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Prologue

Monday, September 14, 1987

Biloxi, Mississippi

The city’s worst day began quietly enough, when a used car salesman discovered one of his cars missing, an anonymous-looking yellow Ford. The theft was strange, because the boxy Fairmont was about the least valuable car on the lot, so ordinary, it seemed invisible—like an undercover police car. Or a getaway car.

The day ended quietly, too, with a muted popping noise, much like the sound of a newspaper rolled loosely into a fly swatter and slapped on a tabletop. Few people heard those nine innocuous pops, and those who did would never speak of them. Yet those sounds would destroy a family, alter countless lives, transform a city. Little would remain the same in Biloxi in their wake.

Between those two events, Vincent and Margaret Sherry lived as they always had, taking no special precautions, exhibiting few outward fears. He went to the county courthouse that morning as always, where he had served as judge of the Circuit Court for the past eleven months. She, as always, worked much of the day on her one great obsession—exposing Biloxi’s legendary corruption, in preparation for a mayoral campaign many Biloxians believed would earn her reign of city hall.

During that last day, Vince Sherry also found time to jog, to kibitz with his law partner, to get his thick shock of brown hair cut at the local Air Force base barbershop (where he enjoyed the privileges of a retired colonel), and to gas up his battered station wagon in preparation for a trip Tuesday to Baton Rouge. The Sherrys planned to take the day off to visit their youngest daughter at her college campus and to have cataracts removed from one of their beloved dachshunds, Meaux.

Margaret Sherry spent part of Monday shopping for clothes for her increasingly round five-foot frame, buying two electronic calculators, planning a United Daughters of the Confederacy convention she was chairing the next month, and speaking to three friends on the telephone about her plans to allege scandals in city government. At one time or another during the day, she told people she had been working with the FBI, that she now had enough evidence to expose a major corruption case in the city, and that she would try to put the man she hated most—the mayor of Biloxi—in jail.

“You can’t talk like that without evidence,” one of her friends warned upon hearing this final pronouncement.

“Don’t you understand? I have the goods,” Margaret said in her quiet, commanding way. “I have the documentation.”

She told another friend that she planned to make her claims public the next day, at Tuesday’s city council meeting, when the city’s budget was to be adopted.

Oddly, her last conversation of the evening was cut short, in midsentence, just as Margaret was about to say good night to her friend, Dianne Harenski, an occasional ally on the city council. This was after 7 P.M., and Vince had been clamoring in the background. He was hungry, he was saying, it was time for dinner. Margaret’s friend could hear him clearly. A minute or two later, when the phone clicked dead in her hand, Harenski simply assumed Margaret had rushed off the line to appease her hungry husband.

Later—minutes or hours, no one can say for sure—that anonymous yellow Ford cruised by the Sherrys’ ranch-style four-bedroom home on Hickory Hill Circle, then stopped down the block. The lonely street was empty, its houses locked tight against the thick, wet air of the Gulf. The only sounds piercing the humidity were the whir of crickets hidden in dense lawns, the dry flap of bats overhead.

Vince was still wearing his blue seersucker pants and white shirt from court that day, his trim frame stretched out on the couch in the den as he watched the Atlanta Braves on television. The knock on the door brought him to his feet. He shunted the barking dachshunds, Meaux and Fritz, into the master bedroom, where Margaret was midway between dressed and undressed, then he pulled the door shut. He muted the television and tossed the remote control onto the coffee table, which, like many areas of the house, sat obscured beneath a burial mound of papers, magazines, newspaper clippings, and legal files, some of it his, some of it Margaret’s. They were voracious readers, and they threw out nothing. Then he opened the front door and waved in whoever had knocked.

They walked back to the den, where Vince and his company that night may have chatted awhile. Vince could have even offered a visitor a cup of tea—police would later find a lone, used bag of Lipton’s sitting on the kitchen counter, a cup rinsed and on the drainboard. Then again, business may have overtaken politeness immediately, and Vincent Sherry may have turned around, still smiling in greeting, to face a .22-caliber Ruger automatic, the black tube of a silencer sitting fat and obscene on the lip of its barrel.

Inside the bedroom, Margaret had stripped to her bra and panties, her glasses on the bureau, her gray-streaked brown hair tousled. As she reached up to take off an earring, she heard, faintly, that popping noise, followed by a vague sound of movement in the living room. Perhaps, her family would later speculate, she shook her head and smiled, thinking: There goes Vince, swatting flies again. She loved him dearly, but Vince had been a cleanliness bug throughout all his fifty-eight years, the type who washed his hands before using the bathroom, who flushed with his foot, who would never have something as unsanitary as a flyswatter around the house. Vince would use a newspaper, flailing about the room, knocking over books and papers. Then he’d throw the offending page with its flattened insect into the trash, as if disposing of toxic waste. It always made Margaret laugh.

After a moment, the bedroom door glided open, a slight creaking. The dogs rushed out, yapping. Margaret did not grab for her housecoat draped over the television—what would be the point? After nearly forty years of marriage, why bother trying to cover up the ravages of time when your husband walked in the room? Margaret would hardly have looked up at the blurry form in the doorway. She was so nearsighted without her glasses.

Then there was that swatting sound again, two pops, louder now, followed by the sound of something hitting the wall behind her. This wasn’t fly swatting, after all. The sound was coming from the doorway, from a man who was approaching her now, flying at her, coat flapping, a man she must have finally realized wasn’t Vince, even as the sharp odor of cordite filled the room. This smell she knew well because she was a crack shot herself, could shatter a bottle at one hundred yards with a .22 rifle by the time she was twelve, that pungent aroma stinging her nostrils with every shot. She slid to the floor, a gold-ball earring clutched in her right hand, the other still dangling in place, as the man who wasn’t Vince loomed over her.

She never heard those last four quiet pops. Consciousness, identity, dreams, fear—all were obliterated before the sound of that first silenced shot stopped echoing. And the day ended as quietly as it had begun, with a nondescript Ford disappearing down a deserted street, the sound of dogs barking muffled behind a closed front door.



PART 1

Lynne

There is no fate that cannot be surmounted by scorn.

—Albert Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus



Chapter 1

Without warning or symptom, the twentieth century’s version of Plague came calling on Lynne Sposito at exactly ten minutes past two on the afternoon of September 16, 1987. She’ll always remember the kitchen clock’s position then, because the moment marked her permanent passage from normalcy. This was the day her life changed, irrevocably, in ways as incomprehensible then as they remain now, for such is the power of death, grief, and obsession to mold us, whether we will it or not. Such is the power of that disease called homicide to change everything.

Lynne’s oldest brother, Eric Sherry, was on the line, telephoning from his home in Florida, searching for a way to explain to his big sister what had happened to their parents.

“There’s no easy way to say this,” he finally said, voice crackling with strain, as if he was lifting something heavy. “So I’ll just say it: Mom and Dad are both dead.”

The things that go through your mind at a time like that, Lynne would later marvel. She and a neighbor had returned home from shopping for furniture a short while ago—the Spositos had just moved to Raleigh, North Carolina, and much of their new brick Colonial sat barren of decor. Now she stood in the kitchen, face gone white, waving off her friend, who kept asking “What’s wrong?” She couldn’t make the transition from end tables to the fact that she would never hug her parents again. She’d never argue with her father. Never smell her mother’s perfume. Never.

