new power to prosecutors.”


—Detroit Free Press


“An eye-popping tale of justice miscarried that will shock anyone who believes our criminal justice system still works just fine.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Humes’ account of prosecutorial overreach shows how easy it is for the legal system to ignore truth in pursuit of convictions. . . . The people are fascinating and the novelistic narrative is compelling. Even the appendix is worth reading.”


—Star Telegram (Fort Worth, Texas)


“Fascinating and eye-popping. . . . For those that believe that investigative policies work only to separate the guilty from the innocent, you must read this book.”


—Columbia Fire Weekly


“Read this and you will have nightmares, fail to read it and you might have to live some nightmares. The choice is yours.”


—The Chief of Police (official publication of the
National Association of Chiefs of Police)


“A compelling narrative of a horrifying story. . . . Humes demonstrates the ease with which police, prosecutors, and judges can manipulate the process to convict even the innocent.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Mean Justice is an extraordinary nonfiction work. . . . The reader is simply swept along.”


—San Francisco Chronicle


MISSISSIPPI MUD


“A story almost too unbelievable to be true. But it is. . . . Terrific.”


—Ann Rule


“Reminiscent of Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood. . . . Read[s] as smoothly as a finely crafted suspense novel.”


—Chicago Tribune


“Mississippi Mud reads like a well-constructed mystery novel, and Edward Humes’ lucid and unadorned prose admirably suits this complex story of venality and betrayal.”


—New York Times Book Review


NO MATTER HOW LOUD I SHOUT


“Passionate. . . . A sad, maddening, brilliant book.”


—Washington Post


“A finely etched, powerfully upsetting portrait.”


—The New York Times


“The book reads like a pilot for a Michael Crichton TV series. . . . Stories careen by in an ER-style blur but still manage to touch a nerve. . . . Humes has produced a thoughtful, nuanced work, set apart from the flood of wonkish policy books by his often beautiful prose.”


—Washington Monthly
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PREFACE
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This book owes its origin to an off-hand remark made in 1994 by private investigator Laura Lawhon, whom I had come to know both professionally and socially: She suggested I might be interested in writing about the experiences of a client of hers recently convicted of murder in Kern County, California. I am usually skeptical of such suggestions, and Laura’s was no exception; my experience as a newspaper reporter and author writing about the justice system taught me that claims of innocence from convicted criminals are often made, seldom proved, and usually refuted. But four boxes of documents and many trips to California’s Great Central Valley later, I found I had discovered a tale worth telling about the People of Kern County vs. Patrick O’Dale Dunn. And I had found a much larger issue to ponder as well: how a town’s—and, indeed, an entire nation’s—fear of crime and desire to be safe has made the conviction of innocent men and women startlingly common.


Many individuals aided in the research and writing of Mean Justice. I wish in particular to thank Tamara Koehler, formerly of the Bakersfield Californian, for her invaluable assistance, generosity and insights, and Richard Beene, executive editor of the Californian, for his hospitality in making the considerable historical resources of his newspaper available. Also generous in their sharing of time and information were Stanley Simrin, H. A. Sala, Susan Penninger, Jim Fahey, Offord Rollins III, Offord Rollins IV, Denver Dunn, Pamela Kniffen, Eric Banducci, Jeff Niccoli, Vernon “Dusty” Kline, Kate Rosenlieb, Marie Gates, David Goldberg, Gary Pohlson, Georgia Herald, Jerry Mitchell, Rex Martin, Jennifer Dunn, the excellent staff of the Kern County Superior Court Clerk’s criminal section and Pat Dunn. As always, my literary agent, Susan Ginsburg, and my editor, Laurie Bernstein, were unflagging in their support and assistance. And, as always, my wife, Donna, proved to be my best editor, best writing coach and best friend.




If little faults, proceeding on distemper,


Shall not be wink’d at, how shall we stretch our eye


When capital crimes, chew’d, swallow’d and digested,


Appear before us?


—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, HENRY V


The function of the prosecutor under the Federal Constitution is not to tack as many skins of victims as possible to the wall. His function is to vindicate the right of people as expressed in the laws and give those accused of crime a fair trial.


—JUSTICE WILLIAM O. DOUGLAS


Innocent until proven guilty? Talk about legal fiction.


—LAURA LAWHON,
PRIVATE INVESTIGATOR




PROLOGUE
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BEGINNINGS AND ENDINGS


JULY 1, 1992


He postponed calling the sheriff for hours, seizing on any interruption that would let him avoid the moment he dreaded most. He paced. He drank beer. He called his son for advice. He drank more beer. He drove past the dusty corners of East Bakersfield, staring at pedestrians as they braved the glare and spongy asphalt of summer. He returned home and tidied the house, startled by every unexpected creak or rustle. And when a prospective tenant for the shopping plaza that he and his wife owned stopped by unexpectedly to discuss plans for a new pizza parlor, he welcomed the man into his home, spoke at length about the virtues of his College Center strip mall, and then even drove the visitor out to squint approvingly at his other properties in the area. Burned a good ninety minutes that way.


He just did not behave like a man worried about his missing wife, the prosecutor would later say. No way. He took that man out to the mall, and he acted like he hadn’t a care in the world. He never once mentioned his wife. Not once.


Finally, late in the afternoon, he found himself alone again in the silent, empty house, out of excuses, out of hope. He picked up the phone and sighed, a pleasant, beefy man in his late fifties with blondish gray hair and pale blue eyes that puffed and drooped like a hound dog’s. The hands holding the phone were rough and chapped, though he had given up physical labor years ago.


“Sheriff’s department,” a woman’s voice answered on the third ring. “How can I help you?”


“Hi, sheriff’s department,” he answered, his tone forced and bright. Though he was Californian born and raised, he spoke in the flat midwestern accent of his Oklahoma forebears, in a deep, rumbling voice that slipped often and easily into a nervous chuckle. “Who am I speaking with? This is Pat Dunn.”


“Valley,” the dispatcher said.


“Valley? Like in San Joaquin?”


“Yeah,” the woman answered warily.


“Oh, that’s a neat name.”


“Thank you,” the dispatcher said, laughing obligingly.1


Listen to the tape of that call, the prosecutor would say. He’s laughing, joking. Do you laugh and joke because the woman you supposedly love has disappeared? Or because you think you just got away with murder?


The dispatcher’s name was Valentina Braddick, though she preferred Valley. Each day, she took dozens of calls from angry people, sad people, panicked, confused and distraught people. Pleasantries, much less compliments, were in short supply; Pat had immediately gotten on her good side. “Okay, Pat,” Valley Braddick said. “What can I do for you?”


He took a deep breath, sounding unsure, groping for words. “Well, my wife went walking yesterday afternoon or evening, and, uh, she’s fifty-six years old and, uh, she took the big black dog with her. And she didn’t come home.”


“Mmm-hmm,” Valley murmured. It was one of several small sounds she habitually made, her way of prodding callers along without actually interrupting them.


The caller cleared his throat and continued. He and his wife normally went to bed early in the evening, he explained, often by seven o’clock. And most times Sandy got up by three in the morning to go walking. She’d bring one or two of their dogs along. Been doing it for years now, always at three or four in the morning, before the desert heat could blast the city into submission. She insisted it was the safest time to walk, even though she plowed through some of Bakersfield’s worst neighborhoods.


But, last night, he had awakened with a start a little before ten to find Sandy and their big black Labrador gone—five, six hours before her usual walking time. He said he looked around the house, growing more and more uneasy at her absence. He and Sandy were creatures of habit, he said, and he knew this wasn’t right; she would never go walking at this hour. Still, he decided to drive her usual route. He searched East Bakersfield until midnight—and found no sign of his wife anywhere. When he got back home, though, he found the Labrador in the yard where he belonged and Sandy’s keys on the kitchen counter. He called out, he searched the house, but it was silent and dark: no Sandy, no note, nothing. He said he had been alternately waiting and searching their part of town ever since. Finally, though, he convinced himself to call the sheriff’s department for help.2


He waited eighteen hours to report his wife missing. Eighteen hours. Is that what a husband who fears for his wife’s safety would do? Is that what you’d do? “She took some cash and, uh, she’s gone,” he finished. “I don’t know where she is.”


So, this was a routine missing-persons report, Valley thought to herself. Nothing she hadn’t heard a hundred times before. Husbands and wives took off all the time without a word to their spouses. Nothing the sheriff’s department could do—or would do—about it, unless there was something unusual about the case, some suggestion of endangerment or foul play.


“Okay,” she said, another prod for the caller to continue.


“It’s been less than twenty-four hours, but I’m—I’m worried,” he said. Then he switched gears and volunteered something else. “Her mother died of Alzheimer’s disease.”


This got Valley’s attention. A report that someone’s wife grabbed cash and took a powder was not news at the sheriff’s department, but a missing woman with mental problems was an entirely different matter. “Did your wife have Alzheimer’s disease?” she asked.


Although it did not strike Valley as unusual at the time, his answer, like so many other parts of this conversation, would later seem ambiguous and odd to those scrutinizing his every word and action. He said, “Well, I don’t know that. I’m not a doctor. I just know she forgets things.” He said the problem was infrequent, slipping in and out of sight, and he gave one example: His wife might feed the dogs three times in a single evening, forgetting that she had done so each time.


“Yeah, she does have memory problems,” the dispatcher agreed.3


The people who knew her best never saw any evidence of a failing memory in Alexandra Dunn. Only the defendant claimed she had Alzheimer’s disease. And I submit to you that’s nothing more than his cover story.


As they talked, the dispatcher occasionally had to place him on hold to attend to other calls and he was twice disconnected, forcing him to call back but giving him ample opportunity to gripe and chuckle about modern technology. Finally, Valley told him the sheriff’s department would indeed log a formal missing-persons report on Sandy. Because of the memory problems he described, Sandy would be listed as a “dependent adult,” which meant that, if the police found her, they would pick her up whether she wanted to come home or not. Valley then asked for Sandy’s description—her looks, her clothing, her vital statistics. She also asked for the name of Sandy’s dentist. Valley did not explain the need for this particular bit of information, so as not to distress her caller. She knew what he did not, that dental records can be used to identify the missing, but only when they turn up dead.


Later, when she asked for his full name, he sounded relieved not to be talking about his wife as he answered, “Patrick O. Dunn, ‘O’ for ‘Outstanding.’ ” It was said in a self-deprecating, sarcastic way, and he and Valley laughed. Others, though, would not be amused. They would call his humor unseemly, as they would his response to the dispatcher’s next query about his race. He joked: “How ’bout old and fat?”4


There’s no other way to say it. He was flirting. It’s right there on the tape. It simply is not the voice of a man desperate to find his wife.


Valley entered the information into the Kern County Sheriff’s computer system, then told her caller to get a pencil and paper and to write down the case number, KC92-14851, so he could call back and have it canceled should his wife return home.


“I got it,” he said. His voice, for the first time in their conversation, sounded weary and defeated.


After some words of encouragement and a suggestion that he check the hospitals and the jails in case Sandy had an accident or got arrested, Valley said good-bye and went on to her next call. He hung up and stared at the telephone for a long time, as if waiting to see what would happen next. Time passed—minutes, hours, he couldn’t be sure anymore. The ice in his tall glass of whiskey made soft cracking sounds as it slowly melted. Outside, the relentless desert sun of Bakersfield’s summer shriveled the lawn and made the air shimmer outside his kitchen window, but the man who reported his wife missing that day would later remember feeling colder than he had ever felt in his life.


When he made that call, I assure you of one thing: Alexandra Dunn was already dead. And he knew it. Because he killed her.


EIGHT MONTHS LATER: MARCH 24, 1993


The lawyer wept as he drove south on Highway 99, great heaving sobs that left the wheel unsteady in his hands. He struggled to keep his charcoal Mercedes between the lines and on the asphalt, but the tears occasionally blinded him. Mercifully, the highway was ruler-straight here, not a curve for miles, the rows of crops and irrigation pipes flashing by in a seventy-mile-per-hour blur. The Kern County courthouse parking lot was twenty-five miles behind him now, the low sprawl of Bakersfield just a small blur in the rearview mirror, and still he couldn’t stop crying. The jury’s verdict kept drowning out everything else in his head, a vicious chant, a sucker punch.


