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FOREWORD




 


ALMOST EVERY BOOK I have researched has had a beginning, a middle, and an end that were obvious when I began. By the time the defendant went to trial, his—or her—guilt appeared to be well established. There was little question that a sudden death might have been an accident or a suicide. There was no particular mystery about “who-dunnit?” Although loyal family members might have been in one corner or another, the mass of witnesses were testifying against the defendant.


In Heart Full of Lies, I found instead an emotional tug-of-war with dozens of people pulling on the victim’s side and as many fiercely loyal to the accused. To this day, most of their allegiances have remained steadfast. Initially, I was puzzled that anyone could find the deceased so flawed and the defendant so angelic. Few human beings are either all good or all bad. The only way I have managed to deal with this impasse has been to show both sides as clearly as possible.


Still, in the end, the truth began to sift out of a morass of statements. I’ve noted that correspondence sent to me anonymously came from those who praised the defendant. They would give neither their names nor their positions in the defendant’s life. On the other hand, the friends of the person who died were ready to step forward and give me their names and their connection to this case.


It is difficult to place your trust in people who hide in the shadows of anonymity. Did you personally see this happen? I asked again and again, trying to cut through the curtain that email with its endless choice of screen names affords. Could this have been an accident? And the answer was always No.


Then how do you know what happened? I pressed.


I justknow, they all answered, either because they were absolutely convinced they were right or because they had been charmed and bewitched and manipulated by a brilliant and charismatic sociopath.






CHAPTER ONE


 

THE MOUNTAINS and high plains of extreme northeastern Oregon are so far from well-traveled freeways that even most Oregonians have never been to this wilderness area where the sky seems close enough to touch. These are the “Oregon Alps.” Serious outdoorsmen and those with family ties to Wallowa County follow the thin red lines on the map that promise at most only “paved highways,” up and up through the mountains from Pendleton or La Grande. The summits are more than five thousand feet high, and then the roads descend through tiny villages whose buildings are mostly gray shadows of their former incarnations, tumbled with old-fashioned perennials and weeds, fading storefronts and little churches with peeling paint: Adams, Athena, Elgin, Minam, Wallowa, Lostine. Near the end of the road is Enterprise—the county seat—and finally the hamlet called Joseph, named for the great chief of the Nez Percé tribe. All these towns, so far-flung from city lives, have a presence and a feeling of serenity that comes only with long history and time without urgency.

Enterprise and Joseph blossom in the summer as tourists who have discovered Wallowa County arrive. Sheltered between the Wallowa Mountains to the west and the Hells Canyon National Recreation Area to the east, Enterprise, population 1,900, is a wonderful place to live, but only if one is self-employed, working for the county or the city, or serving the needs of the residents. It is too distant from the larger Oregon cities along the coast or in the center of the state to make commuting feasible. The only industry of any sort is up the road eight miles, in Joseph. Perched on the shore of Wallowa Lake, Joseph has embraced sculpture and bronze foundries as a very successful economic lifeline; every street corner has a statue that seems to burst with life frozen in mid-movement—maidens and cowboys and eagles in flight—each statue large enough to require a truck to pack it out.

In the summer, Wallowa Lake is a burning hollow in the mountains, with its azure water reflecting the sun and the sky. The water there is cold, but not cold enough to deter boaters and water-skiers, who seem somehow out of place on the waters where Native Americans once fished. The mountains and the soaring trees have always been there and will always be there; the humans playing on the lake seem, in contrast, quite temporary.

Deer wander at will in Joseph, strolling along the narrow roads, peering into windows, and mingling with tourists at food stands and riding stables. A lift carries tourists who aren’t afraid of heights far up the Wallowa Range. Flowers of every variety burst forth in the short summer season, boldly defiant against winter for their precious few months in the sun.

The center of Wallowa County government is in Enterprise, where a courthouse built in 1909 sits in the center of parklike grounds. Ninety-four years’ worth of feet have worn away the interior stairways as generations of citizens went about their business with public records and the laws of Wallowa County. Bright greenswards and paths crisscross the courthouse square, and baskets of trailing geraniums, ivy, and sweet alyssum make it resemble a set for The Music Man. There are concerts in the bandstand on the courthouse lawn, and the melodies floating on a summer’s night are nostalgic enough to sting the eye with tears.

In 2000, Dan Ousley was the district attorney of Wallowa County. He was a familiar presence before judges and juries in the courthouse in Enterprise. But he was well into his second term in office before he ever had to deal with a murder that wasn’t an open-and-shut case. And when he did have to prosecute a baffling homicide, it was a case that would have challenged prosecutors in Portland or Seattle or San Francisco, a crime that defied all reason, one that could be viewed straight on or through a microscope, and even then failed to reveal all its incredible variables.

Was the victim ultimately answerable for the bloody crime? Or was the accused capable of a meticulously choreographed execution? And perhaps even more important, who was the person who had held the weapon? There seemed to be a dozen different answers, and no way of telling if the personality shown to the world was truly the one almost everyone had perceived. Or was it all a clever masquerade, hiding evil?

* * *

IT ISN’T EASY to get to the camping sites on the Lostine River near the Maxwell Campgrounds trailhead that leads mountain hikers into the Eagle Cap Wilderness. To reach the campgrounds, one has to turn off Route 82 and head south from the town of Lostine. The first six or seven miles are partially paved, but that soon gives way to a gravel road. Even a four-wheel drive vehicle skitters along the washboard road that carves a path through the trees, the road so high-centered that it is a challenge for even the most competent drivers. It isn’t a Sunday sight-seeing drive; one misjudged stomp on the brakes and a car or truck can slide and roll over and over.

Twelve miles or so from Lostine, fir forests cluster thickly along the road. On the right, there are a few cabins that were once occupied by the late United States Supreme Court justice William O. Douglas when he craved the solace of deep wilderness. They are spartan and overgrown now with brush. On the same side of the road, there is a forest ranger station—usually the last outpost where a phone of any kind will work. Beyond that, the Wallowas rise up and up, shutting off radio and cell phone transmission. In this tunnel of trees, it is impossible not to think of the danger of forest fires and wonder how quickly this road could be closed off by flames.

Almost twenty miles in, just before the trailhead, thin rutted paths begin to appear, wide enough apart for tires to traverse. They lead to campgrounds, maintained by the U.S. Department of Agriculture Forest Service, that are situated so each camping party has privacy. Much sought after in the warm months, the riverside campgrounds are empty in winter, buried beneath snowdrifts, next to a river as cold and clear as ice.

On a weekday morning in the autumn of 2000, most outdoorsmen who enjoyed hiking had gone back to civilization. More so than in many other places, October brought the empty sense that comes with a season’s ending. It would be only a matter of weeks before the road in—or out—would be choked with snow.

If anyone was camping in early October, their vehicles parked close to the river campsites were nearly invisible from the road. Campers could drive at least seventy-five feet off the main road before they reached the horizontal tree trunk barriers that delineated parking spots. Trees and shadows hid their rigs, and from there, they had only to walk down an easy slope to the sandy shores of the Lostine River.

The Lostine itself is narrow, not more than forty feet or so across, shallow and crystalline with little ladders of rapids frothed with white. It is an icy cold river, stemming from alpine lakes high in the mountains. A storm runoff from the mountains has occasionally turned the Lostine dangerous, but in October it is usually a tranquil upstart of a river two or three feet deep at the most, surrounded by sentry rows of fir trees standing perfectly straight, their feathered tops piercing the sky hundreds of feet above.

