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PROLOGUE

Rancho Cordova, Spring 1974







A bird’s-eye view of Rancho Cordova, California, shows a flat expanse of land with swirls of dotted lines: modest houses packed together like bricks in a wall, and arranged in a network of curved roads and cul-de-sacs. In this part of Sacramento County, all the tract homes are one story and almost identical. They were built so close together that an athletic man could easily leap from one roof to the next for hundreds of yards. The only clue to his passage would be his thudding feet, audible to residents inside the prefab walls. But thanks to the thick shrubbery and oak trees stretching toward the night sky, he’d be as invisible as a cat on the hunt.


One spring evening in 1974, Richard Shelby, aged thirty-six, was in his patrol car, slowly making his rounds. This Rancho Cordova police officer always followed one golden rule. Never turn on lights inside the car. When asked why, he’d reply, “Haven’t you heard of the ‘Zebra’ murders?” It was the police code name used to refer to a gang of African Americans whose members had committed at least fifteen racially motivated murders in the San Francisco Bay area in 1973–74.


Law enforcement had dedicated the entire Z frequency to them on the police radio. Z, as in zebra. Richard Shelby was convinced that killing a white man, in particular a cop, had been the initiation rite into their gang. Never mind that the killings had taken place more than fifty miles to the west or that they had never specifically targeted policemen.


Shelby drove in darkness. For him, it was just more proof that there was always someone out there who wanted to hurt you and that evil was waiting around every corner. On this evening, most of the houses were enveloped in a darkness that the moon dared not penetrate, and the rare pedestrians out late only appeared in his field of vision at the last moment, dazed by his headlights.


Police radio static shattered the routine calm. A couple on Dolcetto Street had just called the sheriff’s department. The husband was concerned about noises coming from the house next door, which was supposed to be empty. The department had sent out two units. Shelby was only a few houses away, so, in a tone that discouraged all refusal, he informed the dispatcher that he was on his way over there too.


When he arrived, one of his fellow officers was already there, talking to the couple. Suspicious noises had come from the backyard of the house next door, but these neighbors hadn’t seen anyone come or go. The officers decided to split up to walk the premises. Shelby and another officer went through the backyard while the third officer inspected the front of the house. None of them observed any trace of infraction. Even so, they walked the perimeter a second time. They found no evidence of a burglar or prowler, so they left.


Shelby had only driven a couple blocks when his radio crackled again. The couple on Dolcetto Street had just seen a figure fleeing from the house next door. Shelby made a U-turn.


Just after the officers left, the husband explained he heard the noise again. Then, up on his neighbor’s roof, he saw a man dressed in military fatigues. The individual was around five feet, ten inches tall with blond hair. He looked fairly young, around twenty. He must have been up there the whole time the police were inspecting the area, watching them work and protected by the darkness. As soon as he saw them leave, he jumped off the roof. “With the ease of a cat,” added the worried neighbor.


Shelby went back to the neighbor’s house. The garage door was open. Earlier, it had been shut. Going in, Shelby stumbled over a piece of firewood about two feet long and almost entirely covered with a dark, sticky substance. Blood. So much of it that he could hardly see the wood. Shelby glanced around the garage, then decided to go in, without notifying headquarters. He didn’t want to get bogged down with more officers and dozens of rotating lights. Shelby had always been a loner. When he had to go in, he did it on his own, with a hand on his nine-millimeter service pistol.


He climbed the several steps leading from the garage into the house. As he made his way from room to room with his flashlight turned off, the house looked neat and well-kept. Nothing seemed out of place. No bodies to indicate where the blood on the log had originated.


Shelby opened the door to the last room, the master bedroom. Everything seemed in order. He took a step toward the nightstand. That’s when he saw a small, dark mass on the floor at the foot of the bed. Shelby shone his flashlight on it. A puppy. The small animal had been beaten so violently and with so many blows—probably with that hunk of wood—that its intestines were spilling across the floor. Half-hidden under the bed, it looked like the frightened thing had tried to hide underneath. The officer scanned the room one more time. Only one silhouette could be seen in the light filtering in from outside, and that was his own. The man on the roof had vanished.


