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The Crime Scene





     


On the slope of a steep ravine, deep in the woods of Washington’s Rock Creek Park, Philip Palmer spotted an out-of-place object resting on the forest floor. He saw a patch of white, bleached out and barely visible through a thin layer of leaves.


Walking these woods was a ritual for Palmer, an attempt to flee the madness of the city. Each morning, the furniture maker tried to lose himself in the nine-mile-long oasis of forests, fields, and streams twice the size of New York’s Central Park that slices through the center of the nation’s capital. On this morning, May 22, 2002, the sun filtered through the leaves of the poplar and oak trees shading the hillside off the Western Ridge Trail, a solitary lane that begins near a centuries-old stone mill and winds its way north through the woods to the border of Maryland. Palmer moved closer to the object, his dog Paco by his side. The object, the size of a silver dollar, stood out against the leaves.


Palmer’s quest seemed unusual for a man of forty-two who was raised in Chevy Chase, a neighborhood largely reserved for Washington’s upper middle class on the northern edge of Rock Creek Park. Thin and wiry, with a mustache, beard, and an earring in his left ear, he looked like someone who belonged in the wilderness of the Colorado Rocky Mountains. He preferred the solace of the park to the bustle and affluence that surrounded him, and he prided himself on knowing every trail and path and glen. As a boy, he would head alone to the woods after school, sift through the dirt and leaves, and look for bits and pieces of animal bones. On good days, he’d find a complete skeleton, a mouse or a rat, a vole, maybe a raccoon, prizes he would keep and cherish. The finest examples of his collection from forgotten places in the park would later be carefully displayed on the shelves that lined the sitting parlor of his Victorian home in one of Washington’s trendier neighborhoods, Dupont Circle.


By the spring of 2002, the park had become even more of a refuge for Palmer. Eight months earlier, on September 11, Washington watched as acrid smoke billowed from the Pentagon across the Potomac River. People in the streets looked skyward for the last of the four hijacked planes still trying to reach its Washington target. Rumors coursed through the city. The White House was next, maybe the U.S. Capitol. Since that day, the city had been under siege, awash in fear, prompted by security barricades, color-coded warnings, and police carrying automatic weapons. Congress rushed to create the biggest federal bureaucracy since World War II, the Department of Homeland Security. The nation prepared for war in the Middle East. Washington braced for a second wave of terror: a dirty bomb, another anthrax mailing, a suicide attacker on the National Mall or in the tunnels of the Metro that carried hundreds of thousands to work every day.


All that seemed a world away beneath the dark green canopy of Rock Creek Park. At the northern end of the park was a popular stable, its horses carrying riders along broad, leafy bridle paths. During the day, visitors picnicked in meadows and on tables perched along the creek. At night, children gazed at the stars near the only planetarium in the national park system. Founded in 1890, Rock Creek Park consists of 2,800 acres and is the country’s oldest natural urban park. The heart of the park, the original “pleasure ground” approved by Congress, is where Palmer spotted the object, between the National Zoo and the border of Maryland. The park also includes Fort Stevens, the site of the lone Confederate attack on Washington. By the turn of the century, the park on the edge of the growing capital provided a cooling respite for city dwellers. They would ride in horse-drawn carriages, and relax on giant boulders in the middle of the creek. President Theodore Roosevelt took long walks in Rock Creek Park.


The park remained a pleasure ground, but over the years it had come to symbolize something else. Like many other urban parks, it had become the geographic dividing line of a racially polarized city with its vast wealth, abject poverty, corrupt and incompetent local governance, and some of the most abysmal crime statistics in the nation. On the west side were the city’s well-to-do, middle-class, and mostly white neighborhoods—the stately foreign embassies along Massachusetts Avenue, the mansions of Georgetown, the soaring Gothic arches of the Washington National Cathedral, and the exclusive enclave of Cleveland Park with its Victorian homes and wraparound porches. “West of the Park” had become a euphemism for good schools and safe streets.


Southeast of the park were the city’s museums and Capitol Hill, but some of the neighborhoods were home to the city’s most impoverished residents. Not far from where Palmer spotted the object, the cityscape began to change, the street scene growing edgier with each passing block. The transformation started east of Eighteenth Street, a thoroughfare lined with Cuban, Salvadoran, and Ethiopian restaurants and popular nightclubs in a section of the city known as Adams Morgan. Farther east were the largely Latino and African-American neighborhoods of Mount Pleasant, Columbia Heights, and Shaw, the city’s nearly all-black public schools, and the dilapidated housing projects of northeast and southeast Washington, where guns and drugs claimed hundreds of lives each year, many of them young black men.


Dupont Circle, where Palmer lived, was a southern gateway to the park. The three-story, turreted brownstone built in 1892 that he shared with his wife, a Washington defense lawyer, stood out among the rows of more traditional homes. Deer antlers and a large peace symbol adorned the façade. To earn a living, Palmer built and restored furniture in his workshop. He didn’t watch television and he refused to take photographs. He wanted to live in the moment, and photographs, he thought, tarnished memories because they could only capture what things looked like, not the smells or sounds or sensations that made them whole. He had a simple philosophy—“We’re like animals, we come and go”—and he was childlike in his wonder and fascination with the outdoors. “You never know what you’re going to find,” he liked to say.