* * *

IT WAS EARLY Monday afternoon, October 9, 2000, and the Shady Campground—one of the closest to the trailhead—appeared to be unoccupied. There were no sounds at all, save for the wind high in the trees and the occasional cry of a bird. For the moment, it was totally silent in the deserted camping area next to the winding Lostine River.

Rich Stein was the undersheriff of Wallowa County. He had been involved in law enforcement for eighteen years, and he had worked in the Wallowa County Sheriff’s Office for fourteen and a half of those years. He was hoping to become sheriff the next month through a flourishing write-in campaign. Sheriff Ron Jett didn’t plan to run again.

Stein halfway believed that he was on a wild-goose chase as he drove slowly along the gravel road close to the trailhead. He wasn’t quite sure what he was looking for, a lost camper or someone who was injured. Sheriff Jett had sent him up to the campgrounds after Jett received a couple of phone calls from outside the county.

“I want you to go on up to the trailhead—maybe check things out along the river, see if anybody is there,” Jett had said. “I’m not sure what you might find….”

Stein wasn’t really familiar with the campgrounds. His primary job was to oversee the deputies and run the patrol, but in Wallowa County, even the undersheriff had to pull shifts and work patrol. Sheriff Jett had told him to check out all of the overnight campgrounds. Stein thought there were about a dozen of them nestled down by the river. The one he thought was the last campsite was the Williamson Campground, and he drove in, parked, and walked down to the sandy beach but found no one there.

Stein estimated that the area he was searching was about eighteen miles from the town of Lostine. He couldn’t raise anyone on his sheriff’s radio, so he drove back along the forest road until he came to a high spot where his radio worked. He thought that maybe if he could get a little better idea of what he was looking for, he could be more effective. He called the Sheriff’s Office, and Jett said that the latest information indicated that it was probably the Shady Campground he should check out. “It’s the last one down the line.”

This time, Jett’s voice was more serious. It was possible that Stein was looking for a person who was critically wounded. He passed a campground and saw a lone car parked there. He checked that and found nobody in or near it. Now he could see there was another campsite. He glanced toward the sign marking it as SHADY CAMPGROUND and saw a newer model white Chevy Suburban parked against the log barrier.

Stein pulled his pickup close to that vehicle. Like a lot of cops who have ridden patrol cars for years, he had a bad back, and he winced a little as he eased out of his truck and crossed the uneven ground to look into the Suburban. He could see that the locks were pushed down. Inside, there was camping gear and other items, the usual stuff that people brought up to the wilderness—but there was no sign of a driver.

The Forest Service’s picnic table just beyond the Suburban had camping equipment on it, too. It looked as though a family had enjoyed a picnic. “I walked over there and called out—announcing that I was a deputy sheriff,” Stein recalled. “And I was shouting, ‘Is there anyone around?’ But there was no response.”

There was a tent pitched nearby, but there was no movement inside, and no answer to his calls.

Two trails led down to the river, one shorter and steeper than the other, although neither demanded that a hiker be in good condition. Stein took the shorter trail that went straight down. Even though he knew there was probably a simple explanation for his feeling of dread, he acknowledged the eerie sensation. He shook it off; the people who had come here in the Suburban were probably just taking a short hike from the trailhead. An empty vehicle wasn’t unusual.

And then he glanced to the south and caught a glimpse of bright blue fabric spread out down by the river. It was a sleeping bag.

“I yelled again,” Stein recalled. “No response.”

Gingerly, Stein walked down toward the river, his boots sinking and skidding a little in the sand.

The sun was high in the sky and it cut through the mist in the treetops, casting a glow over the sleeping bag. It was bright enough to awaken even the heaviest sleeper. The mummy-style bag lay at right angles to the river, with the “head” part almost touching a log the Forest Service had placed there just where the sandy beach began. The shallow edges of the Lostine lapped softly against its shoreline. Otherwise, it was completely quiet.

Stein called out again, more softly now, “Anybody here? Sheriff’s office…”

Nobody answered. As he got closer, Stein could tell that there was somebody in the sleeping bag. “I approached it very cautiously,” he said. He wasn’t afraid. And it wasn’t as if he hadn’t investigated reports of a possible body before; it was more that this was one of the loneliest places he had ever been.

The form zipped into the sleeping bag was as motionless as the scattered boulders on the shore. Stein saw tufts of hair just above the one ear that showed. Either it was reddish blond naturally or something had stained it pale mahogany. He thought it was probably blood or some other dark liquid, although the sleeping bag wasn’t stained as far as Stein could see.

At this altitude, in October even the glaring sun wouldn’t warm the air in the shadows enough to make a sleeper perspire and peel down the confining layers. But maybe the person who lay there was no longer able to unzip the sleeping bag and crawl out. Maybe the person had fallen and sustained a head injury. Or maybe someone had struck the still form on the head while the camper was sleeping—or passed out.

Had someone abandoned the sleeper and the camp in the scenic wilderness deliberately? Or had the camper come alone to this small cleared area high in the mountains to get away from the problems of the world, possibly never intending to go back? Was it an accident—or a homicide? It was so isolated in the Shady Campground that it would have been a long time before hunters chanced on the scene and discovered whatever had happened here. And if a sudden early blizzard came—as it often did in Wallowa County—it might have been spring before anyone came in.

Except for the blond hair stiff with blood, and a folding chair tilted at an odd angle in the river, the campsite had an almost benign air.

Stein slipped his hand carefully into the sleeping bag, still hoping that he’d discovered only a drunk sleeping it off. He touched skin and found it cold as marble. He pressed against the flesh just below the ear, searching for the reassuring beat of blood pulsing through the carotid artery.

But there was none.

Stein chose the gently sloping trail back to the picnic area and returned to his pickup truck. He couldn’t take the steep route back because he didn’t want to walk through the death scene again. It was only when he slid into the driver’s seat that he realized he didn’t know if it was a man or a woman who lay dead in the sleeping bag.

The undersheriff hadn’t touched anything beyond the cold flesh of the neck, and he wasn’t going to, not until the sheriff had a complete crew on the scene. Assuming that his radio wouldn’t work, Stein drove a mile south to the trailhead. There was an open spot there where he thought he might be able to get through to the Sheriff’s Office, but his radio wouldn’t work there either. Once more he drove two miles north past the Shady Campground and tried again.

This time he got through.

“Sheriff,” Stein said hurriedly, “I need you up here. We do have a body. We need the medical examiner and a lot of help up here.”

* * *

THE CALLS THAT HAD originally sent Rich Stein up to the Shady Campground had come in to Sheriff Ron Jett from two law enforcement officers who were some distance away from Wallowa County—one in Washington State and another in Umatilla, Oregon, on the Oregon-Washington state line. The details were blurry, but the callers said they had been in contact with a woman who suggested that someone should check the Maxwell Campgrounds. Either the woman had been there or she knew something about what had happened there.

At the moment, she was far away, at least a four-hour drive from the shore of the Lostine River. She was in the little town of Dayton, Washington, thirty miles north of Walla Walla, the site of Washington’s oldest penitentiary. Barely holding herself together, she had told a number of people about how she had driven through the night, fleeing desperately to save the life of her three-year-old son.

