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Praise for Ann Rule’s Brilliant New York Times Bestsellers

EVERY BREATH YOU TAKE

“Rule, in classic form, meticulously re-creates the . . . lives of her characters.”

—Publishers Weekly

“A sober, nonsensational account of Sheila’s murder, the mind-boggling series of events preceding it, and the nail-biting sequence of twists and turns in the investigation of the crime. . . . As usual, Rule excels at painting psychologically perceptive portraits of all the characters in this stranger-than-fiction but nevertheless real-life drama.”

—Booklist

“Rule digs up details . . . that form a case study of the classic American con man crossed with the more exotic strains of the sociopath.”

—Washington Post Book World

 . . . AND NEVER LET HER GO

“Most people like to think they recognize evil when they see it. But as this gripping story makes clear, most people are wrong. Much more than the profile of a handsome, insidious killer and the young woman he murdered, . . . And Never Let Her Go is also the story of three close-knit families and how 30-year-old Anne Marie Fahey’s death strengthened or destroyed them. . . . In Rule’s capable hands, [this is] the raw material for a modern-day tragedy.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“[A] truly creepy true-crime story. . . .This portrait of an evil prince needs no embellishment.”

—People

“In her selection and treatment of the Fahey murder, [Rule] might have created her masterpiece.”

—The Plain Dealer (Cleveland)

“Even crime buffs who followed the case closely are bound to gain new insights. . . . The courtroom scenes of Capano are especially compelling.”

—The Orlando Sentinel (FL)

“[Rule] tell[s] the sad story with authority, flair, and pace.”

—The Washington Post

“[A] compassionate portrayal of the victim and a chilling portrayal of her killer. . . . This is a true page-turner, a compelling rendering of a crime committed by a deeply troubled, egotistical sociopath.”

—Booklist

BITTER HARVEST

“A must-read story of the ’90s American dream turned, tragically, to self-absorbed ashes.”

—People

“Impossible to put down. . . . A tour de force from America’s best true-crime writer.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“[A] tension-filled, page-turning chronology and analysis of a psychopath in action. . . . It is Rule’s expert attention to detail that makes this Medea-incarnate story so compelling. . . . [A] gripping saga of sin and murder most foul.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“An unnerving book. . . . Rule offers some interesting theories.”

—The New York Times Book Review

A RAGE TO KILL

And Other True Cases

Ann Rule’s Crime Files: Vol. 6

“Her telling of the [Seattle] bus-crash saga is filled with those trademark touches that make Rule’s readers feel like they were there.”

—The Seattle Times

“Gripping tales. . . . Fans of true crime know they can rely on Ann Rule to deliver the dead-level best.”

—The Hartford Courant (CT)

THE END OF THE DREAM

And Other True Cases

Ann Rule’s Crime Files: Vol. 5

“[The] stories take on a poignancy that goes far beyond mere cops-’n’-robbers stuff. Without resorting to psychobabble, Rule tells us—through exhaustively detailed interviews with lovers, friends, and families—what led three such talented men to such tragic ends.”

—Seattle Post-Intelligencer

“Rule’s true-life crime stories read better than most fiction murder plots.”

—St. Petersburg Times (FL)
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FOR SHEILA AND HER CHILDREN, WHO MEANT
MORE TO HER THAN LIFE ITSELF:

Stevie, Daryl, Frankie, Joey, Timmy, and Courtney With the hope and belief that their lives will be Happy and successful and forever influenced By the memory of her love.


EVERY BREATH YOU TAKE

Every move you make . . .

I’ll be watching you

—SONG LYRIC, STING



Cast of Characters


SHEILA’S FAMILY

Verma Gene Smith: Sheila’s mother, born to Clennis Pearl and Charles A. Williams in Biloxi, Mississippi. Clennis later married Julius Pettus.

Gene’s half sisters: Julie, Betty, and Teresa. Brother: Charles, Jr.

Gene’s three husbands: Duane Anderson, Francis Anthony Walsh, Jr., and Don Smith.

Gene’s children: Donny and Danny Anderson, Mary Catherine, Sheila Leigh, Kelly Anne and Kerry Brigit Walsh.

Sheila Leigh Walsh: Married to Allen Van Houte (later Blackthorne), two children: Stevie Leigh and Daryl Leigh.

Married to Jamie Bellush, four children: Timmy, Joey, Frankie, and Courtney.

Kerry Brigit Walsh: Married to Rick Bladorn, four children: Kelly, Ryan, Christopher, and Patrick.


SHEILA’S ASSOCIATES


Sue Tuffiash, Lisa and Carl Glenn, Effie Woods, Luke Soules.

ALLEN’S FAMILY

Karen Higley*, Allen’s mother, born to Elva and the Reverend Zachariah Higley* near Pendleton, Oregon. Stepfather, Austin Alford.

Karen’s sister: Violet. Half siblings: Debbie Alford Oliver and Leroy Alford.

Karen’s husbands: Sheldon Van Houte, Melvin Schafer, Bill Cook, and Jim Freeman. Her children: Allen, Gregory, Peggy, Randy, Brian, and Linda.

Sheldon “Guy” Van Houte, Allen’s father.

Allen’s paternal grandfather: Robert Van Houte, Stanfield, Oregon.

Guy’s sisters: Carol, Lydia, Gladys, Joan, Susan.

Guy’s wives: Karen, Jeannette, Suzanne, and Chris.

Guy had nine children, including: Allen, Bruce, Randy, Nick, Michael, and Sheldon Junior.

Allen Van Houte Blackthorne’s wives: Ellen, Mary, Sheila, and Maureen. Children with Sheila: Stevie Leigh and Daryl Leigh. Children with Maureen: Brandon and Jacob.

ALLEN’S ASSOCIATES

Daniel Rocha, former golf champion, sometime bookie, living in San Antonio, Texas. Wife Eva, three sons.

Sammy Gonzales, employed in a pro shop at a driving range in San Antonio, Texas.

Joey Del Toro, a football star in high school, college dropout, and fitness trainer, living in Corpus Christi and Austin, Texas.

Patricia Aday, housewife and mother, close family friend.

Ray Cevallos, golfing buddy, San Antonio businessman.

Rick Speights, golfing buddy, Danny Rocha’s neighbor.

Tom Oliver, uncle and occasional business partner.

INVESTIGATORS

In Sarasota, Florida: Captain Jerry Eggleston, Lt. Ron Albritton and Detective Chris Iorio, Detective Chris Hallisey, Sarasota County Sheriff’s Office. Forensic Technicians Lisa Lanham, Lt. Bruce Whitehead, Corporal William Kuchar, and Bob Creager. Serologist Peter Tsingalles, Ballistics Expert Terrance LaVoy. Patrol Officers Todd Thurow and Chris Laster. Sarasota Fire Department: Firefighters/Paramedics Hoyt Williams, Jr., and Brian Balance.

In San Antonio, Texas: Texas Ranger Lt. Gary De Los Santos, Texas Ranger Lt. Ray Cano, Texas Ranger Sgt. John Martin, Texas Ranger Sal Abreo, and Texas Ranger Analyst Melanie Schramm. FBI Special Agent Michael Appleby, and San Antonio Police Detectives Richard Urbanek and Jesse Salazar. Bexar County District Attorney’s investigator Buster Birch.

In Eagle Pass, Texas: Texas Ranger Brooks Long, and Texas Ranger Israel Pacheco.

In Austin, Texas: Austin Police detective Manny Fuentes, Texas Ranger Sgt. Joe Hutson, and Texas Ranger James Denman.

PROSECUTORS

In Sarasota, Florida: Florida State Attorneys Charlie Roberts and Henry Lee, Sarasota County District Attorney Earl Mooreland.

In San Antonio, Texas: U.S. Attorney Bill Blagg, First Assistant U.S. Attorney John Murphy, and Assistant U.S. Attorney Richard Durbin. Bexar County District Attorney Susan Reed, and Chief Criminal Deputy Prosecutor Michael Bernard.

DEFENSE ATTORNEYS

Richard Lubin, Kurt Volker, David Botsford, Jack Pytel, Roy Barrera, Jr., Lori Bendseil, Roy Perez, Pat Stollmeier, Clint Glenny, John Curney, Jack McGill, Anthony Nicholas, and Gerald Goldstein.

JUDGES

Frank Montalvo, Pat Boone, Nancy Donellan, Edward Prado, and Judy Goldman.



Author’s Note


In my three decades of writing about actual crimes, only once have I been personally involved in a case before I wrote about it. That, of course, was the story of Ted Bundy, who had been my partner at Seattle’s Crisis Clinic a few years before he was exposed as a merciless serial killer. During the years I knew him, I had no more knowledge of the man behind the “mask” than anyone else who interacted with him. Indeed, I had a contract to write a book about an unknown killer—my first book contract—only to find out I would be writing about my friend.

Now, twenty years after that almost incomprehensible coincidence, another singular circumstance has touched me, making this book much more than the recounting of a tragedy that echoes and re-echoes in the lives of so many people. In a sense, I was chosen by the victim herself to tell her story, even though we never spoke, never met, and when I read about her fate, I had no reason to believe that we had any connection at all.

Her name was Sheila Bellush, and she was the age of my daughters. The premonition that haunted her for the last ten years of her life finally found her in Florida. Before that, she lived in San Antonio, Texas, and in Hawaii. I had never been to those places. My home territory has been the northwest since the mid’50s—Oregon and then Washington.

My father’s lifelong wish was to have a homestead in Oregon, a house high on a hill that overlooked trees, fields, and rivers. He found his beloved forty acres south of Salem, Oregon. For the last thirty years of their lives, my parents lived there on a ranch where the only sounds beyond the wind in the fir trees were the cries of hawks and eagles and the occasional cougar. It was such an obscure part of Oregon that few people had ever heard of it. I never lived there myself; I had long since moved up to Seattle.

Years after my parents were gone, but only two miles away from that ranch, a young couple found their perfect section of earth to build on. They were patching together their lives after three years of horror and bereavement, and a decade of dread before that. The wife had a number of missions to accomplish, and one of them was to find me.

She was Sheila Bellush’s sister. When we finally met, she told me that she had tried many avenues to locate me, unaware of how easy it really was. Had she only called information in Seattle, she could have obtained my office phone number. In January 2000 I received an e-mail signed with her name; I learned later it was really her husband who wrote to me because his wife had grown discouraged when her efforts brought only dead ends.

Sheila’s sister told me they were determined to try one last time, and then give up because they didn’t know where else to go. Fortunately, she found me on the Internet, and I wrote back to her immediately.

“Ten years ago,” she said, “when Sheila ended her marriage, she told me, ‘If anything ever happens to me, promise me that you will see that there is an investigation.’ ”

Her sister promised.

There was more: seemingly a throwaway remark said half in jest. It happened that Sheila Bellush was watching the miniseries of my book Dead by Sunset in the fall of 1995. Recognizing something in the character of a man accused of murder, she called her sister Kerry Bladorn and asked her to turn on her television set. “Remember what I told you about what to do if anything happened to me?” Sheila asked, and Kerry said she did. “And now promise me one more thing,” Sheila said. “That if I’m not here, you will find Ann Rule and have her write my story.”