The detective quickly connected this massacred puppy to other cases. For two years, a burglar had been leapfrogging from house to house in Rancho Cordova, leaving dead dogs in his wake. Police officers had heard reports of dogs being attacked and dogs left to bleed to death in stairways and living rooms. One time, the local newspaper, The Grapevine, had even published a photo of a wiry chocolate Labrador named Pups that had been killed in its yard. That was February 1972. The prowler had broken its ribs, jaw, and teeth with a thick piece of firewood.


The perpetrator acted at night and wasn’t satisfied with just killing dogs. He also broke into houses but was so discreet that the next day, victims felt like they’d been robbed by a ghost. With him circulating in the area, people began to fear the silence. Town residents and the media started calling him the “Cordova Cat Burglar.” The statistics were remarkable. In just the first six months of 1973, he had entered more than fifty homes—sometimes several in a single night. The type of items stolen was intriguing. Usually, the burglar ignored items of value and stole only trinkets, as if the burglary were just an excuse to intrude. Occasionally, couples woke up late at night to find an intruder staring at them silently. One night, a woman surprised him as he was leaning over her, stroking her breast.


For a long time, Shelby thought these burglaries were the work of troubled adolescents. But that evening, beneath the halo of the streetlights, the police officer had his doubts. A teenager wouldn’t massacre a dog like that. If he did, it would mean he was dangerous.


Shelby didn’t realize at that moment that decades later, he would think back on this incident, wishing he could go back in time and do things differently. He wouldn’t have played the lone cowboy. He would have called in all reinforcements. He would have ripped every single shingle off the roof. He would have shaken down every bush, every tree. He would have lit up the whole crime scene like high noon that spring night. He would have done anything to avoid giving that intruder who had watched him from the rooftop a chance to flee. For on this day in 1974, that very same man was preparing to plunge Sacramento County into a decade of terror.














I DARK OF NIGHT: 1976–1979


















Chapter 1





With its long windows, narrow like arrow slits, the Sacramento County Sheriff’s Office looked like an impregnable castle. It was located at 711 G Street, in the heart of California’s capital city. The message it communicated couldn’t be clearer: County law enforcement starts here, and the law will not be disputed. Offices on the third floor dealt with murder, burglary, and minor misdemeanors.


This was where Richard Shelby now worked, in an office barely large enough to squeeze in a small table and chair. If you leaned in from the corridor, you’d see his six-foot, three-inch frame hunched over a gray Royal typewriter sitting on the table. Usually, he wore a short-sleeved white shirt with a psychedelic necktie. He had black hair combed over to the right side in a wave, with sideburns stretching down his jawline, as fashion dictated.


Since the days of patrolling the neighborhoods in Rancho Cordova two years before, the former patrol officer had earned a promotion and was now inspector. He was a man with a reputation for being a formidable investigator. The type who dove into neighborhood trash barrels, if necessary, and turned over the city from one end to the other for clues. Nowhere did Richard Shelby feel more at home than in the streets of Sacramento County, pounding the asphalt and banging on doors with his fist. He had the fiery temperament of a person who explodes if he’s shut up in an office.


On an October morning in 1976, sitting in the sheriff’s department cafeteria, Shelby was blowing on his cup of coffee to cool it down. He was half listening to the chatter between those coming in to start their day and those who were headed home to get some sleep after being on duty all night. That day, one voice rose above all the others. Captain Stamm, a Korean War veteran with thinning hair, was telling everyone that a young woman had just been attacked at her home in the Sacramento suburb of Citrus Heights. She’d been tied up, gagged, and raped. No trace of the attacker. A police officer was already on the scene, but two other detectives were needed to join him. The captain pointed at Shelby, now thirty-eight, and thirty-six-year-old Carol Daly, a detective with deep blue eyes.