Guilty. Guilty. Guilty.


The lawyer tugged on his tie, blinking hard. The black-leather interior of the car was littered with papers, transcripts, yellow legal pads. On top, mocking him now, were the notes he had scrawled for his closing argument. As he had delivered those words, he had told himself the stony looks and crossed arms in the jury box meant nothing—that’s how sure he had been of this one. “Please do the right thing,” he had said just before sitting down at the defense table for the last time, putting it in their twelve pairs of hands. “This guy’s not guilty. Do the right thing.” He had harbored no doubts they would heed his plea. The case was such a winner, he and his partner and one of their investigators literally had the champagne on ice. He had never done that before. Never. Nor had he ever said to a client, “Don’t worry. There’s no way they’ll convict.” Until this case.


And no matter what else happened in a case, he never, ever told himself that a client accused of murder was innocent. Not guilty, yes. Reasonable doubt, yes. In all the many other cases he had tried, he had always talked the good lawyer talk, even to himself, focusing on the paucity of the evidence, the holes in the testimony—the stuff of doubt and acquittal. Otherwise, you couldn’t do the job; it would drive you crazy. Every good defense lawyer knows it. Only this time, in Bakersfield, far from his home turf and his comfortable practice and the judges he knew by first name, he had dared to say it—and, more to the point, to believe it: “My client is an innocent man. I know it. He is being framed for a murder he did not commit.” After twenty-six years in the courtroom, with dozens of capital cases under his belt, he had never before allowed himself the luxury to believe wholeheartedly in a client’s absolute innocence. He had always considered it irrelevant. Until now.


Guilty. Guilty. Guilty.


Laura Lawhon had watched the lawyer stagger to his car and drive off, shaking her head, feeling just as devastated as he did, but willing herself to stay strong, to meet the eyes of the gloating cops and jurors who had gathered together like conspirators after the trial. The defense lawyer could drive off and lick his wounds; Laura, the private investigator, had to stay on and continue with the case, to try to turn things around, to hunt down some forgotten clue that might pry the case back open and offer another chance to prove the client innocent. The odds of this were not good.


It wasn’t really the lawyer’s fault, Laura knew, yet she couldn’t help feeling as if something had been missed, some words left unuttered, some proof left unoffered—some path she, as an investigator, had not taken. They were an out-of-town defense team new to Kern County and its ways, with only three months to prepare for trial. They had tried to take a crash course on the place—or so they had believed. Laura had carefully researched the local judges and they managed to get their case before a former public defender, figuring that he, at least, would give them a fair shake in a county known for its hanging jurists and merciless prosecutors. This judge, Laura learned, had distinguished himself during a dark episode in Bakersfield’s recent past that many called the Witch Hunt. Hysteria had swept the community then after the “discovery” of massive rings of child molesters, some of them suspected of devil worship and human sacrifice. The wave of arrests that followed sparked a national panic about satanic child abuse and spawned a torrent of similar prosecutions. That such a baneful national phenomenon began not in sin-addled Los Angeles, but right here in California’s heartland, became a lasting source of shame for a community that considered itself a shrine to family values—the “All-America City,” as Bakersfield billed itself. Much of the evidence turned out to be bogus, but dozens of people went to prison anyway, some with sentences of hundreds of years, as the authorities sought to purge the evil—and stepped over the line from prosecution to persecution. The Witch Hunt became so pervasive that innocent mothers and fathers grew afraid to discipline or touch their own children for fear they, too, would be accused. But Laura had learned that one judge in Kern County had stood up to the hysteria, accusing the sheriff and the district attorney of brainwashing children and breaking the law, and he insisted on reuniting families that the authorities had torn asunder. The judge was pilloried at the time, but now, six years later, as innocents falsely imprisoned during those terrible years were set free, he seemed a visionary. When Laura told the defense lawyer about him, the attorney excitedly announced, “This is the judge we want.”


To their dismay, however, this same judge seemed to take every opportunity to rule against Laura’s client. He skewered the defense regularly and vigorously, seeming to take offense at the slightest suggestion, real or imagined, that the big-city, out-of-town lawyers considered him a bumpkin. His rulings had greatly bolstered what on paper appeared to be a very shaky prosecution case.


Yet, even with a hostile judge and adverse rulings, Laura had given the defense attorney all the ammunition he should have needed to take apart the prosecutor’s case and reveal it as a passel of unproved suspicions, outright lies and insinuations lacking evidence to back them up. So what if the defendant hadn’t acted like the Hallmark greeting-card version of a devoted, grieving husband? So what if he laughed a little when he called the sheriff’s department? So what if he waited a while before calling the cops? Maybe he kept hoping against hope she would return to him. Maybe he wanted to spare her the embarrassment of telling all her friends she was losing it. So what? Laura had fought such insinuations with hard evidence and testimony that, she felt certain, demonstrated her client’s innocence. She had even marched into court with the brother of the state’s star witness in tow, who explained how the key testimony in the prosecution’s case had been concocted. What more could a jury ask for? The DA had been left reeling, Laura thought, and the defense lawyer, exhilarated.


The outcome seemed so obvious that, toward the end, the foreman of the jury, a country-and-western musician with long dark hair and an oversized wooden cross around his neck, had started flashing thumbs-up signs and small, sly grins at the defendant’s family and the defense team when he’d walk by in the hall. It was totally improper, of course, but what were they supposed to do? Complain? God, Laura thought now, if only they had.


Guilty. Guilty. Guilty.


It was a setup, a cruel joke. They had come to Bakersfield and figured it would be like trying a case anywhere else, cocky big-city lawyers slumming in a small town. Instead, they had stumbled into the front lines of the nation’s “war on crime,” a buzz saw of a justice system manned by veteran, accomplished career prosecutors, juries that were inclined to convict more often than most, and a startling record of imprisoning more people per capita than most any other place in the country. Only later did Laura find out that, inside the jury room, the jury foreman with the smile and the thumbs-up gestures had been leading the charge to convict. It seemed unbelievable: A second lawyer on the defense team, a veteran former prosecutor who knew a good case when he saw one, had to excuse himself to throw up after the verdict was read. The head of the private investigation firm that employed Laura had sat slack-jawed in disbelief when the clerk unfolded the scrap of paper and read the verdict. Only Laura had seen hints of things to come. Before deliberations began, her boss had offered her double or nothing on her fee if the client was found innocent, but she had said no, she’d just take her hours, win or lose, and leave it at that. Somehow, Laura had known. She had looked at the jurors and had seen what everyone else on the defense team had missed, just as she had sensed something dark and troubling below the surface of this case—and this town—from the very beginning. She had even tried to warn the others, to tell them about some of the other cases she had come across here, convictions that seemed to materialize out of thin air. There had been suspects threatened, coerced and tricked into confessing to crimes that they did not necessarily commit. In some cases, remaining silent when accused had been considered evidence of guilt rather than a constitutional right dating back to the Founding Fathers. Blacks and Hispanics complained of being excluded from jury service, as if this were the 1950s instead of the 1990s. The same people responsible for imprisoning innocents during the Witch Hunt days were still in power, as popular as ever, and prosecuting this case. The war on crime was out of control here, Laura had warned. The local lawyers even had a saying for it, rueful and sad, one she had heard over and over again in this courthouse: “Only in Kern County.”


The rest of the defense team hadn’t taken it seriously. The local lawyers were just whiners, it was suggested. Other cases didn’t matter. Their client was one of Bakersfield’s elite: Republican, white, a high school principal who married into wealth, yet still a country boy through and through. Jurors would see him as one of their own. The lawyers were sure of it: This one was a winner, even in Kern County.


“But I’m innocent,” Patrick O’Dale Dunn had whispered numbly after hearing the jury pronounce him guilty of murdering his wife for her millions. The defense lawyer had cried then, too, bawling like a baby right in the middle of the courtroom, and the client had tried to comfort him with a pat on the back, saying it would be all right. Which only made it worse, because everyone on the team knew that it would take something close to a miracle for it to be all right now. They’d have to scrape around frantically for some new bit of evidence and then fight like hell to justify a new trial. Even then, the satisfied look on the judge’s face and the burning in Laura’s stomach told her how it would likely end up. Unless she could come up with that miracle, a man she felt certain was innocent would spend the rest of his life in prison.


For now, the attorney who had been so sure of victory just a few hours earlier couldn’t do a damn thing about it except cry, his face wet with angry, useless tears as his car climbed the Grapevine Pass and raced toward the Kern County line. Laura envied him his escape. It was up to her now, to knock on more doors, to ask more questions, to search for answers that she thought she already had found, but which twelve seemingly reasonable people had rejected. If there was to be a reversal of this verdict and a new trial for her client, she would have to start from scratch and unearth new answers, ponder once again who killed Alexandra Dunn and why—and what forces at work in this place might have led to her client’s conviction. And, given the confidence-shattering verdict, she’d be a fool not to entertain another possibility: Could she have been all wrong about this evidence, this town, this client? Might it be that this irascible man with the stubborn streak and ill-timed quips—whom Laura nevertheless had come to care for deeply—had killed his wife after all?


“You’re not gonna give up on this old man, are you, Laura?” he whispered to her as she gathered her files to leave the courtroom. His eyes were wide and glassy. Shock, Laura thought to herself, and she forced a smile, feeling guilty for the questions she had been silently asking. Yet part of her did wonder, even then: Was it all an act? Then Pat Dunn’s papery voice called out to her again, sounding harsh and loud in the empty courtroom though still but a whisper. “You still believe in me, don’t you?” he pleaded.


The room suddenly seemed musty and disused with the crowd departed. Laura stared at Pat a long time before she finally nodded and answered, a sad half smile on her lips: “Only in Kern County.”5




PART I
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Pat and Sandy


And then the dispossessed were drawn west—from Kansas, Oklahoma, Texas, New Mexico; from Nevada and Arkansas families, tribes, dusted out, tractored out. Carloads, caravans, homeless and hungry; twenty thousand and fifty thousand and a hundred thousand and two hundred thousand. They streamed over the mountains. . . . They were hungry, and they were fierce. And they had hoped to find a home, and they found only hatred. Okies.


—JOHN STEINBECK,


The Grapes of Wrath




1
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BAKERSFIELD IS LESS THAN A TWO-HOUR DRIVE FROM downtown Los Angeles, yet it has always existed in happy isolation, kept separate from the smog and sprawl of its southern neighbor by the iron gray of the Tehachapi Mountains and the treacherous asphalt snake of the Grapevine Pass, its one connection to the urban centers of Southern California. To cross the Grapevine and its sparse brown brush and stony thumbs of granite jutting through thin soil is to enter a different world, the antithesis of the California of popular imagination.


On the northern side of the Grapevine lies the vast brown and green checkerboard of Kern County, a fertile flatland dominated by big farms and small towns and a people who take outsized pride in being not Los Angeles. It is a land not of glitter or oiled bodies on white-sand beaches or any of the other icons of the California Dream, but of crude oil and tractors, of black dirt under the fingernails and molten, breezeless summers, a place virtually unknown to tourists, though the fruits of its oil derricks and furrows can be found in most every American’s gas tank and pantry.


The city of Bakersfield and its 221,700 citizens preside over an otherwise rural county larger than many states. Once a wonderland of lakes, streams and riparian forest, it was blasted into desert seventy years ago by the voracious faucets of Los Angeles, then irrigated just as voraciously into some of the most productive farmland on earth. As a boy, Pat Dunn ran home from his summer job through a dense, green jungle of trees and brush lining the riverbed that divides the city. The chapped landscape of Bakersfield today was known to its frontier settlers as Kern Island, but the river that cut through and enveloped it long ago became a dry and empty sandlot most years. Gone, too, is the vast Tulare Lake, where fishermen once caught giant terrapin for turtle soup served in San Francisco restaurants, and where steam-driven paddle-boats once traveled from the Bakersfield area to the San Francisco Bay. Now the ghost of that lake rises only in years of record snowfall, when spring comes to the Sierras and snowmelt flows down to flood the farmland now claiming the ancient lake bed. The rest of the time, the water is given to the carrots, almonds, grapes, citrus and vegetables of every shape and color—most of the nation’s table food comes from Kern and the neighboring counties that make up California’s Great Central Valley.