Again Sheila’s sister promised. I learned later that Sheila had asked a number of her friends to find me if anything happened to her. And so I face an awesome project; I have been given a huge responsibility by a young woman who once read my books. After so many years this is the first time a victim has chosen me to tell the story of her life—and death—long before her premonition of disaster came true. I owe her the truth and the compassion of those who read this book. I owe her a voice when she no longer has one.

For a long time I have felt a kind of “presence” of the people I write about, much in the way homicide detectives come to know the murder victims they strive to avenge. But never, never have I honored a commitment urgently foisted upon me by a woman who was a complete stranger, and who has become as familiar to me as someone in my own family.

So this is for Sheila. I hope I get it right.



PART ONE


November 1997



The names of some individuals in this book have been changed. Such names are indicated by an (*) the first time each appears in the narrative.



Chapter One


FRIDAY, NOVEMBER 7, 1997, was an ordinary day in Sarasota, Florida—or so it seemed. It was a week-day, and the morning began with the sun burning golden in an azure sky, but as one enthusiastic resident remarked, “The sun is always shining, and every day is beautiful in Sarasota. It took me a while to realize that I didn’t have to take advantage of the days the sun shone the way I used to do in Connecticut; I could stay inside and read because there would always be another perfect day . . . and another . . . and another.”

But later on this November day, clouds moved in over Sarasota. They were a peculiar leaden gray-purple shading to black, full of unpredictable electrical impulses that made one’s hair stand on end. It was going to rain, but it wouldn’t be a soft rain; it would surely be rain that thudded against the earth with a vengeance, forcing trees and bushes to the ground with the sheer weight of water, pounding the grass flat.

The entrance to the Gulf Gate subdivision was flanked by sweeping buff-colored brick walls bearing its name, but that was the limit of Gulf Gate’s ostentation. In November the jacaranda trees planted there four decades ago were a froth of exquisite pale purple blossoms, so lovely that they could not be real. Many of the summer flowers were faded, save some bougainvillea, and residents planted petunias and impatiens to carry them through the winter until the late summer sun’s molten heat fried them.

Once a family neighborhood where children played, Gulf Gate was home now to many older couples and widows, who kept their shades drawn and hired yardmen to mow their lawns and prune their glossy-leafed trees into round orbs that looked like green plastic. Gulf Gate was close enough to Bee Ridge Road and I-75 for easy shopping and access to downtown Sarasota, but it was quiet, the streets hushed and almost free of traffic in the middle of a weekday. More often than not, there was no one walking a dog, or even peering out at the street from behind jalousie windows, those windows whose very name originates in the French word for jealousy—“to see without being seen.” But few of the residents watched from their cool rooms, because there was nothing to see outside.

One woman who lived in Gulf Gate was watchful, almost unconsciously moving often to the front windows of her home to scan the street for a strange vehicle or for someone she didn’t recognize approaching her house. She had good reason to be leery, although she and her husband had taken every precaution to keep their address secret.

Most of the homes in Gulf Gate were owner-occupied, not lavish but very comfortable L-shaped ramblers, painted in the soft pastels of the Florida gulf coast, peach and pink and even lavender—sunrise and sunset colors. Many had Florida rooms and swimming pools. Although the neighborhood wasn’t right on the beach, the November air was usually drenched with the salty-clean smell caught in the wind as it raced east toward the Atlantic Ocean.

•  •  •

MUCH like the rest of Gulf Gate, Markridge Road was a wide, tree-lined street with single-story houses set on small, perfectly groomed lots. The white rambler with the yellow door and matching shutters in the 3100 block had once been the cherished home of an elderly couple. By 1997 they were both dead, leaving their house and its furnishings to their son. Most of the time he lived in a northern state and rented out the Markridge house. He had changed nothing; the place was frozen in a time warp with furnishings that were modern three decades earlier. “All the furniture, even the knickknacks, dated back to the sixties,” one former renter recalled. “But there was a warmth about that house. Everything was still there, even their old sheet music and books, just the way they left it. We enjoyed that when we lived there.”

The couches and chairs reflected the tastes of another time, but they were comfortable. The appliances were decades old too. The refrigerator was avocado green and the stove bright yellow—but they worked. The phone bolted to the kitchen wall above the dishwasher had a rotary dial. It took a lot longer to make a call than a pushbutton phone, but until November 7 that was merely inconvenient and not disastrous.

•  •  •

THE young couple who moved into 3120 Markridge Road in September 1997 had the look of dependable tenants, and they seemed to be pleased with the house even though they had six children and would have to squeeze to fit everyone in. They said they’d moved from Texas when the husband got a big promotion and they needed someplace to live in a hurry. Looking at their adorable bunch of toddlers, the landlord couldn’t say no to them. He decided he could forgo occupying his parents’ house for one winter.

The new renters had an excellent credit history, and they were attractive. Jamie Bellush was big and burly with the wide grin and the innate charm of a seasoned salesman. His wife, Sheila, was delicately pretty, very tiny and blond. Jamie did most of the talking, while Sheila seemed a little nervous. Well, the landlord figured, she had reason to be, with all those children to care for. The toddlers were winsome and totally captivating, and it was obvious that their parents adored them. The older girls’ names didn’t seem to fit them. The older sister, thirteen, was called Stevie, and she hovered over the babies as if she was a second mother to them. The other sister was a year younger, and her name was Daryl. Odd. Why would anyone give boys names to two very pretty girls?

Jamie Bellush explained that they were in the process of building a much larger home in Sarasota, so they could make do in cramped quarters until their house was finished in the spring.

No one in Sarasota knew that the couple had left a dream house 1200 miles behind them in San Antonio. It had been their ideal house in a wonderful neighborhood, so large that the Markridge rental would fit inside three times over. They had barely had a chance to live in it when they felt a desperate urgency to move. And move they had, under cover of darkness.

Only a handful of people in San Antonio knew where Jamie and Sheila and their six children were. They agreed it was best to tell no one except for their closest friends and relatives, including the couple who helped them move out of Texas in the dead of night. Sheila’s family knew where they were in Sarasota and had their phone number, but not their street address. Maybe in time they could come out of hiding. It hurt Jamie and Sheila not to be in contact with so many people they loved, to contemplate holidays without those who were so important to them. Cutting off her life so abruptly was akin to cutting off her arm. Sheila only hoped that everyone understood that she had no choice.

Sarasota was a beautiful place to live, and thousands of people had chosen it because of that.

There was a magical blending of sea and land, merging so easily that it was difficult to see where Sarasota Bay ended and the sandy shoreline began. All the way south from Tampa, little lakes and rivers were mirrors reflecting the blue sky, and the soaring Sunshine Bridge rose like a giant roller-coaster over Tampa Bay. But it was dark when the Bellush convoy crossed it and they hadn’t realized how high they were.

Had her circumstances been different Sheila would have loved the colorful history of Sarasota and the way the city embraced the arts. She still looked forward to exploring it with her girls and the babies when things were better. Although Ringling Brothers no longer wintered there, seventeen other circuses did and many circus folk lived there permanently. Ringling Brothers had thanked Sarasota with a wonderful art museum and a college.

There were sand castle contests, blues and jazz festivals, book fairs, local dramatic productions and Broadway plays on tour and the venerable Sarasota Opera House where the great Pavarotti once performed. Every season in Sarasota was packed with all manner of celebrations. Sheila loved to read and the new Sarasota library was huge and airy and filled with sculptures and soaring mobiles.

Marina Jack’s in downtown Sarasota just off Route 41—also known as the Tamiami Trail—was the kind of restaurant Sheila would enjoy, with its circling staircase and magnificent water views. Someday, perhaps. For now, she and her younger children were entranced with simpler things like the tiny, tiny dust-colored lizards that darted from leaf to leaf and scuttled under bushes so quickly that they almost seemed to be figments of their imaginations. The cost of living was higher than in San Antonio; the rent on their house was a rather shocking $2300 a month. But Jamie and Sheila had chosen Sarasota because it might be a safe place to hide and, eventually, to start over.

One day they hoped to be able to be in contact with the people they loved, but for the moment they couldn’t do that. They could give their address to very few people, and even that was a commercial mailing service, a “suite” that was really a locked mailbox in a mall. They might as well have been in a witness relocation program. Although both Sheila and Jamie came from loving, extended families, they were essentially alone.

James Joseph Bellush was an ex-marine, still saddled with his childhood nickname in his mid-thirties, although he no longer looked like a “Jamie.” He looked more like a football linebacker. Jamie was a detail man—a pharmaceutical salesman for Pfizer, and he was very good at it, an asset to the company. The very nature of his career meant that he often had to travel away from home to call on physicians in their offices along the west coast of Florida. It wasn’t hard to sell Pfizer products, especially with the emergence of Viagra, but he still had to make his rounds. Jamie had been with Pfizer for a long time, and when he asked for a transfer out of San Antonio, the company accommodated him and gave him the Florida territory, a promotion. They even arranged to buy his house in Boerne, Texas, for the man who would replace him.

Sheila Bellush was thirty-five. She had worked in attorneys’ offices since she was eighteen and had held an extremely responsible position in the law offices of Soules and Wallace in San Antonio for years. But now she was a full-time mom; there was no question at all of her going to work outside the home. She had more than enough to do. If she was discouraged at the prospect of fitting everyone into the Markridge house and being alone with their children while Jamie was on the road, she didn’t complain. She did what she had to do, hoping always that their lives would become safer and calmer as time passed.

Sheila had no friends in Sarasota when they arrived in September, but she was working on that. She had always had friends, and it saddened her to have to leave so many behind without an explanation, although she suspected most of them knew why she had fled. Deeply religious, Sheila and Jamie were attending services at the Sarasota Baptist Church. It was a huge church with an active out-reach program, and they were made welcome there. It was a start. They were rebuilding their lives, and she knew she could make new friends.

•  •  •

AND so November 7 was an ordinary day, but only in the context of Sheila Bellush’s life. In truth there were no ordinary days for Sheila; she had lived with fear so long that it seeped like acid into any fleeting serenity she might attain, corroding her thoughts, sending jets of adrenaline through her veins. No matter how the sun shone or how balmy the winds wafting off the bay, Sheila never really felt safe unless she was inside the house with the doors and windows tightly locked against the world. Those who didn’t know her well wondered if she might be just a little paranoid. Those who knew her story understood, but they were far away and didn’t know how to find her. It was safer that way—safer for them and safer for Sheila, Jamie, and their six children.

Just two months earlier Jamie and Sheila had lived in Boerne, Texas, a countrylike suburb northwest of San Antonio, where they owned their wonderful new home. Now it seemed as though they had never lived there at all. Maybe it had been too perfect to last.

But Sheila still had Jamie, and he loved her and protected her and their babies. He had begun the paperwork to adopt Stevie Leigh and Daryl Leigh, Sheila’s teenage daughters by her former husband, Allen. They had their difficulties trying to get naturally rebellious teenagers and a longtime bachelor on the same wavelength, but Sheila believed things would work out.

On November 7, 1997, Jamie was on the road south of Sarasota, planning to visit several doctors’ offices for Pfizer. It was important that he familiarize himself with his new territory and potential clients in west Florida. But it was Friday, and he had promised to be home long before it was dark. They would have the weekend together. Sheila had no doubt that they would spend the rest of their lives together.