Her story was still coming out in staccato bursts and vague ramblings. Clearly, the woman was upset, although she wasn’t hysterical. The drive north from the Lostine River would have been perilous from the beginning. Just getting down to the town of Lostine in the middle of the night without spinning out was a feat. After that, there was no way out of the Oregon Alps without crossing mountain passes where the air was thin and the roads pitch-dark and lonely. For a woman afraid and in shock, it would have been a nightmare. If she had gone by way of Pendleton on 204, she would have had to cross “Dead Man’s Pass,” with an altitude of 4,200 feet. But it was likely that she had taken a more direct route through Weston and Milton-Freewater, and then crossed the state line into Washington and up to Walla Walla.

State Route 204 was more than a mile high at the summit, an unbelievably beautiful vista in daylight in October. But the woman had fled in the middle of the night. She would have seen nothing alongside the road, only a black void that, depending on where she was, could be either a forest or a deadly precipice.

It was all the more treacherous because she had had her small son with her as she hurtled through the night. Her damp clothing—or perhaps something else—must have made her shiver. Her young son was safe, but she told Washington lawmen that she had been determined to get to her other son, who was nine years old, to be sure he was safe, too. If she had allowed herself to think about the horror she had left behind, she wouldn’t have been able to keep her SUV on the road.

If any woman could have managed it, she could. She was a slender woman with strong muscles and a body as sleek as any model’s, an athlete who worked out and practiced yoga. She was very determined and unafraid of anything when it came to her boys. She would have died for them without even considering any threat to herself. Her friends, scattered from Hawaii to Oregon to the East Coast, considered her a kind of super-woman—perfect mother, exceptional athlete, talented writer, and a friend they could always count on. But now it was she who would have to depend on her friends.

Her name was Liysa Ann DeWitt Moran* Mattson* Northon. Thirty-eight years old, she had already lived an adventurous and remarkable life.

* * *

THE PEOPLE LIYSA TRUSTED the most lived in Washington State, and it wasn’t surprising she had run to them. Sometime in the early hours of Monday, October 9, 2000, she had headed north, crossed over the Oregon-Washington border between 6:30 and 7:00 A.M., and driven to her brother’s house in Walla Walla.

Dr. Jon Keith “Tor” DeWitt was a chiropractor, specializing in sports medicine. Short and stocky, he was a bodybuilder, probably more fit than most of the athletes he worked on. He was Liysa’s only sibling, a few years younger than she was. Divorced and living with his children in a house that was three blocks off the main route to Dayton through Walla Walla, DeWitt was a man of careful habits. He usually got up at 6:00 A.M., and he was in the kitchen, just beginning to swallow his morning regimen of vitamins, when he was surprised to hear the unlocked sliding door open. He turned, startled, and saw that his sister, Liysa, had come into the dark kitchen.

“We talked for a few minutes before I saw her face,” he recalled. It appeared to him that she had been “beat up.” Looking at Liysa closely, he saw a cut on one finger and a bruise on her “third thoracic vertebra.” She was wearing sweatpants and a shirt, and they were damp. Her hair was wet, too.

DeWitt urged his sister to go to the emergency room at St. Mary’s Hospital, but she declined, saying she would rather have Dr. Ben Clark,* the husband of Marni Clark*—one of her best friends—examine her. For some reason, her brother didn’t think it was a good idea to involve the Clarks. “Just go to St. Mary’s,” he suggested again.

Liysa didn’t seem to be that badly hurt, and DeWitt had to get to work. He had seen her with bruises before and heard through a third party that her husband, Chris, had put them there. But when he said he wanted to confront Chris about it, Liysa had begged him not to. Now he assumed that Chris was the one who had hit her. She had told him another time that Chris was sometimes violent with her.

Almost offhandedly, Liysa murmured something about “taking a shot” at Chris.

“Did you hit him?” DeWitt asked, alarmed.

“I don’t know,” she said vaguely.

Liysa told her brother that she had to hurry to pick up Papako*—her nine-year-old son—from Ellen Duveaux’s* house. “Bjorn’s* sleeping in my Explorer,” she said. “I have to get to Ellen’s.”

Somewhat bemused, DeWitt said good-bye to his sister, but urged her to call him and let him know how she was. She had been with him for only a few minutes, and he wondered if she hadn’t been exaggerating when she said she’d taken a shot at Chris. He left for work, concerned, but not really anxious. Liysa could wax very dramatic about things that wouldn’t disturb most people.

It was so early in the morning; the sun had barely risen when Liysa had pulled up at his place. It wasn’t seven o’clock yet and now she was gone, headed for the Duveaux farm in Dayton.

* * *

ELLEN DUVEAUX and Liysa had been friends in Walla Walla since Liysa DeWitt was only sixteen and still in high school. Ellen was eleven years older than Liysa, but they’d always gotten along well. Much of Walla Walla County was fertile farmland, known worldwide for its “Walla Walla Sweets,” gourmet onions, but also a major source of other crops and fine wine. Liysa and Ellen had spent summers bringing in the mature produce, mostly peas. Liysa had driven the swather, wrestling the heavy vehicle as easily as any man, while Ellen drove the pea combine.

Ellen was married to Francois-Louis Duveaux,* whose name sounded like a romantic French actor’s, but who was a really down-to-earth man who loved the verdant soil of Walla Walla County. They had a wheat ranch and a good life in the tiny town of Dayton, Washington, even though it wasn’t the most exciting spot on earth.

Liysa had wanted another life after she left Walla Walla High School. She planned to be a world traveler and adventuress, but she had deferred to her father’s wish that she go to college first.

Ellen loved Liysa and sometimes felt protective toward her; Liysa longed for so much that she seemed to take terrible chances with her heart. The twenty-three years they’d known each other had gone by swiftly, but the two women had remained friends. Even though years might pass when they were out of touch, they always picked up right where they’d left off.

After a long time apart, they’d gotten back together in the early nineties and saw each other once a year or so. Liysa always had some amazing story to tell. Sometimes it was about a doomed romance or a close escape she had had, but more often it was about various wonderful new plans she’d made.

Ellen often lost track of Liysa, but she knew that she’d hear from her eventually. She didn’t know all the details of her past. She wasn’t really sure just how many times Liysa had been married.

But she had always found Liysa to be tough and strong yet very warm and caring at the same time. Petite as she was, Liysa could compete with any man in what was considered “man’s work.” Ellen was an artist, using stained glass as her medium, and she was very good, working in her home studio and teaching talented students. Liysa was a constant traveler, and to Ellen, she seemed remarkably brave—no matter what life handed her. Ellen wasn’t aware of everything Liysa had done while they were apart but she suspected she didn’t know half of her accomplishments.

It was about 7:30 on that smoky-bright Monday October morning in Dayton, and Francois-Louis Duveaux was about to leave for work when he called to Ellen that Liysa had just parked her SUV and it was blocking his car. Ellen had expected her—but not this early.

At Liysa’s request, Papako Mattson, who was Liysa’s son by an earlier marriage, had spent Friday night, Saturday, and Sunday with the Duveauxs. Liysa had called Ellen to tell her that she and her present husband, Chris Northon, and their three-year-old son, Bjorn, would be camping on the Lostine River down in Oregon that weekend. But Papako loved working with Ellen. Very talented artistically, he had chosen to come to Dayton to have some glass lessons from Ellen rather than go on the camping trip. Ellen agreed at once; Papako, nine, was a delightful child, and he was welcome at the Duveaux house anytime.