May 22 was one of those mornings that would prove him right. At about 9 A.M., Palmer parked his truck at the top of a hill near the horse corral of Rock Creek Park. He decided to walk near the Western Ridge Trail, which he hadn’t been on for nearly five years. He noticed with disgust several beer bottles amid the thorny vines, patches of poison ivy, and mountain laurel that covered the forest floor. As he and Paco trudged farther into the woods, off the trail and down the ravine, he spotted a piece of red clothing. He kept walking and a few moments later came to a shallow depression in the ground. The remote spot was less than one hundred yards down the steep hillside from the top of the trail. He could hear the cars along Broad Branch Road another hundred yards below him.


At first Palmer thought that the bleached-out object he spotted was a turtle shell beneath the leaves. He bent down and swept the leaves aside. Then he abruptly stood up and backed away. He marked the spot with Paco’s blue leash, and his dog bounded after him as he scrambled down the hillside toward Broad Branch Road. At the bottom, Palmer hung his sweatshirt over another branch so he could find his way back up. He crossed the creek bed, clambered up the other side, and went to the first house he saw. He knocked on the door. No answer. He went next door to a house that was being renovated and asked a construction worker if he could borrow his phone to call 911. As Palmer waited for the police, his mind raced, the tranquility of the morning shattered by what he had seen: molars, missing front teeth, dental fillings, a human skull.
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Burn It to the Ground
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   In the fall of 2000, a year and a half before Palmer made his discovery, a young woman from an upper-middle-class California family left the West Coast for Washington, D.C., to begin an internship at the Federal Bureau of Prisons. Chandra Ann Levy was not unlike the thousands of college and graduate students who arrive in Washington as interns each year. She wanted to leave the familiar surroundings of her home in the San Joaquin Valley and find her own way in the nation’s epicenter of politics and power. At twenty-three, she hoped to become an agent for the FBI or the CIA one day. Seven months after arriving in Washington, Chandra signed off her computer inside her Dupont Circle apartment on a warm spring day and went for a walk in her gym clothes. She was never heard from again.


D.C. detectives investigating her disappearance soon learned that Chandra had been carrying on a months-long affair with a married congressman from her home district in California. At fifty-two, Gary Condit was handsome and charismatic, a conservative Democrat who had been in Congress for eleven years. Word of the affair leaked and the news media became obsessed by the story of sex and suspicion. The coverage was incessant. During the summer of 2001, the story generated sensational headlines in newspapers around the world. The fledgling cable news shows that relied so heavily on fame, crime, and scandal to energize their broadcasts updated the story every twelve minutes or so, and polls showed that nearly two-thirds of the nation was following every turn of the real-life soap opera. When Condit consented to a nationally televised interview late that summer, 24 million Americans tuned in. But nearly three weeks later, when terrorists struck the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, the story about the congressman and the intern became a curiosity of the pre-9/11 world and quickly faded.


In 2007, as two senior editors at the Washington Post reviewed their story lists for the upcoming year, they considered including the Chandra Levy case. Six years later, it still endured as Washington’s most famous murder mystery. Investigative editors Jeff Leen and Larry Roberts thought a reexamination of the case could perform a public service—and attract thousands of readers. They wondered why the murder had never been solved, whether the homicide investigation had been mishandled, and if anyone would ever stand trial for the crime. Leen and Roberts pitched their idea to one of their reporters, Sari Horwitz, who had worked briefly on the Chandra story years earlier. Her obsession with the unsolved case was no secret—Horwitz seemed to have a fated relationship with the homicide. She had been assigned to cover the story the day before Chandra’s remains were discovered in Rock Creek Park in May 2002. A few weeks later, she was with private investigators when they unearthed one of Chandra’s bones themselves. And a month after that, she met a source who said something that would haunt her for years: Police had missed the real killer. It wasn’t Condit. The source gave her a name and enough details to persuade her that the information was true.


Horwitz, along with two other reporters, threw herself into the investigation and began to make real progress. They published several stories focusing on a suspect other than Condit. The last of these, about a Salvadoran immigrant convicted of assaulting two women in Rock Creek Park, appeared on the front page of the Post three days before serial snipers struck the Washington region in 2002. Horwitz was taken off the Levy story and assigned to the sniper attacks, but in the years that followed, she never forgot about the case; she kept a copy of the “Missing” poster of Chandra pinned up at her desk in the cavernous newsroom crowded with hundreds of reporters and editors.


The thought of renewing the investigation thrilled her. She knew how rare it was to get a second chance on something important in life. But she also worried about retracing her steps. She had been covering terrorism, and she wondered about the wisdom of leaving such an important beat.