She was half right.

•  •  •

STEVIE Bellush, thirteen, was petite and small-boned like her mother, although she had her father’s facial features and his dark hair. It was not difficult to say where she got her superior intelligence, because both Sheila and Allen, her father, were very smart. Stevie and Daryl, who was blond like Sheila, had always excelled in school and in sports. But they had been through a lot for anyone as young as they were; their childhoods hadn’t been easy.

Now Stevie was in a wonderful mood as she hurried home from junior high school shortly before 4:00 P.M. that Friday. “I heard that a boy I liked was going to ask me out,” she remembered. “And I wanted to tell my mom.”

The front door was unlocked, and that was strange; her mother was adamant that they all lock the doors when they left, and even when they came back in after taking the garbage out. She didn’t have a lot of rules, but that was one she insisted on. So it was unusual for the front door to be unlocked.

Afterward Stevie would remember that she couldn’t make sense out of the first thing she saw when she walked into the front room. All of the babies were standing in the hallway crying as if their hearts would break. Her mother never let them cry; she always picked them up and soothed them. For some reason they had no clothes on—nothing but the little life vests they wore when they were in the swimming pool in the Florida room. Their faces were swollen from sobbing. Stevie thought they must have been crying for a long time.

What made the least sense to Stevie were the funny patterns of dark red specks on the babies’ skin, some in their hair and on their feet. Some of them had swaths of the same color, as if someone had dipped a brush in red paint and then daubed at their flesh.

Shock and disbelief often block the mind from accepting what the eyes perceive. Even so, Stevie’s dread was so great that there was a thunderous pounding in her ears. She patted the wailing toddlers absently and went looking for her mother, calling out for her as she moved through room after room.

Her own voice seemed to echo and bounce back from the walls. Stevie went out in the backyard and found no one there. She skirted the swimming pool in the Florida room and saw the babies’ diapers inside their plastic pants on the table beside the pool, still shaped like their bodies. That wasn’t strange; her half brothers and sister swam naked. If their diapers were still dry, her mom just put them back on after they swam. But she hadn’t done that. All of their little bottoms were bare under their life jackets. Stevie couldn’t figure out what was going on. She kept calling for her mother, and no one answered.

There was a funny smell in the house too—a hard, sweet iodiney-metallic odor, a smell Stevie could not recognize. . . .



Chapter Two


IT WAS ONLY by the purest luck, a perfect synchronicity, that Sheila Blackthorne and Jamie Bellush met in the first place. But the same could have been said about the way Sheila met Allen, and her first marriage had nothing pure or perfect about it. Maybe it was all a crap-shoot, and if a marriage worked, it was probably because both partners tried hard to make it work. Sheila Walsh Van Houte Blackthorne Bellush had been blessed with a quick mind, beauty, and a personality that drew people to her. But she shared with her mother a curse that seemed to dictate she would not find happiness in love.

Sheila was Verma Gene’s fourth child. Verma Gene Williams, called Gene, was raised in Biloxi, Mississippi, in the Great Depression and, like the majority of children of her generation, learned early to dread poverty. Clennis Pearl Underwood Williams and Charles A. Williams were not to be together long. Gene’s father was murdered when she was only a little girl, stabbed to death, although she never really learned the circumstances of his murder. Later Clennis Pearl married Julius Pettus. Gene had a brother, Charles, Jr., and three half sisters: Julie, Betty, and Teresa. During the 1930s and the Second World War the Pettuses operated a trailer park. That was long before trailers were called mobile homes.

Gene grew up to be a pretty blue-eyed teenager with perfect features and fair, delicate skin that seemed almost transparent. She married Duane Anderson in the late ’40s when she was only fifteen. Duane was in the army, and the Korean War loomed. Gene gave birth to two boys: Danny when she was seventeen, and then Donny. The marriage died partially of its own weight, but mostly because Gene was too young when she married Duane, and neither of them could deal with the responsibilities of real life. Everyday problems smothered any magic there might have been.

But Gene was a worker, and she took care of her boys. She grew up in Biloxi and Gulfport, twelve miles west along the gulf coast, and she felt at home there. She worked for years as a waitress and, after she was of age, as a bartender.

Gene’s second husband was exciting and their courtship very romantic. She met Francis Anthony Walsh, Jr., when he was stationed at Keesler Air Force Base in Biloxi, and she was a young divorcée with two little boys. Francis—“Frank”—was very handsome, a short muscular man, which made him ideally suited to his assignment as an air force fighter pilot. Born on Valentine’s Day, 1940, Frank was from Westport, Connecticut, a different world from Verma Gene’s life in Mississippi. At twenty he was a few years younger than Gene, but she was so attractive that it didn’t matter to him, nor did he mind that she came with two little sons. Frank was often away, and when the Vietnam War came along, he went overseas and Gene prayed that he would come back to her. She kept working as a waitress. It was hard work, and her muscles ached and her feet hurt from long shifts.

Gene gave birth to four daughters while she was married to Frank Walsh. Mary Catherine was born first, in July 1961. Sheila Leigh was Gene’s next baby. She was born on October 19, 1962, while Frank was stationed in Topeka. Sheila was such a tiny thing. Gene fussed over her, worried about her, and watched her sleep to be sure she was breathing. But Sheila had a feistiness even then. Gene thanked God that both her little blond daughters were healthy.

But when Gene’s next baby, Kelly Anne, was born in November 1963, she had a serious valve defect in her heart and lived only nineteen days. “We buried her on the day that President Kennedy was shot,” Gene would remember.

Gene cried for weeks and asked God why he had taken her baby away. She had always been somewhat histrionic, acting out her emotions when she was heart-broken or grief-stricken. Heaven knows, she sometimes thought she had more to bear than any three women. Gene’s tragic losses kept anyone from criticizing her dramatic outbursts. That was just the way she was. Her son Donny seemed to be as sensitive as she was.

As Frank worked his way up through the air force ranks to major, he remained as exciting as always, but he drank a great deal, and half the time he was flying somewhere far away. His service obligations meant he was gone most of the time, and he never seemed to be there when Gene needed comfort. And when he was around, she got pregnant, despite birth-control pills and an IUD. As time passed, Gene had to accept the fact that Frank was an alcoholic. She had seen enough drinkers when she tended bar to recognize the signs, but she avoided facing it until she had to. Even so, she still loved him.

Sometimes the Walshes traveled from base to base, leaving Mississippi behind for assignments in Kansas and South Dakota. Gene dealt with the rigors of government housing at Forbes Air Force Base, a SAC base for B-52s and tankers in South Dakota, and with raising four children alone when she found she was pregnant once again. She had taken precautions and thought that couldn’t be possible, but the obstetrician on the base said it was true. In order for the baby to have a chance to survive, he removed her IUD, warning Gene that she would probably abort the baby, or, worse, it might be born blind or developmentally disabled.

Gene flew home to Mississippi to deliver her sixth child. Kerry Brigit was born in June 1967, another baby girl when Frank had hoped for a boy. But she was alive and perfectly normal. “She was the most beautiful baby I ever saw,” Gene recalled.

Frank insisted on spelling her name the male way—Kerry instead of Carrie. Gene was just relieved that Kerry was healthy. She finally allowed herself to believe that this little girl was going to survive. Kerry had fiery red hair, and sometimes a temper to match. She could be stubborn too, but Kerry was never as relentlessly strong-willed as Sheila was.

Her big brother Danny refused even to hold Kerry for months. “She’s gonna die too,” he said, “and I don’t want to get to know her.”

Kerry didn’t die. She had very little memory of living in South Dakota, but her mother told her she had fallen down the steps in her walker when she was six months old. “I just grabbed her up and headed for the infirmary,” Gene said. “And I ran in shouting, ‘My baby . . . my baby!’ It turned out she wasn’t hurt at all.”

Although Gene’s younger daughters were five years apart in age, they would bond for life. Kerry would grow to be taller than Sheila, but they looked a great deal alike, one blond, one redheaded. Sheila had bobbed hair and a swath of freckles across her nose. She looked at the world with the same clear blue eyes her mother did, but as small as she was, Sheila was the one among all the kids with a backbone of steel.

Gene had a tough time disciplining Sheila. “One time she ran away—or made a big show of leaving home. She ran into the woods and hid,” Gene remembered. “I had just worked two shifts, and I was exhausted. I knew she was in there, and I called to her to come out and all she would get was a scolding and not a whipping. She didn’t budge. I told her that if I had to come in and get her, it would be worse, and she’d get a switching and three weeks’ grounding. She finally came out, and I switched her legs with a branch switch all the way home. It didn’t really hurt her—it didn’t leave a mark or anything. She wouldn’t cry, though. She just put her chin up.”

That was Sheila. Where most girls cried, she just set her chin and kept going, refusing to let anyone know that she was sad or scared or intimidated. Even as a grown woman, when she barely reached five feet and weighed ninety-eight pounds, she had plans and dreams and refused to give up when almost anyone else in her position would have quit.

Sheila and Kerry were always into something, sometimes driving their mother to distraction but often making her smile. One time when Kerry was only about three, Donny, their older brother, came to her “laughing and laughing. That was before he got ‘sick,’ ” Gene said. “He said, ‘Come look at what these little girls are doing.’ Well, they had stuffed the bras of their bathing suits with toilet paper to grow ‘breasts.’ ”

Gene caught them parading down the street on their way to the corner store. She had to laugh in spite of herself. Kerry had the most imposing paper bosom, although she wasn’t more than a little bit of a thing at the time.

Kerry idolized Sheila. “Whatever she touched, it turned out okay,” she recalled. “We both had piano lessons, and Sheila played the piano beautifully, but I hid when the teacher came over. She used to watch the boys at football practice and say she was faster than they were. And she was. She could beat them all in a foot race—even when they had a head start. And she was a wonderful softball player, even though she was so tiny.”

“I tried to see that my girls had everything basic they needed,” Gene said. “I could remember how good it felt to have money to go up to the corner store and get a Moon Pie and an RC cola, and my girls had that too.”

Gene had the two boys by her first marriage, and then the three girls by Frank, before she had any idea that he was having an affair with an Asian woman on Okinawa. Possibly he married too young and he was escaping the responsibility of being the father to five children before he was twenty-seven. Maybe he simply could not be true to one woman. From time to time Gene left him, but she came back. What else could she do? She loved him.

Gene left Frank twice more, vowing that she could not live with a man who drank. The third time, she didn’t come back. Part of her still loved Frank Walsh, but she finally had to accept that he would always be a drinker. She divorced him. Nothing really changed. He stayed in touch almost as much as he had when they were married, and his little girls adored him.

Their father was an almost mythic figure who came flying in from some far-off place they could only imagine and doted on them completely while he was with them. He took them fishing and hiking and for fun trips. And then he was gone again, leaving Gene to administer discipline and take care of their more prosaic needs. Gene was only in her early thirties herself. It must have been difficult for her to see her ex-husband with their little girls and wonder if she had made the right choice in divorcing him.

•  •  •

GENE returned to Gulfport and worked at the Ramada Inn and the Round-Towner/Down-Towner. “I worked the breakfast and lunch shifts,” she recalled, “until two p.m. Then I went home and fixed dinner for the kids, did some laundry, took a nap. After that, I went back in the evening to work banquets.”