“What? What do you mean?” she asked, bafflement making her whisper. She still cradled the phone casually between chin and shoulder, the way you would hold it while answering a survey or ordering from a catalog. She transferred the receiver to a sweaty, cold fist. “Was it an accident?”

“No, it wasn’t an accident,” Eric said. “They were killed.”

Again, Lynne groped for comprehension: What her younger brother was saying made no sense to her. She had unpacking to do, a job interview at a medical center set for that afternoon, dinner to get ready. How could her parents be dead? She had just talked to her mother a few nights before. Then she remembered a family friend in Biloxi who had lost his parents in a gas explosion. “Was there an explosion, Eric? Did the gas main blow up?”

“No, Lynne. They were killed by someone. They were found today. That’s all I know.”

They were killed. They were found. Her parents, it seemed, had become inanimate objects, things to be discovered, like lost car keys. The words filled her head, threatening to drown out everything else Eric was saying.

She heard him dimly after that, though later she would remember every word, replaying the conversation over and over. Eric told her their father’s law partner in Biloxi, Pete Halat, had found the bodies. A friend of Eric’s in Florida had called within the hour to offer her condolences after hearing about the murders on the radio—assuming, incorrectly, that Eric already knew. When Eric placed a frantic call to Halat to ask what happened, he found out their youngest sister, Leslie—still “the baby” to Lynne, though she would turn twenty in a month—also had learned of the murders, and just as abruptly as Eric. She had called the law office to complain about her parents standing her up the day before, only to have a lawyer clumsily tell her to find her roommate and sit down, he had some bad news to give her. Now she was on her way to Biloxi, Eric said. Lynne pictured Leslie’s five-foot form hunched at the wheel, grimacing, with knuckles white and gas pedal floored.

“Vin doesn’t know yet, though,” Eric said, anticipating Lynne’s next question. At twenty-seven, one year younger than Eric, Vincent Sherry III—Vin to his family—was the most mercurial of the four Sherry children, the one most likely to do something rash or vengeful once he heard the news.

“I’ll tell Vin,” Lynne found herself saying, vaguely surprised she could speak at all. Then she realized she had no idea what to say to Vin. “What can I tell him, Eric?”

“I don’t know anything, Lynne,” Eric sighed. Halat had refused to give him any details by telephone, he said. Pete wanted to talk to them in person first. “Get down here quick,” that was all he said.

“You’ve got to get to Biloxi as soon as you can, Lynne,” Eric said. “I’m heading out the door now.”

Later, Lynne couldn’t remember saying good-bye, only staring at the telephone on her kitchen wall, the receiver mysteriously back in place on its cradle, her friend still asking what was wrong, barely audible, like a television set with the volume way down, drowned out by a roaring in Lynne’s ears that threatened to drive all thoughts from her mind, all warmth from her soul.

“My mom and dad are dead,” she heard herself say. The enormity of it had just begun to dawn on Lynne as she uttered the words, then watched her friend instinctively recoil, as if murder could be somehow contagious.

What would she tell her seven-year-old daughter, Beth, she wondered? The little girl had just announced how happy she was that Grandma planned to visit in a month. Or Tommy, her moody thirteen-year-old—what would she say to him? He had always blossomed in the small-town security of his grandparents’ Biloxi home. No more. How could she tell Cathy, the oldest sixteen-year-old Lynne had ever known, a girl who just a week earlier spent an hour on the phone with her grandmother, laying plans for Margaret’s next mayoral campaign. Worst of all, whatever she managed to tell them, she would have to do it alone—her husband, Dick, was out of the country on business. Again. Lynne found herself cursing his new job, his success, his long trips away. She needed him here, now, their seventeen years of shared history to blunt the agony. She felt an insane urge to run from the house, to tell no one, not even Vin or the kids. Impossible, of course. But she allowed herself that brief moment of fantasy, that maybe, just maybe, it would all go away if she simply ignored it.

And then Lynne remembered a conversation she had with her mother four months earlier, so innocuous at the time, so ominous now. Mom had known, Lynne realized. She knew this was coming. And terror began to compete with bewilderment, a row of bass drums thumping in Lynne Sposito’s chest.1

*  *  *

“Things are getting hot down here,” Margaret Sherry had told her daughter. “Maybe too hot to handle.”

On the other end of the telephone, fifteen hundred miles away and living in Virginia at the time, Lynne had steeled herself. Her mother had spoken for years of exposing Biloxi’s corruption—so often, it had begun to sound commonplace to Lynne, like family gossip. Truth be told, Lynne wasn’t much interested in the political machinations of Biloxi, Mississippi, that so consumed her mother. So she would just say, sure, Mom, uh-huh, Lynne’s mind on her three kids, or the dinner bubbling on the stove, or her plans to return to nursing now that her children were old enough. If her mother noticed the lack of interest, she never let on.

“I’ve nearly got enough,” Margaret was saying. “I’m going to blow the lid off this town.” And then she added that last, strange remark: “I just hope to God they don’t come after my children.”

Odd as this sounded to Lynne—odd enough, certainly, to stick in her memory—she still didn’t say anything. It was just Mom going off again, overdosing on politics. Nothing her mother might have discovered could be that serious, she figured.

So the forbidding words had melted into the hiss of the telephone lines. Then Lynne said something like, oh, Mom, come on, and the subject changed to grandkids’ report cards and plans for Margaret to visit in the fall. Lynne never did ask her mother what she had meant about them coming after her children, nor did she raise the implied alternative—that “they” might skip the kids and go directly after the parents.

Later, when the internal chant of How did I miss it? would grow especially fierce, Lynne would lie awake nights and relive that conversation, her mother’s soft drawl in her ear, memories weighted with regret and the leaden anguish of having heard without listening. Even Lynne has to admit she couldn’t have changed what happened, but this truth offers little comfort. On those sleepless nights, when the longing left by lost chances lays another layer of brick and mortar around her heart, Lynne Sposito can’t help but wish she had asked her mother one thing: to tell her exactly who they were.

So Lynne could make them pay.2

*  *  *

“I’ve got to take care of my kids,” Lynne said as she slumped into a chair in the dining room.

Her friend, Kathy Pierson, poured a tumbler full of water for each of them. Lynne drained the glass, barely tasting its contents, growing keenly aware of Kathy watching her intently. She ran a hand through her short blond curls, a tall woman with a pale, round face and a small mouth that tended toward a curt, even disapproving expression whether she intended it or not (a tendency that served her well, however, during her years as a head nurse). Now, she imagined, she must be the color of some of the emergency room patients she used to treat for shock, a chalky hue that always told her to watch closely, something bad was about to happen. That’s how her friend seemed to be looking at her now, waiting and watchful. Lynne looked up and repeated, “I have to take care of my kids.”

Kathy offered to pick up Lynne’s seven-year-old, Beth, at the school bus stop that afternoon and keep her next-door for a few hours while Lynne did what she had to do. Lynne nodded at her neighbor with relief. She had some difficult telephone calls of her own to make.

The people at Tommy’s junior high and Cathy’s high school were understanding, if shocked, at Lynne’s request that they be granted an extended leave because their grandparents had been murdered. In her shock, Lynne had phrased her request in the blandest of terms, without preamble, exactly as she would have called to say one of her children was home sick with a sore throat. The school officials said the kids could take off as long as needed, and Lynne said she would pick them up shortly.