Liysa had driven all the way from Bend, Oregon, where she and Chris had a home, to deliver Papako to Ellen on Friday night. It was a very long drive, more than three hundred miles one way. She had spent the night, and then she and Bjorn left on Saturday morning to join Chris at the campsite on the Lostine River. She said she would be back on Monday to get Papako.

Now it was Monday and Liysa had returned. She moved her Ford Explorer and then walked slowly up to the back entrance of the house. Ellen was horrified when she saw her standing there, “wet and beaten up.”

When Ellen sensed that Liysa was in deep distress, she rushed to help her. As she would recall later, Liysa’s hair looked as though she’d just toweled it dry after a shower, but her clothes were so wet that when Ellen hugged her, she got wet, too. “She was pretty messed up, vacant, glazed eyes, spacey—in shock,” Ellen recalled.

“Why are you all wet?” she asked, but she didn’t really get an answer. It seemed to her that Liysa’s arm was hanging at a funny angle.

“I need help getting Bjorn out of the Explorer,” Liysa pleaded. “My shoulder’s injured and I can’t seem to lift him out.”

Ellen hurried behind Liysa to the SUV and lifted the sleeping toddler easily out of his car seat. Liysa looked as though she was hypothermic, and her teeth were chattering. That wasn’t unusual for her; Liysa was always cold, even in Hawaii, where she lived half the time. She had Raynaud’s disease, too, and her fingers turned bluish purple with the least drop in temperature.

Ellen’s eyes searched Liysa’s face. Her friend seemed so distraught, so injured. She had a swollen cheek, a slight bruise near her eye, and an arm or shoulder that appeared to be broken.

“Chris tried to kill me,” Liysa burst out. “Chris tried to kill me….”








CHAPTER TWO




 


WHATEVER HAD HAPPENED at that beautiful mountain campsite, no one who was acquainted with the couple who had set out for the Lostine River three days before would believe it. Visualizing Chris Northon as a killer was virtually impossible for his friends and family. Picturing Liysa Northon in either role was just as preposterous to her friends. They were the perfect couple with the perfect life. More accurately, an almost perfect life; like any viable marriage, theirs was sometimes marked by dissension.


But at this point, the detectives who responded to Rich Stein’s call for crime scene investigators knew nothing at all about the Northons. Chris and Liysa didn’t live in Wallowa County. They spent part of their time in Kailua, Hawaii, and the other part in Bend, Oregon. They not only lived in one paradise—they had the best of two paradises.


* * *


LISA ANN DE WITT was born in Silver City, New Mexico, on March 10, 1962, to Sharon Irene Arnhart DeWitt and Wayland DeWitt. (Lisa would change her name in high school to “Liysa,” which she found more exotic.) Her birth occurred eighteen days after astronaut John Glenn became the first American to orbit the earth. John F. Kennedy was at the peak of his popularity, exceeded, perhaps, only by his wife Jackie’s. Nineteen sixty-two was a time of prosperity, and there was more public fascination with an English group of young musicians known as the Beatles, the scandal of Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton in the making of Cleopatra, and the suicide of Marilyn Monroe than there was with the expanding war in Vietnam.


The DeWitts moved to Warrensburg, Missouri, when Liysa was about six months old. Her second child, Jon Keith, called “Tor,” was born on November 7, 1963. Liysa’s mother, Sharon, was sometimes the only parent at home caring for two babies who were just eighteen months apart. Wayland DeWitt was an educator and traveled a great deal. He was a kind-faced man who resembled George Gobel, a wildly popular TV comedian in the fifties and sixties. Wayland even sounded like Gobel. But he was highly intelligent and would eventually get his doctorate and rise to the higher echelons of college administration.


When Liysa was five, her family moved to Walla Walla, Washington, a city of 30,000. The DeWitts lived in a newer large white house in a private cul de sac, and they became prominent in the community and in the congregation of St. Paul’s Episcopal Church. Liysa attended the church’s summer camp—Camp Cross—in Coeur d’Alene, Idaho.


At Prospect Point Elementary School, she became friends with Marni Kelly, a close friendship that would span twenty-five years. Both girls’ fathers were educators, but it was more than that. From the age of ten on, Marni and Liysa just got along. They went to gymnastics classes together and they both had ambitions to become cheerleaders. Liysa had a freckled face and reddish tones to her brown hair, and Marni was a brunette with huge brown eyes and an impish look. The best friends went on to Garrison Junior High and then to the only high school in town: Walla Walla High School. For decades, students have referred to it as Wa-Hi. Throughout their school years, the bond between Liysa and Marni never faltered.


When she was a child, Liysa Ann DeWitt spent a lot of her time near Joseph, Oregon, long before it became a haven for talented artists in bronze and a tourist magnet. Her grandparents lived there, as did her maternal aunt, Barbara—“Bobbi.” Liysa was always an outdoor girl, and the area near Hells Canyon was rife with opportunities. She skied, both downhill and cross-country, swam like a fish, floated down the rivers in drift boats, and hiked into the mountains. Although she was petite, she was very strong.


Sharon DeWitt, née Arnhart, was raised in Joseph, in the Oregon territory where Chief Joseph once walked. Her family had had ties with Wallowa County for generations. Sharon was an attractive woman who had once been a pretty girl with thick dark hair—so pretty that she had been chosen queen of “Chief Joseph Days” in Wallowa County when she was only fifteen, the youngest Chief Joseph Days queen ever. Beauty counted but not as much as riding ability and public speaking. Wearing light green western shirts and pants, white hats with light green bands, and white boots adorned with gold eagles, the girls who vied for queen of the Chief Joseph Days celebration were much admired by their peers. They spoke twice—once at the rodeo grounds and again at the civic center. Sharon was the best rider and the most eloquent speaker.


Her days as queen were heady. She was deeply embarrassed, though, when she danced with one of the contest chaperons—Vern Russell. “He turned me one way, my feet went another, and I grabbed his shirt and ripped it down the back!” she remembered. Six years later Sharon was married and gave birth to Liysa Ann. She became a mother at twenty-one to a daughter who would resent her almost from the time she could walk.


Even Ellen Duveaux didn’t know all the details of Liysa’s childhood. But to other friends and lovers she would later recall that she had been routinely reviled and beaten by her mother. Her memories were that she suffered horribly as a child at Sharon DeWitt’s hands. She said that her mother had chased her with a knife, screamed at her, and had broken twenty-six bones in her body before she was sixteen, and finally old enough to flee and live on her own.


Liysa said that she had to kneel naked in the bathtub when she was nine years old so her mother could be sure she wouldn’t urinate on the floor in response to the pain of the beatings. Liysa would rarely criticize her father or fault him for choosing his career over everything else, but she suggested that it was apparently Wayland who had looked away, leaving her helpless to face her mother’s rage.


Also, according to Liysa, when she was eleven and approaching puberty, almost everything she did irritated her mother. She remembered being slapped in the face and struck with belts and vases until her back was bloody. Her vivid recall was that the only inside door that locked in their house was the bathroom door. In her attempt to escape her mother, Liysa held the doorknob with its flimsy lock and wedged her feet against the wall to get a better grip. As an adult, she told intimates that her mother became so furious with her that she picked the bathroom door lock with a knife. She even recalled that her mother held her head underwater and she was afraid she would drown. Liysa said she tried to stay in the bathroom until her father came home, when both his wife and his daughter would demand that he mediate their differences.