Gene kept up that grueling routine for years, but she didn’t remember it as being that hard. “The cops used to toot their horns at me and wave,” she said with a laugh. “I just knew everybody there. All of us girls who worked at the Round-Towner called ourselves Hank Schrader’s Raiders after the man who owned the restaurant.”

Down at the Broadwater Beach, the piano player always stopped whatever he was playing when she walked in. “He’d change over to ‘Jean, Jean, you’re young and alive, come out in the meadow, Jean’ when he saw me,” she remembered, smiling.

She met Don Smith at Keesler Air Force Base. Gene had never really dated anyone except military men, and the third man in her life was no exception. Like Frank Walsh, Don was an air force fighter pilot. He flew 254 missions in Vietnam in his navy Sky Raider. But Don Smith was about as opposite as a man could be from Frank Walsh. All the two men had in common was their short statures and their service careers. Don had raised two stepdaughters, and he had a son and a daughter of his own. He was as steady as a rock.

He was always there when Gene needed him, and that meant a lot to her. He loved her absolutely. Despite five children and the struggle to raise them, Gene was a very lovely young woman. She was still slender then and as pretty as her daughters were.

Don Smith welcomed Danny, Donny, Cathy, Sheila, and Kerry too, and he took on the role of a father happily. He was a little tougher on discipline than Frank was, but his conservative approach made the kids mind better.

Gene dated Don Smith for two and a half years, always warning him that she would never again marry a serviceman. If he wanted to marry her, he would have to retire from the air force.

“Don agreed,” Kerry said later. “He was in the midst of retiring, and she was planning to marry him. I think she had gotten used to being taken care of and cherished. I call Don ‘my dad’ and my biological father ‘my father.’ Don is the one who raised me and the one I depended on.”

Don took Kerry with him to get the marriage license in Pascagoula, and he and Gene were married on the base at Keesler on February 4, 1972.

Frank remarried, a woman named Barbara, but he still kept in touch with his girls. To Gene’s chagrin—when she found out—he took Kerry to be baptized a Catholic without her mother’s permission.

Gene and Don Smith, now retired from the air force, moved with their combined family to Chandler, Arizona, where Don realized his longtime dream of having a peach orchard. Don had grown up in Arizona, and his parents were there. Gene hated the Southwest and the baking heat. She often said, “I know I’ll never go to hell because I’ve already lived through hell right here in Arizona!”

They went to the Mormon church, but Kerry ignored her runaway Catholic baptism and got on a bus gathering up youngsters for day camp at the Baptist church. “I loved it!” she said, laughing. “I hated the Mormon church.”

Despite her fretting about the Arizona weather, Gene had made a wise decision when she married Don—for many reasons. She loved Don, of course, but even if she had stayed with Frank, she would not have been with him long. He started his last tour of duty in Vietnam on July 21, 1972. Five months later his fighter plane was shot down. It was two days before Christmas.

“Sheila probably would remember more about when our father was missing in action,” Kerry said. “All I remember is that some men in uniform came to our house after dark and that my mother was crying. I wet the bed that night, and I hadn’t wet the bed for a long time.”

There were already a number of casualties in his unit when Frank Walsh was shot down as he banked low to wipe out an enemy anti-aircraft site. All they ever found of him were two teeth and his scorched flight card, and that was a long time later. His service number was 049303910, and his status became “Killed in Hostile Action—Died While Missing” long before that. He was only thirty-two when he died.

Both Sheila and Kerry took his death hard. Gene was distraught; it was something she had always feared, of course. In a sense she felt “widowed” rather than divorced from Frank Walsh. That feeling vanished when she received a letter from the Asian woman on Okinawa who told Gene that she had been Frank’s mistress for many years—since long before their divorce. It was a cruel thing for the woman to do; it could not have eased her own sense of loss, and it hurt Gene.

Even so, when there was a memorial service for Francis Anthony Walsh, Gene sewed identical long pink dresses for Cathy, Sheila, and Kerry to wear with white shoes for the service. They posed for Don Smith’s camera, their faces solemn, next to the white house the Smiths were renting in Chandler, shadows from rosebushes and trees dappling their dresses.

Gene’s marriage to Don thrived. He was seven years older than she was, and he doted on her. No matter how down she got or how anxious, Don took it in stride. He was a good provider; he was a skilled architectural draftsman, working for an Arizona construction company, as well as tending his flourishing orchard. Now Gene finally had a chance to do her sewing and work on the crafts she enjoyed so much and for which she had such talent. A few years later the Smiths moved north, to Salem, Oregon. Don’s boss had moved up to head Forest Homes out of Woodburn. The building business was booming in the Northwest, and his boss persuaded Don to transfer with him. With Gene so unhappy in Arizona, it didn’t take much to get Don to accept the new job.

Even though Don and Gene were both used to the peripatetic service life, moving from the dry heat of Arizona to the soft gray rain that suffuses Oregon for much of the year was a tremendous change. Still, they liked Oregon, and the construction future there looked bright. Don had his air force pension to add to his salary, and they were doing fine. In 1997, he started his own construction business: Alpha Bravo Construction.

Salem is the capital of Oregon, watched over by a towering gold statue of a pioneer on the top of the Capitol Building. Set in the heart of the fertile Willamette Valley, Salem and Marion County produce bumper crops of cherries, strawberries, green beans, and roses. Roses line the parking strips, blooming from April until Christmas, but the skies are predominantly cloudy, and the rainy season is long and dreary.

Cathy, Sheila, and Kerry acclimated quickly. They attended school in Salem. Aside from visits to their Mississippi relatives, they never expected to leave Oregon.

•  •  •

A few years later, in the dark days of autumn 1978, Gene was to lose another child in November. As Donny moved through his teen years, his behavior changed imperceptibly. When he was sixteen, he went camping alone in the Arizona hills and came home deathly sick from something doctors could diagnose only as “similar to Lyme disease.” Maybe his illness was causative or maybe it was only coincidental, but he was different somehow after that—moody and distant. More likely, he had always had some tendency toward manic depression. When Donny ran away from home, Don and one of Donny’s paternal uncles agreed that it would be a good idea for him to go into the army, so Donny enlisted and was sent to boot camp at Fort Lewis, south of Tacoma, Washington.

The men in the family were sure that the service would make a man of Donny, but instead, it did terrible things to his psyche. Donny was already “weak,” and Gene would refer to “before he got sick” and “after he got sick.” Relatives recalled that he had a chemical imbalance, “just like his father.”

When he was emotionally and physically abused by one of his commanding officers, Donny began to crack. He self-medicated with drugs and, unknown to anyone, built a homemade bomb. Donny was suicidal. He was stopped while driving erratically, and the bomb was found in his truck. His uncle, Jack Smith, who worked at Boeing in Seattle, went down to Fort Lewis to see what he could do to help Donny, and it was obvious to everyone that the boy didn’t belong in the army. He was released on a Section Eight and declared unsuitable for service. He headed back to Arizona far more disturbed than he had been before he enlisted.

“It was the day before Thanksgiving, 1978,” Kerry said. “Donny rode his bicycle more than twenty miles to the VA hospital closest to Scottsdale. They said they had no resources to treat him, and they sent him away.”

Donny Anderson was twenty-one years old, depressed, and anxious. The day after Thanksgiving his brother, Danny, came home to the apartment they shared in Scottsdale and found Donny dead of a gunshot wound.

Gene had now lost two children during the month of November. She began to dread the eleventh month. First her baby girl and now her beloved dark-haired, brown-eyed son. Both gone just as winter began.

“My mother just kind of shut down, somehow, after Donny died,” Kerry said.

•  •  •

SHEILA Walsh went to Sprague High School in Salem, taking college prep courses. She had seen her mother work double shifts as a waitress, and she vowed to get an education so that she would always have something she could count on.

Sheila asked a good-looking student to be her science partner, and he accepted readily. “Science happened to be my worst subject,” Rick Bladorn said, “and Sheila was smart. I was relieved when she chose me.”

Sheila got excellent grades, and she was named to the National Honor Society. She and Rick had known each other for three years before her little sister, Kerry, met him. They had already graduated when Kerry met Rick. She didn’t approve of the man Sheila was dating at the time and set about playing Cupid, a role she was ill suited for. Never subtle, Kerry’s intent was transparent, and Sheila realized what she was up to right away.

Rick was tall and handsome, but, most important, he was a really nice guy—not goody-goody nice but basically decent. When Kerry chose him for Sheila, she was sure she could convince her sister, with enough hints and carefully choreographed meetings, that Rick was the perfect man for her. Although they were good friends, there never was any spark between Rick and Sheila. Unfortunately for Kerry’s plan, Sheila wasn’t the least bit interested in Rick. She preferred to date men who had a bit of danger about them. Rick didn’t feel any particular attraction to Sheila either. Both of them thought it was humorous that thirteen-year-old Kerry was so determined to look after her big sister that she tried to select her future husband.

A few years later it was Kerry who went to a party at the house where Rick lived with a couple of other young men. She was initially attracted to Rick’s roommates; she would have wagered good money that she would never fall in love with Rick.

•  •  •

GENE Smith had married for the first time in her mid-teens and had teenage girls of her own before she knew it. Sometimes she clashed with Cathy, Sheila, and Kerry—especially Kerry. Gene had incipient diabetes, a disease that would have more and more impact on her life. She had been married to three different men over more than three decades, and finally she had found the right one. Endlessly raising children wore her down. She wanted time to live peacefully with Don and work on her handicraft hobbies—making her exquisite dolls and ceramics.

The Smiths bought a big old house in Salem at 1515 Liberty N.E., and Gene opened a doll shop in the detached garage. She made them herself, starting with the molds, and they were delicate works of art. She taught doll classes too, and attracted eager students. Working with fine fabrics, lace, paint, and wigs, Gene created dolls that were much sought-after. She and Don hoped someday to be able to travel as well.

By the time Sheila was a senior in high school, Gene was ready for her older daughters to be on their own. And the more they defied her, as all teenage girls defy their mothers, the more ready she was. As for Don, he wanted whatever Gene wanted; she was the one who always spoke her mind vehemently, and Don was the placater. His calmness was the reverse of her emotional intensity, and their marriage worked despite that or, more likely, because of that.

Cathy moved out first, married, and had two children. Sheila took a business course after high school at Chemeketa Community College in Salem and found a job with one of the top law firms with the best criminal defense attorneys in town: Brown, Burt, Swanson, Lathan, Alexander, and McCann. She still intended to go back to college and get a four-year degree, even though she loved her job. She might even go to law school herself.

Sheila’s firm was deeply involved in a case that had national coverage in 1978 because of its landmark implications: Could a husband rape his own wife? The Greta Rideout v. John Rideout case sought to prove that a man could indeed be held criminally responsible for forcing himself on his legal wife against her will. John Rideout was acquitted, but the story spawned an intense movie starring Linda Hamilton, and when Sheila read the files, she found the question compelling.

Sheila proved very adept at handling the details in a law firm, and her bosses liked her. Kerry sometimes visited Sheila at work and was so impressed by the way Sheila answered the phone that she, too, memorized the firm name, just the way Sheila said it: “BrownBurtSwansonLathanAlexanderandMcCann.” Almost two decades later she could rattle the names off at will.