They also asked a question that, in the next few days, would become a familiar refrain: Is there anything we can do? Just let us know if there’s anything we can do. This would spill off many lips, and little time would pass before these offers from virtual strangers started grating on Lynne. What could you say? Thanks, sure, I appreciate that, knowing it was a pro forma remark, like the excuse me you get when someone bumps you in the elevator. It was more to relieve the speaker than the person receiving the offer, a way of maintaining the illusion that the unfixable can somehow be fixed, a bumbling ritual to dismiss and deny death. Soon Lynne had little patience for it. What did these strangers know of her parents, the people who taught her to love Broadway musicals and Inspector Clouseau and Russian folk tales, who had supported the segregationist George Wallace, even while writing checks to the United Negro College Fund?

In the first hours of that endless afternoon, what Lynne wanted most was to talk to her husband, Dick. Perversely, frustration at her inability to do so kept her emotions in check, kept her functioning with something bordering on efficiency. She had decided she would not break down until she could talk to her husband, and that emotional dam held all day.

Dick Sposito traveled abroad at least once a month in his position with a Paris-based telecommunications conglomerate. He had left for France the day before. Thirty minutes of calling failed to get Lynne through to him. It was maddening: She didn’t even have the right number for his new office in the company’s Raleigh headquarters. The number she knew—his direct line—rang endlessly, unanswered. Finally she got through to his division’s secretary in Raleigh, who promised to find Dick in Paris.

With Dick out of touch and Eric and Leslie driving to Biloxi, Lynne had no one to talk to. She could not bear the thought of immediately calling Vin and making him feel as she did. Better he have a few more moments of happy ignorance, she thought. Better she try to learn more before calling. The question of what could have happened—and why—ate at her. Lynne realized she couldn’t possibly wait until she got to Mississippi for answers. So she called her father’s law office in Biloxi and asked for Pete Halat.

She did not know what to expect from her father’s law partner. Lynne had never considered Biloxi home—she lived there only a few years in the sixties, long before the Halat and Sherry law firm came into existence in 1981. Vincent Sherry had been a judge advocate in the Air Force, a full colonel, and the family had moved around constantly during Lynne’s childhood—the South, Big Sky country, Bermuda, Washington. Her brief time in Biloxi began in 1965 when she was in eighth grade, and ended two years later in favor of an outpost in Okinawa, Japan. By the time Vince retired from the military in 1970, choosing Biloxi as his new, permanent home and, later, Pete Halat as his new law partner, Lynne had married an airman she met in Japan and was living in her husband’s hometown in Ohio. So she knew Pete only from visits to her parents’ home and phone calls to her dad’s office.

Still, who else could she call now? Pete Halat had been Vince’s law partner for six years, his best friend even longer—which was saying a lot for her father, a man who seemed garrulous and friendly to the casual observer, but who allowed few people truly close. Many times over the years, Lynne had known the pain of feeling like one of those people Vince kept at jovial arm’s length.

“I have to know what happened, Pete,” Lynne said when she finally got Halat on the line.

“I don’t want to tell you anything over the phone, honey. I don’t want you upset traveling.” Pete’s voice was deep, honeyed with a Mississippi drawl that made him sound older than his forty-five years, reassuring—a good voice for a lawyer, Lynne thought. Her father had always said he was a master in the courtroom. “Y’all just get down here, and we’ll talk then.”

“Pete, nothing could be worse than my own imagination,” she said, struggling to sound dispassionate, to draw on her nurse’s studied professionalism in dealing with grief—training that, until this day, had always been reserved for other people’s heartache. To her mild surprise, Lynne found she could do it: Her voice was a stranger’s. “Please. Tell me what happened.”

Silence. Then, finally, “What do you want to hear?” Pete sounded tired, almost wary, Lynne thought. He’d been through a lot, too, she guessed.

“Were they shot or were they stabbed?” Lynne asked.

“Shot.”

“Once, or more than once?”

“More than once.”

Then the hardest question. “Did they die right away, or did they suffer?” Lynne closed her eyes as Pete hesitated.

“I don’t know, Lynne. I think they died right away. I don’t know.”

Halat explained then how the courthouse staff had called him that morning to ask what had happened to Judge Sherry. He had a full docket awaiting him, but he hadn’t shown up for court. Vince was renowned for his tardiness—both he and Margaret lived on Hong Kong time, Pete liked to say—but this had seemed odd even for Vince. Pete told Lynne he had driven out to the Sherry house on Hickory Hill Circle and saw that both Margaret’s and Vince’s cars were in the driveway. When he knocked on the door, though, no one answered. He just heard the dogs barking inside. Then Pete leaned against the door to peer through a window. As his weight shifted, his elbow pushed the door open, Lynne would later recall him saying. Apparently, the front door had been slightly ajar, just enough to keep it from latching.3

“I walked a little into the house, and I saw your dad’s feet. I didn’t want to see any more. I didn’t want to go in any further. I didn’t want to find your mom.”4

The police had done the rest. They went in and found the bodies, right after Pete called them, about eleven o’clock that morning Mississippi time. Noon in North Carolina. Lynne closed her eyes again, saw herself picking out end tables and going to lunch with her neighbor. A few hours ago she had been buying furniture, and all the while her parents were lying there dead, someone’s bullets in them. Someone who hated them enough or feared them enough to kill them.

“I’m so sorry,” Pete told her. “I’ll do anything I can for you and your family.” Lynne heard the sincerity in his voice and thanked him. She’d see him soon, she said before hanging up.5

She tried Dick’s office again. Still no word from Paris. It was dinnertime there, midevening, and he wasn’t at his hotel. Barely an hour had passed since she received the news from Eric. It seemed so much longer.

Reluctantly, Lynne began calling the endless web of relatives and close friends who had to be told. First came Vin in Northern California’s wine country. He dropped the phone and wailed when Lynne finally forced herself to call, finding no better way to break the news than Eric’s abrupt, shattering pronouncement. She told him what little she had learned from Pete Halat, then, as he agonized over when to come, assured him it would be fine if he came a day or two later so his wife could accompany him. She would take care of things. Vin was already talking about getting a gun, and Lynne was happy to encourage him to wait—she did not want him traveling alone.

After Vin, the other calls seemed easier. Or maybe she was just numb, Lynne thought, the coldness in her hands spreading throughout her body and mind.

She had made calls about deaths in the family before—somehow, the oldest child was always expected to handle such chores—but always the message had been cushioned by old age or sickness, the expectation of mortality. Never like this. She had talked to her mother just that past Sunday. Innocuous, normal, we-just-got-back-from-the-grocery-store talk. Now these calls Lynne was forced to make turned into bitter replays of when she had received the news. “Mom and Dad are dead,” she said over and over. “No, it wasn’t an accident. It was on purpose.”

When, on the fifth or sixth call, her mother’s aunt dropped the phone and started screaming, the receiver banging against the floor as it swung on its coil, Lynne knew she couldn’t make one more call. Instead, she left the house to get her daughter Cathy at school, memories briefly crowding out fears and suspicion as she went through the mechanics of driving her car without hitting anything.