Later on, Liysa spoke of her mother with more compassion, acknowledging that the woman she once considered “an agent of hell…who should be put to death for her irrational outbursts” had probably been insecure after a horrendous childhood of her own. Even so, Liysa couldn’t have found her grandparents too terrible because she spent so much time visiting with them. Wallowa County residents recall that Gene Arnhart, Liysa’s grandfather, had hauled some of the logs that were used to build the original Chief Joseph Day rodeo stadium in Joseph way back in 1947. His wife, Lois, was said to be a sweet and caring woman.


But as an adult, Liysa would recall that her mother was a woman who had been left on her own, ill equipped to cope with the intellectuals Wayland met as a college administrator, and having to care for two children. Sometimes, Liysa said that she had suffered from epilepsy when she was a child.


She did not mention that her mother was a personnel staffer, who had been instrumental in the development of two community colleges from the ground up—Walla Walla, Washington Community College and Northeast Texas Community College in Mount Pleasant.


If she vilified her mother, Liysa apparently idolized her father as brilliant and kind. She gave credit to Wayland DeWitt for teaching her that prejudice was wrong and that she should treat everyone she met with respect, even going so far as to urge her not to turn down dates with any of the boys who asked. “Don’t judge a book by its cover,” her father said.


She thought it was amusing that many of the guys Wayland approved of were wildly dangerous. She was serious when she thought of a man for whom her father saw no future, and how she had broken their engagement. Years later, she wrote that she realized that he was the man she should have married. But, of course, then it was too late.


Only rarely did Liysa view her father as someone who might not always be right. She speculated later that his reliance on platitudes and “doing the right thing” eventually helped to bring down his successful career as a college president.


Early on, Liysa had a sense of fantasy and a talent for storytelling. One day, she would become a writer of no little talent, and her imagination was always full of “what-ifs?”


All children wonder at times if they are adopted, or imagine a father or mother other than the ones they’ve been told they belong to. Liysa’s daydreams went further. She sometimes thought Wayland wasn’t her biological father. She didn’t look like him—she was thin and he tended to put on weight. But she wanted Wayland to be her father, the genetic source of her intelligence. They were almost bizarrely close, while she was at war with her mother, whom she found evasive and “uptight.”


It wasn’t just her father that Liysa wondered about. She was convinced that her mother and aunt were not her grandfather’s biological children. She envisioned a strong brown-eyed Indian lover in Joseph for her grandmother, positive that two blue-eyed parents could not have produced a brown-eyed child. Her belief in that Mendelian theory was wrong, of course, but it supported Liysa’s fantasy.


Liysa’s magical thinking might simply have been part of her creative personality. She showed more talent than most children and teenagers and she was far more introspective than any of her peers. She lived inside her head. But whatever had happened to her as a child and as a teenager—whether it was brought on by parental abuse or something genetically predetermined—she developed a tremendous hunger for security. That, however, was virtually impossible to feed because she also craved adventure, recognition for her many talents, and absolute, continual, unconditional love and romance. Sexually, she seemed insatiable, which, for the men she encountered in her life, was not necessarily a negative trait. She often bragged that she had to have sex every day.


* * *


LIYSA WAS POPULAR at Wa-Hi in Walla Walla, but she wasn’t one of the blond, blue-eyed teenage beauties that other girls envy. She was attractive in an athletic, healthy way. She had lovely eyes and perfect teeth, and she wore her hair in the then-in-vogue “Farrah Fawcett” shag cut, which tended to accentuate her rather broad face. The bone structure she would have one day didn’t yet show; she still had a slight overbite. Her figure was ordinary, too—neither too heavy nor too thin, but despite her athleticism, she had very poor posture, tending to duck her head and slump her shoulders.


A onetime classmate recalled, “Liysa was attractive and popular—but in such a small school and community, everyone knew everyone else. She never stood out that much in the crowd; she was just another student.” Another fellow graduate disagreed, noting, “Liysa was pretty popular by senior year—she was into a lot of activities.”


Walla Walla’s main “industries” are farming and maintaining the Washington State Penitentiary. Most students at Wa-Hi had family members working in one or the other. The prison was a shadowy presence to the residents who were so used to its being there that they paid attention only when there was a high-profile escape.


“Even then,” one resident commented, “we didn’t worry too much—the escaped cons wanted to get as far away from Walla Walla as they could. Most of the time we didn’t lock our homes and we left our keys in our cars. In the seventies, we had only two radio stations—both A.M.—and when they broadcast a prison break alarm, we’d bring in our keys and lock our doors, but then we’d go back to our old habits.”


Some of the state prison’s trustees were allowed to participate in work programs like washing dishes or busing tables in local restaurants. Many of them attended classes at Walla Walla Community College, and regular students watched them as they sat together in the commons, accompanied by guards. “We never really thought about them,” one of Liysa’s classmates said. “They never scared us. They were more scared of us, I think.”


Liysa’s father sometimes went into the prison as a lay religious counselor. He often talked of being a psychologist who worked with prisoners. He was extremely affable, intelligent, and charming, a man who most people liked immediately.


Walla Walla in the 1970s was as all-American as any small town in the Midwest, boring to some teenagers, comforting to others. There wasn’t much to do beyond going to dances or watching Wa-Hi’s sports teams—the Blue Devils—play and their mascot perform. Sports were very important.


And they “Bombed the Gut” every weekend—their term for driving the loop from Isaacs Street to Main Street and back again, honking and waving at friends. They would “convoy,” forming a train of cars, and meet late in the evening for a kegger, drinking beer in the middle of a wheat field. Sometimes they smoked homegrown marijuana. Liysa participated in those forbidden activities.


As a junior, she was on the district champions’ tennis team, but it was Wa-Hi’s Allison Bingham who took first in the tournament and came in seventh in the state. Liysa was a mainstay on the tennis team in her senior year, too. She did become a cheerleader and really blossomed in her senior year. Liysa and Marni were both picked to be members of the Homecoming Court. Liysa also dressed up as a Little League baseball player for the “Play-Day” high jinks of homecoming weekend. She was Key Club Sweetheart and on the ASB—student council. She was on the rally squad, and she and Marni were both on the varsity gymnastics team, although it was Marni who won state honors on the balance beam, vaulting, and free exercise competitions.


Still, the most important social accomplishment at Wa-Hi was to be accepted by one of the school’s “service clubs,” which were actually more like exclusive sororities or fraternities. Out of a typical class population of 250 to 300, only 20 girls could hope to be chosen by each of the three elite clubs in a year. Kappa Chi, Jeune Fille, and Phi Mista began to rush all the incoming sophomores with parties during the summer, and then blackballed most because their parents’ income and social standing and their own reputations didn’t measure up. The few girls who were accepted were subjected to hazing initiations, dressed in clothes that made them look ridiculous, and publicly embarrassed. And then, thrilled beyond measure to belong, they were formally initiated in solemn ceremonies. Despite her parents’ social status, Liysa didn’t make it until she was a junior, when Jeune Fille chose her. She was finally able to wear the special club sweatshirt and attend semisecret meetings at 7:30 on Wednesday nights.


She wasn’t an extraordinary student, and her remarkable intelligence didn’t shine through at Wa-Hi. She didn’t date a lot, but the one boyfriend that most people remember was Randall Edwards, a tall, blond student with a crooked smile and superior grades. He was on the boys’ tennis team and was the best friend of Chuck Stonecipher, who was dating Marni Kelly. Later, Liysa and Randall would both, in their own ways, make headlines.