Sheila always had interesting stories to tell about things that happened at work. Of course, a lot of cases were run of the mill, but there were other clients besides John Rideout whose faces were familiar because of blanket coverage in the newspapers and television.

One day a muscular and handsome former star athlete named Randy Woodfield was brought through the waiting room at the law firm where Sheila worked. Kerry recalled that he made Sheila’s skin crawl. “Randy Wood-field was the I-5 KillerI and he was arrested for shooting two women in Salem and a whole bunch of rapes in California, Oregon and Washington. Sheila said he was very nice-looking, but he gave her the creeps.”

Although she wanted to get her four-year degree, Sheila had long had dreams of finding the love of her life, just as her mother had. She was fascinated with the law for its own sake, but she also thought it might pave the way for the kind of life she envisioned. She didn’t mind working hard, but she longed for romantic love and wanted to have a husband someday who made more than just a comfortable living. But she was young and in no tearing hurry, because she had college in her future.

“Sheila always loved glamour,” Kerry said. “She wanted to be glamorous and live a glamorous life, but she wasn’t really very sophisticated. Every once in a while, she’d get us both dolled up and have us pose for a professional photographer as if we were models. But that wasn’t the real Sheila. It’s hard to describe, but there was always something about Sheila that just drew people to her. It didn’t matter if she was all fixed up or if her hair was a mess and she didn’t have any makeup on. People noticed her and wanted to be around her. It was almost as if she was a magnet. She was happy and sparkling and fun to be with.

“Sheila always wanted a home and children. When she met Allen, she was only eighteen and he seemed like the ideal man.”

He did indeed. Only the timing was wrong. If Sheila let herself fall in love with him, it would mean she would have to forgo college. But Allen Van Houte had worked hard to create an image that almost any young woman would find appealing, and he was still a work in progress. When Sheila met Allen in the law office where she worked, she was instantly attracted to him.

It was the fall of 1982, and Sheila had been out of high school only a year. She was as small as a child, but her figure was perfect, and she had long blond hair and a beautiful face with gentian-blue eyes and a leftover sprinkling of freckles on her nose. She looked up at the man that her boss was introducing to her and felt her heart lose its rhythm for an instant.

Allen Van Houte was a client. Her boss had handled his divorce. Allen didn’t mention which divorce, and Sheila assumed he had been married only once. He was six feet two and as handsome as a movie star, at least to Sheila. He had a thick mop of almost black hair and compelling brown eyes. Allen dressed impeccably, and Sheila had the distinct impression that he was a very successful businessman, even though he was only twenty-seven. Of course she said yes when he asked her out.

Allen knew all the best places to go in Salem, and he dropped names of exclusive country clubs and upscale restaurants where she had never been. He showed her his stereo store, and Sheila was impressed. He explained that he’d been forced to go through bankruptcy because his ex-wife Mary had “taken him to the cleaners.” But he was really only reorganizing, and she shouldn’t worry about it.

His divorce appeared to have been devastating to Allen. He was very sad when he spoke of his failed marriage. Mary had two children by a former husband when she wed Allen, and he told Sheila that he had tried so hard to be a good father to them, but his efforts were never enough for Mary. She took everything they had in the divorce, “even our house.”

Sheila knew very little about Allen. He said that he was a native Oregonian, but revealed almost nothing about his early life. She assumed she would learn more when he began to feel totally comfortable and trusting with her. Now, on his own, he seemed to be a man who lived in the moment. After what he had been through, she could understand that he was hurt and hesitant to confide in anyone.

He was rebounding from the pain; Allen didn’t want to dwell on the past, and he seemed to make his life up as he went along. He wanted to have fun, and he could be hilarious with his wit. Sheila found in Allen all the glamour she had longed for.

She was madly in love. Despite what he had been through, Allen was charming and funny and loving. By their third date Sheila knew she was going to marry him. He didn’t even need to propose; it was a given that they would be together. She could hardly wait to be Mrs. William Allen Van Houte.

•  •  •

GENE was in her late forties and Don Smith in his mid-fifties when Sheila met Allen. They were very impressed with him too. He seemed to be everything they could hope for in a possible son-in-law. He was full of plans, and he was more than willing to include them as he expanded his business options. Yes, he told them frankly, he had just filed for bankruptcy, but he hadn’t lost his stereo store in his divorce, and he knew he could make it work. When Allen spoke about big business and franchises and making millions of dollars, Gene and Don had no doubt he was going to do it.

Allen explained that Capitol Hi-Fi and Video Rental was really very successful. He had a great location in Pringle Park Plaza, the small mall next to the Salem Public Library and the Salem police headquarters. And that was only his flagship store. If he moved ahead with his plans for expansion, he promised the Smiths that he would offer them a share of the business.

Since Allen had lost his home in the Ironwood area of South Salem when Mary took it in the divorce, Don and Gene suggested that he might as well move into their home. He and Sheila were planning their wedding, and there was no reason he should be paying rent somewhere when they had plenty of room.

Don and Gene were doing well financially, and their credit was excellent. Don had a good job at Furrows, a building-supply company, as well as his pension from the air force. They could well afford to invest in Allen’s store.

“He told my folks that he wanted a mom and dad, something he’d never really had,” Kerry said. “He said he loved his grandparents on his mother’s side, but that wasn’t the same. He wanted to be my parents’ son. He would give them a forty-nine percent share in his renamed Stereo World and he would keep fifty-one percent.”

That would protect them, Allen pointed out, as he would be the one taking on all the risk. As the major stockholder, he would be responsible for all debts. Gene and Don eagerly agreed to invest in Stereo World. They used the substantial equity they had in their home to open a line of credit for themselves and for Allen at the Commercial Bank in Salem. Any of the three of them could use that line of credit.

The building boom had hit a slump, and Don’s new job didn’t have quite the opportunities that he’d had in his own business, but he was doing all right. Still, the chance to join in Allen’s enterprises had come at just the right time.

Allen was like another son to Gene and Don. Gene looked at him and saw a resemblance to her lost boy, Donny. He was dark and handsome the way Donny had been, and she felt motherly toward him. “But Allen couldn’t handle you loving him,” Gene said. “He got nervous if I showed him any affection.”

Allen told Don that he had been a serviceman too, and that gave them a bond. “He said he was a second lieutenant in the army,” Don recalled, “after his being in the ROTC at Stanford. That’s where he said his college degree was from.”

The Smiths gave Allen carte blanche to use their vehicles and Don’s boats. He was practically a member of the family, and Sheila was so happy about marrying him. She was making plans for a beautiful ceremony in the Methodist church in Salem.

Kerry tried to be happy for Sheila, but she was the one member of the family who didn’t think Allen was such a great catch. There was something about him that frightened her, something more than how mean he was when he teased her. But she didn’t say anything; she knew that nobody was going to listen to a teenage girl’s opinion.



I. The I-5 Killer by Ann Rule, pub. 1984, the case of a serial killer and rapist along Interstate 5 in the Northwest.



Chapter Three


IT WAS TRUE that Allen didn’t like to talk about the “bad times” behind him, and he had his own reasons for relegating his past to his past. William Allen Van Houte’s birth, in June 1955, was not a particularly happy occasion for anyone, although he was a beautiful baby with a nascent brilliance that was apparent early on. His father, Sheldon “Guy” Van Houte, was only nineteen when Allen was born; his mother, Karen, was three years younger. Allen’s intelligence was not a genetic surprise; on his father’s side he came from a family of highly educated people. His great-grandfather came to America from Holland and both he and Allen’s paternal great-grandmother were teachers in California.

Allen’s father, Guy, was born in California on February 28, 1936. His father, Robert Van Houte, took up the family career and was also a much admired educator. He eventually settled in tiny Stanfield, Oregon, after leaving Berkeley, California, with several stops in other Oregon cities and Alaska. Along the way Robert’s first wife abandoned him and their two children. Guy was three years old when his mother left the family in 1939, and his sister, Carol, who was born in 1934, only a couple of years older.

Guy recalled that he was an ugly kid. He was wall-eyed in his right eye, and he had polio when he was a year old, which left one foot turned at right angles to his leg. “My foot was turned completely sideways, and I had a brace I had to drag around on my left. I also had buck-teeth, and I had all kinds of cosmetic oral surgery later. I was often in the Shriners’ Hospital in Portland, and boy, the other kids were mean to me—really cruel. I was kind of an ugly duckling. I had no mama—and no daddy, not really. I would be riding my tricycle down Eighty-second Avenue in Portland along a four-lane street when I was three, miles from our house, and nobody cared. I wanted people to like me. I wanted to be loved. If you patted me on the head, I’d follow you and do anything for you. I really think that’s why I went from one marriage to another to another when I grew up.”

When Allen’s paternal grandfather, Robert Van Houte, moved his family to Klamath Falls and Coos Bay, Oregon, where he taught in high schools, and finally to Stanfield, he was far from the family roots in Berkeley. Stanfield was just a smudge on the map between Hermiston and Pendleton, Oregon, some eighteen miles south of the Washington border. Along with all the other border towns, it was downwind of the Hanford Energy Site and Richland, Pasco, and Kennewick, the tri-cities that sprang up along the mighty Columbia River in the 1940s. It would be fifty years before whistle-blowers noted the remarkably high incidence of various malignancies among residents who breathed in the particles and dust carried on that wind.

Like everyone else, Robert Van Houte and his children swam in the rivers and streams of eastern Oregon. Robert married Iris, his second wife, during his time in Klamath Falls when Guy was about seven. He soon fathered four more daughters: Lydia, Gladys, Joan, and Susan. By the time Susan came along, late in her parents’ marriage, her older half brother Guy was fathering children of his own.

With five sisters, it fell to Guy to carry on the family name and the heavy mantle his father laid on his shoulders. “Spoiled by all those sisters?” Guy asked. “No, not at all. I was a survivor.”

Robert Van Houte was a formidable role model. He was a teacher first, teaching social economics and history in high school in Stanfield. Guy was in the unenviable position of having his own father as a teacher. He was as bright as the rest of the family, but always felt maladept socially. He had inherited his father’s protruding teeth, weak chin, and pigeon chest but none of his confidence.

“My dad wasn’t very nice to me,” Guy recalled. “He always dictated to me what I should do and who I should be. He was Jesus Christ, and I had it a little bit rough and was very defiant. If he told me I couldn’t do something, I did it, and when he told me I was incapable of doing something, that really got me.”

When Robert Van Houte headed for a goal, he always achieved it. He was superintendent of schools in Alaska, he knew the Kennedy family, and he was one of the founders of the Gray Panther movement, which supported the brain power and effectiveness of senior citizens. His biggest failure and disappointment may have been that he could never mold his only son in his own image.

Robert died of leukemia at the age of seventy-five. Although he apologized to Guy in the last year of his life, saying simply, “I never knew how to show love, and so I failed you,” Guy never felt truly adequate, nor did he completely forgive his father for what he considered to be a miserable youth.

The one thing that fascinated Guy was electronics. “I took a course through the National Radio Institute, by correspondence, when I was ten or eleven, and I was a natural at it. My grandfather helped me get started at it.”