*  *  *

This is how Lynne Sposito remembers her father:

He was a man of penetrating intelligence, with encyclopedic knowledge of the law, history, and world affairs. He was fluent in five languages—he used to read the story of Peter and the Wolf to Lynne in Russian. Better that way, he insisted. You lose too much in the translation. His doctoral thesis on the judicial system of South Vietnam, a country and people he had come to love during military tours in Asia, made him one of the few non-Vietnamese experts on the subject. This specialty proved an eclectic choice at best, since he earned his Ph.D. two short years before Saigon fell and its judicial system ceased to exist.

He was given to great—some said excessive—acts of charity, once handing a down-and-out hitchhiker his coat on a cold winter night, then letting him steal a carload of Christmas gifts intended for the Sherry family. He refused to notify the police. “That fellow needs those things more than we’ll ever need them,” he told an apoplectic Margaret upon returning home.

He was not a handsome man in any classical sense, but there was an unmistakable magnetism about him, and women often sought him out, much to Margaret’s annoyance. He had high blood pressure, bouts of severe headaches, an ability to coin funny or cruelly accurate nicknames for virtually anyone (Biloxi’s edgy mayor was “Norman Bates”), and a mercurial temper that led him into epic battles with his wife. At the same time, he was possessed of Old World courtly manners and a professorial vocabulary—he loved to use words so obscure they would send his family scrambling to the dictionary to see if they’d been praised or insulted. Knowledge was its own reward, he always said. More than anything, Vincent Sherry fervently believed ignorance, not evil, to be humanity’s worst sin.

Yet this man who could be so kind to strangers, who was so humane a judge that men he sentenced to prison sent him thank-you notes and Christmas cards—this same Vince Sherry found it impossible to express his love to his children. “Don’t let people get too close,” Vince often told Lynne. “If they get too close, they’ll know how to hurt you.”

This was the life lesson of a man whose absentee father had appeared one night and attempted to smother him with a pillow. Vince was only thirteen at the time. His mother had heard the commotion and dispatched Vince Senior with a cast-iron fry pan to the head. Vince Junior had the privilege of helping drag his father’s semiconscious body out the back door. They didn’t see him again for years.

Lynne Sposito grew up struggling to please her father, vying for that closeness Vince so rarely granted. But it always seemed her grades were never quite high enough, the boyfriends she brought home never quite good enough, her appearance never quite perfect enough. Vince believed that providing a roof, schooling, clothes, and food clearly showed his love, that his children would automatically know how proud he was without him having to say it aloud—the miscalculation of a child whose father provided nothing but beatings and abandonment. For years, Lynne secretly took her father’s silence to mean one thing: The smartest man she knew thought she didn’t measure up.

And then, just a few years ago, when Vince’s mother was sick and dying, she had confided in Lynne how much she wished her son would say he loved her. He had been a small child the last time she heard him say so. A few days later, Lynne telephoned Biloxi and confronted her father with her dying grandmother’s request. “Tell Grandma you love her, Dad. Do me a favor and just tell her. It would mean a lot to her.”

Vince was outraged by this, surprise and—could it be fear?—in his voice. “What in the hell are you talking about?” he huffed. “Jesus Christ, Lynne, I pay her utility bills, I send her flowers, I call her every couple of days. She knows I love her!”

Things, Lynne thought, all the things he’s done. He doesn’t get it, she realized. She pushed him, repeating the request, and finally he agreed. Yes, sure, I will do it. End of subject.

Then they chatted for a while. Vince gradually calmed down. But just as they closed the conversation, ready to say good night, Lynne said, “Daddy?”

“What?”

“I love you.”

The pause was so long, longer than Lynne could hold her breath. Finally, Vince said, “I do you, too.”

The memory can always make Lynne laugh. Even on September 16, 1987, on the worst day of Lynne’s life, her brilliant, eloquent father’s inability to utter one simple word could make her chuckle. I do you, too. Because to Lynne, there was total freedom, a complete release, in hearing her father stammer that lame reply, so heartfelt, so difficult, coughed up from his soul. Any hang-ups I ever had, she would later say, about not being loved, about not being smart enough, all of it just melted away. It was Dad’s problem, not mine. Dad couldn’t say it, because of the way he was, not me.

You take your comfort where you can find it: At least, Lynne told herself as she drove to her own daughter, she had forgiven her father for the coldness. And in his own way, he had finally told her he loved her. It had even become a running joke between them. The last time they had spoken, she had teased him, as she had done so many times before. She had said, “Dad, I do you, too.”

Vince Sherry had a wonderful laugh.

*  *  *

Lynne walked toward the school gym where Cathy had just finished basketball practice and spotted her daughter walking out the door. She waved Cathy over. She was a younger version of Lynne—tall, blond, willowy thin, the way Lynne had been twenty years before when she was Cathy’s age.

“Get your books, whatever you need,” Lynne said. “You won’t be back in school for a while.”

Cathy’s uncertain smile faded, her sixteen-year-old face finding lines no one her age should have. “Did something happen to Daddy?” Visions of terrorists aboard the Concorde swept through her head.

Lynne shook her head. “No, I’m trying to get hold of him. He’s fine.” Cathy picked up her books and they were heading out of the building when Lynne cleared her throat. “It’s Grandma and Grandpa. They’ve been shot.”

Cathy Sposito was the one member of the family who had hung on every one of her grandmother’s words when it came to politics. They religiously discussed the latest Biloxi scandals on the phone. Bright and sophisticated for her age, she had helped with Margaret Sherry’s 1985 mayoral campaign, and she had planned to work even harder in 1989. Cathy stopped walking and grabbed her mother’s arm.

“Where the hell was Gerald Blessey?” she asked.

*  *  *

Gerald Blessey. He was mayor of Biloxi that year, a liberal Democrat, a self-described reformer, a lawyer and decorated Vietnam veteran, popular in the city’s substantial, if poorly franchised, black community. And he was Margaret Sherry’s nemesis. There was no other way to put it: Margaret Sherry hated Gerald Blessey, bitterly, thoroughly, publicly, and the mayor gave every indication of feeling the same way about her.

The enmity went back six years, to the start of Margaret’s political career. An old-style Goldwater Republican, Margaret had been elected to the Biloxi City Council in 1981. She quickly became a voting bloc of one within the Democrat-dominated body, invariably on the short end of six-to-one roll calls. The new mayor elected that same year—widely acknowledged at the time as one of the most liberal elected officials in Mississippi—quickly became Margaret’s most despised target. He pursued a vision of progressive reform and government activism that was anathema to a bedrock conservative like Margaret. The sideshow of Mayor Blessey’s and Councilwoman Sherry’s vitriolic arguments in the colonnaded council chambers soon overshadowed all else that went on in the room, dominating news reports and the council’s time. Margaret accused Blessey of everything from misspending government funds, to forcing council members to adhere to scripted meetings, to having his police department investigate her, to complicity with underworld crime figures and the city’s most notorious vice merchants. None of her allegations was ever proved. Blessey, in turn, called his most rabid opponent a voice from the past, insensitive and racist. Among other things, he attacked her for opposing a city holiday honoring the birth of Dr. Martin Luther King, a volatile issue in the polar racial politics of the Deep South. And he pointed out that it was Vince Sherry, then a criminal defense lawyer, who profited from crime and vice, not he.

In 1985, Margaret gave up her council seat to run against the incumbent mayor. To no one’s surprise, the contest distinguished itself primarily for its bitterness. Mayor Blessey’s patrician, aloof manner combined with rough economic times to alienate many voters, broadening Margaret Sherry’s appeal. In the end, though, he still managed a bare five-hundred vote margin of victory over Margaret in a city divided.