Horwitz had been at the Post for twenty-three years, most of her adult life. Raised in Tucson, Arizona, Horwitz arrived at the Post as a summer intern in 1984. Early on, an editor thought she needed a big-city lesson. He dispatched her to the overnight police beat, considered to be a dismal, dead-end shift and a career killer for many reporters. Horwitz sought advice from the man who had hired her, the famous executive editor, Ben Bradlee. “If you want to write about real life, about love and hate and greed and the human condition,” he said, “go on the police beat.”


Horwitz wound up falling for the dangerous, unpredictable life on the streets. She had arrived at the beat just as crack cocaine had inundated the inner city and was transforming Washington into the murder capital of the nation. Night after night she found herself in the middle of the grim and gritty drama of a city lost in crime, making strong connections with battle-hardened cops and parents gripped by grief in the moments after their children had been murdered. It was demanding and heartbreaking, but it lived up to every bit of Bradlee’s billing. She soon developed a deep network of sources that would serve her well as she went on to cover education, poverty, the FBI, and counterterrorism for the paper. In 2006, Horwitz was named to the paper’s investigative staff, a unit founded by legendary Post reporter Bob Woodward.


Leen and Roberts knew that the Chandra Levy project would be difficult to pursue and execute. They wanted no less than to find everything the police had found, and everything they had missed, reinterview every suspect and every witness, find out everything there was to know about Chandra and Condit, and travel wherever the leads took them. Start from scratch, fill every hole, burn it to the ground.


The story would be bedeviled by all the difficulties typical of cold cases. People who had been interviewed years earlier would only be more reluctant to talk the second time around, for reasons ranging from forgetfulness to fear that a murderer was still loose, to the memory of getting singed in the media glare. Obviously Condit would be a hard sell, but even the Levys weren’t certain to want to cooperate. Why should they reopen painful wounds and subject themselves to another round of exposure and public scrutiny? There was far too much ground to cover for one reporter. Leen and Roberts summoned another reporter from their staff and asked him to join the project, one who they knew would be an asset with his twenty years of experience as a dogged investigator.


The son of a New York City homicide detective who worked in the infamous Fort Apache station house in the South Bronx, Scott Higham had rejected the life of law enforcement. He instead pursued a career as an investigative reporter and made his way through the East Coast newspaper hierarchy with tours in Allentown, Miami, and Baltimore, where he produced investigations that resulted in the expulsion of corrupt public officials and prompted numerous reforms. After joining the Post in 2000, his first investigative assignment was an examination of a D.C. judge who had ordered a toddler named Brianna Blackmond removed from her foster home and returned to her mother, who had a history of neglecting her eight children. Brianna was sent to her mother for Christmas, and two weeks later a family friend beat her to death. Higham well knew the reputation of the Post’s newsroom: a place of intense competition among reporters who were desperate to stand out. So he had some trepidation about parachuting into the story about Brianna, right on top of the reporter who had already written several key articles—Sari Horwitz.


To his surprise, Horwitz was welcoming instead of hostile, and it was the beginning of a collaboration on an emotionally taxing two-year-long investigation into the death of Brianna and other foster children that cemented a close friendship between the two and would lead them to a Pulitzer Prize in 2002. Higham went on to spend several years examining detainee abuse at Abu Ghraib and Guantánamo Bay and fraud and abuse in Homeland Security contracts.


Now, in 2007, Horwitz struggled with her mixed feelings about resuming the investigation of the Chandra Levy case. She reached Higham on his cell phone as he was driving back to Washington from a vacation on Chincoteague Island in Virginia.


“Is it the right move?” Horwitz asked.


“Sari,” Higham said, “you could solve a murder.”


When Leen and Roberts asked Higham if he wanted to join up with his old partner, he didn’t hesitate. He had meant what he said to Horwitz, and he knew that this was a rare opportunity. He also saw a chance to follow the passion of his late father by working on an unsolved homicide case for the first time in his career.


By now, Higham and Horwitz knew each other’s contrasting reporting styles intimately. They were both driven, and could be relentless. While Horwitz tended to elicit information from sources through her gentle persistance, Higham could sometimes play the bad cop by demanding answers. They had a literal mountain of thousands of newspaper stories, transcripts of television news broadcasts, and Horwitz’s own notebooks to read through, as well as sources with firsthand knowledge of the investigation to find and cultivate. Horwitz contacted several sources, including one she had met years earlier. She told the source that the Post was embarking on a thorough investigation of the Chandra Levy case and asked for help.


The source was glad the Post was back on the case, but had nothing new to offer. Horwitz hadn’t expected anything, really. She just knew she needed to start somewhere.


About a week later, Horwitz spoke to the source again.


“I’ve got something for you,” the source said. “Be careful with this.”


The source told Horwitz to drive to a side street near the National Mall. She grabbed a notebook, not knowing exactly what kind of information she was about to receive, but she kept thinking about the source’s admonishment to “be careful.” That suggested secret documents, something nobody outside the investigation had seen. It was around seven in the evening when she pulled up to the curb at the meeting point. The source walked over, opened her door, slipped inside, and handed her a thick manila envelope. “This should get you started,” the source said before stepping from the car and disappearing down the street.