It was Guy’s grandfather who was his hands-on “parent.” “My grandfather raised me,” he said, “because my dad was building his career and he was gone constantly. My grandma died of diabetes when I was five, but my grandpa put me under his wing. He had his own trailer house on the same property where we had our houses, and I camped out there. I could relate to him, and he didn’t put me down.”

Guy’s sister Carol Van Houte wasn’t as lucky. She was put into a Catholic orphanage until her father and stepmother brought the family together. “She hated being in that place,” Guy said. “And she resented me because I got to stay with Grandpa.”

Guy got better-looking as he matured. His dark brown eyes were almost hypnotic, and he had dramatic arched eyebrows and an unruly thatch of dark hair. His face grew to match his features, and his crippled leg straightened out. Still, he was always amazed when girls were attracted to him.

Guy met Karen in 1954, when he was a senior in high school and she was two grades behind him. She was short, with ash-blond hair, and she was a wild one. Although Karen was a farm girl, her family relationships were as tangled up as Guy’s were. Karen and her sister, Violet, were born to Elva and Zachariah Higley* during Elva’s first marriage. Zachariah was a Pentecostal preacher who had chosen Elva to be his wife when she was barely fourteen or fifteen. Unfortunately, he was a man of aberrant sexual proclivities who didn’t let his calling to the church distract him.

“He picked up young male waifs,” a relative said, “for his own reasons. He taught children ‘how to have sex.’ ”

Elva divorced Zachariah, and he moved to Oklahoma. Her second husband was Austin Alford, who was the father of Elva’s son, Leroy, and of her youngest daughter, Debbie. Elva, Allen’s maternal grandmother, was hardly the domestic or motherly type, and Zachariah had had to teach her how to cook. She was far more interested in horseback riding and bowling than she was in running a home.

Karen’s stepfather, Austin, had lived through the Depression and swore he was going to have a self-sustaining farm so that his family would never go hungry. They bought an eleven-acre spread in Stanfield and raised their own beef, had a half-acre garden, and grew alfalfa in the pastures. The farm, however, was easier to handle than Elva’s daughters by the Reverend Zachariah Higley.

It was Karen who drove her mother to despair and terrorized her half sister, Debbie. “She used to sneak out at night when she was in high school,” Debbie—who was in grade school then—recalled. “I was afraid to tell my mother because it would mean such a hassle, and Karen got so mad at me when she got back and found out I’d told. So mostly I just lay there and hoped she’d come back before morning.”

Karen had a terrible temper as well as periods of melancholy, and she sometimes threatened to commit suicide if things went wrong in her life. One night she decided to go for a joyride with a boy in her parents’ pickup truck. “She made me go with her,” Debbie said, “because she was supposed to be baby-sitting for me. But she went too fast and landed in a ditch, and I fell and hit my head. She said she’d kill me if I told.”

So Debbie didn’t tell. She believed that Karen had it in her to retaliate. She had a streak of cruelty that made Debbie wary. “She used to put frogs on the electric fence and watch them wiggle until they died.”

It was Karen, reckless and headstrong, who attracted Guy Van Houte. Compared to what they had been through with her, Elva and Austin Alford were a little relieved, perhaps, when she started to date the teacher’s son.

“They didn’t seem to mind my dating Karen,” Guy said, “but for me it was ninety-nine percent sex.”

On the other hand, Robert Van Houte disapproved of Guy’s infatuation with Karen. He ordered Guy to stay away from her, and of course, his disapproval made her that much more attractive to his son. “We were madly in love when I graduated,” Guy said. “Dad had taken off for vacation for the summer, after telling me to stay away from ‘that girl’ and that he would deal with me when he got back. So Karen and I went up to the Tri-Cities and got married that summer while he was gone. It was ‘Screw you, Pop. I’ve already married her’ when he got back.”

But it was Guy who had messed up his life—and Karen’s. He was nowhere near ready to be married, and even less prepared to be a father. The only thing his father was relieved about was that Karen was not pregnant when his son married her. Guy got a job in a sawmill in Pilot Rock, Oregon, south of Pendleton, and dashed his father’s hopes that he would carry on the family tradition of teaching. He wasn’t very good in a sawmill or at the cannery where he got his next job. Guy agreed to start college in the fall.

By this time Robert Van Houte had moved on to school superintendent, and he became more and more active in politics. He was president of the Oregon Education Association and a powerful member of the National Education Association.

“Of course, I was supposed to be a teacher also,” Guy recalled, “but I just couldn’t handle it. I went to Oregon College of Education in Monmouth—now it’s Western Oregon State College—and was convinced that I wasn’t suited for teaching.”

Karen conceived their first child in early October 1954, as their hasty, ill-planned marriage was already beginning to wind down. It was, of course, a totally unplanned pregnancy. Guy, who would long continue his pattern of precipitous marriages and desertion when things became difficult, could not remember just when he left Karen for good. “I just block those kinds of memories out,” he admitted. “It might have been the end of that year—1954—or it might have been after Christmas. I think it was sometime early in 1955. It was months before she had the baby anyway. It was such an asinine, stupid thing on my part.”

He left Karen with the full responsibility for the baby to come. She would blame Guy, but she also blamed her baby: Allen. Karen always felt that Allen had destroyed her life by being born, and she was very vocal about it. If ever a woman was on a path to destruction, it was Karen Van Houte.

Guy kept going to college in Monmouth, taking courses that didn’t even count for a degree in education. “I was barely hanging on with a 2.4 grade point average. None of it interested me. I still wanted to do something in radio or electronics, but I was doing what my father dictated.”

And so William Allen Van Houte was born on June 5, 1955, in Eugene, Oregon. His mother, Karen, was sixteen and alone in her labor. His father was nineteen and already out of his life for all intents and purposes. As Karen was driven to the hospital, car radios were playing Bill Haley’s “Rock Around the Clock” and Chuck Berry’s “Maybelline.” The mid-50’s were a carefree, almost innocent time to be a teenager, but not for Karen Van Houte. She may have wondered why those years had disappeared so quickly for her. She could not have known that the pangs of labor that seized her body were going to be the easiest part of raising her boy child.

•  •  •

NO one yet knew that the Hanford Project had probably sent poison into the land and the Columbia River, as well as the air. That June, when Allen was born, the Atomic Energy Commission announced its ability to build a cheap hydrogen bomb of limitless size. The Korean War had been over for a few years, and Vietnam was a far-off place few had heard of. Disneyland had just opened in Orange County, California. Jonas Salk had perfected the anti-polio vaccine. Allen would never have to fear being crippled by polio, but that was about the only head start he had on his father.

Karen Van Houte continued to live in the more metropolitan setting of Eugene, not anxious to return to Stan-field. But she needed help raising her baby boy, and she turned to her family. When she got her figure back, she was even more attractive than she had been when Guy Van Houte fell “madly in love” with her. She was very pretty, and she lightened her hair until it was quite blond. But she was still a nervous, impetuous girl, given to temper tantrums, frustrated by the turn her life had taken.

Much later Allen would blame his mother for all the negative aspects of his life, either recalling or creating incidents of almost unbelievable abuse. Odd, because she blamed him for everything.

Guy recalled that he saw his first baby once, and that was all. Even though Allen Van Houte looked so much like him that there was no question about who his biological father was, there was no connection between them as far as love or accountability went. Just as his father had had no time for him, Guy had no time for Allen. It was as if there was something missing in Guy; he had never learned what it meant to be a father.

Guy took more and more radio courses after he dropped out of college. He had great aptitude for electronics, technology, and engineering. “That’s really what I did,” he explained as he recalled his life’s work. He fixed radios and television sets and, later, computers. He fixed computers; he never could understand how to use them.

Guy’s talent at electronics was not something that he passed down to his first child. “Allen has no ability at all in electronics,” he said with a laugh. “He doesn’t know a transistor from a resistor, but he could always lie and B.S. his way through, and no one could tell.”

It would be many years, however, before Guy Van Houte knew anything about what Allen could and couldn’t do. After he saw him that one time when he was an infant, Allen’s living conditions, problems, strengths, and weaknesses were as foreign to Guy as those of any other little boy in Oregon. Allen was living with Karen and her side of the family.

His aunt Debbie was a child when Allen was born, only eight years older than he was. She loved him immediately. She remembered the toddler Allen as “a fun little kid.” He liked to dance to his favorite song “Wake Up, Little Susie,” recorded by the Everly Brothers in 1958. Guy never knew that Allen; he was far away and busy with other things.

Allen seemed to be a fairly average little boy, smarter than most, with a stubborn cowlick and big ears that jutted out from his head, genetic hand-me-downs from his father. Karen continued to run away from her life, and Allen lived with his maternal grandparents, Elva and Austin, as much as he did with his mother. Although she had never been a demonstrative mother with her own children, Elva absolutely doted on the little boy, sometimes to Austin’s disgust. She let Allen do anything he wanted. They argued over whether she was spoiling him. She probably was, but young Allen described his life with Karen as so bleak and miserable that both his grandmother and his aunt Debbie tried to make up for that.

Early on in his life, Allen learned how to come between happy couples, and he smirked at Austin when his grandmother let him have his way. He liked the sense of power he got when he disrupted others’ relationships.

A child with a weaker sense of self than Allen would have been completely buried by the numbers of half siblings born to his father and mother, who were both remarkably fecund. As soon as his divorce from Karen was final, Guy married again. He and his second bride, Jeannette, who was also just sixteen at the time of her marriage, went to Walla Walla and got married. Heedless of the struggles of children with no fathers, Guy impregnated Jeannette, and she eventually gave birth to four children. Although he was loath to admit it decades later, he agreed that he had opted out of that marriage too, and just as he had with Allen, he took no financial responsibility for the children. They were adopted by Jeannette’s second husband.

His desolate childhood had made Guy long for love, but it also left him skittish when anyone demanded more of him than he was able to give. He was not an admirable father. Before he was twenty-five, Guy Van Houte had abandoned five children, stubbornly shutting out any memory of them. “I woke up in the early sixties and felt that that was all a bad dream,” he said. “That wasn’t really me. I just denied my past and blocked it out.”

It was a pity; he had come from good, solid stock, and he had passed down genes for high intelligence, but his first five children grew up in sparse and gritty emotional soil.

•  •  •

GUY’S third wife was Suzanne. He met her in 1961 when he went to her home to fix her television set. Their attraction was mutual, and he was so taken with her and, by now, so ashamed of his past that he didn’t tell Suzanne about his first two marriages or the children he had left behind. He must have known that the secrets in his past would surface at some point, but he chose to remain silent about his earlier life.

His third marriage lasted a long time—more than fifteen years—and Guy stayed around to raise the children that were born to him and Suzanne. They were all boys—Bruce, Randy, and Nick—and they lived in McMinnville, Oregon, during those years. Guy had matured enough to be an adequate father to his third family. He and Bruce and Randy were close, but not close enough for him to tell them about any of their older half siblings. The Van Houte family flourished for the first eight or nine years of Guy and Suzanne’s marriage. But there finally came a time in 1970 when Guy had no choice but to tell Suzanne some of the truth about his past. He was forced to reveal that he had fathered a son fifteen years earlier, a son who was about to descend on them.