The place and the people north of the Grapevine evoke the Great Plains more than Hollywood. Immigrants fleeing the midwestern Dust Bowl of the thirties—Pat Dunn’s family among them—boosted Kern County’s population by more than half during the depression. The newcomers’ descendants, once derided as “Okies” by the same folks who denounced Steinbeck and banned The Grapes of Wrath (in large part set in a mortified Kern County), now run the place. Theirs is the heartland of California—the real California—conservative, law-and-order, the toughest jurisdiction in the toughest state in the Union when it comes to cracking down on crime, no small claim in a state with a prison system dwarfing that of every nation on earth save China. Here, the most powerful and feared politician in town is not the mayor or the local congressman. It’s the district attorney.


The region clings to its frontier legacy, a rough-hewn place built by gold and oil fever, where gunfights and lynchings continued well into the twentieth century, and where a fierce desire for law and order still competes with an intense distaste for government, regulations and outside interference in local affairs. Homesteads are still sold by the acre here, not the square foot. Horse ownership is common, gun ownership more so. Huge banners along Highway 99 politick against conservation and in favor of subsidized water for farmers: “Food Grows Where Water Flows,” they say. Smaller, hand-lettered signs dot the side roads with more iconoclastic messages: “IRS stands for In Range Shooting.” The American Civil Liberties Union may have closed down its Bakersfield office, citing lack of interest, but the tax-protest and militia movements have flourished here. Indeed, a flamboyant local state senator suffered no loss of popularity for associating with white separatists or for rising in the Capitol rotunda in Sacramento to inveigh against the “one-world government” conspiracy so popular with his militiamen admirers. Around the same time Pat Dunn’s legal travails began, this senator tried to avoid paying the IRS $150,000 in back taxes by renouncing his U.S. citizenship in favor of something he claimed took precedence: “white man’s citizenship.”1 The senator served eighteen years representing Kern County in the California state legislature before term limits—not the voters—forced him to retire in 1997.


While the politics of water, taxes and fear of one-world governments may be a factor behind the scenes, out front, on the stump and in the headlines, it is crime that most often concerns this community. Crime is a concern that, though shared with the rest of the nation, seems a special obsession here, part of a long and vivid history that has repeatedly drawn the nation’s eyes toward Kern County in ways both dramatic and bizarre. The pursuit of wild criminal conspiracies are a recurring theme, with widespread belief in them rarely hindered by a lack of evidence: satanists, poisoned watermelons, killer bees and a sinister shadow government dubbed the “Lords of Bakersfield” all have aroused fears and demands for harsh punishment in recent years.


Even a century ago, journalists passing through remarked on the extremes of frontier justice in Bakersfield. One trial in particular drew headlines in 1877, a sensational case of horse thievery that ended in the summary execution of five rustlers. The fate of the accused was not so remarkable for the era, perhaps, but the courtroom argument that led to their sentence was quite extraordinary, setting the standard for justice in Kern County for years to come: “If it please the court, and the gentlemen of the jury, of all the low, miserable, depraved scoundrels that I have ever come in contact with, these defendants, without any grounds for defense, are the most ornery rascals that I have ever met, and I think the best thing we could do is take them out and hang them as soon as possible.”


This passionate argument, which preceded the lynch mob’s handiwork by a matter of minutes, was made by the defense attorney appointed in the case.2


Yet this same town that could be so ruthless in its war on crime was at the same time also gripped by a breath-taking municipal corruption far more costly than any stolen horse. Beginning early in the century, open partnerships existed for years among police chiefs, elected officials, houses of prostitution, illegal casinos and the protection rackets that sustained them all. The civic corruption in Bakersfield became so institutionalized that, on certain downtown streets, one sidewalk would be reserved for “proper” citizens, while across the street the promenade belonged to hookers, gamblers and drug dealers operating in plain sight. The situation continued for much of this century, surviving even a 1950s threat of occupation and martial law from the commander of a nearby Army base. The essential contradiction here—of a community fanatically intolerant of crime, yet curiously accepting of official misconduct—would become another recurring theme in Kern County history.


This civic schizophrenia revealed itself again when a different and far more malevolent brand of corruption came to light in the 1920s, when the county grappled with a wave of terrorism, beatings and arsons sponsored by the Ku Klux Klan. The white-hooded riders of the KKK had taken over the county by night—and many government offices by day, as one after another elected official swore allegiance to the Klan. KKK violence in California, particularly in Kern County, rivaled that of the Deep South in this era, though the West Coast version was aimed at whites as well as at black and brown citizens. Doctors, dentists, detectives and businessmen were beaten, threatened and driven from town for opposing the KKK’s “invisible empire.” One evening in the Kern County city of Taft, an oil-laden desert town just west of Bakersfield where beer was cheaper than water, most of the police department and civic leaders turned out to watch the Klan torture several people in a local ballpark. They gathered as if viewing a spectator sport; refreshments were served. (In 1975, Taft again made national headlines when thirteen black athletes were run out of town by a white mob, while neighboring Oildale became infamous for its “No Niggers Allowed” road signs.)


By 1922, avowed Klan members controlled the Bakersfield mayor’s office, various police departments throughout the county, much of the sheriff’s force of deputies, several judgeships, the city school district, and the county board of supervisors, whose powerful chairman, once exposed, unabashedly wrote that he was proud of “the good work” of the KKK, adding in a front-page newspaper column, “I make no apology for the Klan. It needs none.” He would serve a total of six terms and twenty-four years in office—most of it after his Klan affiliation was made public.


The Klan’s allure in Kern County and other parts of Southern California lay as much in clever marketing as in its traditional message of racial hatred. The group pitched itself as a Christian fraternity that could combat the frontier corruption plaguing Bakersfield and other cities of the era. As such, it was able to attract not only avowed racists, but also ordinary members of the community who had tired of the open culture of vice—and who were willing to tolerate the Klan’s brutality if it meant cleaning up the streets, trading one form of crime for another. The KKK in Kern County billed itself as the scourge of immorality, but it simply recruited the corrupt, rather than combat them, then launched its own brand of terrorism and thuggery on dissenters of every race.


Yet the Klan’s infiltration of Kern County government and law enforcement and its brazen attacks on ordinary citizens also led to one of the county’s finest moments in its long war on crime. A courageous District Attorney named Jess Dorsey, aided by a crusading local press, revealed the organization’s long reach and corrupting influence. The DA showed how members were required, among other things, to take an oath that superseded any vows of office or citizenship—police chiefs and sheriff’s deputies literally swore to protect the Klan before enforcing the law. Numerous police chiefs and officers, judges, and city and county officials had taken this oath and had attended meetings in which fellow Klansmen planned and described lynchings, beatings, kidnappings and arsons—yet none of these officials interceded or reported the crimes. Some took part in the offenses, while others used their official standing to cover for Klan members.3


“Here the most brutal atrocities on the coast have been committed,” the Bakersfield Californian editorialized on May 19, 1922, in the wake of a scathing grand jury report on the KKK’s growing presence in Kern County. “Here the Klan has gained its greatest headway in official circles. And here lies the greatest danger for the future, unless the organization is destroyed while public sentiment demands its destruction.”


For a brief time, it seemed that District Attorney Dorsey might succeed in bringing about that destruction. Blistered by headlines and public protests after years of acting with impunity, most of the Klan members in public office resigned or were ousted. But others, Kern County Board of Supervisors Chairman Stanley Abel among them, simply grew a bit more discreet—clinging to their positions by razor-thin election margins, though their closets still held white capes and hoods.


The furor ended anticlimactically, with Dorsey’s vaunted grand jury charging a mere three Klan members with assault. At the trial, a line of one hundred fifty prominent citizens snaked out of the courthouse, each man eager to testify to the defendants’ good character. The three offenders, though convicted, walked out of court on probation. In the aftermath, a newspaper called the Kern County Klansman smugly wrote, “Listen, Mr. Dorsey, there are more Klansmen in Kern County today than there were thirty days ago . . . If you think that you have put the Klan out of business in this county you are badly mistaken.”


The controversy soon died, and District Attorney Dorsey found himself voted out of office. A decade later, not long before Pat Dunn was born in a farm camp north of Bakersfield, the luster came off the county’s war on crime, when another wave of beatings, false imprisonments and suspicious deaths hit Kern County. But this time, the justice system did little to combat the crimes and much to protect the perpetrators. For in this case, the target of the violence had shifted from local victims to outsiders who commanded far less sympathy—the Dust Bowl refugees and other impoverished migrant workers who arrived in Kern County in the mid-to-late 1930s from throughout the Southwest, desperate for work and easily preyed upon. It was a time of goon squads, red-baiting, labor riots and disease-ridden shantytowns built of cardboard and hunger.


The Klan members still in government found new favor in this era, for now the local press and a new DA joined them in supporting “stern treatment”—a euphemism for beatings and union-busting—as justifiable and necessary to protect farm profits and ward off the communist menace that the immigrants supposedly represented. Farm workers from Oklahoma, Arkansas and other drought-plagued states came to be reviled as shiftless lowlifes who would overrun the good citizens of Kern County—then numbering only 30,000—with their burgeoning numbers. Signs sprang up in Bakersfield restaurants and other public places, proclaiming, “No Niggers or Okies.” In 1939, Kern County—still led by Klansman Stanley Abel—banned The Grapes of Wrath from schools and libraries in protest of its fictionalized portrayal of the farm workers’ plight, inadvertently putting John Steinbeck on the national map and exposing Bakersfield to national ridicule. (While Steinbeck has long since returned to the local library shelves, even to this day, Kern County remains home to some of the richest farms and the poorest farm workers in America.)


Among the desperate and poor legions flocking to Central California during this era of Great Depression and Dust Bowl drought was the Dunn family. Leaving behind a ruined farm and a foreclosed house, they arrived three years before Pat Dunn was born. Toward the end of the Dunns’ time in Oklahoma, the dust-laden winds sweeping across the devastated land had become so thick and pervasive that they would swallow the sun for days at a time. Birds dropped from trees, suffocated. The Dunns had to sleep with wet rags covering their mouths and noses, lest they suffer a similar fate. When there was nothing left but debts and death and the sifting sound of dust, they packed up what belongings their aging car could hold, and headed toward the promised land they had heard so much about: California.


Their first home in paradise was a tent.
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LILLIAN DUNN HAD TWO PASSIONS IN LIFE: HER FUNdamentalist religious beliefs (all her lady friends back home were “sisters”) and labor unions. Before Pat was born, she worked the fields with her husband and three older children by day and helped organize Okie laborers by night. Inevitably, as was customary for the times, Lillian was denounced as a communist for her union activities and was briefly imprisoned for participating in a farm-worker protest that erupted into a riot and a shooting. When the judge in the case asked Lillian Dunn if she was a communist, she said that she did not know exactly what that was, but if a communist was someone that wanted to be paid enough to feed her children, then she must be one. Lillian had a blunt, tart way with words—a trait she passed on to Pat, and one which did not always serve her (or him) well. Even Lillian’s friends described her as “difficult,” while others seemed to feel far less charitable, her children among them.


Despite her unrepentant response to the judge, charges were eventually dismissed against Lillian Dunn. Still, it remains unclear whether she was being disingenuous about her knowledge of communism or if his question merely piqued her interest in the subject. Either way, when Pat was born in 1936, she was intimate enough with the philosophy of Marx and Lenin to name her new baby after a communist labor organizer she had met in Kern County.


By the time Pat was born, the Dunns had left their tent in favor of a small house in the Little Oklahoma neighborhood of Delano, an impoverished farm community where, three decades later, César Chávez would form the National Farm Workers Association, soon to become the United Farm Workers of America. Pat’s mother and father separated when Pat was still a small child; he grew up under his older brothers’ sporadic attempts at paternal attention. During World War II, Pat helped support the family by picking cotton and grapes and caring for the family garden, chickens and cow. As he recalls it, his first day in the first grade marked the first occasion on which he ever held a pencil in his hand. “Needless to say,” Pat would joke many years later, after he had become a teacher and school counselor, “I was behind my classmates and may never catch up.”