The two investigators jumped in the car and drove the fifteen miles separating the northern part of the city from this middle-class suburb similar to Rancho Cordova. It had neighborhoods of one-story houses with modestly sloped roofs and front doors that opened to the street like so many invitations. The sun was already high in the sky by the time they pulled up in front of a low, narrow white house on Woodpark Way. The garage swallowed half the front; in the backyard, an inflatable swimming pool indicated the presence of small children. Jane, the victim, was at her neighbor’s house. Her hair was disheveled, and her shirt was discolored with red stains. Her wrists were still bleeding from being so tightly bound. With her gaze fixed on the ground, she began relating the events of that morning.


Her husband, a captain in the Air Force, had left for work at about 6:30 A.M. Her three-year-old son had climbed into bed with her to snuggle. Only a few minutes later, she heard the door to the garage shut and someone running up the hallway. She thought maybe her husband had forgotten something. Then her bedroom door flew open, and a man wearing a ski mask burst into the room, wielding a butcher knife.


Jane screamed. He fell on top of her, hissing through clenched teeth, “Shut up! I just want your money. I’m not going to hurt you. Shut up and don’t move. I’ll stab you if you don’t cooperate.” He added, “If you don’t do what I tell you, I’ll kill you and your son.”


The man in the ski mask pulled out black shoelaces and bound Jane’s wrists together using a diamond knot—a sailor’s knot. He gagged the woman and the child, blindfolded them both, and tied their ankles together. Jane remembered rolling slowly over on the bed, wanting to touch her son and comfort him—but not feeling him there. What’s he done with him? Is he still alive? Is he going to kill us both? she wondered as the burglar rummaged around in the closets, muttering unintelligibly. She listened to his muffled steps leave and then come back into the bedroom. Then she felt a dab of something greasy in her bound hands, like hand lotion.


The man said, “Play with it.”


Jane obeyed. Then he untied her feet. She clearly remembered thinking, Oh my God, I am going to be raped.


Shelby and Daly took down the victim’s statement. After the rape, Jane told them, the attacker went into the kitchen. She could hear him rummaging in the refrigerator and shoving pots and pans around. He seemed to be cooking something. Finally, after a half hour of silence, she was able to work herself out of her gag and pull the blindfold down off her eyes. Jane saw her son lying a few yards away, asleep. She woke him up, and with their ankles still bound, mother and son hopped to the sliding glass door at the back of the house. It only took a few minutes for the neighbor to come to their rescue.


While Daly was taking the rest of her statement, Shelby went over to inspect the area around the house. He walked back up to Shadowbrook Way, the street that ran along the other side of Jane’s house, after an empty lot. A resident on that street told him a green Chevrolet coupe had been parked there that morning. The sergeant also learned that a strange burglar had struck in the area during the preceding weeks. He’d stolen trinkets and costume jewelry from one house, then deposited them in another, where he had again stolen items with no monetary value. It was as if he was trading the belongings of one house for those of another.


Jane had been one of those victims. The offender had stolen a pair of her earrings and a bracelet. She wouldn’t even have noticed if she hadn’t found costume jewelry that didn’t belong to her lying beside her jewelry box. The burglar had entered through her son’s room, just like the rapist.


When Shelby returned to Jane’s house, he looked concerned. He wondered if this was more than just another crime in a city with its share of fractured destinies and interrupted lives. The man in the dark ski mask had none of the characteristics of a criminal who acted on impulse. He knew the husband’s routine, knew where to enter the house, and knew how to escape without being seen. That wasn’t how a classic rapist operated. Shelby had a sense of foreboding. Whether there in the quiet streets of Citrus Heights or elsewhere in the United States, this man had committed rape before.