But to Blessey’s chagrin, Margaret did not go away. She took on the role of Biloxi’s most prominent gadfly, appearing at council meetings to voice opposition to the mayor’s policies, using the voter referendum process to block his proposals and bond issues. Off the council, Margaret began to enjoy more power to foil Blessey than she had when she was on it, and she made no secret about her plans to run again for mayor in 1989. Many political observers believed she would win, her prominence boosted by Vince’s rise to the bench, an appointment bitterly opposed by Mayor Blessey.

If Margaret seemed confident, perhaps it was because she had an insurance policy: She had been working with the FBI, trying to document corruption in city hall. Unable to contain her glee, Margaret had told as many as a dozen people in Biloxi of her “undercover” work.

Now Lynne had to wonder: Did Margaret find something so damning that she and Vince had to be eliminated? Was that why she had made that cryptic remark about them coming after her kids? Lynne had no evidence to support this, just suspicion. Still, she couldn’t help but ask herself the very same question her daughter had posed in the school gym: Where in the hell was Gerald Blessey?6

*  *  *

It was seven o’clock that night in Raleigh before Dick Sposito finally found the stack of urgent messages to call home. At first, Lynne sounded normal to him—painfully, impossibly normal. “Hello, Dick. I’m so glad you called.” Then the iron control she had maintained all day finally began to slip.

“Dick, Mom and Dad have been killed. Someone shot them.” The words were coming in a rush now, barely any space between them. “You’ve got to come home. I’ve got to go to Biloxi.”

Dick Sposito, unflappable, soft-spoken, tried to absorb what his wife was telling him, then attempted to coax some details from her. She could hardly talk anymore. This was the conversation she had longed for all day, but when it finally came, she found no more words, barely able to explain to him what had happened. He told his wife she should go to Biloxi without him. There wouldn’t be a flight until morning. It would be twenty hours or more before he could get there from Paris. “Don’t wait for me. Just get on down there. I’ll meet you there as soon as I can.”

Lynne said okay, then started to cry. She found she couldn’t stop, fierce, gulping sobs. She handed the phone to a friend, a secretary at Dick’s company who had come over to help, and who began making plans for Dick’s trip home. Lynne fled the kitchen, pounding up the stairs and locking herself in her bedroom. She buried her face in her pillow, framed photos of her parents beside her.



Chapter 2

Biloxi, Mississippi, 1987

The cancerous heart of Biloxi, known simply as The Strip, squats low and ugly along U.S. Highway 90, a road whose asphalt lies atop the ancient ruts of the Old Spanish Trail, the preferred route of smugglers, cutthroats, and thieves for the better part of three centuries.

The Strip is everything Biloxi pretends not to be. It lies past the retirement-home-turned-tour-bus-stop of that ultimate Southern gentleman, Jefferson Davis, past the mothballed Air Force jet skewered atop a giant pylon and plopped onto the median like some child’s dusty model, past the beachfront antebellum mansions with their white columns and oak trees bearded with Spanish moss.

Such symbols of the genteel South on Highway 90, of small-town boosterism for the military, of wealth and grace and a glorious past, all of it gives way to The Strip’s squalid hodgepodge of striptease joints and miniature golf, cheap motels, fast-food restaurants, and bars. Here the out-of-town rubes are cleaned out in floating dice and card games. Scams, break-ins, and violent ends are plotted on The Strip, and a stream of hopeless men and women meet beneath the neon, playing venereal roulette for fifty dollars or less in a tangle of sweaty bodies and dirty sheets.

A narrow beach of bright white sand separates the four lanes of blacktop from the steel blue arc of the Gulf of Mexico, but even that apparently virginal escape from the relentless 99s of Biloxi summer (99 degrees, 99 percent humidity) is a mirage. The beach is artificial, its sand dredged up from the sea bottom and sprayed on the rocky shore like so much stucco, paid for by a local tax that, after thirty-some years, is still soaking residents with its questionable benefits. The summery seascape of daylight gives way to a far more ominous terrain at night, where furtive drug deals are struck and teenaged girls sell themselves for a few lines of coke. The Biloxi police trawl the beach at night whenever arrest statistics need a boost.

This stark contrast in geography illustrates a broader urban schizophrenia that lies at the center of Biloxi’s dual persona. Its people pride themselves on maintaining a bastion of Old South virtue, even as they permit their city of fifty thousand to continue in its centuries-old role as a center for wide-open corruption.

In decades past, a succession of corrupt mayors, police chiefs, and sheriffs resisted all attempts at reform, allowing illegal gambling, prostitution, and countless other criminal enterprises to flourish openly. They stuffed their own pockets and the city’s coffers by exacting a tithe on vice, skimming a percentage of the take in exchange for protection. Even squad cars and deputies’ uniforms were underwritten by vice.1

In the sixties, Look magazine compared the region’s physical beauty to the French Riviera, but it was the Eastern Mafiosi, not the jet set, who vacationed here. At the same time, a separate group of thugs, killers, safe-crackers, and con men who came to be known as the Dixie Mafia made The Strip their headquarters, taking over the gambling, the prostitution, and the drug dealing, then fanning out across the other states of the Old Confederacy to plunder banks, steal cars, and, when times got tough, to rob and kill one another.

In the seventies and eighties, little seemed to change. A laundry list of indictments lodged against officials of government and law enforcement reinforced the cynicism of Biloxi’s residents and its legion of critics (the residents of the rest of the state of Mississippi), but accomplished little else.2 It got so bad that some citizens of the adjacent town of Gulfport, Mississippi, always quick to point out that they most certainly were not from Biloxi, began routinely referring to the road that marks the border between the two towns as the Gaza Strip.

*  *  *

Lynne Sposito and her family passed down The Strip as they drove in from the airport on Thursday morning, the day after Vincent and Margaret Sherry were found dead in their home. Sunlight flashed off the garish, sequined sign atop the most notorious strip joint in Biloxi, the cavernous Golden Nugget, which continued as a front for prostitution, drugs, and gambling even while the city closed down its competitors. The owner’s daughter had been Mayor Blessey’s personal assistant, another point of contention for Margaret. She had promised to shut down the clubs if elected, despite Vince’s odd friendship with the Golden Nugget’s owner, an old-timer in the Dixie Mafia named Mike Gillich. Now that would never happen.

The harsh morning glare and Lynne’s tired, gritty eyes made the souvenir shops with their displays of garish T-shirts and genuine driftwood sculptures appear far more wretched than her earlier memories of Biloxi. And yet, the graceful mansions and gentle, empty beachscape that abutted The Strip seemed incongruously peaceful in the wake of a double assassination. Against that serene backdrop, the street corner newspaper boxes seemed all the more jarring, with their banner headlines, large enough to read from the car: SHERRYS SHOT, KILLED.

Vince and Margaret were one of Biloxi’s most prominent couples, and the newspapers in Mississippi, and as far away as New Orleans, had covered the story to the saturation point. Seeing the family’s tragedy reduced to such black-and-white simplicity was a punch in the stomach to Lynne. But later, she and her family would pore over the newspapers, greedy for information, reading and re-reading each story until the words no longer made sense.