After the war, the Dunns moved to Bakersfield where, at age twelve, Pat landed a job with the Bakersfield Indians, a minor-league farm club for the Cleveland baseball team. Tall for his age, graceful and athletic, Pat chased foul balls, ran errands for doughnuts, shined the players’ shoes, and—this was the magical part, something Pat would have done whether they paid him or not—occasionally even pitched batting practice. He’d float lazy knuckleballs over home plate, hearing the bat crack into each pitch, watching the ball arc overhead into the outfield. Once he threw to future Hall of Famer Hank Greenberg, a thrill he still describes a half century later with child-like wonder and reverence. For a kid in that era—before the arrival of exorbitant player salaries and season-busting strikes and the nomadic movement of players from one high-bidding club to the next—this was a dream job. The team manager called him “The Indispensable Mr. Dunn,” a title that puffed up the boy far more than his first paycheck—ninety-nine cents for four days’ work. (The crestfallen look on his face that first payday must have left an impression; his boss immediately upped his salary to one dollar per night.) Pat Dunn would never hold a job that paid him less or made him happier.


In high school, he needed steadier employment for lunch money and to buy clothes—his mother offered him no money for such luxuries. As a freshman, Pat would walk home every day and stop at each store along the way to ask if they had any work. After several weeks of this, the manager at the Barker Brothers furniture warehouse finally threw up his hands and said yes, he had work, especially for such a persistent kid. This steam-roller approach to getting what he wanted would become a regular pattern in Pat’s life, sometimes to his benefit, when people found his forcefulness admirable or even charming, and sometimes to his detriment, when his insistent refusal to alter course led him astray. When he vanquished the Barker Brothers manager, he was only fourteen but easily passed for older. No one asked his age so long as he could pick up the tables and couches and haul them around as needed.


Years later, after high school and a brief, unmemorable tour in the air force, Pat enrolled in Bakersfield Community College and began studying to become a teacher—something of a surprise to those who knew him in high school as more interested in cutting classes than passing them. It was in college that he met and married a fellow teaching student, Nancy Leonetti, who was as warm and open as Pat was boisterous and prickly. Around the same time, he took back his old part-time job at the furniture warehouse to pay the bills while he finished college. And it was there that he first met Alexandra.


The year was 1960. Kennedy was running against Nixon, the economy was booming, Detroit made the best cars in the world, and Kern County, with a population one-tenth its current size, was pumping more oil than any other nation in the world. And a Bakersfield native by the name of Earl Warren—who had left the California governor’s mansion to become chief justice of the United States Supreme Court—was about to enrage his law-and-order hometown with a then-novel legal principle: that cops and prosecutors gathering evidence of crimes should have to obey the law like everyone else, or pay a heavy price. Out of this commonsense yet revolutionary notion, the Warren Court crafted the “exclusionary rule,” which bars prosecutors from using illegally obtained evidence in court—a rule that Kern County officials have occasionally flouted, regularly railed against, and repeatedly attempted to overturn ever since.


In 1960, Pat’s new mother-in-law ran an upscale women’s clothing store next to Barker Brothers, and she occasionally invited him over for his lunch break. One day, she introduced Pat to a new sales clerk, a thin and pretty young woman who had just moved to Bakersfield from the East Coast: Alexandra Hoey. “Call me Sandy,” she had said in a strong New York accent, all flat vowels and long Rs. To Pat’s Okie sensibilities, she sounded as exotic as a Parisian.


After that casual meeting, Pat would see Sandy after work from time to time waiting for the bus and he would stop his car to offer her a ride home. She almost always accepted. During these drives, she told him about growing up on Park Avenue in Manhattan, and how her mother was an expert in Asian artifacts, having inventoried a huge shipment of plundered artwork and pottery seized from the Japanese during the war years. “She wrote the book on jade,” Sandy proudly announced whenever the story came up, and Pat would always marvel at this as if he had never heard it before. That was the limit of their relationship then—Sandy never even met Nancy Dunn. Pat’s older brother Jay believes that Pat was smitten with Sandy even back then, but Pat shrugs off the suggestion, saying that he was married at the time and never had any such thoughts—none that he acted upon, anyway. In any case, within the year, Sandy was gone from the clothing store and from Pat Dunn’s life.


A wealthy Bakersfield developer and real estate speculator named Patrick Paola, who built a respectable fraction of modern Bakersfield, had become a regular customer at the clothing store. He wanted only Sandy to attend to him as he personally selected his wife’s wardrobe. Mrs. Paola would either stand mutely by his side, or not even come into the store. “He’s very old school,” Sandy told Pat during one of their rides home. “He doesn’t let his wife do anything.” Pat remembers thinking that sounded pretty odd to him—he couldn’t imagine picking out Nancy’s brassieres, or her letting him do so even if he wanted to. But he made no comment, as he clearly heard in Sandy’s voice that she thought Mr. Paola quite charming and sophisticated, Old World ways and all. Being taken care of, it seemed, even in such a heavy-handed fashion, strongly appealed to her.


Not long after that conversation, Sandy left her job at the clothing store and Pat stopped seeing her waiting for buses. The next thing he heard, Patrick Paola—nearly thirty years Sandy’s senior—had left the wife he so jealously cared for and had begun courting the twenty-six-year-old sales clerk from Manhattan. They married a short time later, in 1961. Sandy told friends of how she tried to resist Paola’s advances, fretting that everyone would think that she was some kind of gold digger interested only in Old Man Paola’s money. But while Sandy tended to be intensely concerned about what others thought of her, proud and acutely conscious of what she considered to be her lofty station in life, her new husband cared little about what people thought of him. He was, according to one contemporary, a fast-talking deal maker with huge ambitions and a modestly proportioned conscience. “That’s okay, honey,” he had told Sandy with a laugh when she mentioned her fears about being seen as a gold digger. “Tell them, hell, yes, you’re after the money. That’ll shut them up.” From that moment on, this anecdote became her lifelong foil—she would tell it as a kind of preamble to describing her years with Pat Paola, just in case someone really did think she was a fortune hunter.


Pat Dunn lost touch with Sandy after her marriage to Patrick Paola, though he would occasionally hear reports from his mother-in-law about the courtship and marriage, and how Mr. Paola had begun doing everything for Sandy just as he had for his first wife, right down to selecting her shoes and underwear. Pat’s in-laws knew the Paolas—in fact, Pat and Nancy Dunn held their wedding reception at his restaurant, gratis. But the Dunn family did not move in the same circles as the Paolas, who went about building a number of Bakersfield landmarks, from housing developments to bowling alleys to shopping malls, and accumulating several million dollars in cash and real estate in the process.


Twenty-five years passed without them crossing paths again, except for one time when Pat helped his father-in-law—then a Paola employee—measure the square footage of the Paolas’ home for an appraisal. In those twenty-five years, Pat and Nancy Dunn raised three children, Patrick Jr., Danny and Jennifer. Pat taught elementary school and junior high math classes in the Bakersfield school system, later becoming a counselor, then taking a job as principal for a tiny school district at the windswept top of the Grapevine Pass, in a historic community called Tejon Ranch. He eventually left that position on an early retirement in 1981 after taking the losing side in a heated political battle with the school board over the size of the faculty at the district’s two schools.


Seizing on California’s sky-high real estate market at the time—and the record number of defaults that the high prices were causing—Pat entered the mortgage-foreclosure business the following year. He cleaned, repaired and boarded homes that had been repossessed—sometimes, he did the evicting and repossessing, too—so that the properties could be resold by the banks or federal housing agencies that held the notes on them. The homes of the dispossessed were rarely left in pristine condition, and Pat soon had more offers for work than he could handle. His company quickly grew from two trucks and crews into nine and handled business throughout the broad valleys and boom towns of Central California. It was a dirty, sad business, and Pat took pity on some of the people whose houses he seized, particularly the wives and mothers who had been abandoned and left holding a bad mortgage and a mailbox full of bills. He would help them pack up, take their possessions to storage and drive them wherever they needed to go—the one part of this thankless work Pat enjoyed. “It takes some of the sting out,” he’d say when a less charitable colleague would ask him why he bothered. Of course, not every soon-to-be-homeless person was so easily mollified, and some were unwilling to simply hand over their house keys to this bluff, big man with his sheaf of legal papers. But when trouble arose, Pat’s standing instruction to his crews was to avoid any altercation and simply call the police. “You can always depend on the man in blue,” Pat would preach. “He’s on our side.”


Pat also worked on the side with the city and county fire departments, clearing overgrown lots that had become fire hazards. Altogether, this sort of slapdash work on houses and empty lots proved to be quite a lucrative business, and Pat began making more money than he had ever before known. The Bakersfield Californian even profiled him in an article that depicted him and his foreclosure work admiringly, even quoting his philosophical musings on why so many homeowners ran afoul of their mortgages: “Demon rum and failed marriages,” he said sagely.


His observations, however facile, were bitterly applicable to his own life.


Pat’s marriage to Nancy had deteriorated over the years as his drinking increased. His decline had started during his flap with the school board, a career change that he claimed to take in stride, never admitting even to himself that his abrupt departure from education left him disappointed and depressed. As his foreclosure business expanded, Pat let his crews do the field work while he conducted most of his business from home—making it easier to start drinking earlier and earlier in the day. His consumption became prodigious; he could gulp down a six-pack in one sitting with little effort. This reliance on booze only intensified when two of his three children began having problems of their own.


His oldest, Patrick Jr., had always been an easy kid, a quiet and respectful young man who effortlessly earned A’s in school and gained admission to Stanford University. Jennifer and Danny, however, were quite the opposite, providing continual sources of heartbreak for the family. Jennifer not only became an unwed teenaged mother, but she lost her infant son, Jordan, to crib death. Despite his anger at Jennifer over the pregnancy, Pat had loved his little grandson dearly, and the baby’s death marked the only occasion Jennifer ever saw her father cry—until Sandy disappeared.


Danny, the middle child, was another matter. As a teenager and young adult, he had constant scrapes with the law—drug problems, thievery—and he had a quick temper. Fed up, Pat finally ordered Danny out of the house, and they had a fistfight that night—the only time that Nancy and the two other children say they can remember him striking anyone, no matter how much he had to drink. Pat and Danny never spoke again after that night. “I have only one son now,” he would later tell Jennifer. Danny, it seemed, remained furious at his father, accusing him of all sorts of abusive behavior.


By the mid-eighties, whenever Pat Dunn was at home, he had a can of Coors glued to his right hand, or a tall whiskey and soda in front of him. In the Dunn household, there was a standing, if unspoken, rule that no one got in the car with Dad after three o’clock in the afternoon. Pat, however, stubbornly refused to acknowledge any problem and would grow irate at the mere suggestion that he drank too much, vociferously arguing that he never missed work or failed to provide for his family—all true, if beside the point. Pat’s model of manly virtue was drawn strictly from the Hollywood idols of his youth—the silent stoicism of Wayne, Cooper, Bogart. A man who provides for his family, who makes a home, who puts meals on the table, who builds a better life for his kids than the one he enjoyed by definition shows he loves his family. You didn’t actually have to say it aloud—your daily life said it all, Pat believed. By those standards, Pat thought his drinking irrelevant, and he couldn’t see that, to his family, he checked out every time he emptied a bottle. He really did love his family, deeply, but he didn’t see the need—and, in any case, couldn’t find it in himself—to actually utter those three words, I love you, unaware of just how much they would have meant to his wife and children. Speaking of such things was far more difficult for Pat than taking a heavy sledgehammer to a ruined house—or, for that matter, showing kindness to an evicted stranger.