Horwitz waited until she returned to the newsroom before opening the envelope. Inside were dozens of confidential documents from the homicide investigation. Over the course of several months, Horwitz would meet the source outside parks, museums, and restaurants across the city. The source grew increasingly cautious; the meetings lasted only a few minutes and they became less frequent. Several other sources would ultimately deliver thousands of documents, providing the reporters with nearly every piece of evidence known to investigators. As Horwitz and Higham examined the documents and interviewed witnesses on both coasts of the country, they caught tantalizing glimpses of the truth and began to understand the extent to which the criminal investigation had been bungled. To conduct their own investigation and to tell the story, they knew they had to go back to the beginning.
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Suddenly, Gone
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Chandra Ann Levy





 

Any moment now, Robert Levy hoped, his only daughter would step through the front door of the California home he shared with his wife, Susan, and set her bags down at the entrance to the great room, with its panes of stained glass casting colorful streaks of sunlight across the floor. He hadn’t heard from Chandra Ann for several days and he was losing patience. Why wasn’t she returning his calls to her cell phone or her apartment in Washington? By now, the first week of May 2001, she should be home.


A week before, Chandra had told her father she was leaving Washington. She adored the city, but her brush with the world’s center of political power as an intern for the federal government was over. She planned to head home to pick up her diploma from the University of Southern California within the week, and she wasn’t sure what she would do next. Levy waited for his daughter to call with a flight number, possibly an arrival time on the California Zephyr, a transcontinental train that has carried travelers across the Rockies and over the Sierra Nevada since 1949. Chandra, a twenty-four-year-old with a penchant for adventure, had always wanted to take that trip. Maybe she was sitting in the observation car as it clicked across the achingly beautiful Colorado landscape, watching the mountains slide by and listening to Frank Sinatra on her portable cassette player. Robert and Susan Levy knew their daughter could be independent, not checking in for days at a time. But with so many travel plans left undone, and Chandra’s college graduation less than a week away, they thought their daughter would at least return their calls, and they were becoming increasingly worried.


Robert Levy tried not to panic. As an oncologist in Modesto, he was able to traverse tough situations with an inner calm and a gentle soul. He also drew strength from a spiritual view of the world that placed people and events in a larger metaphysical context: Everything happens for a reason. He genuinely believed that the patients he lost to cancer passed into a more permanent, peaceful place. This belief consoled him and steeled him for the all-too-regular task of delivering heartbreaking news to the families of his patients at the Memorial Medical Center in Modesto.


Susan Levy, a whimsical woman with a raucous laugh, had turned somber and reticent. Why was Chandra not sharing her travel plans? Susan had also placed several calls to her daughter, leaving anxious messages on the answering machine in Chandra’s apartment. When no response came, Robert Levy gave his daughter another try. Her answering machine picked up yet again. “Damn it, Chandra,” he snapped. “Call me.”


Chandra’s graduation plans were proceeding without her. Her eighty-four-year-old grandmother had made the journey to Modesto from her home in Fort Lauderdale, Florida. The Levys needed to make arrangements for the 290-mile trip to the USC campus in Los Angeles. Was Chandra planning to meet them in L.A.? Was she coming to Modesto first? To distract himself, Robert Levy tried to focus on his routine. He spent long hours at his medical office, which was decorated with art from around the world and cluttered with white lab coats hung on a portable rack, and papers and reports scattered about his desk. His work was far more important than the mess. He was known in Modesto as “Last Chance Bob” for his aggressive yet holistic approach to treating cancer. He visited his patients late into the night and mourned for the ones he lost.


Levy understood how horror could hit a family. Though his parents escaped the Holocaust, by fleeing Germany on French visas in 1939, many of his relatives perished under Nazi rule. His wife, too, knew family tragedy. Her father, Bernard Katz, was a real estate man and car dealer in New Mexico. He fell behind on his bills and became consumed by depression. Susan was fifteen when she found his suicide note, telling the family they would be better off without him. A short time later, she found him slumped behind the wheel of his car. He had asphyxiated himself in the garage of the family home.


Robert and Susan met at a dance in 1968 while they were students at Ohio State University. He was an aspiring doctor; she was an art education major who wanted to join the Peace Corps. They were kindred spirits, sharing a love of philosophy and an openness to exploring the beliefs of different religions—Buddhism, Pentecostal Christianity, and Hinduism—borrowing bits and pieces from each and blending them with their own faith, Judaism. They married four years later and soon afterward had a little girl they named after a Hindu demigod: Chandra, from the Sanskrit word for “moon.”