Randall was Liysa’s escort as her name was announced for the homecoming court, and they went to the senior prom together, disco dancing along with the crowd. Later, Liysa recalled that she got drunk that night and was grounded for a whole year. If she wasn’t completely grounded, her activities were severely restricted for a long time.


Of all the girls on the rally squad or the cheerleading team or in the homecoming court, Liysa Ann DeWitt would seem to be the least likely to have a chaotic life. She looked so wholesome, and when she was elected to the homecoming court, she wore old, ragged jeans and didn’t even sit up straight in her chair. The long-stemmed red rose in her hands looked out of place.


It’s quite possible that Liysa always had secrets, repressed memories, or soaring ambitions, crushing disappointments or impossible dreams. Her personality in high school seems to have been barely formed, or submerged so deeply that no one really knew her.


Perhaps even Liysa didn’t know then how many things she wanted—how many she needed to feel happy.








CHAPTER THREE




 


LIYSA GRADUATED from high school in 1979 and headed off to Oregon State University in Corvallis. Marni Kelly entered prelaw studies. Liysa stayed at Oregon State for about two years. There, she apparently had a passionate and satisfying love affair—her first orgasm as she recalled it—with a star football player for the Oregon State Beavers. The man—or boy—was named Ray, but none of Liysa’s friends now recalls hearing about him, and they certainly don’t know his last name. According to Liysa, they were engaged to be married when Ray was killed in a car accident between Corvallis and the Oregon coast two months before their wedding, and she was inconsolable.


Many years later, she would write about the first time Ray made love to her. Ray may have been Samoan or Hawaiian.


In the 1980’s, with their two children virtually grown, Sharon and Wayland DeWitt drifted toward divorce, which Liysa attributed to their disagreements about what was acceptable discipline and what was “child abuse.” She continued to remain closer to her father than to her mother.


 


LIYSA DID NOT GRADUATE from Oregon State. She married Kurt Moran* on almost the first day of summer—June 20—1981, not long after they were introduced by a mutual friend. She was just nineteen. Marni, who was in the wedding party, and her friend Ellen Duveaux were among those celebrating with her. Liysa would later say that there was nothing to celebrate—that her first marriage was only a sham. And as with so many friends after marriage, both Ellen and Marni would lose track of Liysa for a decade.


Kurt Moran, twenty, was from Santa Barbara, and he was the physical type that Liysa would always be drawn to. He was very tall, probably over six feet four, and had a slender build. He was quiet and Liysa would describe him as “shy.” He was a musician—a talented flutist. After their wedding in the Walla Walla Amphitheater, the couple moved to Ithaca, New York, where Kurt continued his studies at Cornell University. The water sprite in Liysa may have enjoyed Cayuga Lake, but she was never an East Coast girl. She wasn’t happy there.


Liysa would relate many different versions of their marriage. In years to come, she told one lover that she had married Kurt simply to appease her parents after they found out she had slept with him, and that the marriage was in name only. She said it hadn’t even lasted the weekend and she had gone to Mexico immediately to get a divorce.


That simply wasn’t true. Liysa actually lived with Kurt for four years—until January 1985. And they were legally married for six years. After a few years in Ithaca, they moved to Hawaii at Liysa’s request. By that time, a very disturbing pattern began to emerge, and Kurt had come to realize that Liysa was lying to him about any number of things. “She was very manipulative,” he recalled. “She couldn’t tell the truth. She would lie about who she was working for, about where she was last night, personal things….”


Early on, Kurt had had trouble believing her sometimes bizarre stories, but although they had arguments, their marriage was anything but violent; they never hit each other. Indeed, Kurt could remember only one or two occasions when their arguments escalated to yelling.


They had occasionally used marijuana, but rarely, and as far as Kurt could tell, Liysa had no problems with alcohol or drug use. She told him that she had taken “something like Ritalin or Dilantin” when she was a child because she had “something psychological” wrong with her that manifested itself in seizures. She was never more specific than that, and she had apparently outgrown her seizures. Her symptoms suggest epilepsy, for which Dilantin is the drug of choice. Ritalin, similar to methamphetamine, is given to hyperactive children, in whom it has an opposite effect.


“She was a bright, secretive person,” Kurt remembered. “[But] she could twist information in the complete opposite direction from reality. She would say anything to convince you her story was true.”


One of Liysa’s constant complaints as a young wife in the early eighties was that “no one loves me.” Kurt concluded she had very low self-esteem because of all the stories she told him about how she had been used by men, some of them after her marriage to him. Moving to Hawaii hadn’t made her any happier, and the marriage was doomed.


Kurt met Wayland DeWitt and admired his father-in-law, whom he characterized as a very outgoing and highly educated man. Liysa clearly respected her father, but her relationship with her mother was not good. Things between Liysa and Sharon were “very strained.” It seemed to Kurt that the two women were constantly competing for Wayland’s attention and approval. But, oddly, Liysa didn’t say anything to her husband about being abused as a child. He never heard even one story about Sharon beating Liysa.


When Liysa told Kurt that she was having “blackouts,” he doubted it. It seemed contrived. Then he discovered that she had been unfaithful to him with a number of different men, and for him that was the end of their marriage. “I had to get out—our relationship wasn’t true,” he recalled.


It was January 1983, when Liysa and Kurt moved to Hawaii from Ithaca. At the time, of course, Liysa was still a married woman. And yet she soon met a man whose name would appear continually in her life story. He was a tall Hawaiian lifeguard named Makimo*. Muscular and darkly tanned, Makimo sat atop a steel lifeguard tower as his eyes swept the water beyond the beach at Hanauma Bay, a wondrous, protected near-circle of everchanging blue and green sea off the island of Oahu. Hanauma Bay plays a huge role in ancient Hawaiian mythology and soon became magical to Liysa, too.


She came to the beach at Hanauma Bay with several other young women who were dedicated lifeguard groupies. They often hung out with the handsome guards after they finished their shifts. Makimo was well aware that the other girls worked as exotic dancers and some were prostitutes, but he wasn’t sure what Liysa’s job was. She simply appeared with the group of pretty girls in their bikini bathing suits. And she had dramatically changed from the bland, freckled girl who had graduated from Wa-Hi back in eastern Washington just four years earlier. She was extremely attractive and she stood out from the crowd.


Liysa’s early days in Hawaii are hard to track. She may have lived for a time on the Big Island, part of the fringe culture of the early eighties. Her first husband said that she refused to tell him what she did when they were apart.


On the beach at Hanauma Bay, it quickly became apparent to Makimo that Liysa had singled him out. She was very seductive toward him, and, at first, he flirted back casually. He had no idea that she was married—and he would never know the full truth about Kurt.


Makimo wasn’t married, but he was in a committed relationship and he had a child with his lover. Nevertheless, he and Liysa had a short, intense physical affair. It meant far more to Liysa than it did to Makimo; her fascination with him bordered on obsession and would color the rest of her life.


Years afterward, Makimo would refer to his sexual encounter with Liysa as a “one-night stand.” Liysa would tell subsequent lovers a different story. She claimed that she and Makimo were officially engaged from January to May of 1983. Whatever the truth was, Makimo would always be the model with which Liysa compared all the men who came into her life. “Oh yeah, Makimo was the perfect man,” one of the men Liysa was engaged to said. “I got tired of hearing about him.”