Pat could be a warm and witty companion, and his family and friends knew him to be a well-meaning man, but he also seemed arrogant at times, particularly when he “had a few,” the family’s term for heavy drinking. Then he became something of a know-it-all, sitting back in his chair and dispensing lofty opinions and advice, usually preceded by the words, “When I was a principal . . .” The way he said it at times, he might as well have been a member of the Cabinet, and it became clear, then, just how much he missed his former career. In time, Pat’s drinking left him with few close friends and a world that extended beyond his armchair with increasing rarity. Always a big man, he grew overweight and sedentary, his beer belly hanging low over his waistline, the slightest exertion leaving him breathless.


Predictably, Pat’s drinking gradually tore the family apart.4 As the kids neared and reached adulthood, Nancy professed a desire to go back to college, to take up hobbies, to widen her horizons. Pat, meanwhile, wanted to sit home and drink, maybe shoot the occasional game of pool. He never wanted to go out; the last movie he left the house for was The Guns of Navarone. Twenty-five years together and Nancy, who had always been the glue of the family, the one who planned the events and forged the friendships, increasingly felt like a stranger to her husband. It’s not that she stopped loving him—there was just something about Pat, she would insist, that shone through even in his darkest moments, something kind and good—but it was no longer enough. In a decision that was a long time coming, but which still seemed to take Pat by surprise, Nancy filed for divorce in 1985. She moved out of the house, taking with her Jennifer, the only one of the couple’s children still living at home.


Without really thinking about it, Pat gave everything but his business to Nancy and wished her well. He harbored no ill will toward her, no bitterness, though he was bewildered and hurt and wished she would change her mind. Yet he couldn’t find the words to ask her to stay. He thought them, heard them in his head, but just couldn’t make them come out. He didn’t know how. He rented an apartment and lived alone.


A year or so later, his foreclosure business still thriving (even as the California real estate market was crashing), the fire department called and told him about some acreage in East Bakersfield choked with weeds and trash. The landowner being cited for the violation was a difficult middle-aged widow who had been totally uncooperative, distrustful of all the contractors the fire department suggested, yet unwilling to do the work herself. “How about you give her a try?” Pat was asked.


“Sure,” he said. “What’s the lady’s name?”


“Paola,” the fire official told him. “Alexandra Paola.”
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THAT SAME AFTERNOON, PAT WENT TO THE PAOLA Development Company office at the College Center mall in East Bakersfield. The sixties-era strip mall had begun to look a bit ragged by then, he noticed, with several vacant storefronts and an air more gritty than prosperous. Pat Paola’s big dreams hadn’t quite panned out: Decades earlier, he had snapped up property all over East Bakersfield, betting heavily that development in the city would move in his direction and make his land worth far more than what he paid for it. Instead, most of the upscale shopping and higher-end neighborhoods went the opposite way, to the northwest, and many of the Paola properties remained vacant after twenty years, his visions for that part of town unrealized and now in the hands of his widow.


The College Center had aged poorly in the process. The proprietor’s office was dingy and dark, with battered metal desks and stained carpeting on the floor. The surroundings shocked Pat. An older man sat playing solitaire at a scarred table stacked high with old papers. He ignored Pat, flicking cards and frowning at his hand, not bothering to respond to Pat’s greeting. And then Alexandra Paola stood up from behind another desk. She looked radiant in a blue sundress with lace around the collar, her short hair silver now. Pat hadn’t seen her in twenty-five years, but he thought she looked more lovely than he remembered, the only note of brightness in that shabby little office. Whenever he told the story of their meeting that day, he would always remember thinking Sandy didn’t look like she belonged there. The place and the woman simply did not fit. The dismal office’s gray pallor could not touch her.


Alexandra immediately remembered Pat from those long-ago rides home from the dress shop, and they spent nearly an hour catching up, first in the office while the old man continued playing solitaire with a sour look on his face, then while driving out to see the acreage that the fire department wanted cleared. Pat Paola, Sandy explained quietly, had been sick since 1975, first with heart disease, then cancer, and finally senility. Sandy had taken care of him throughout, finally having to dress and feed the man who had once done everything for her. At the end of his life, he would either sit in his easy chair, recognizing no one, or he would be seized by sudden bursts of energy that saw him stripping his clothes off and running outside, cackling madly, then telling neighbors his wife had locked him outside with no clothes. To Pat’s surprise, Sandy described these incidents with the ghost of a smile on her lips. “You must miss him a lot,” Pat said, and Sandy nodded silently.


When he finally died three years earlier, in 1983, Alexandra had tried to keep his businesses and real estate dealings going. But Paola had maintained a complex web of interlocking companies and transactions, and after so many years of being so sheltered by her husband, Sandy confessed, “I did a pretty poor job of it.” Her woes had escalated recently when she learned that a trusted bookkeeper—a woman who had worked for Paola Enterprises since 1961 and who had seemed like a member of the family—had been embezzling from them for years. Seventy thousand was gone at minimum, perhaps as much as a quarter million, Sandy whispered, shaking her head, nearly trembling at the thought. “Maybe more,” she said. “The police don’t know, the accountants don’t know. I don’t know.”


The turmoil brought by this betrayal had been compounded by Sandy’s impulsive, almost desperate decision to remarry a year after Paola’s death. As Sandy told it, her new husband, Leon—the older man playing solitaire at the mall—had misrepresented his own wealth and holdings and had run up all sorts of debts against Sandy’s money. She called him a smooth-talking charmer who loved only the Paola fortune. In her loneliness, the woman who always feared that she would be thought of as a gold digger had ended up being preyed upon by one, she told Pat with a bitter smile. They had separated within a year, amid a nasty battle over property he had hauled off and tried to sell through the classifieds. Pat wondered to himself why Leon was still hanging out at the mall, but he bit his tongue, not wanting to pry, letting Sandy tell him what she wanted to tell him. Now, she continued, all sorts of other people were coming out of the woodwork to offer impossibly good investments and real estate deals, if only she would give them a piece of the Paola holdings. Her late husband’s real estate on the east side had finally jumped in value as Bakersfield relentlessly grew from a town into a major city and open space fetched an increasing premium. “I know just enough to say no,” Sandy said ruefully.


Pat spoke little of himself during the drive, saying only that his own troubles seemed small indeed compared to Sandy’s. But he had an engaging, supportive way of listening, of not seeming to judge, and Sandy would later say he seemed at that moment one of the kindest and most understanding men she had ever met.


They drove on to the weed-choked property cited by the fire inspector, and Pat said he would take care of it, then call her back. In a few days, he had removed the weeds and trash from the lot, as well as cleared the grounds of a neighboring apartment building that Sandy owned, too. He refused to charge her, and Sandy, who had remained extremely thrifty despite her wealth, seemed particularly delighted by this gesture. When Pat mentioned that he and Nancy were separated, Sandy invited him to her house on Crestmont Drive, where she had lived for a quarter century with Pat Paola—the same house Pat Dunn had helped measure years before. Pat remembered admiring the big ranch-style house, with its pool and cabana and rich tile work.


Arriving for his visit in 1986, however, he barely recognized the place. Sun and heat had etched and faded the paint. There were cracks in the plaster. Green plastic garbage bags stuffed with old clothes sat on the porch and in the side yard, a rusty old bicycle propped against them.


When Sandy opened the front door for Pat, a wave of heat washed over him. It was July and quite hot outside, but the interior of the house was well over ninety degrees. The house had air conditioning—a matter of survival in desert summer—but Sandy would not run it. Instead, she would turn on several floor fans in the living room and aim them at whatever chairs were occupied. Pat sat down gingerly, the hot stream of air from the fan washing over him like jet exhaust. He felt like he had climbed into a kiln.


Like the porch, the interior of the house—living room, dining room, halls—was piled high with debris. Cardboard boxes of all sizes had been stacked one on top of the other like child’s blocks, with pathways through their rows—a shut-in’s maze. Nothing was dirty; the house was just impossibly cluttered, as if Sandy had not thrown anything away in twenty years. Pat later learned this was exactly the case: Sandy never tossed out a newspaper, a magazine or a worn-out article of clothing. Even the plastic bags from the produce section of the supermarket were kept. Sandy had an enormous roll of them in her kitchen cabinet, washed, dried and ready for reuse so she wouldn’t have to spend money on sandwich bags. She had kept in the house all of her late husband’s clothes and possessions, as well as some of her second husband’s things, and everything left behind by her mother, who had recently died after a long struggle with Alzheimer’s disease—an entire second household of furniture, clothes and bric-a-brac crammed into this one home. Pat imagined he had entered some dark and crowded curio shop, where one table might hold beautiful jade sculpture, clearly valuable, while another was piled high with yellowing copies of Ladies’ Home Journal or chipped jelly-jar glasses. Once again, it struck him that this handsome, gracious woman who welcomed him into a labyrinth of junk did not seem to fit her surroundings. He figured that when her first husband died, Sandy had started bleeding money to embezzlement and an unscrupulous new spouse, and ended up broke, forced to live like a bag lady. No wonder she wouldn’t clear the weeds from those lots, he told himself. He remembers thinking, Here’s someone who really needs me.


He suggested they go out for lunch, and they decided to drive to a place up in the canyons outside Bakersfield called Balanced Rock, where Pat knew of a restaurant famous for its home-style coleslaw—their first date. It was July 4, 1986, a brilliant, sunny day so hot the sky seemed burned clean of color. Within the year, as soon as each of their divorces became final, Pat and Sandy married.


Exactly six years after that first date, on July 4, 1992, the murder case against Pat Dunn began in earnest.
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IN AUTUMN 1986, AFTER PAT AND SANDY HAD BEEN LIVING together in the old Paola house on Crestmont Drive for two or three months, she got up one morning and said, “Let’s take a ride. I need to see the lawyer.”


Pat said sure, and, once in the downtown law office, he sat in the waiting area watching the secretaries while Sandy met with her attorney privately. It was a law firm that specialized in family law, real estate matters and other kinds of civil litigation, and Pat assumed that the meeting had to do with Sandy’s imminent divorce from her second husband. But when they left the office an hour later and settled into the car, Sandy tossed a thick brown envelope onto his lap and said, “Here, put this away somewhere.”


He looked at her and raised an eyebrow, and she said, “It’s my will. I’m leaving you everything.”


Pat thought she was joking at first, but, sure enough, inside the envelope was a simple four-page will prepared by Sandy’s lawyer just that morning. The will named Pat as Sandy’s sole heir and appointed him estate executor. It left nothing to the Paola family and omitted Sandy’s only sister, Nanette, with whom Sandy had been feuding for years since their mother died and left everything to Sandy. The new will also specifically bequeathed just one dollar to any potential heir who contested the will.


Touched and surprised, Pat wasn’t sure what to say. Speaking aloud about such emotionally charged subjects still made him uncomfortable. He chuckled to cover the mixture of warmth and embarrassment he felt, then breezily asked, “So, what are you worth?”


He figured Sandy had little left at that point, just whatever the house might bring in, perhaps a bit more. He had seen the way she was living before they began dating, and he had taken it upon himself to clean out the pack-rat clutter, the rooms crammed with boxes and the trash bags on the porch. He had heard her talk of Leon misrepresenting his own wealth, then trying to dive with open arms into the Paola fortune. So he almost veered the car off the road when Sandy nonchalantly answered, “About three million, give or take a couple hundred thousand.”


Pat shook his head in wonder. Apparently, Sandy had been a lot smarter with her money than she let on—something Pat would come to understand firsthand as he watched her over the years deal confidently, sometimes ruthlessly, with various accountants, brokers and businessmen.


When they got home from the law office, Pat stuck the will in a desk drawer, where it remained for six years. It was September 16, 1986, the day, prosecutors would later claim, Sandy became worth more to Pat Dunn dead than alive.


•   •   •


Though that last will and testament would one day become a dagger-like piece of evidence against Pat—part of his motive to murder, police and prosecutors would say—there had been no pressure on Sandy to write it that day.5 Pat hadn’t asked for it, and Sandy offered him no explanation as to why she suddenly found it necessary to craft a new will leaving him everything before they had even married. Pat shrugged it off. Perhaps she just wanted to make sure her second husband got nothing should she die before their divorce became final. It did seem that the will and the divorce were linked in Sandy’s mind; she signed papers the very next day at the same law office to put formal marriage dissolution proceedings into motion against Leon.