After medical school, Robert trained at Mt. Sinai Hospital in Cleveland and the Virginia Commonwealth University in Richmond. The couple wanted to make a move and they began to look for a place where oncologists were in high demand and they could raise a family. They left the precise location to fate. They jotted down the names of several cities that met the criteria—Zanesville, Ohio; Council Bluffs, Iowa; Las Cruces, New Mexico; and Modesto—and put the pieces of paper in a baseball hat. Reaching inside, they drew their destiny and began to pack for Modesto, a small, sunbaked city at the center of the San Joaquin Valley, one of the richest agricultural regions of the country. Vast groves of almonds and walnuts surrounded the city. Orchards of blossoming peach trees filled the air with their sweet scent. In 1870, citizens wanted to name the city after its founder, San Francisco banker William Ralston. When he declined, they decided to name it for what they believed to be his modesty, using the Spanish word modesto, though some theorized that Ralston didn’t want his name to be associated with a tiny town in the middle of nowhere. Its motto was emblazoned in 668 lights on a steel archway that stretches seventy-five feet over a downtown street near the city’s Southern Pacific rail depot: “Water Wealth Contentment Health.” Because its climate and soil were perfect for grape production, Modesto became home to the E.&J. Gallo Winery, the largest family-owned winemaker in the world. The town was also home to George Lucas, the Hollywood writer and director. Before he became internationally famous for creating Star Wars, Lucas put Modesto on the national map by using the main drag as the inspiration for the movie American Graffiti. The Levys moved into their California ranch house in a Modesto subdivision known as Golden Estate Acres. The house had a pool and a one-acre paddock out back where Susan, who loved to ride, could keep her horses.


As the days passed without word from Chandra, the Levys’ impatience gave way to fear, something they had been trying to suppress all week. After work, Robert would sink into his favorite sofa in front of the stone fireplace and stare out at the paddock. Susan took long rides on her horse in the groves while her husband grew increasingly worried. Where could Chandra be? Maybe she couldn’t call him back. Something must have happened to her. Something terrible. It was unbearable to imagine. All around the house were images from the past. Chandra as a baby, wearing a pink jumper and white lace shoes, sitting in Robert’s lap as his wife blew bubbles about the room. Chandra as a toddler running through a field of flowers, her arms stretched wide, tilting from side to side as she pretended to fly above the petals. Chandra as a shy and slightly awkward teenager, raising her hand to her face, imploring her father to stop trying to take her picture.


During Chandra’s childhood, Levy and his wife sought to expose their daughter and her brother, Adam, four years younger, to the world. They trekked to places pulled from the pages of National Geographic: the ruins of Machu Picchu, the wildlife preserves of Tanzania, the old city of Jerusalem, the volcanoes and rain forests of Costa Rica. During each journey, they collected artifacts and artwork, and they transformed their sprawling split-level house into a mini-museum, a testament to their passion for the cultures and wildlife of the world. A statue of Buddha greeted visitors at the front door; an African spear rested against a bathroom wall; photographs of elephants and giraffes were all around.


During these trips, Chandra’s personality began to emerge. In grade school, she was far less adventurous than her parents. When the family went camping in Yosemite National Park, Chandra slept in the car, fearing a bear attack. Another time, Susan took the family on a side trip to visit a Rastafarian poet in the mountains of Jamaica, despite warnings from beach resort managers. Chandra stayed in the taxi the entire time.


Her parents were determined to instill confidence in Chandra. As a young girl, they brought her to the mountains near their home and taught her to ski. She eventually abandoned her parents’ sport in favor of a hipper pursuit, snowboarding. One year, Susan took Chandra out of junior high school for a whitewater trip down the Merced River, a ninety-minute drive from their home. The Merced contained a class IV rapid, with four-to-five-foot-high waves and difficult passages that required steady nerves and precise maneuvering. Chandra didn’t want to go, but by the end she treasured the trip, excited by the power of the river and her ability to conquer the rapids. As Chandra grew older, she became more independent—and stubborn. One summer, she refused to go to camp. Susan, not wanting her daughter to sit around doing nothing, made her take a ten-day rock-climbing course. The seventh-grader resisted but ultimately relented in the face of her mother’s will. Chandra was one of a handful of girls, and the boys taunted her incessantly. When the course was over, five boys had dropped out; Chandra was the only girl to make it through.


At Davis High School, her guidance counselor, Julie Danielson, was struck by how Chandra stood out from the other students. She was a petite, pretty girl with unruly curls and an unmistakable giggle. She didn’t care about makeup, getting her nails done, or who was going to ask her to the prom. She wasn’t a party girl and she wasn’t concerned if she was having a bad-hair day. She loved sports, especially baseball and her favorite team, the San Francisco Giants. Unlike many students her age, Chandra set goals for her next step in life and she seemed certain of her future. She had an upbeat way about her, and was always in a good mood, a trait that drew people into her circle of friends.


She began spending time in high school at the Modesto Police Department, where she volunteered as a Police Explorer. She answered phones, delivered mail, and issued tickets for expired dog licenses, but she also went on ride-alongs with police officers. Law enforcement excited her and she saw it as a public service. She proudly wore her department-issued Police Explorer uniform nearly everywhere she went, even to school. She didn’t care if it was blazing hot or if the other kids teased her as she strode down the halls of Davis High.