Back on the third floor at the sheriff’s department, Sergeant Shelby asked around the office if anyone had worked on any rape cases recently with a victim like Jane—a young woman bound, gagged, and raped—and with a suspect who hid behind a ski mask.


A colleague told him about a case on Paseo Drive in Rancho Cordova. On June 18, a young woman, twenty-two, had awakened to a man standing in her bedroom, staring at her. He was wearing a dark blue T-shirt and a white hand-knit ski mask. He bound her wrists together so tightly that she felt like her hands had been amputated. He had a small penis, which he had lubricated himself, with Johnson’s Baby Oil. There was also a fifteen-year-old girl who’d felt a man lie down on top of her in the middle of the night. That was on July 17 at about two o’clock in the morning. The teenager lived in Carmichael, a town about a fifteen-minute drive from the first victim. Her parents were away on a four-day hike. The man tied the teen’s hands together, then pressed against her from behind. He said, “Play with it.”


Another detective told Shelby about a mother, aged forty, on Malaga Way in Rancho Cordova. She had been awakened by her twelve-year-old daughter, who had seen a man in a ski mask staring at her through her open bedroom window. The mother went to the girl’s room to check and saw no one but smelled aftershave lotion. Immediately, she ran to her second daughter’s bedroom to get her out of bed. When she went back into the first room, the man was staring at her through the window. A moment later, he was behind her in the hallway, holding a pistol. He was wearing a ski mask but no pants or underpants. The woman fought him off, and he fled.


Finally, a twenty-nine-year-old woman, also in Carmichael, had been attacked in her home by a man wearing a gray ski mask and armed with a knife. That incident had taken place a month earlier, on September 4. The rapist had bound her wrists with white laces and told her, “Do it right or I’ll kill you.”


The same MO, the same man, about five feet, ten inches tall, ski mask, same threats, same obsession with hand lotion, same suburbs on the east side of Sacramento. Shelby took the stories like so many punches to the gut. He no longer heard the strident ring of the telephones, the discussions playing out around him, or the clacking of typewriters. He turned to his colleagues and said, “I think we have a fucking serial rapist on our hands.”


On the third floor, the detectives were all crowded into cramped offices, while the fourth floor housed the sheriff’s department big shots. Shelby knew he wasn’t welcome up there. His relations with the hierarchy—especially the deputy sheriff—were fractious, poisoned by years of high words and low blows. Shelby had the reputation of being a hothead, so when he informed the lieutenant of what he had learned, he wasn’t surprised to see the lieutenant remain impassive and nod, without asking questions. He said he would talk it over with the ranking officers on the fourth floor. Later, Shelby received Sheriff Duane Lowe’s reply. “We’re not communicating the facts to anyone. This man has to be arrested before the affair gets out and frightens the city.”


The journalists, whose relationship with the police was intertwined like wisteria on the wall of an old house, were also briefed. They were forbidden to publish any information on the rapist and instructed to let any rumors die on their own in order to protect the investigation and avoid inciting copycat crimes. The cops said they would apprehend the offender soon, and the story could be published at that time.


But soon, two events happened that turned everything upside down.


The first took place on October 9, four days after Jane was raped. A nineteen-year-old woman was attacked in Rancho Cordova at 4:30 A.M. by a man wearing a ski mask. Then, on October 18, two other women were raped, one in Carmichael and the other in Rancho Cordova. They lived only a few minutes apart, as the crow flies.


Shelby felt himself losing his grip on the case. The situation was beginning to explode, and rumors were beginning to fly. Had citizens been warned about what was happening in their streets at night, these three attacks could have been avoided. Sheriff Lowe had no other choice but to go public with the case. He asked Shelby and Daly to organize two community meetings. The first took place on November 3 at the Del Dayo Elementary School in Carmichael. Five hundred people showed up. They looked dressed up for an evening out. Many of the men had come straight from the office and were still wearing their white shirts, jackets, and ties. The women’s hairdos looked perfect. Some of the couples had brought notebooks to take down information.
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