The will changed little in Sandy and Pat’s relationship: It was not as if Sandy, while living, was turning over responsibility for her finances to Pat. Most of the money and real estate holdings she had inherited from Pat Paola remained her sole property, even after she married Pat, and she continued to use her first married name on checks and bank accounts—“Alexandra Paola Dunn,” she’d sign, and when she spoke her full name, it was with emphasis on the Paola, a symbol of status in Bakersfield, at least in her mind. “That’s the good Paola,” she’d always say with a nervous laugh, “not the bad payola.”


In time, she and Pat developed some of the Paola properties together, they held joint accounts, and Pat had access to Sandy’s money whenever he asked for it. The pair even opened a line of credit for two hundred thousand dollars at one bank, with either to draw, though it was backed by Sandy’s assets alone. Neither of them ever touched it. Still, it remained clear that Sandy’s money was hers alone. And though Pat might be present for meetings with business partners and investment counselors, dispensing opinions and advice, he also usually concluded by saying to Sandy, “Whatever you want is fine with me.” For most of their time together—until a year or so before Sandy vanished, when Pat began taking a much more dominant role in their various real estate projects—it was clear to all that Sandy had the final say.


As far as anyone who knew them could tell, this arrangement never bothered Pat. Nor did Sandy’s attachment to her Paola name and identity. If it did trouble him, he never complained to anyone about it. Sandy must not have been overly concerned about Pat having designs on her money, either; when the divorce from Leon came through in March 1987, she sought no prenuptial agreement or any other protection for her assets. She and Pat just piled into the car and drove off for a quiet, private marriage ceremony—in Las Vegas, the one and only flamboyant gesture they made as a couple.


After a weekend in Sin City, as Pat insisted on calling it, they settled back into the same old house in East Bakersfield, where, with very few exceptions, they led quiet and uneventful lives. Sandy was the much more active of the two, with her daily predawn power walks and her penchant for collecting jade sculpture. Pat ran his foreclosure business out of the house and, in fits and starts, collected antique guns as a hobby. They were known to be creatures of habit who had many casual friends but few close ones, who went to bed by seven or eight o’clock most nights, who preferred backyard barbecues with neighbors and friends to going out on the town, and who both drank prodigious amounts of alcohol daily, which in part explained their early bedtimes. Pat was quite open about his round-the-clock drinking, while Sandy tried, often successfully, to conceal hers. Many friends were under the impression that she didn’t drink at all. Together, however, the two of them could easily polish off a fifth of hard liquor in a day, and those who did business with the couple quickly learned to schedule meetings in the morning.


Even with the drinking, their friends and most of their neighbors considered the Dunns charmingly eccentric—people who genuinely seemed to like and love one another in their own, occasionally crabby way. Pat prided himself on his abilities as a host, never allowing a guest’s glass to stand empty, always putting steak, not hamburger, on the grill. Sandy would sit back and smile at her husband’s fussing over visitors—the kitchen was more his domain than hers. But, in all other matters, she always took care of Pat, catering to him in every way, doing things for him without being asked, making sure he always had fresh stores of shaving cream, enough of his favorite beer, the week’s TV Guide. They were little things, really, but things no one had ever done for Pat, a man still stung by childhood memories of having to work just to get new clothes for school. He regularly marveled to friends and family about how Sandy seemed to know just what he needed when he needed it. “And poof, just as something’s about to run out, there’s a new one sitting there, a fresh toothpaste or a new razor,” Pat told one friend, as if he were describing an act of magic rather than Sandy’s well-timed trip to the grocery store. This solicitous care would move Pat in ways no extravagant gesture ever could. To Pat’s way of thinking, such small kindnesses were the best way of all to say I love you, and he had finally found a partner in life who felt the same way. As Pat told it, Sandy took care of him in a way his first wife, even his own mother, never would or could, which is why early in their marriage he began calling Sandy “Mom.”


Given their odd hours and other eccentricities, the Dunns were by no means universally beloved. Some acquaintances felt their relationship seemed to be based as much on bickering as on love, and there was some truth to this. Both could be stubborn and opinionated people at times, and Sandy in particular was known as much for the staying power of her grudges as for her genteel manner. Their detractors, and there were several right in the neighborhood, saw only this negative side of the Dunns. These people tended to describe Sandy as a flighty snob who at times affected an ostentatious manner reminiscent of Zsa Zsa Gabor. They considered Pat a gold digger who had risen above his station in life. (Still, even their critics had to admit that the Dunns’ humble clothes, home and habits suggested that the couple had little interest in flaunting their wealth—to Pat and Sandy, money was a tool, not something to be displayed.) Those in the neighborhood who had known and liked the legendary Pat Paola seemed particularly unkind about “the new husband,” as they called Pat Dunn. They never really forgave Sandy for marrying a mere schoolteacher, and they were particularly scandalized when Pat drove Paola’s vintage tail-finned Cadillac in the Bakersfield Christmas parade, something Paola traditionally had done before senility left him incapable of carrying out the annual ritual. “As if Dunn could take Mr. Paola’s place,” sniffed one angry neighbor. “He has no right to drive that car.”


Pat and Sandy seemed oblivious to much of this, though Pat was known to play the occasional practical joke on neighbors who disliked him. He continually feuded with one next-door neighbor in particular, a retired plumber named Otis Coppock, whose partial deafness exacerbated his and Pat’s regular misunderstandings. In one of their more memorable bouts, Coppock’s daughter, a former schoolmate of Pat’s daughter, yelled over the fence at Pat one day during a Dunn family barbecue, and Coppock later telephoned with a follow-up complaint. Apparently, the Coppocks felt the Dunns were being too noisy. “Listen, Coppock,” Pat snarled into the phone, shouting so his neighbor would hear every word, as his daughter, Jennifer, and son Patrick listened. “Meet me outside and bring your dog. And I’ll kick your ass and my dog will kick your dog’s ass and go ahead and bring your daughter, too, and my daughter will kick her ass to boot.”


Pat could barely keep from laughing during this mock tirade. To him and his kids, who were giggling in the background, it was all an absurd joke. But Coppock took it as a serious threat and slammed the phone down. He never spoke to Pat after that day, and made no secret of his animosity toward his neighbors. Though Sandy wasn’t there on the day of the barbecue, she battled with Coppock as well, and he once accused her of mistreating the ailing Pat Paola, whom he idolized. Coppock had occasionally seen the naked Paola in the backyard, and believed the ailing financier when he ranted about Sandy taking his clothes and locking him out. The plumber would later say Sandy struck and abused her elderly first husband, thereby contributing to his death, though he also once claimed Sandy drove her second husband to death as well, despite the fact Leon was very much alive.


Still, most people who knew the Dunns seemed willing to accept their eccentricities—his practical jokes, her unshakable habit of hoarding everything from plastic bags to old clothes. They were known as loyal friends willing to help those close to them when trouble struck. Pat and Sandy helped one financially strapped couple start a business of their own, and Pat gave work and one of his trucks to a troubled young man—an old friend of his son Danny—when no one else would hire him.


Mostly, every day seemed the same at the Dunn household. Sandy would rise before dawn to go for her early morning walk, and Pat would have the coffee ready by the time she returned two hours later. As he kept the cups full, Sandy sat at the kitchen table and read the newspaper aloud for Pat. They liked keeping informed about doings in their city, particularly about city politics, as they began laying plans to develop some of the vacant land Sandy had inherited from Pat Paola, still trying to fulfill his visions for East Bakersfield. In the last year of Sandy’s life, Pat became much more active in her financial affairs as they worked on two large developments, a housing tract and a movie-theater complex. The theater project had run afoul of certain city officials, and so Pat began to read voraciously about city politics. The city council, the planning commission, the county government—all had to be understood, massaged and placated if the plans were to go through, he told Sandy.


The Dunns also obsessively read about crime in Bakersfield, their main concern and fear, something they shared with many of their neighbors. Their interest was particularly keen because the College Center mall Sandy had inherited—where she took her daily walks—was now in a high-crime area. They also followed the increasing power and prestige of Kern County’s tough, law-and-order district attorney, whom they both supported in his uncompromising approach to law enforcement. Pat and Sandy felt Bakersfield needed someone like this DA in control, for the city seemed increasingly prey to the most bizarre and frightening crimes—escalating violence, serial killers, a Dungeons and Dragons murder ring that claimed the life of the district attorney’s own barber, a disturbing number of corrupt cops, judges and other officials, and, of course, the devil-worshiping child molesters who had made national news in recent years. “I was one of the first principals to bring counselors into the school to talk about child abuse and abductions,” Pat said every time one of the big molestation cases hit the papers. “I saw it coming.”


Like most of their neighbors and peers, Pat and Sandy had been horrified when, one by one, these molesters began walking out of prison after appealing their convictions. Now, the newspapers said, the molesters were supposed to be the victims—of tainted evidence, of prosecutorial misconduct, of mass hysteria. But the Dunns, along with nearly everyone they knew in Bakersfield, didn’t buy any of it. They believed their district attorney when he declared that the appeals judges were wrong, that these jurists were misguided liberals who cared more about criminals’ rights than crime victims. “It’s those damn judges,” Pat agreed heartily when Sandy read him the latest news about convicts appealing their way out of prison. “They won’t let the police do their job.”


It never seems to end, Pat often said when Sandy finished reading the crime news. Just a few months before Sandy disappeared, the Dunns had followed the case of a high school track star named Offord Rollins, convicted of murdering his former girlfriend to clear the way for a new girl. It was an ugly case that, because of its racial overtones, tore an enormous rift in the community. Rollins was black, the murdered girl Latina, the judge and jury all white. The prosecutor pointed to violent rap lyrics penned by the young athlete as evidence of his viciousness; the defense lawyer complained that official racism and misconduct, not hard evidence, put his client in prison. Even an archconservative like Sandy had wondered aloud one morning over her newspaper whether the defense lawyer might be right. “That case just doesn’t make sense” she had started to say.


“They wouldn’t have arrested him if he hadn’t done it,” Pat interrupted reflexively, adamantly—a true believer. “He must be guilty.” To Pat’s way of thinking, no innocent man could ever be prosecuted in America without the truth sooner or later coming out. “There’d be no reason to do it,” he told Sandy, applying free-market reasoning to the justice system. “What would the cops and the DA get out of framing that kid? It’s not like they get paid by the arrest. There’s nothing in it for them.”


Pat’s law-and-order attitude, his trust in “the men in blue,” never seemed to waver, not even after he and Sandy had their own brush with the legal system three years after moving in together—the one documented instance of marital discord in the Dunn household.


On October 19, 1989, shortly before nine in the evening, Sandy dialed 911 on her bedroom telephone. When the dispatcher answered, Sandy said, “He hit me. My husband hit me. And I want him arrested.” She reported that the assault had happened five minutes before she placed the call to the authorities. The dispatcher promised help would be there quickly.


When sheriff’s deputies arrived exactly six minutes after Sandy placed the call, they found Pat sitting calmly in the den of the Crestmont house. He was chatting with one of his best friends, Kate Rosenlieb, a former student who, at Pat’s urging, had gone on to take a seat on the Bakersfield City Planning Commission, which reviewed every proposed real estate project in the city. The two were sitting and drinking beer, and Rosenlieb clearly had arrived before Sandy called the police and had been there for some time. Pat had telephoned her earlier in the evening and asked her to come over for a visit. She would later say she had seen nothing untoward happen, and hadn’t even set eyes on Sandy until the deputies arrived.6


Once the police walked in, Sandy emerged from the back of the house. She had a small cut behind her right ear that had left a touch of blood on her earlobe and in her hair, though she refused any medical treatment. “He was angry with me, I don’t know why,” Sandy told the deputies. “He was drinking and yelling. I came in the bedroom and pulled back the covers to go to bed, and that’s when he hit me. Twice, with his fist.”