Her pull toward a conservative and traditional career with the police department was a push away from her parents’ free-spirited California lifestyle. She wasn’t interested in her mother’s passions—horses, painting, sculpting, and singing—and she jokingly called her mother “Flaky Sue.” Chandra gravitated toward a more practical view of the world. She also developed an ability to listen and demonstrated deep empathy toward other people. Danielson asked Chandra to become one of her conflict mediators and called upon her to help settle disputes between students in a school that teemed with competing kids and cultures. Racial lines divided Davis High and emotions erupted between whites and blacks, Hispanics and a growing number of Cambodians, whose parents had fled the terror of the Khmer Rouge in 1975 for the safety of the San Joaquin Valley. Fitting in was not easy in Modesto, and Chandra’s world travels helped her to move easily across the cultural lines.


Chandra’s days working at the Modesto Police Department also exposed her to colleagues more mature and streetwise than her high school friends. She became close to several of the officers on the force and showed little interest in the boys in her class. She sighed over movie stars like Harrison Ford, who played a police detective in one of her favorite movies, Witness, and Brad Pitt, a drop-dead-handsome drifter in Thelma & Louise.


She shared her interest in older men with a close high school friend, Channaly Oum. As their senior year drew to a close, Oum wrote on the back of her graduation photograph:


Older guys are better! I mean, so what if Harrison F. is in his mid fifties? We’ll probably like younger guys as we get older ourselves. It’s really been a lot of fun giggling together; you’ve got to promise to keep in touch when we go our separate ways.


Till then—Viva Brad! . . . Viva older men!


Love,


Channaly


By the time Chandra arrived at San Francisco State University, she had flirted briefly with becoming a journalist and had worked in the sports department of her hometown newspaper, the Modesto Bee. Her other goal of becoming a police officer was giving way to a bigger ambition. After earning a bachelor’s degree in criminal justice, she dreamed of leaving small-town Modesto to join the FBI or CIA. She could travel the country, perhaps the world, be on her own, and have someone other than her parents pay her way. She applied to graduate school at one of the top programs in the nation for students considering careers in public service, USC’s School of Policy, Planning, and Development.


At USC, Chandra was seen as gregarious, a graduate student who was eager to learn and outspoken in class. David Grazman, one of her professors, liked her warmth, her sense of humor, her easy laugh and sarcasm. She reminded him of the girls he knew when he attended Jewish summer camp as a kid growing up in the Midwest—friendly and fun with no pretense. She was a B-plus student who didn’t wear makeup and dressed in jeans and an oversized USC sweatshirt. She was like the girl next door, carefree and optimistic.


In her first year in the school’s master’s program, Chandra interned for Richard Riordan, the mayor of Los Angeles. Next she went to Sacramento as an intern for Governor Gray Davis. She was enamored with the capital city. The statehouse is impressive, its rotunda towering over the chambers of the State Senate and the State Assembly, its 120 members making up the largest state legislature in the nation. Each day, hundreds of lawmakers, lobbyists, and legislative aides rushed across its marble mosaic floor. Davis’s office stood at the center of the action and the behind-the-scenes deal making. Chandra was inspired to be part of something important, thrilled by her proximity to raw political power. She had visited Folsom State Prison, twenty miles outside the capital city, and attended a parole hearing during her tour. She was fascinated by the experience, far from the sheltered world of Golden Estate Acres. During the summer of 2000, Chandra announced that she would be heading east to live in Washington, nearly 2,300 miles away from Modesto. She had lined up an internship that fall with the Federal Bureau of Prisons for her final USC semester, a logical step in her pursuit of a career in law enforcement.


Chandra was hired to work in the bureau’s public affairs office. Although her supervisor, Bureau of Prisons spokesman Dan Dunne, had interviewed and hired Chandra over the phone, the paperwork approving her job continued to languish in the bureaucracy of the Justice Department, which was responsible for managing the federal prison system and its nearly two hundred thousand inmates. When Chandra arrived in Washington that fall, Dunne told her she couldn’t start for several weeks. Frustrated, she showed up at the office near Capitol Hill anyway, pleading with Dunne to let her start. She told him she needed to work right away, mentioning that she needed the money, but he told her that unfortunately, everyone had to be screened and the paperwork needed to be completed. Washington was a bureaucratic town, Dunne explained, and she had to wait along with everyone else.


Once Chandra started, Dunne was impressed. She was smart and personable, a pleasure to be around. Her job was not particularly glamorous, but she followed instructions and she never complained. Like most Washington interns, Chandra was a glorified gofer. She answered phones and did whatever she could to ease the burden on the full-time employees in the office. One of Chandra’s main responsibilities was handling queries from the public; she responded to general information requests and passed media calls along to Dunne. In the spring of 2001, a crush of calls came into the office because of the pending June execution of Timothy McVeigh, who had been convicted of bombing the Alfred P. Murrah Building in Oklahoma City six years earlier, on April 19, 1995. Chandra fielded those calls and helped escort reporters into a press conference held during the run-up to McVeigh’s execution for the murder of the 168 people who died in the blast.