Eric and Leslie sat with Lynne and her three children in the car, as shocked by it all as she was. Her brother and sister had greeted Lynne at the airport; Lynne’s other brother, Vin, would be coming later. The police wanted to question them right away, but before going there, Eric said, Vince’s law partner wanted to see them. That was fine with Lynne. The whole family felt disconcerted that the city police department had assumed control of the murder investigation—a department commanded by the man they so disliked and whom they considered a logical murder suspect, Mayor Blessey.

“Pete says before we go anywhere, we should go talk to him,” Eric told Lynne. “We need to go there first.” They dropped off Tommy and Beth at a friend’s house—but not Cathy, who insisted on staying with Lynne—then drove to see Pete Halat.

The night before, Halat had promised Eric he would use his contacts to try and find out what happened to Vince and Margaret—and why.3 Anticipating more information had been Lynne’s only comfort through the long, sleepless night of packing and waiting, staring at the clock until she and her children could finally drive to the airport for the first flight out. As she had watched her seven-year-old daughter rise from bed to stare out the window, then ask if someone was going to come kill her, too, Lynne had been glad that Pete Halat, at least, could be counted on to help them.

The Halat and Sherry law office was housed in a restored early-twentieth-century brick building on the Vieux Marche, an otherwise dispirited pedestrian mall in Biloxi’s less-than-thriving downtown. The Vieux Marche was the weedy, half-vacant ghost of a failed urban renewal project touted by successive city administrations—another white elephant, according to Margaret Sherry. The thriving center of business and commerce envisioned when the restoration project was conceived had quickly given way to empty storefronts, a welfare office, a plasma donation center, the shuffle of pedestrians with nothing to spend and nowhere to go. Crabgrass sprouted between the cobbles. Even the household loan company—the type that advertises “Problem credit? No problem!” and charges interest rates that could finance a space shuttle launch—had gone out of business. But Halat and Sherry had seemed to prosper, and though Vince drove former rental cars he bought second hand, Pete had a Mercedes and an expansive house with purplish paint, a favorite color of his artist wife.

Pete Halat greeted Lynne, Eric, Leslie, and Cathy solemnly, almost paternally, asking about their trip, about how they were holding up, telling them how devastated he was to lose his best friends in the world. He hugged Lynne.

She thought he wasn’t a bad-looking guy, dressed in an immaculate white shirt and tie, a little sharp featured maybe, eyes a bit too small, brown hair a trifle shaggier than fashionable—but overall, charming.

“I’ll help you in any way I can,” Halat assured them. Then, as Lynne rubbed her eyes, he added, “Sweetheart, don’t pick at your face.”

At forty-five, Halat was only ten years older than Lynne. But she was distracted and, anticipating his help, in a forgiving mood. She chalked up his patronizing to grief and discomfort at having to discuss his best friend’s murder with their children.

At Pete’s request, Lynne and Eric followed him into the law library for a private talk. They sat at the library table, amid the shelves of law books and the smell of leather and cloth bindings, knowing that Vince Sherry had spent countless hours in that room, flipping through the heavy volumes. Lynne found herself inhaling deeply, hoping to find some trace of her dad, but there was only the musty odor of pages slowly aging.

Eric started to ask what Pete had found out, but Halat cut him off. “Listen, there’s something you need to understand,” he said slowly. “There is nothing you can do to bring your parents back to life. Nothing. The best thing you can do is drop it.”4

Lynne and Eric looked at one another, confused. How could he be saying this? He was Vince’s best friend. Then Lynne thought she understood: Pete must have found something out from his contacts in law enforcement or his criminal clientele—something bad. Now he wanted to protect them instead of passing on the information. Lynne and Eric demanded he explain himself. “Was it Blessey?” Lynne asked. “Is that why you want us to drop it?” They begged him to tell them more.

Halat refused to elaborate. He had no information for them, he said. He just wanted them to drop it, to mourn their parents, then go home and get on with living—for their own good.

Later, after Lynne described her meeting with Halat, Cathy told her mother, “I don’t trust him, Mom.”

Cathy had never liked Pete. At age three, during a family visit to Biloxi, she had objected to his clowning around and putting his head on Lynne’s lap while posing for a holiday photo, telling him, “Get off my mom!” Then she announced—right in front of the man—that he had “evil eyes.” Her opinion had remained unchanged over the next thirteen years.

Lynne, however, thought her daughter was being a little hard on Pete. Her father did not have many close friends. If he trusted Halat, that was good enough for Lynne. “He’s just trying to help,” she said.

Cathy didn’t answer. She crossed her arms and stared silently out the window as they drove to their interviews with the Biloxi police.



Chapter 3

The Biloxi Department of Public Safety is housed in a condemned elementary school west of downtown, just a couple of blocks inland from The Strip. Its rank-and-file work areas were nominally refurbished with chipped and lumpy metal desks, cheap wood paneling, and stained industrial carpeting of uncertain coloration. The old and yellowed porcelain water fountains still dispense tepid, tinny water in the hallways, and the bathrooms still have rows of enormous floor-length urinals designed for all heights and aims. The chief occupies what had been the principal’s office.

The Special Investigations Office, which served as headquarters for the Sherry murder investigation, had been a fourth-grade classroom, divided now by cheap plywood partitions and piled high with papers and old case files. Several investigators working there had sat in that same classroom decades earlier, pursuing Dick, Jane, and the times tables long before they were assigned to one of the most sensational murder cases in Mississippi since the Civil War.

The Sherry killings drew statewide, then national headlines. Newsweek, The New York Times, the Los Angeles Times, ABC News, all joined the hunt, bringing enormous pressure to bear on the small city police department, which possessed a mere seventy sworn officers, including the lieutenant dog catcher. In Biloxi, the murders managed to penetrate the numb tolerance of violence fostered by an age of brutal ends and weekly true-crime miniseries. Gun sales soared after news of the murders broke. Strangers in the neighborhood were no longer universally greeted with Southern courtesy, but sometimes with suspicion and nervous calls to 911. You just don’t walk into a house in an affluent, country-club subdivision in Biloxi, mere footsteps from the Sunkist golf course, blow away a sitting judge and his mayoral candidate wife, then vanish into the night. The Dixie Mafia crooks had been killing each other on The Strip for years—that was almost tolerable, a bludgeoning here, a stabbing there. But the Sherry killings were different—a judge, a politician. Everybody knew them, or at least knew of them. As corrupt and venal as the city of Biloxi could be, things like this just didn’t happen. Until now.

The mayor and his public safety director wanted a swift solution to the case, they declared, trumpeting their massive task force committed to solving the heinous crime, the rhetoric predictable. But their initially hopeful pronouncements to the media quickly gave way to quiet despair inside the old elementary school. Thirty hours after the bodies were found at 203 Hickory Hill Circle, the task force of investigators from Biloxi P.D., with help from the Harrison County Sheriff, the Mississippi Highway Patrol, the district attorney, the state Attorney General, and the FBI, knew little more than the Sherry children had learned from a few harried phone calls and a visit to Pete Halat. Which is to say, they had a passel of suspicions, but no real idea who killed the judge and the candidate, or why. Some client of Vince’s? A defendant who came before him during his fourteen months on the bench? An enemy of Margaret’s? The possibilities seemed endless. They weren’t even sure when it happened—that’s how clean a job this had been.