The deputies arrested Pat on the spot for misdemeanor spousal abuse. They asked him no questions, but he volunteered, “No, I did not hit her.” Later, they took him to the county jail, where he asked for a lawyer, though he never actually saw one or hired one.7


Kate Rosenlieb, meanwhile, offered to stay at the house to help, but Sandy said, “No, I want you out of here.” Sandy looked dazed, but Rosenlieb still left—without the deputies asking her a single question, not even taking her name. She left feeling deeply disturbed, certain that her friend Pat, someone she long admired, had indeed struck Sandy. The incident would leave a long-lasting impression on the young city official, one that would return to haunt her and Pat Dunn. No one—not Pat, not Rosenlieb and not the sheriff’s department—realized Kate actually could have provided an alibi of sorts for Pat, as she was sitting talking with him over beers when Sandy claimed to have been beaten. Something was wrong with Sandy’s account, though no one knew it at the time.


As Pat would later tell it, this incident marked the first time that he noticed Sandy display a memory or mental problem. He didn’t recognize it at the time, but he would later come to see this episode as a first symptom, perhaps, of the early onset of Alzheimer’s disease. According to Pat, there had been no fight and no hitting that night—Sandy simply went rigid, her face blank as she stood in the bedroom. Then she lost her balance, slipped and struck her head on a bench at the foot of the bed. As Pat bent to help her up, she looked up at him with a dazed expression and said, “You hit me.” She then refused to listen to his denials, refused his offers of help, and insisted she just wanted to be left alone. So he left the room and called Kate Rosenlieb, who came over a short time later. He didn’t realize Sandy had called the police until they walked through the door and arrested him.


After that night, Sandy rarely talked of this incident, so only Pat Dunn’s account survives. What is known is that Sandy immediately went down to the jail and posted Pat’s five-thousand-dollar bail, and he returned home with her. They continued living together, and most of their neighbors remained unaware that anything had happened. Even Otis Coppock, who watched every move at the Dunn house, was unaware that Pat had been arrested. The case against Pat was eventually dismissed after Sandy told prosecutors that nothing had happened, that she had made a mistake, and that she would not press charges. Legally, this meant Pat was innocent of spousal abuse, just as he had claimed all along. Given that Sandy initially claimed Pat struck her at a time when he apparently was sitting having a beer with a friend, there is every reason to accept her recantation at face value. It is also true, however, that many wives lie to protect abusive husbands. Though she never let him know it, Pat’s good friend Kate Rosenlieb secretly suspected this was exactly what Sandy did: She lied to protect him. It was an assumption that would later have grave implications for Pat Dunn.


Whatever happened between the Dunns that night—accident or violence or the beginning of a long, slow mental decline for Sandy—their marriage and their daily rituals continued as if nothing had happened. If anything, the couple seemed to grow closer. They searched for retirement homes in Hawaii and Cabo San Lucas, putting bids in on several properties, but in the end deciding to stay in their comfortable home in Bakersfield, at least for the time being. And when Pat grew ill with a ruptured appendix in January 1992, Sandy withdrew twenty thousand dollars from one of the Paola accounts and paid cash for the surgery, as neither of them had medical insurance. Then Sandy nursed Pat back to health at home, caring for him constantly for nearly a month. Several of their friends remarked on how solicitous Sandy seemed throughout Pat’s convalescence, and how grateful he was for all the care and attention she lavished upon him. He repeated his now familiar boast: “Nobody takes care of me like Mom.”


During this time, however, Pat’s business began to falter for lack of attention. Normally, he aggressively telephoned banks and mortgage lenders daily, pursuing their business and seeking new homes in foreclosure. But since falling ill, he had let things go. “Why don’t you just close it down?” Sandy finally asked. “We don’t need the money. Let’s play with what we’ve got.”


Pat felt hesitant at first, but Sandy got their accountant to pull together some figures to show that the business was now costing more than it brought in, and Pat finally said, “Good idea. Let’s play with what we’ve got.”


A short time later, Sandy made an appointment with Kevin Knutson, a financial planner, to discuss forming a living trust. Knutson lived with Teri Bjorn, the Dunns’ real estate attorney, and the couples occasionally socialized. At a barbecue at the Dunns’ house, Knutson and Sandy began chatting about investments, and she mentioned her desire that Pat have greater access to her finances and the Paola properties, particularly if she were to slip mentally, from Alzheimer’s disease or any other cause. When Knutson remarked on how trusts could be used to shield assets and avoid inheritance taxes far better than a simple will would, Sandy seemed very interested. She invited Knutson over to discuss the details of setting up such a trust for her and Pat. The meeting was set for the morning of June 30, a Tuesday. “Come at lunch time,” Sandy said. “We’ll feed you.” It would be the very day Sandy disappeared.8


By this time, the night that Sandy had Pat arrested for spousal abuse seemed a part of the distant past, almost forgotten and never discussed. There had been no recurrences—if anything, the incident had served only to strengthen Pat’s faith in the hard-as-nails justice system of Kern County. Indeed, he considered the experience a demonstration of how well the system worked. “The police had to err on the side of protecting her,” he would later say. “I understand that, and I think it’s right. The truth came out in the end. That’s the way the system works.”


To almost everyone’s astonishment, it was a faith Pat Dunn seemed to retain right up to the day he was convicted of first-degree murder.
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TRACING SANDY’S MOVEMENTS AFTER SHE VANISHED on the night of June 30, 1992, should have been child’s play, for her habits were utterly predictable. Indeed, even the police who came to believe wholeheartedly that Pat Dunn was the culprit would concede that anyone could have stalked Sandy with ease. Each day was the same: Sometime between 3 and 4 A.M., she would rise in the darkness and change in the laundry room, where she would not disturb Pat. She’d layer T-shirts against the desert’s morning chill, but she always wore shorts—she was very proud of her trim, smooth legs. Then she’d run a comb through her short, silver hair, grab the dog leash, and head out the door.


A brisk walker, Sandy covered nearly six miles of East Bakersfield every day, winding through the College Center strip mall that she and Pat still owned and managed. Sandy would let her dogs, J.D. and Buddy, run in a field next to the Mervyn’s department store, then head back home, all before sunrise. Her route rarely varied.


“I like to walk then,” she would say whenever Pat or anyone else expressed concerns for her safety at that hour. “That’s when the good people are out.” By that she meant her companions in wakefulness at that hour were policemen, security guards, farmers, bakers, milkmen—the people whose work is preparing the world for each new day. Pat eventually stopped objecting, figuring this actually made some sense, though he persisted in complaining about her jewelry—the twenty-five thousand dollars’ worth of diamonds and gold she habitually wore. “Leave the damn baubles and bangles off when you’re walking,” Pat exhorted her. Sandy ignored his warnings. Only after her jeweler added a cautionary warning to Pat’s did she reluctantly remove her rings, necklaces and other adornments during her predawn power walks. “You just don’t know who you might run into,” the jeweler said, and Sandy finally acquiesced, six months or so before her disappearance.


Jewelry was the one indulgence of an otherwise frugal person who spent little on clothes and whose idea of dining out during her and Pat’s courtship was finding some office party or business opening from which she could filch a free meal of hors d’oeuvres. When Pat started dating her, she was eating dinners of microwaved cabbage four nights a week—not for lack of money, but because she just didn’t care much about food. Gold and gems, however, particularly interested her. “I like to put my money in jewelry,” she once told Pat. “That way, no matter what happens, we’ll never be broke.”


From time to time, Sandy walked with other women, but her early hours and fast pace soon wore out would-be walking partners. At first, Pat used to try to keep up with her on her morning expeditions, but too much booze and belly made that a losing proposition. Sandy ate next to nothing and, in her fifties, still played in tennis and soccer leagues with college students. Pat used to say Sandy wore the pads off the paws of their poor old Labrador, J.D., which is why he bought a German shepherd and named him Buddy—to be her new walking buddy, so the aging J.D. could rest up. But the old Lab couldn’t bear being left out, and both dogs usually ended up joining her. Except on the day she disappeared.


Pat had initially reported to the sheriff that Sandy took Buddy with her on her last walk. He told the dispatcher who took his missing-person’s report that Sandy must have returned while he was out searching, left the dog in the yard and her keys in the kitchen, then departed again and vanished. But as the days passed, Pat became less and less sure about these events. He didn’t really know for certain that she had come back while he made that first search of East Bakersfield, he would later tell detectives. Perhaps, in a fog of sleepiness and worry that first night, he simply overlooked the keys and the big dog when he got up. Buddy could have been sleeping in the shadows out in the yard when Pat first looked around. The keys could have been there on the counter all along. He just didn’t know.


Pat kept going over it all in his head: His and Sandy’s last full day together had begun like every other. By the time Sandy had completed her walk, Pat was up, with coffee made and poured—as always. They had settled in and she read him the newspaper while they sat in the kitchen, the light growing warmer and brighter as the sun rose above the rooftops. Pat listened and kept the cups brimming. As usual, no matter how thick or thin the paper, Sandy had finished reading at 6 A.M. sharp with a dramatic rendition of their horoscopes. “Make a fresh start,” the stars told Sandy that day. Pat was advised to be serious concerning home and marriage. “Intuition works overtime,” his horoscope warned.


At six, their morning ritual had them climbing into Pat’s white Chevy Blazer to go “ride fence”—their term for an hour-long drive around town to view the twenty-one properties that Sandy had inherited, several million dollars’ worth of mostly vacant real estate left behind by Pat Paola, waiting to be built up. They particularly liked stopping at their Morning Star housing development, where bulldozers had begun moving earth in preparation for home construction, and at their eleven acres on Columbus Avenue, where they were planning to build a twelve-screen movie-theater complex—if the city would just stop reneging on promises made years earlier.


“I could watch those big yellow machines all day,” Sandy had said outside the Morning Star project. It was what she always said. “We’re really building something, aren’t we?”


Pat remembers the pride in her voice. The long-vacant land, a scraped and dead eyesore on the east side, was finally going to become something useful and attractive, a place for families and children—the realization of a dream that had begun with her late first husband. “It’s going to be beautiful,” Pat agreed.


They chose not to linger that last morning at the inactive Columbus Avenue site, however. Neither of them wanted to talk about their movie-theater project. They had just completed an ugly battle with the Bakersfield planning commission and the city council, and now might be headed toward an even uglier lawsuit over the city’s decision to deny a vital zoning change that would allow the complex to be built. The decision had been a stunner. The same council members who had just said no to their project had two years earlier asked Pat and Sandy to create a detailed and costly plan for the area and led them to believe the eighty thousand dollars they were investing in the planning and engineering would be rewarded with approval. But a small and vocal group of angry residents had come to the council meeting on June 3 and complained about the project. None had seen the plans, but it seemed to Pat and Sandy they would have opposed any design other than keeping the land vacant. The councilwoman who represented their ward, despite allowing the Dunns to believe otherwise, backed their objections, arguing that this was “her” ward, and that the rest of the council should fall in line with her wishes. That was the way the council worked, each ward a minifiefdom, and a majority of the other members went along with her, previous promises to the Dunns—tape-recorded ones, made in open meetings—notwithstanding. It was a stressful, difficult time for Pat and Sandy. The loss of eighty thousand dollars, while substantial and difficult to stomach, would not break them. But the sense of outrage at being outfoxed and, as far as they were concerned, misled in the political arena left them boiling and bitter.


“It was predestined to be voted down,” Pat had complained, nearly shouting at the podium during the June 3 meeting. “Tell me that’s fair. Tell me it’s legal.” He even tried to question some law students whose class happened to be observing in the audience that day to see if they thought the proceedings were legal.


“Wait a minute, just let yourself rest, Mr. Dunn,” the mayor finally interrupted, alarmed and angry. “We don’t want to poll the audience.”


A few minutes later, the Dunns’ project died. Pat and Sandy were left standing open-mouthed and humiliated.