On April 28, 2001, Chandra e-mailed her landlord. The message raised more questions than it answered.


It looks like my plans have suddenly changed. I was just informed this week that my job appointment time is up, so I am out of work now. I am going back to California for my graduation during the week of May 8 and [I’ll be] moving back there for good. I haven’t heard from the other jobs that I applied for yet and I have a feeling that it will be at least a few weeks for me to hear back from any of them. I don’t really think it would be worth it for me to stay in D.C. now since I have no job or school to keep me busy here. I would like to vacate the apartment on May 5 or 6 if possible . . . I really hate giving up the apartment but I think I need to be in California for a while to figure out what my next move is.


Three days later, on May 1, Chandra booted up her blue Sony Vaio laptop on a makeshift desk in a hallway nook of her studio apartment and began to make her final travel plans. She had fallen in love with Washington and her Dupont Circle neighborhood. Her apartment was three blocks off Connecticut Avenue, a wide boulevard lined with fine shops, restaurants, and famous hotels such as the Mayflower and the Washington Hilton, where one of Chandra’s political inspirations, Ronald Reagan, had been shot by would-be assassin John Hinckley twenty years earlier. The elegant avenue begins near the White House and runs through Dupont Circle, past the National Zoo, Rock Creek Park, and block after block of splendid art-deco apartment buildings, across the border of Maryland, and beyond the Capital Beltway. Along the way, the avenue provides passage into some of the most desirable neighborhoods of the city in northwest Washington.


Chandra signed on to the Internet at 10:27 that morning and bounced from site to site. She went to the Drudge Report and National Geographic, Amtrak and Southwest Airlines. At 10:45 A.M., she sent an e-mail to her mother, listing some Southwest fares. At 11:26, she visited washingtonpost.com and clicked on the weather report. It called for fair skies and warm temperatures, a picture-perfect spring afternoon in Washington when pollen from millions of blossoms casts a dreamlike haze of soft green powder across the city. At 11:33, Chandra clicked on a washingtonpost.com “Entertainment Guide” to Rock Creek Park. At the top of the page was the address for the administrative office of the park at the Klingle Mansion, a Pennsylvania Dutch–style home not far from the zoo. One minute later, she clicked on a link for a map of hiking trails that traversed the park’s hills and ravines. The page gave her details about horseback riding; the Peirce Mill, a stone shrine to nineteenth-century industry and the last of eight mills that churned along Rock Creek; and the Nature Center and Planetarium, just off the park’s Western Ridge Trail. At 12:24 P.M., she signed off her computer.


And then she disappeared.


A week had passed since Chandra e-mailed her mother. On Sunday, May 6, Robert decided he had no place left to turn; he picked up the phone and dialed the police in Washington to report his daughter missing. The officer who handled the call sent a squad car to her apartment in the Newport Condominium on Twenty-first Street. The manager opened the door and the officer peeked inside. The modern, third-floor studio was neatly furnished with a futon, sleek stainless-steel chairs, and a glass coffee table. Two open suitcases rested on the floor. He could see a wallet and other personal items scattered around the studio.


Robert Levy frantically placed other phone calls. He called the Bureau of Prisons and the FBI. Nothing. Then he tried hospitals in Washington, checking for incapacitated patients and accident victims. Nothing. There was no sign of Chandra. He and his wife began to sift through their daughter’s cell phone bills, which they paid each month. They spotted several unfamiliar, recurring Washington numbers. Susan Levy dialed one of them and the call rolled into an answering machine that played soft background music. Susan dialed the next number. An answering machine picked up and announced she had reached the office of Congressman Gary Condit, a Democrat who represented Modesto.


The recording struck Susan like a minor chord in a horror movie. She immediately suspected that her daughter’s disappearance might have something to do with Condit. Three weeks earlier, Susan had learned something disturbing, something she had not told her husband. It appeared that their daughter had been having an affair with the congressman.


Her suspicions began during an unusual conversation with a Pentecostal minister named Otis Thomas. He had parlayed his groundskeeping chores at his Modesto church into a freelance gardening business and he had been working for the Levys for four years as a handyman. In mid-April, Thomas had been tending roses in the Levys’ backyard when he struck up a conversation. The two often shared stories about their children, and Thomas asked about how Chandra was faring in Washington. Susan said her daughter was doing well. She said she had recently spoken to her sister-in-law, who lived near Washington and was close to Chandra, and heard that her daughter had become friends with a congressman.


Thomas paused. He had a story to tell Susan. Thomas said his daughter had come to him for advice about seven years earlier. His then eighteen-year-old daughter told him she had been dating the congressman who represented Modesto, Gary Condit. She had met him at a political rally in the area.


“Lord have mercy, I told her she has to be around men her own age,” Thomas told Susan.


He told Susan he urged his daughter to call it off and the affair ended badly. Thomas said his daughter had been warned to keep the relationship confidential and she went into hiding because she was concerned for her safety.