Perhaps she fixated on Makimo because he was one of the few men she couldn’t have. Liysa’s romance with the muscular lifeguard—whether it was one night or several months in duration—was over by May 1983. Devastated, she flew to the mainland for a few months. Her father was president of Walla Walla Community College in her hometown, and he was always a comfort to her.


In 1984, Wayland DeWitt left Walla Walla Community College to become the president of Northeast Texas Community College in Mount Pleasant, Texas. Liysa kept in touch with her father and promised to visit him there. In many ways, he was her lifeline. But it would be difficult for her to leave Hawaii. Liysa had found a spot on earth that suited her perfectly: the lush flowers, the lifestyle, and the soft tropical air. She quickly mastered Hawaiian phrases and learned the ancient folktales.


It wasn’t just Hawaii that enchanted her; it was the ocean. The girl who had gloried in her brief summers in Joseph and Enterprise in the high plains of eastern Oregon felt as if she had come home when she saw the ocean in Hawaii. She was energized and inspired by the sea. The curling waves with their translucent green, shading to blue and silver and finally to white froth, embraced her and made her feel totally alive. Her first lovemaking with the elusive man called “Ray” had taken place in a pool, and ever after she preferred to have intercourse in or near the ocean.


Perhaps she had accepted that she could not have Makimo, but she couldn’t stay away from where he was. And that was on the beach at Hanauma Bay. Liysa now had a flawless body, and her long brown hair with blond strands bleached by the sun fell to her waist. Bikinis became her. If she wasn’t really beautiful—nor viewed from some angles even pretty—she was unquestionably striking, all sculpted with defined cheekbones and a high forehead, her eyes light against her bronzed tan, with a spray of faint freckles. Twenty years hence, her constant sun worship would probably leave a web of fine lines on her face, but for the moment, she was everything most twenty-two-year-old women wanted to be, and everything most men wanted.


In 1984, Liysa was still technically living with Kurt, although their paths had grown farther and farther apart. She enrolled at the University of Hawaii, where she concentrated on journalism and video technology. Liysa had always kept journals and written almost compulsively. She had a natural talent for fiction. A career as a writer wasn’t her sole ambition—she had many—but it was high on the list.


It becomes even more difficult to trace Liysa’s movements after 1984. She worked one summer as a research diver for the University of Hawaii in the Northwest Hawaiian Island chain. She may have had a relationship with a man named John Laurance* on that trip. She told some of her friends that the captain of the boat she worked on had sexually abused her, possibly in Caribbean waters. She told others that she was raped by her boss when she worked a few months later for a videographer.


Liysa seemed to be a constant target for sexual harassment. She said that she was the only woman to pass the test to be a Navy Seal, but she was disgusted by the officer who had tested her for swimming and diving skills. According to her, he deliberately put his hands on her breasts and pelvic area when she knew the swimming test didn’t call for that. She laughed as she said she’d kicked him in the testicles.


She was still married to Kurt, and somehow, she was able to keep all of her stories in the air, deftly juggling one and managing to catch another just before it crashed to earth. Kurt had most certainly become suspicious, but they remained together—at least legally.








CHAPTER FOUR




 


AS 1985 BEGAN, Kurt officially parted from Liysa. He moved first to the island of Maui, and after 1985, he never again initiated any contact with Liysa. A year later, in July 1986, he moved back to the mainland, settling in Santa Barbara. There, in April 1987, he finally filed for divorce. When she was served with divorce papers, Liysa didn’t contest the action, and their decree was granted six months later.


Given his choice, Kurt would have preferred to sever all ties with Liysa. His initial attraction to the charming nineteen-year-old girl had long since been erased by her infidelities and problems with the truth. He moved on, although he would be surprised to hear from her many years later.


Liysa always had to have a man in her life, and it wouldn’t be long before she began another romance. In truth, many of her liaisons tended to overlap. She rarely leapt blindly into single life, as she had invariably chosen the next man. Although her obsession with Makimo was always with her, he had told her that they could never be more than close friends. He meant it; even a woman with Liysa’s power of persuasion couldn’t shake his loyalty to the woman who had borne his child.


Liysa was always drawn to men of a certain physical type. She was only five feet four, but she liked her men a foot taller, lean and muscular and—except for Makimo—blond and blue-eyed. High intelligence was also a quality she looked for. She met lots of men and she herself was on display frequently in her latest job, at Sea Life Park on the windward side of Oahu, about a twenty-minute drive from the town of Kailua. She swam with dolphins, her long hair streaming behind her, and dove into a large viewing aquarium to feed tropical fish. She was so at one with that water world, she might as well have been a mermaid, but one with beautiful legs.


 


TIM SANDS* REMEMBERS the night he met Liysa. “It was July thirteenth, 1985. We were at a friend’s party in Lanakai.” Twenty-four then to Liysa’s twenty-three, Tim found her fun and attractive and “a little different.” He was a very handsome man, almost six feet four, in perfect shape, and he had light hair and blue-green eyes. He didn’t realize until much later that he fit perfectly within the parameters of her preferences.


Liysa told Tim that she had just received her bachelor’s degree from the University of Hawaii—either in journalism or marine biology. He wasn’t sure which. She also confided that she had a genius IQ. Tim didn’t quite believe that at first, but it didn’t matter; he was drawn to her because she was lovely and vibrant, not because she was superintelligent. When he introduced Liysa to his mother, Jane, she was impressed. “She seemed like a fine person—a fine ‘charmer,’” Jane Sands would remember. “She was a beautiful girl and there was no question that she was absolutely brilliant.”


Tim met Kurt Moran about a month after he and Liysa started dating, but he had no idea that Kurt was Liysa’s estranged husband, and that she was still legally married to him. He assumed Kurt was just someone she had once dated.


“A week or two later, she told me she had been married to Kurt, but only very briefly,” Tim said. Liysa explained that she had dated Kurt back in Washington State when she was very young and they had had intercourse. She said her parents were shocked and upset when they found out she had slept with him. “So she said she had married Kurt Moran, just to satisfy them,” Tim recalled. “But she assured me that they got divorced the next day…so it wasn’t really a marriage.”


It was early in their relationship and Tim believed what Liysa told him. He had no reason not to. A lot of people made dumb mistakes in their teens, and he wasn’t going to blame Liysa for a marriage that didn’t really exist. He was ready to believe her; he was enthralled by her and it wasn’t long before they were essentially living together. However, Liysa insisted on keeping her own place. It seemed important to her to maintain control. With Tim, she was never a helpless woman. Indeed, she was very strong.


Tim had grown up on Lanipo Street* in Kailua on the other side of the island of Oahu from Honolulu. His mother still lived there and so did a lot of people he had known since he was a boy, including peers he’d gone to Punaho High School with. Lanipo was a friendly street, built around a cul de sac, and was a steep walk up from the beach with an incredible view of the ocean. Its houses were set on a bluff above the beach, and those who lived there looked down upon coconut palm trees and Norfolk and Cook Island pines which grew so thickly that most of the rooftops below were hidden. Lanipo Street seemed to be suffused in a shimmery green cloud, with flowers that came and went, the sun shining and the temperature moderate.


The ocean changed continually, its color dependent on the weather and the sky. Sometimes it was light turquoise at the beach and deep purple as it headed toward the open sea. It could be dark and threatening or as clear and pristine as pale green glass. The Mokolua Islands were half a mile from shore, lush and beautiful, serving as benign and luxuriant protectors as they caught the surging waves and gentled them.