All the police knew for sure was that the murder had been well planned and professional. There were no telltale fingerprints in the house, no murder weapon left behind. By the time Lynne Sposito had arrived in town, police scuba divers were in the process of searching for the gun in Biloxi’s Back Bay, not far from the Sherrys’ home, as well as in every alligator-and-snake-ridden water hazard at the neighboring golf course. Everyone knew this to be a hopeless exercise. The gun could be anywhere.

Inside the house, detectives concluded, nothing much had been disturbed by the killer—there were no obvious signs of anything missing. Vince’s wallet still sat in his back pocket. Margaret’s black purse lay atop a copy of the city’s proposed budget for 1988, the credit cards and forty-two dollars and change untouched inside. The small safe appeared unmolested. Robbery had not been a motive.

A .22 automatic, most likely a Ruger, judging from the markings on the shells and bullets, had killed the Sherrys. The small caliber required an expert’s aim to ensure fatality, while the low mass and velocity of the bullets guaranteed little noise and few, if any, exit wounds. The lead projectiles would have ricocheted inside the victims, maximizing damage to organs and blood vessels. The .22 is the weapon of choice for marksmen and assassins, and the killer had been both. All but one of the shots were fired in pairs, spaced tightly—“double taps,” the pros call them, for the quick, twin flicks to the trigger that fire off two rounds in rapid succession. Even the two bullets that missed Margaret were found embedded in the bedroom wall less than one inch above Margaret’s height, right next to one another, a barely errant double tap.

It appeared Vince had been shot first, bullets fired from less than two feet away into his face as he stood looking at the gunman, sending him pinwheeling backward, arms flailing, blood spraying on walls, ceiling, his clothes, and his yellow vinyl reading chair. The first shot, it appeared from the burns and black gunpowder stippling his skin, had come with the barrel inserted into his mouth. His hands may have gripped the barrel. The bullet sheared off a row of his teeth, sending white fragments of enamel and silver fillings sailing through the room. Vince always boasted about his perfect teeth, brushed and flossed with care—how that shot must have hurt, Lynne would later say, her own teeth gritted.

Next, the killer had pumped four shots straight down into Margaret’s head, killing her instantly. There was no spray of blood, just a rivulet of crimson down one cheek and the side of her neck, soaking her bra. She had somehow slumped down into a sitting position, her legs straight out in front of her, feet under her dresser, her back against the bed, hands cupped at her sides, still holding one earring. Had she fainted in this unlikely position? Was she cowering? Had the gunman ordered her to sit down? Investigators could not tell.

When Margaret was dead, investigators theorized, the killer returned to deliver a final shot to the judge, striking him just below his right eye, perhaps a coup de grace to silence his struggles. From the spray of blood around him, they could tell he had lived for a while after first being shot, which led them to believe Vince listened to his wife die before the final shot came to end his agony.

The only traces, aside from the nine Remington-brand brass shells ejected from the automatic pistol, were bits of plastic foam scattered around the bodies, some on Vince’s chest as he lay in the den, some caught in Margaret’s hair as she sat slumped wearing only her bra and panties. The police theorized that the shooter had muffled his shots with a pillow or seat cushion, which would explain why no neighbor heard the gunshots. It could also explain why Margaret appeared to have been surprised by the killer after Vince had been shot—she simply didn’t hear it. The only problem with this theory was that no pillows or cushions seemed to be missing from the home. The police divers added pillows to the list of items to be searched for, but none turned up. It seemed odd that a stone-cold killer would walk out carrying a pillow with nine smoking bullet holes in it, but no other explanation for the foam leapt to mind.1

Establishing the time of death also posed a major problem. A city councilwoman, Dianne Harenski, told police she talked to her friend Margaret by telephone between 7 and 7:30 P.M. Monday. She was sure of the time because Wheel of Fortune was on TV when she placed the call. Vince had been grousing in the background about wanting to go to dinner when the call was abruptly cut short, before the two women had completed their good-byes. Vince and Margaret could have died then and there, the police thought at first, but the contents of their stomachs suggested they probably went on to eat dinner later that night. This was far from certain, though, because the bodies had begun to decompose in the hot, closed house, making precise calculations difficult. The remains of large salads in their stomachs could have been a late lunch, though dinner seemed more likely to the coroner, based on calculations of the rate of human digestion.

There was one other witness, a parole officer who recalled receiving a telephone call from the judge on Tuesday morning, the day before the bodies were found. Vince had a question about a parolee who flunked his drug test—he wanted to cut the kid a break rather than revoke his parole. The parole officer was certain the call had been Tuesday morning. The contradictory information seemed irreconcilable, and a canvass of the neighbors failed to produce any leads. Nobody knew anything.

The killer had chosen an ideal time to strike: just before the Sherrys were to leave town to visit a veterinary hospital and their daughter Leslie in Baton Rouge. This meant they would not be missed in Biloxi for many hours, perhaps days, leaving ample opportunity for a clean getaway, for memories of passing cars and faces to fade in the neighborhood, for alibis to be constructed, if necessary. The implication: the killer had observed the Sherrys for a time, learned their habits and plans, and timed the hit so that it just preceded their trip.

Or, there was another possibility, the one the Sherry children had locked on: The killer knew Vince and Margaret well enough to know exactly what they were doing that night, and when best to strike.

The behavior of the Sherrys’ beloved dogs, Meaux and Fritz, supported this theory to an extent. The two dachshunds would not have attacked a friend. They hadn’t bothered Pete Halat, for instance, when he had come in to discover the bodies. But when two strange policemen showed up a short time later, Meaux had stood sentry in front of Vince, then rushed into the bedroom to keep the police away from Margaret, barking and baring his fangs. The first two patrolmen who arrived at the house couldn’t touch the bodies, so ferocious was the little dog’s efforts to save his two motionless masters, who had doted on those animals, called them The Boys, their two newest sons. Even Vince, who had made Lynne wash her hands with bleach when she touched a dog as a child, let The Boys kiss him on the lips and sleep next to him in bed. Leslie Sherry was convinced only a friend could have done it. Only a friend could have gotten past The Boys without being bitten or hurting the dogs. And whoever it was might be feigning incredulity and grief along with the rest of the city right now.

Halat had told the police he went to the Sherrys’ home Wednesday after Vince’s court clerk called wondering why he failed to show up for work. Halat got no answer when he tried calling the Sherry home, then sent his wife, Sandra, over to check on things. She called back to say both Vince’s and Margaret’s cars were parked in the driveway, but no one answered the door. So Pete and a lawyer in his employ, Charles Leger, drove over in Pete’s Mercedes.

Halat’s description of what followed had been vivid. “I looked into the, I looked in the, ah, room there, through the glass in the door, and I could see the puppies, the dogs . . . I saw some dog excrement on the rug. This kinda alarmed me a little bit . . . In an attempt to check to see if the door was locked, I put my hand on the door latch; I pressed down and it was open. As the door opened an odor came from the room and I immediately perceived in my mind something was wrong. . . .

“I very slowly walked through the hallway, through the entranceway, through the living room, and as I approached the door to the kitchen, I, I saw Mr. Sherry laying on the floor on his back, his feet toward the front door and his head toward the sliding glass door. It was my initial impression at that time that Mr. Sherry was dead. I turned around and went out and told [a neighbor] to please call the police as quickly as he could.

“I had no idea that Mrs. Sherry was in the house, but I did not re-enter the house, for reasons that I can’t explain right now.”