Susan grew worried. She wondered whether Condit was her daughter’s “friend” in Congress. Susan told Thomas her suspicions, and he advised her to tell Chandra to end the affair immediately. Susan strode into her home and called her daughter. Chandra picked up.


“Are you involved in a relationship with Gary Condit?” she asked.


“How did you know?” Chandra said.


Susan recounted Thomas’s tale and said, “Chandra, I’m concerned for your safety.”


The conversation turned tense. Chandra told her mother that she should mind her own business. She said she was a grown woman and could make her own decisions about whom to date. Chandra added that no one was supposed to know about the relationship, and she ordered her mother not to say a word.


Susan responded: “Be careful, you could get hurt.”


Susan obeyed Chandra’s request. She didn’t tell anyone, including her husband. About a week later, she and Robert traveled to Hershey, Pennsylvania, where they met Chandra to celebrate her twenty-fourth birthday on April 14. During the visit, Chandra told her mother that she had spoken to Condit about Thomas’s story and he “explained it all.” Chandra declined to be more specific or say anything else about her relationship with Condit.


Back in California, with Chandra’s graduation day, May 11, 2001, less than a week away, Robert and Susan Levy were sickened by their inability to reach their daughter. Chandra’s answering machine was no longer taking messages; it was full with twenty-five calls. Susan worried that Chandra’s silence was somehow connected to Condit. She wondered what the congressman had “explained” to her daughter. Maybe Chandra had angered Condit by confronting him with the Thomas story. Susan’s mind raced. She decided it was time to break her promise to Chandra and tell her husband that their daughter had been having an affair with Condit.


Robert Levy pulled out a phone book. He flipped through the pages until he found a home number for Condit in the Central Valley. When he was not in Washington, the congressman lived with his wife, Carolyn, in Ceres, a small town that straddles California Highway 99 about five miles south of Modesto. Carolyn Condit picked up the phone. Levy told her that his daughter was missing and he needed help from the congressman. She said her husband wasn’t home but she would be happy to pass along the message and have him call back.


Soon after, the Levys’ phone rang. It was Condit.


“I’m the father of Chandra Levy, an intern in Washington,” Levy told the congressman. His voice trembled; he was having a hard time catching his breath as he spoke. He explained that he was calling because Condit’s number showed up on his daughter’s cell phone bills. “She’s missing. Can you help?”


Levy said the police in Washington had told him that his daughter’s luggage was still in her apartment, along with her wallet and her identification. “Do you know my daughter? Where is she? Do you know where she went?”


Condit told Levy that he knew Chandra, but not well. He said he met her in Washington during her internship, that she had visited his congressional office, and that he had given her some career advice. The congressman said he would make some calls to the police. He was sorry he couldn’t be more helpful, but he had no idea where Chandra could be. Robert Levy was upset by the call, but his wife was furious. She knew Condit wasn’t being forthcoming about his relationship with their daughter. She wondered what else the congressman was hiding.





4


[image: image]


Condit Country




[image: image]


Gary Adrian Condit





 

In the spring of 2001, as Chandra Levy began to pack her few possessions scattered about her studio apartment and surf the Web for bargain airfares back to California, Gary Adrian Condit arrived at Washington’s inner sanctum. Secret Service agents checked his credentials at the White House gate and the congressman from California with graying blond hair and sky-blue eyes strolled onto the lawn just outside the Oval Office. The Rose Garden, reserved for official Washington’s elite, lay before him, its expanse of flawlessly manicured lawn framed by crab apple trees and flower beds.


George W. Bush invited Condit here to be by his side during a luncheon to mark his first hundred days as president. Condit’s presence was a testament to his willingness to cross the political aisle, his increasing star power on Capitol Hill, and the promise of the heights he could reach if he continued on his current path. After listening to Bush speak for two minutes, Condit and 192 other members of Congress left the Rose Garden and filed into the East Room for the luncheon. The largest room in the White House—a place for receptions, concerts, and important presidential press conferences—it has been the setting for some of the nation’s most somber occasions; Presidents Lincoln and Kennedy had lain in state here. The East Room has also accommodated the more prosaic and whimsical needs of the first families—a playroom for the children of President Theodore Roosevelt; a roller rink for President Carter’s daughter, Amy.


On this day, April 30, 2001, President Bush invited a spectrum of people—from political critics to steadfast loyalists—to the celebratory luncheon, where he proclaimed his administration to be at the dawn of a new era of bipartisanship in Washington. The members of the House and Senate took their places at immaculately set tables arranged beneath the frescoed ceiling and opulent chandeliers. Condit veered away from his colleagues, taking a seat at Bush’s table. Two of the Republican Party’s most important men joined them: Senate Majority Leader Trent Lott of Mississippi and House Majority Leader Dick Armey of Texas. To the uninitiated, the seating arrangement had the air of political heresy, a turncoat Democrat consorting with the enemy. A mere 50 of the 261 Democrats on Capitol Hill had accepted Bush’s invitation. The leaders of Condit’s party, Senator Tom Daschle of South Dakota and Representative Richard Gephardt of Missouri, had curtly declined to attend.
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