•  •  •

KAREN remarried as often as Guy did, and men moved in and out of her life constantly. Allen had no father figure he could count on, except for Austin Alford, his step-grandfather. He would live with his mother, Karen, for a while and then with Elva and Austin. Karen’s mother was in her second marriage, with children who were both siblings and half siblings. Her biological father may have been the source of Karen’s erratic behavior.

While Allen lived with his grandmother and step-grandfather, his mother sometimes joined them. And there were times when he lived alone with her, although those were not good times. More often than not, Karen was off somewhere and Allen lived with his grandparents. Theirs was the most stable household he knew. And so, like his father before him, Allen was principally raised by grandparents rather than by a mother and a father, and by his aunt Debbie, who loved him fiercely.

Karen was married three times after she divorced Guy. Her second husband was Melvin Schafer, and they eked out a hardscrabble living. Melvin was a sometime mechanic, and he and Karen drove pea-vine trucks in season. They often fought physically. Karen hit Mel with a frying pan, and he had to be hospitalized. She had black eyes, and he broke her nose with a baseball bat. Despite surgery, her nose resembled a boxer’s after that.

Karen gave birth to a second son, Gregory, and then she had a baby girl, whom she named Peggy.

When Peggy was only an infant, Karen and Melvin parked at the bottom of a long grade, waiting for a friend who drove a logging truck. Peggy was sound asleep, so they left her in their car as they got out to watch for the truck. In a horrifying, almost slow-motion accident, they realized that the logger’s brakes were gone, and they could do nothing but watch as the massive truck hurtled over the car where their baby girl slept. Peggy died in a jumble of crushed metal.

Karen had two more boys, Brian and Randy, and a girl named Linda. Linda was a tough tomboy like her grandma Elva, and a pretty little thing. For many of Karen’s childbearing years Allen was all but forgotten and lived with the Alfords, where his grandmother always welcomed him with open arms.

“Allen ran away sometimes,” his aunt Debbie recalled. “But he didn’t go very far. One time, I knew he was hiding in the shed, so I went out there and stood a few feet away. I said in a loud voice, ‘Oh, I’m so worried about Allen. He’s run away and I’m so afraid of what he’s going to do. Where will he go?” He came strolling out, grinning, thinking that he’d fooled me.”

But Debbie did worry about Allen. Once, when she was about eighteen and Allen was nine or ten, he was living with Karen in an old trailer over by Pendleton, Oregon. She was building a lean-to for the trailer, and she had Allen sawing wood. “It was a terribly hot summer’s day,” Debbie said. “And he was a kid. As I got close to him, I could see his eyes, but they were so dark brown that I couldn’t even see his pupils. And even the whites were all yellow. I said, ‘Allen, how long have you been sick?’ ”

“Several days,” he answered weakly.

Debbie realized the boy was very sick, and she was in a quandary. She didn’t have the authority to take him to a doctor, nor the money to pay for it. “I took him to the health department,” she remembered, “and his urine sample was as dark as chocolate. He had infectious hepatitis. They put him in the hospital, and he had an intravenous drip for a week. All he could eat was baby food and Werther’s butterscotch drops.”

Debbie was relieved that the authorities had at least temporary charge of Allen. Karen was drinking a lot, and with a different man every time Debbie saw her. The only visitors the state allowed while Allen was in the hospital were Debbie and her mother—his grandmother Elva.

Allen survived, but it was touch and go for a while. He would live with permanent liver damage ever after.

During this time Karen’s drinking exacerbated her tendency toward depression. On one occasion she came home late at night and headed straight to the bathroom, locking the door behind her. Debbie got suspicious when she stayed in there too long. “I just opened the door, and sure enough, Karen was there with a razor blade held against the skin of her wrist.”

“I’m no good. I’m no good for my kids,” she wailed. “I don’t want to live.”

“Sure you do,” Debbie said. “Do you want them to wake up and see you lying dead in a pool of blood? Do you think that would be good for them?”

Debbie had little doubt that Karen and possibly her other half sister, Violet, had suffered abuse at the hands of their biological father, the Pentecostal preacher. Karen once told her a garbled story of being locked in the trunk of their father’s car with Violet when they were very small. And then there had been one “reunion” visit to see their father in Oklahoma when all the children returned pale and jumpy. Those who knew of the traveling preacher’s history of pedophilia suspected that he had molested his grandchildren during the visit. Indeed, Allen would one day say that he had been sexually violated as a youngster by “a church deacon.”

Karen’s third husband, Bill Cook, was a good-hearted man, although the two often had roaring fights. She and Bill did manage to tie up their broken marriages neatly, though. Melvin Schafer, her ex-husband, married Bill Cook’s ex-wife. But Karen was a frantic and troubled woman, and her emotions grew more brittle, her temper more chaotic. Debbie’s husband, Tom Oliver, recalled that “she never spoke below a scream. She screamed at her children constantly. I guess they got used to it after a while, because they barely paid her any attention.”

Still, the screaming may have echoed in their heads. The time Allen spent in Karen’s care might have had a devastating effect on the intelligent little boy, more than enough to offset the relative calm indulgence of his grandma Elva’s home. Karen’s concept of discipline could be violent. According to Allen, she once hit him on the head with a board when he left his tricycle behind her car and it was crushed. That was probably true; she often struck her children with whatever was handy, and her other sons recalled being hit with boards or firewood.

But in truth Karen was never as violent or as abusive to her offspring as Allen would later claim. He made her out to be a monstrous mother who beat him often. He said that more than once he woke up in the hospital after coming out of a coma because she had beaten him so badly. That wasn’t true. He went to the hospital only once during his childhood, and that was when he had hepatitis.

He also claimed that his mother set him on fire. “Allen had a habit of leaving the stove burners on,” Tom Oliver explained as he tried to straighten out that story. “Karen was not a good housekeeper, and her house was a garbage dump, full of paper and junk. She was always afraid the house would catch fire because those burners would get red-hot. She did hold Allen’s hand over the stove burner so he would remember to turn it off, but she didn’t set fire to him.”

Not actually—but one time Karen poured lighter fluid on Allen’s hand and threatened to light a match. She didn’t follow through, but it didn’t make her mother of the year.

“She had lots of problems,” Allen said when he was in his mid-forties and had long since learned to couch his words to suit the situation. “There were abuse issues. She tried real hard in life, but she just could never get a handle on it.”

Karen’s violent temper was the aspect of her personality that got her into trouble the most, and her oldest son was the catalyst that set her off. Her third husband, Bill Cook, was a buffer between Allen and Karen, and usually jumped to the boy’s defense. Indeed, when Allen told his story of being set on fire, he always said Bill saved him by smothering the flames with a blanket.

Karen’s jobs and avocations covered the entire spectrum. She worked as a barmaid in a tavern in the crossroads town of Reith, Oregon, and she commanded fearful respect after she sent three rowdy males packing with the broken end of a beer bottle. She was as thin as a rail, but when she was angered, she was fearsome.

And then again, Karen sought religious surcease by joining a cult and was once a Pentecostal minister in Hermiston. Her church was a Quonset hut, and her congregation of ten included Indians from the Cold Springs Reservation.

Of all those around her, Bill Cook probably suffered the most serious injuries because of Karen’s rage. Allen had been out of her home for years when Karen took a gun to Bill. Jealous, she shot him six times in the groin with a .22, but though his injuries were painful, she apparently didn’t hurt him in any permanent way.

“She knew just where to shoot,” Tom Oliver said laconically. “She hit what she was aiming for.”

Still furious after that attack on Bill, Karen put down the .22 and grabbed a shotgun by the barrel, dragging it behind her as she moved through the house to do more damage. But the trigger caught on something, and the gun roared. Karen was hit in the shoulder, arm, breast, and stomach. She lost her arm and suffered other wounds that would haunt her throughout the rest of her life.

The shootout naturally drew the attention of the Umatilla County Sheriff’s Office. Karen said she had been trying to commit suicide. Whether that was true or she had shot herself accidentally, no one ever figured out. The house was a bloody mess, and Karen was far more seriously injured than Bill.

“She never intended to shoot herself,” Tom Oliver recalled. “But she needed the suicide story to keep from going to jail for shooting Bill. She couldn’t have killed herself with that shotgun anyway, because her toe wouldn’t have reached the trigger. The gun just hit something and went off. In spite of all her surgeries, she still has buckshot in her from that.”

Allen went to see his mother in the hospital. “She spat at me,” he recalled, “and said, ‘You are the reason for my life’s entire problem.’ ”

Karen Van Houte Schafer Cook’s life vacillated between her indomitable spirit and her Job-like bad luck. Even with only one arm, she was an accomplished artist. She painted beautiful landscapes of buffalo on the Western Plains, and she was a cartoonist. There was little she couldn’t train a horse to do, although she once lost several teeth when a pony bolted as she held the reins in her mouth.

Three of Karen’s sons would eventually go to prison: Greg, Brian, and Allen. When Greg was released, he could not deal with the outside world. He snuck into a convenience store after hours, not to rob it but to get police attention when he shot out the store’s window from the inside. He got what he wanted; he went back behind bars at the Oregon State Prison, where he felt more secure.

Brian was always viewed as the “bad luck kid” among Karen’s children. When he was still in his teens, he lived with an older woman who had children. He too was incarcerated for a few years on lesser charges than Gregory and was released in 1986.

Karen’s daughter Linda grew to be an absolutely beautiful girl. When she was in high school, a much older man—who was married—fell in love with her and worshipped her. She dropped out of high school to be with him. It was to be a loving, if somewhat bizarre, relationship that lasted for decades.

Karen’s last marriage, to a man named Jim Freeman, was the most peaceful. He was good to her, and when he died, he left her a nice mobile home. By then her gunshot injuries had made her health precarious and she needed a safe place to live. Her half sister, Debbie, and her husband, Tom, tried to care for Karen, but they wouldn’t take responsibility for the mobile home, because one of her recently paroled sons moved in.

In her early sixties, Karen looked closer to seventy-five, and she characterized herself as having been a “very good” mother. But that was a stretch too. She was not a good mother—far from it—but she wasn’t as cruel as Allen later portrayed her.


Chapter Four

AS HIS GRANDPARENTS grew older, Allen was harder to deal with. He had never had consistent discipline, and he was manipulative and unpredictable. Grandmother Elva still doted on him, but her husband was less entranced. Allen was always the golden child, and he was adept at getting other children into trouble. With his big brown eyes and his guileless ways, he could tell whoppers and adults believed him. Inevitably there were consequences, and Allen’s lies caused disruption. His grandparents came close to divorce a few times—all because of him.

Nearing fifty, Elva had been raising children for more than thirty-five years. She liked to travel and bowl, and it was difficult to do that when she was raising a teenager who sometimes mirrored his mother’s rage. But she would never have asked him to leave; she idolized Allen. She hoped that maybe someday he could take over the farm along with her son, Leroy, and her daughters Debbie and Violet.

In those years Allen’s mother, Karen, was taking care of her fourth husband, Jim Freeman, and was in as stable a situation as she had ever been in her life. But Elva didn’t delude herself into believing that Karen would ever come back to the farm.