Lanipo Street was populated by longtime residents and newcomers alike. Most of them would be involved to some extent in an intricate web of friendships and relationships that were more bizarre than anything a fiction writer could imagine. And yet they somehow managed to maintain a civility that could never be workable in a big city on the mainland.


Tim Sands had graduated from the University of Hawaii-Hilo on the Big Island with a degree in math. “When I met Liysa,” he recalled, “I was out of college, but I was kind of not going anywhere.”


Living in Hawaii didn’t demand intense ambition and progress toward some career goal. There was time to just live. Tim and Liysa got along very well, sharing cooking and cleaning duties at his place. They might argue occasionally, but they never had physical conflicts. Their attraction for each other was strong, but Tim admits that he grew tired of hearing about how magnificent Makimo was. “Liysa said he was the love of her life, and she made him out to be almost a demigod. She said they ended their relationship in 1983, but I think she was always in love with him. I never met Makimo, though I heard a lot about him—to the point where I was thinking, ‘Enough already!’”


Now Liysa’s main obsession was neither Makimo nor Tim. “Her interest was the ocean,” Tim said. “She loved to bodysurf and dive and swim, and just be in the ocean.”


Tim knew very little about Liysa’s past. Although he never met Wayland DeWitt, he met her mother, Sharon, who seemed pleasant enough. That surprised him because Liysa told him that her mother had beaten her and broken a number of her bones when she was a little girl. “I never saw any evidence of that, though,” he said. Liysa was so healthy and active and she had no marks or scars that would indicate she’d been severely beaten. She was such an enthusiastic surfer that she often had fresh bruises and scratches from being tumbled around by the waves, but Tim saw no old scars.


Liysa had another obsession—writing in her journals. “She went up in the mountains to do her writing,” Tim’s mother, Jane, recalled. “She said she needed to have her ‘space’ so she could write in her journals, and she never allowed anyone to see what she had written. She wrote so much that she had whole boxes full of her journals.”


In 1985, Liysa went to visit her father in Pittsburg, Texas. Once when Tim called her, she told him that her father had hired an African American woman as his secretary and the townspeople were angry about that. She said her admiration for her father had increased even more. She was proud of him because he would not allow any minority to be discriminated against.


During another call, Liysa sounded tense to Tim. Then, suddenly, she told Tim that she heard a crowd gathering outside and she had to put down the phone. “I’ll be back in a minute,” she said breathlessly. To his horror, Tim heard the report of several gunshots. He wasn’t sure what to do: hang up and call the police or wait until Liysa picked up the phone again.


He waited and Liysa came back on the line, saying, “I had to go outside and fire several shots in the air to scare them away.”


There was certainly more drama in Liysa’s life than in any other woman’s he’d ever known.


Tim didn’t care that Liysa demanded privacy or that she was very independent. At first, he was just happy to be with her. But, like Kurt Moran before him, he came to a place where he had to admit to himself that Liysa didn’t always tell him the truth.


“I think she is such an adept liar that she actually believes her lies,” he remembered. “That’s why she was so convincing later. She lied about numerous little things. I have a real good memory, so I’d always catch her contradicting herself. The fact that some of the stories were so preposterous made me think that she lied regularly.”


Still, Liysa’s little wars with the truth didn’t bother Tim that much; her lies didn’t interfere with their relationship—not for many months. They only made him wary. As a couple, they were compatible and life was good. If they were drifting without any real destination, they were young and it was endless summer on Oahu. As far as Tim knew, Liysa was happy being with him.


But one day in May 1986, he saw a side of Liysa that totally shocked him. He was driving her to the airport to catch a flight to another island when she suddenly told him there was “something wrong” with their relationship and they had to talk about it. He looked over at her, surprised. They had been getting along very well. Without any preamble, she suddenly burst into hysterical sobs.


“She clutched the bag that she was going to take with her on the flight,” Tim remembered. “She repeatedly grabbed the strap of the bag and pulled on it—it seemed to be an obsessive-compulsive type of act. I kept trying to communicate with her, but there was absolutely no response from her. Her eyes were blank and without any sign of recognition….”


Realizing that Liysa was in no shape to get on an airplane, even for a short hop to another island, Tim turned his car around and headed home. There, he put her to bed and she fell asleep. She seemed almost “catatonic,” Tim remembered.


“She woke up in the middle of the night asking for Makimo,” he said. “I finally figured out that she wasn’t living in the present. I asked her what year it was, and she said ‘1983.’”


Somewhere, Liysa had lost three years. Or at least she was claiming that she had. When Tim told her it was really 1986, she looked at him as if he were the crazy one.


She was so adamant that it was 1983, the year she began her abortive romance with Makimo, that Tim struggled to think of some way to bring her back into real time. Finally, he came up with an idea that might work. “It was about two A.M. and I took her to the nearest 7-Eleven so she could see a newspaper and know that it really was 1986.”


Tim was almost persuaded that Liysa did have amnesia and that she didn’t recognize him at all. But, in retrospect, he realized that it was her way of ending their affair. “It was a very convincing act,” he said. “I think she may have convinced herself that it really happened—but later I found out that she planned it.”


Liysa seemed to be in such a fragile emotional state that Tim didn’t know what to do. He called his mother and she suggested that Liysa should see a psychiatrist or psychologist. She did go to the HMO she belonged to for a short time, but physicians there could make only a tentative diagnosis. They thought she might be suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder, and they felt she would slowly get better.


Liysa didn’t snap back from her “amnesia” for some time. She continued to say she didn’t know Tim or his mother. Jane Sands suggested that Tim bring Liysa over to her house near Kailua and she could stay there for a while. “Just bring her home to me and we’ll figure it out,” she’d said.


“She didn’t seem to remember anything,” Jane recalled. “She had a number of friends over on our side of Oahu, and it was so strange. I watched as her girlfriends had to reintroduce themselves to her as if she was meeting them for the first time. She didn’t recognize any of them.”


Liysa was quite convincing. Even though she was no longer going to be with Tim, Jane didn’t want to see her wandering around, confused by her amnesia. In October 1986, with great kindness, Jane invited Liysa to stay on in her house for a while, rent-free. Jane’s husband—Tim’s father—was moving to Hong Kong, and Jane was going with him.


Liysa stayed for more than two months. The Sands had mainland friends arriving to spend Christmas vacation in their house, and they let Liysa know that she would have to find another place to live by then.


Some time after she moved out, a cousin of Tim’s found one of Liysa’s journals half buried under a cabin the family owned. Curious, he read it. Liysa had outlined her very detailed plot to fake amnesia so that she could break up with Tim without any recriminations. She had written it all down as if it were a play or a novel, and then she had followed her own plan—right up to her hysterical acting-out as Tim drove her to the airport.


Tim’s friends had already become very suspicious of the “whole amnesia thing” even before the journal showed up. And many of the older women who lived along Lanipo Street and watched the young woman living in Jane’s house had also begun to doubt her story of complete memory failure. She seemed too cheerful and she was having too good a time living as the guest of Tim’s parents in a spot that was wonderful and private.


Tim was understandably a little bitter that Liysa could not have just talked to him about her desire to break up. She could have given him a chance to work things out—or, if she didn’t want to be with him any longer, she should have been honest about that. Instead, she had faked a histrionic attack of amnesia, like something right out of a soap opera.
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