In the weeks that followed, Sandy at times seemed beside herself over the council’s decision. She felt especially betrayed by two friends in city government who had been in a position to assure the project’s future, but who had instead doomed it. The first of these was Kate Rosenlieb, who, as a member of the planning commission, could have supported her friends’ movie-theater development. Sandy had confided in Kate how much she wanted the project to succeed, and had even threatened to kill herself if the city rejected the Dunns’ latest plan for the vacant property. Kate could not tell if this suicidal talk was mere histrionics or a genuine threat. In any case, she declined to do Sandy’s bidding when the planning commission next met. Instead, citing her friendship with the Dunns as a conflict of interest, Kate abstained from consideration of the project, leading to a narrow vote rejecting the plan. Sandy had always assumed Kate would be an ally, one reason why she had joined Pat in pushing their young friend to run for the commission in the first place. After the vote, Sandy stopped talking to Kate. (Pat, on the other hand, told Kate he had no problem with the abstention—he said he wanted her to do what she thought was right.)


Sandy grew even more angry at another friend, City Councilwoman Pat DeMond. Sandy believed DeMond stabbed her in the back by voting against the project once it got before the city council, which had the power to override the planning commission’s decision. As Pat and Sandy saw it, DeMond had previously hinted she would support the movie-theater development, and her one extra vote was all they needed for passage. Since the vote to reject the project, Sandy refused to speak to the councilwoman and had even snubbed her at the supermarket, leaving DeMond uttering greetings to her retreating back. “I want nothing to do with that woman,” Sandy later told Pat.


A few days after that awful council meeting, the Dunns had lunch at their home with a longtime friend, Jim Marino, a thirty-year-old engineer and another member of the city planning commission. Marino, a veteran of several of the Dunns’ projects, had supported their theater proposal and, unlike Rosenlieb, chose not to abstain from the vote. At lunch, he noticed how stressed Sandy seemed by the whole ordeal with the city, and he was happy when she turned the subject toward lighter topics. “How are your kids doing?” she asked as she moved in and out of the kitchen preparing the meal and setting the table. Marino gave a rundown of everything his three children were doing—school, summer activities, birthday plans. Pat stood at the bar making drinks, listening. Then, about five minutes or so later, Sandy emerged once again from the kitchen, smiled at Marino and asked, “So, how are the kids?”


It was an eerie moment, Marino would later recall, and he glanced over at Pat, who was looking down, still apparently busy pouring and mixing—but noticeably avoiding the younger man’s eye. Sandy looked at her guest expectantly, so he again told her all about his kids, repeating the story virtually word for word, waiting for her to say, Oh, you just told me all that. But she never did. She just nodded and smiled and then returned to the kitchen.


A few minutes later, she popped out again and asked in a bright, happy voice, “So, how are your kids?”


This time, Marino caught Pat’s eye. His friend just shrugged and smiled helplessly. And Marino repeated the story again, with Sandy oohing and ahhing as if she had never heard any of it. Now the other occasions in recent months when Sandy had somehow forgotten his preferred beverage with lunch—for ten years, it had always been the same, black coffee—began to make sense. Though still in her fifties, Sandy, whom he liked and respected, was having memory problems, Marino realized. And through her husband’s smiles and shrugs and gentle prods, Marino saw Pat was well aware of it—and doing everything he could to cover it and spare Sandy embarrassment. Marino left the Dunns’ house that afternoon feeling helpless and sad. He genuinely cared for Sandy and Pat, but his affection for them did not cloud his judgment that Sandy’s mental state had begun a slow yet perceptible decline.9


Three and a half weeks later, on the morning of June 30, Sandy seemed fine to Pat as they rode fence. Still, anxious to avoid reliving the stress of the council debate, Pat had studiously avoided mentioning the Columbus project or lingering near the site. Things actually were looking up for the project. Just a day earlier, he and Sandy had spoken with the architect—himself a former planning commissioner and a city hall insider—who said he would make clear to the Bakersfield city attorney that the Dunns had been victimized unjustly. The mere threat of a lawsuit might be enough to change the decision, given the council’s flip-flops with the Dunns, the architect said, for the city had just had to pay out a whopping settlement to another developer for similar broken promises. “I’m very optimistic,” he told them, and Sandy’s mood had visibly brightened after the conversation. Still, the project and everything connected to it remained a sore subject, and Pat just drove on by.


Later that last morning, around 11:30, Kevin Knutson, the insurance agent and financial planner, came by for lunch and to discuss the living trust he and Sandy had spoken of at the barbecue a few weeks earlier.


Knutson, a tall, glib former college baseball player, settled into the Dunns’ den, where a sandwich from Pat’s favorite deli already awaited him. While he ate, he played a videotape for the Dunns that explained how an irrevocable trust worked, how it allowed the transfer of an estate to an heir without necessitating probate or incurring hefty estate taxes, because it accomplished this transfer without a will. The video also described how a living trust could be set up to direct decisions about finances and medical care to a spouse or other family member if an individual were to become ill or unable to manage his or her own affairs. The example used in the video was of a woman who became incompetent due to Alzheimer’s disease.


As far as Knutson was concerned, this living trust was academic at this point—he had never noticed any mental or memory problems in Sandy or Pat. “But you have to plan for contingencies, to prepare for the future. That’s the essence of financial security,” he explained.


Knutson questioned the Dunns about their assets, and Pat readily admitted that, with his business shut down, he really had no assets to speak of. Nor did he have a will. Sandy said most of their money was in her name—her cash, bonds and real estate were by this time valued at about five million dollars. In place of her existing will leaving everything to Pat, she said she would like most of their wealth transferred to an irrevocable trust in her and Pat’s names—meaning that each would have access to the funds, and one would retain control if the other grew ill or died. “I want Pat taken care of if anything ever happens to me,” she told Knutson. “And I don’t want it all bleeding away in taxes.”


When Pat left the room, Sandy quietly asserted that she wanted to make sure that none of Pat’s children inherited anything. She didn’t care for any of them, particularly the youngest, Jennifer, who had become pregnant with a second child out of wedlock, much to Sandy’s embarrassment and outrage. Sandy suspected Jennifer stayed close to her father only to get at the Paola fortune, and she didn’t think much more of the two Dunn boys. “I don’t want them to get a penny,” she said coldly. “And the same goes for my sister. I don’t want her to get one penny. Nothing.”


She also told Knutson that, if she ever were to develop Alzheimer’s disease, she wanted Pat to be able to take over without problems. Knutson said all of these stipulations could be written into the trust. Sandy nodded with satisfaction.


After a few hours of lunch and discussion, Pat suggested he and Knutson take a ride so the planner could see some of the real estate that would be placed in the trust. So they went out riding fence, as Pat and Sandy had earlier that day, and Pat pointed out each property. At one point while they were alone together, he told Knutson, “You know, I really am worried about Mom. I think she’s having some memory problems, maybe Alzheimer’s. It’s little things, but I’m worried.”


Knutson turned to Pat in surprise. “I don’t really see it, Pat. My mother had Alzheimer’s, and I don’t see any of those symptoms in Sandy. I really don’t.”


Pat grew quiet for a moment, then said, “You really wouldn’t notice it unless you were around all the time. But I hope you’re right.”


By the time they got back to the house, it was somewhere between four and five in the afternoon. As Knutson walked to his car to go home, Sandy came out of the house and gave him a hug. “Thanks for all your help,” she said. Both Pat and Sandy seemed relaxed and happy, he would later say.


“I’ll put together a proposal and I’ll call you Thursday or Friday to set up a time to go over it.”


“Great,” Sandy replied.


It would be the last time Kevin Knutson would see Sandy alive.10


After Knutson left, Pat cooked two thick steaks on the barbecue. Sandy fried some rice. She seemed quiet and even a bit depressed, perhaps by Knutson’s video and its discussion of Alzheimer’s, Pat would later say. She went to bed early in the evening, as usual, with Pat following an hour later. By ten that night, she was gone. She had left their bed hours before her habitual walking time and never returned. Something happened to her, Pat Dunn told the authorities. I’m sure of it.


The authorities thought so, too. And they had some very firm beliefs about where to start looking for answers.
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THIRTEEN YEARS BEFORE ALEXANDRA PAOLA DUNN disappeared and Pat Dunn became a target for prosecution, a combination of events both spontaneous and conspired catapulted into power and prominence a little-known, baby-faced prosecutor with a hunger for authority and a belief that the nation’s justice system had drifted dangerously leftward in favor of criminals. As the new district attorney for Kern County, Edward R. Jagels would transform Bakersfield from an ordinary farm community and oil town into the toughest town on crime in America—in the process, sealing the fate of his ardent supporter Pat Dunn, along with many others like him.


The pivotal moment in this region’s modern war on crime came on April 12, 1979, a time when Sandy still lived with Pat Paola, and Pat Dunn still lived with his first wife and worked as an elementary school principal. It was the day they and the rest of Bakersfield came to know, all too briefly, a girl named Dana Butler.


It was not so much Dana Butler’s murder itself, or even the identity of the prime suspect, who turned out to be a man of power and prominence. It was not even the fact that this case, more than any other, marked the day that Bakersfield’s small-town complacency finally died and just about everyone seemed to realize that nothing—not distance, not time, not even the mighty Grapevine—could keep the twentieth century’s most fearsome scourge, random violence, from taking root. In the end, what really made this case so important to Kern County’s future came down to what the authorities did about it. Or, rather, didn’t do.


Dana Butler was a fourteen-year-old honors student who vanished on her way home from her church one afternoon. Three days after her mother reported her missing, her corpse appeared on a highway shoulder just outside the Bakersfield city limits. She’d been stabbed forty times, perhaps tortured. There were no witnesses. The murderer had bathed and dressed the body before dumping it by the side of the road. When the police arrived, Dana was still damp, cleansed—or so the killer thought—of trace evidence, the tiny hairs, fibers and fluids so crucial in such cases. Detectives learned in short order from Dana’s friends that she had been one of a number of high school students who had been the underage houseguests of a fifty-six-year-old retiree named Glenn Fitts. Fitts had been throwing parties at his home, where he’d ply teenagers with drugs and booze, then ask some for sex in return. Dana had been to his house shortly before her disappearance, her friends said, and had spoken of plans to party there the very day she died.


With this information in hand shortly after Dana’s body was found, Fitts became an obvious suspect in the murder. Yet the Kern County Sheriff’s Department was reluctant to pursue him, for an equally obvious reason: Until his retirement a year earlier due to a heart ailment, Glenn Fitts had been chairman of the law-enforcement program at Bakersfield Community College, director of the Kern County Police Academy, and a member of the Bakersfield Police Commission. He had personally instructed most of the cops and sheriff’s deputies in Kern County. Then, as a city police commissioner, he oversaw many of them.


Given his exalted status among many Kern County cops, the investigation of Fitts seemed halting at best. Weeks passed before detectives mustered the nerve to request a search warrant for their mentor’s home, something that would have been done long before in virtually any other murder case. Even with that delay, and the opportunity it offered for evidence to be destroyed, a powerful case against the former police commissioner emerged once the search finally was performed. Traces of blood matching Dana’s rare blood type were found in Fitts’ house on carpeting that had been steam cleaned just after the murder—but not cleaned quite thoroughly enough to eliminate all trace evidence. Fitts told police the blood was his, but testing proved that to be a lie. Further testing linked carpet fibers and human hairs found on Dana’s body to his house and car. Pubic hairs consistent with those of Fitts were found clinging to Dana’s head. This was the sort of cold, hard, clinical evidence detectives dream of finding when they must build a circumstantial case in the absence of eyewitnesses to the crime. In many respects, such evidence can be more convincing and reliable than eyewitnesses. Any hesitation detectives felt about going after the ex-commissioner faded in the face of the physical evidence against him.


However, when the sheriff’s investigators brought their case to the district attorney’s office, they were told no, there would be no prosecution. The DA himself, a veteran prosecutor named Al Leddy, and his top three deputies made the call, overruling a lower-level trial deputy who had said, sure, of course there’s enough evidence to prosecute Fitts.


To the sheriff and his detectives on the case—as well as to other prosecutors in the Kern County DA’s office—the decision looked extraordinarily timid at best and, at worst, smacked of a cover-up and of favoritism of the worst kind. It enraged cops and deputies throughout Bakersfield, creating an instant divide between normally natural allies, the cops in the street and the prosecutors in the courtrooms. Fitts, it seemed, was untouchable. He blithely put his house up for sale and made plans to leave town for good.
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