In 1970 Debbie and Tom Oliver paid a visit to her parents’ farm in eastern Oregon. Allen told his aunt Debbie he wasn’t that happy on the farm and asked if he could come live with them. A little taken aback, Debbie and Tom said they didn’t have time to decide what to do at the moment, but maybe they could talk about it the next time they came to visit. It would depend on how Elva and Austin felt about it too, since they had raised Allen for most of his life.

The Olivers were a young couple just starting out, and they lived in a big old house in Siletz, Oregon, on the Pacific Ocean. Siletz is a small village near the popular beach resort town of Newport. They owned a sewing-machine and vacuum-cleaner store. Debbie was only twenty-three and Tom six years older, and they often welcomed strangers into their home when someone needed a place to stay. They were active in their church, sponsoring “Christian coffeehouses,” where Tom preached some, and he baptized people in the Siletz River.

It was an era where peace and love abounded and hippies counted on the kindness of strangers. “We had all manner of guests,” Debbie recalled. “There was one woman and her little boy who stayed for a while. We heard her come downstairs to the bathroom near our bedroom on her first night, and she brushed her teeth. I nudged Tom and said, ‘Wait a minute, she didn’t have a toothbrush in her things.’ We found out she was using Tom’s toothbrush!” Debbie laughed, remembering a different and easier way of life.

Back in Siletz after their trip to the Alfords’ farm, Tom and Debbie were sleeping early the next morning when they heard someone banging at their door. It was Allen. He said he had been trying to sleep outside between their place and the nightclub next door, but drunks kept urinating on him. “I’ve come to live with you,” he announced.

They realized that he must have left the farm near Hermiston shortly after they did, and he admitted that he had started hitchhiking as soon as they left. It was a long trip, at least three hundred miles. “He was cold, and he had blisters on his heels because he wore cowboy boots with no socks,” Debbie said. “He wanted us to take him back along the road someplace where he’d hidden some arrows that went with his bow in a ditch. That’s about all he had—his bow and arrows.”

Tom and Debbie exchanged glances and shrugged. They took in people they didn’t know who needed help, and Allen was a relative. They drove him back to pick up his few possessions, and agreed to let him stay with them for a while and see how things worked out. Allen told them he was sixteen, but Debbie did some figuring; he was only fifteen. And he had simply walked away from the grandmother who had taken him in and cherished him over the years without so much as a good-bye.

Debbie had always had a soft spot in her heart for her nephew, sorry for the boy who was shuttled from one home to another for most of his life, alternately deprived and indulged. He seemed so eager to see the world and to learn about things. It was dangerous for him to be hitchhiking, and the Olivers suspected he would just run away again if they made him go back to his grandparents.

In some ways he had never been exposed to the world. “It was just little things,” Debbie recalled. “He had never heard of a strawberry soda. I sent him down to buy himself one, and he came back with pop. So I said, ‘No, go ask for a strawberry ice-cream soda,’ and he thought that was delicious.

“Allen got some of his vocabulary mixed up in those days. He would cry, ‘You don’t have any symphony for me,’ and I’d try to explain the difference between sympathy and symphony.”

At fifteen Allen was gullible. When Tom kiddingly told him to roll down the window on their Subaru station wagon as they went through the carwash, he obeyed—and got a faceful of suds and water. He seemed malleable still, and Tom and Debbie hoped to set him on the right path before he was grown and his emotions were set in stone.

Allen loved the beach, and he spent hours there playing with the black Lab pup the Olivers got him, and fishing and crabbing. He was so proud of his first two crabs, but Debbie was horrified; they were both illegal. One was a female crab and the other a Japanese crab. “I told him to take them back, but he was determined to keep them, and he shouted, ‘No!’ so we cooked them.”

Allen seemed to enjoy the Olivers’ Christian activities and went to church with them three or four times a week. When school started, he even taught a Bible-study class to other high school students. He didn’t have friends, though. He was a loner for a long time, and his aunt Debbie still worried about the lost boy who fit in nowhere.

“Allen was a very sweet little kid as a small child,” she recalled, “but even then he wanted control, and he wanted more as he grew older.” He could not lose, whether it was chess or checkers or something more important. Once, Tom tried to show Allen who was boss as the two wrestled. Tom, who had learned self-defense when he was in the navy, demonstrated how he could hit a pressure point near Allen’s thumb. Allen fell to his knees instantly, shocked by the immobilizing pain. Then, after Tom let go, he closed his eyes and remained silent, as if programming himself.

“Now do it,” he told his uncle. When Tom repeated the pressure point trick, Allen didn’t react at all. Tom was dumbfounded that a teenage boy could deactivate his response to pain with his mind.

“He took his emotions under control,” his aunt Debbie said. “That’s what he learned as a kid. He had to.”

And he still did. The Olivers understood that; he had never had any control over his life or his future. They knew what Karen’s moods could be like. She intimidated adults, not to mention her adolescent son. It was natural that Allen would strive for some mastery of his own fate.

Debbie knew a lot of the bad things that had happened to Allen from her personal observation, and she had heard the furtive rumors about the unfortunate visit Karen and her children made to see her father in Oklahoma. Apparently the “Reverend” Zachariah had managed to sexually abuse all his grandchildren while they were there. She shuddered to think of what he might have done to Allen.

Allen was a smart kid, and at first the Olivers found him prickly but lovable. Trying to make up for his early years, they cut him quite a bit of slack. Tom Oliver was a big man with a soft voice, and a solid Christian. But he would always be conflicted in his feelings about Allen. In one breath he insisted that he knew Allen in a way no one else ever had, because he was the only person Allen ever really confided in. He called him “a wonderful kid.” But a few minutes later Tom recalled that Allen and his friend Steve Thurmond had stolen from him and Debbie. The boys took their car and anything else they wanted.

In Steve, Allen had finally found a friend. He was a boy the Olivers had taken in along with the rest of the displaced souls who came their way. In giving shelter to Steve, they truly turned the other cheek. When Steve stole from their store, his own parents washed their hands of him. “They didn’t care if he went to jail,” Debbie said. “But we felt sorry for him, and we told him he could live with us and work off the debt. He and Allen got to be friends. Of course, he ended up stealing from us again—the car and a sleeping bag too.”

Tom and Debbie kept trying. Steve had a beautiful voice, and he liked to sing “Bridge Over Troubled Water.” They sensed he was a very unhappy boy who was looking for something to hold on to. The Olivers were saving to take Allen and Steve to Disneyland by putting all their spare change in a big glass jar. But when they pulled it out to count it one day, they saw that all the silver money was gone and there were only pennies left.

“Allen and Steve stole it,” Tom recalled, “so we took the pennies, and Debbie and I went to the movies. That’s all we had left.” Steve moved away, and the Olivers heard belatedly that he had committed suicide. No one knew why.

Allen wasn’t good at doing chores. Tom asked him to build a pigpen one day, and he did a halfhearted job of it. To make a point, Tom and Debbie went to Allen’s school and asked that he be dismissed for the afternoon because he had left his chore unfinished. He was furious, but he came home with them and rebuilt the pen.

“There,” he said “They won’t get out of that. They’d have to have cork boots to get out.”

The three piglets burst from the pen almost before he uttered the words, and Allen chased after them in his hip waders, stumbling through an outbuilding full of manure. “Let me kill them,” he screamed in frustration. “Just let me kill them!”

The baby pigs darted away from him when he made a triumphant dive to grab them—and fell headfirst into the manure, filling his waders with the pungent stuff.

He had neither the knack nor the desire for farming; he never had. At sixteen Allen Van Houte was an impatient teenager who knew what he wanted and was already searching for shortcuts to get there. Some of them taught him painful lessons. He was hiking once on the sandstone cliffs above the ocean and didn’t feel like retracing his steps to get back to sea level.

“Before I could stop him,” Debbie said, “he slid right down those cliffs to the beach. He burned his bottom good on that rough rock, and he raced across the beach when he landed to douse it in the ocean.”

Debbie understood that it was difficult for Allen to show affection. “He couldn’t say ‘I love you,’ but I think he knew we loved him,” she said. “Finally, one time, we were riding in the car and Allen was in the back seat. He put a hand on each of our shoulders and said, ‘I love you guys,’ and we were really touched.”

As vehemently as Tom Oliver described Allen as “a great kid to have around,” there came a time when he began to talk about moving on. He was curious about his father, Guy. After staying with the Olivers for over a year, he told Tom he wanted to meet his dad.

“I warned him,” Tom recalled. “I said his dad might not be what he was expecting.”

Tom knew there was no point in dissuading him. Allen never overtly defied Tom; he just went ahead and did what he wanted. There was a kind of invisible wall around him that nothing could penetrate, and now he was adamant that he wanted to meet his father. Tom checked around and found that Guy was living with his latest family up in McMinnville, about seventy miles away. He finally agreed to arrange a meeting.

Tom and Debbie didn’t think Allen would ever want to live with his father or that Guy would want him.

Guy and Tom would differ about whether Tom took Allen to McMinnville or Guy came to Siletz, but the father and son did meet. “He decided to go live with his father,” Tom said. “I told him right out that he might as well hold a gun to his head.”

Guy Van Houte had a different version. “Tom called me and said they couldn’t keep Allen any longer,” he said. “They wanted me to take him.”

Tom and Debbie Oliver had tried their best, but Allen was a puzzle they could not figure out. He was fun to have around, but then again, he was often moody, angry, and inscrutable. They were stunned when they realized that he was ready to walk away from them as casually as he had walked away from his grandparents; it was as if the human beings in his life were expendable and interchangeable. They hoped that being with his natural father might give him some feeling of permanence, but they doubted it.

By this time Guy Van Houte was thirty-five years old and in a much more stable marriage than ever before. He said he was finding it hard to press down the guilty memories of the children he had abandoned. Now he regretted the times he had shrugged off the responsibility of caring for them. He was amenable to Allen’s moving in with him and Suzanne and their three boys.

The problem was telling Suzanne. Bruce was twelve, Randy was ten, and Nick was three when Guy broke the news to his wife. “I was so ashamed of my prior life that I never told Suzanne anything about it,” Guy admitted. “I finally told her about Allen the night before I was to go and get him.”

Suzanne didn’t argue with him; she may have been too shocked to realize that a teenager she never knew existed was coming to live with her family with virtually no prior warning.

Guy took Bruce and Randy with him when he went to Siletz to pick up Allen. They were immensely curious about this older boy who was related to them. While Guy was inside talking to Tom and Debbie Oliver, Allen walked toward his half brothers along the rutted driveway of the farm where he had been living. They could see at once that he looked more like their father than either of them did, except that Allen didn’t have Guy’s overbite. Both Guy and Allen had dark hair so thick that it looked almost like a wig, the same arching eyebrows, the same penetrating eyes. Guy’s ears stuck out, and so did Allen’s, and they had identical oddly shaped heads, large for their bodies and kind of squared off flat in the back.

It seemed strange to his half brothers that Allen had been living on the Olivers’ farm in Siletz while they lived in McMinnville; throughout their lives they had often been less than seventy miles apart geographically, and yet they never even knew about Allen.

He approached them now, cradling a duck in his arms, petting it and cooing to it, saying, “This is Quacky.” Allen introduced them to the duck, explaining it was his pet, and the younger boys leaned forward to stroke it.
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