Halat told the police that he had no clue who might have killed the Sherrys or why. Although rumors had begun to float around the city to the contrary, Halat was certain that neither of them had received any threats and was equally certain that if they had, the Sherrys would have confided in him before anyone else. He was their best and most trusted friend and confidant, he said.

“I’m not in favor of the death penalty,” Halat concluded, “but if y’all catch this guy and he’s convicted, I’ll volunteer to pull the switch.”2

Halat’s statement seemed so complete that the Biloxi detectives saw no need for more than a cursory talk with the law firm associate Halat had brought to the house that morning, Chuck Leger. Two years would pass before investigators would correct that mistake and ask for Leger’s distinctly different version of events that morning.

*  *  *

Without any hard evidence, the task force investigators were forced to cast about for potential suspects, hoping that luck would take them where facts could not. So far, they had little to show for their efforts. Dozens of useless tips about suspicious men in the vicinity were doggedly checked. Composite drawings of two men—whose crime consisted of asking for directions to the Sunkist Country Club on the day of the murders—were circulated. No evidence against them existed other than the fact that they had expressed a desire to visit a golf course near the Sherry home on the day before the murders. But such was the desperation of the police department to show progress, to have something to hand out at the press conferences. Newspapers statewide dutifully published the composites, generating dozens of spurious tips. The men depicted in those artist’s renderings were never identified, however—fortunately for them.

The task force briefly considered Pete Halat as a potential suspect. A politically wired and ambitious partner would be a good place to turn in any homicide. He was the last person to see Vince Sherry alive, and he was the first to find the bodies. But the detectives saw no motive. Vince, with his perilously high blood pressure, had been turned down for an insurance policy on behalf of the firm and Pete. Halat didn’t get a penny from Vince’s death. If anything, his practice stood to suffer. And even the kids said he was Vince’s best friend.

Next, one by one, the task force looked at Vince’s former clients. They considered a cocaine-smuggling preacher from Gulfport who had accused Vince of taking a big fee, then selling him out. There was a Chicago mobster and Colombian cocaine smugglers to consider, as well as the king of Biloxi’s Strip, Mike Gillich. Vince’s files were a veritable Who’s Who of Gulf Coast crime.

Most promising of Vince’s former clients was Betty “Diamond Betsy” Inman, a Tennessee-based cocaine smuggler who earned her nickname from an Imelda Marcos–style hoard of drug-financed jewels, furs, clothes, and shoes stashed in her Nashville condo. Years earlier, she had paid for Vince’s legal representation in Mississippi and Puerto Rico by signing over her two Lincolns, a Dino Ferrari, a motor home, and a pile of cash. (The corpulent, occasionally incoherent trafficker also suggested he dump Margaret and run off with her as part of the retainer, a package deal Vince politely declined.) When she drew a prison term despite Vince’s best efforts, Inman decided Sherry had betrayed her. Her love letters turned to threats. The task force heard that Betsy had told associates Vince had looted her possessions, swearing she’d kill Sherry if given the chance.

But Diamond Betsy had been in jail when Vince and Margaret died, the task force soon found. Her threats, apparently, had been idle ones.

The task force would spend weeks pursuing clients of Vince’s without success. It was all speculation. Without evidence from the crime scene or witnesses to implicate a particular person, there was nothing to really investigate. The police ended up telephoning or visiting these clients of Vince’s and, in essence, bluntly asking them to confess. No one did.

Faced with so many dead ends, the much-publicized task force began to dwindle in size after a handful of days as its members found less and less to do. They knew a truism of the field of homicide investigation: Except for a tiny majority of cases, murders are solved within forty-eight hours of their commission. Or they are never solved at all.

*  *  *

If the police had trouble finding a suspect, the rumor mill in Biloxi did not. Within hours of the discovery of the bodies, rumors that Biloxi’s favorite son, Mayor Blessey, might be a viable suspect were being discussed avidly in grocery store lines and over morning coffee across the Mississippi Gulf Coast. Certainly Lynne’s suspicions, her whole family’s, focused on the mayor. She was certain her mother’s worst political enemy had to be involved, and many townspeople reinforced that suspicion, relishing the gossipy intrigue. One woman approached Lynne later, at her parents’ wake, and said, “Seventy-five percent of Biloxi thinks Mayor Blessey did it, darlin’. The other twenty-five percent are related to him.”

This suspicion was studiously ignored by the Biloxi police officials in charge of the case in all their public pronouncements and investigative actions. In one press conference, Director of Public Safety George Saxon admitted that, three days after the bodies were found, investigators still could not determine the motive for the murders. Yet in almost the same breath, he declared, “Politics had nothing to do with the killings.” Gerald Blessey sat next to him at the conference.

Lynne saw in this a huge conflict of interest, but the truth was, even outside investigators brought in to help the city police department agreed that there was absolutely no evidence to link the mayor to the murders.

Still, Lynne had a point: The city’s director of public safety and his police chief served at the mayor’s pleasure, and Gerald Blessey had made it abundantly clear that he would not be considered a suspect simply because he and the victims were enemies. The fact that Blessey was out of town during the time of the murder and had uncharacteristically missed a crucial city council meeting Tuesday, just as Margaret had, was duly noted, though it was never couched in terms of an alibi.

A sheriff’s detective on the task force who asked to question Blessey, if only as a matter of routine, was told by the sheriff at the time not to pursue it.3 This got back to Lynne eventually, infuriating her and compounding suspicions of cover-up and complicity.

Long before that, from her first day in Biloxi—even while Leslie Sherry spoke of how only a friend could get past her parents’ dogs—Lynne Sposito had focused on her mother and father’s worst enemy: Mayor Gerald Blessey. On that first day in Biloxi, she walked into the city police department expecting the worst from the police department the mayor commanded.

And even then, Lynne had no idea just how bad it would get.



Chapter 4

If the Sherry children arrived at the converted schoolhouse fearful and distrustful of the mayor’s police department, the two detectives assigned to question them only exacerbated those feelings. They separated Lynne, Eric, and Leslie for individual interrogation, a police tradition more often used with criminal suspects than with grieving families. Leslie went first, while Eric and Lynne paced and fretted in a cluttered hallway.

The youngest Sherry and the only one who had still lived with Vince and Margaret when home from college, Leslie seemed a logical starting point to the police—the family member most likely to have recent, relevant information. She immediately brought up a key detail the detectives had not heard about before. Wherever Vince Sherry went, Leslie said, he carried a black appointment book. Upcoming appointments, court hearings, dinner dates—everything he did or planned to do—would be there. If anything could help police learn whom he was planning to see at the time of the murders, that book could do it, Leslie said.

“His black book went with him wherever he went ’cause, as intelligent as he was, he was scatterbrained and he needed his book to know where he was supposed to be,” Leslie told Detective Otto “Buddy” Wills and his newly assigned partner in the case, Harrison County Sheriff’s Investigator Greg Broussard, sent by the sheriff to assist the city-run task force. Leslie was surprised when the two investigators told her they knew nothing of this appointment book. They, in turn, were surprised that Vince’s best friend, Pete Halat, had somehow forgotten to mention this potentially crucial piece of evidence.

“If he forgot it,” Leslie said of her father, “I could expect him back within fifteen minutes. . . . They both had one, but he was fanatic about bringing his with him everywhere.”1

With that simple revelation, the detectives learned the killers had taken something from the home after all. Though it could still be buried in the mounds of files and papers at the house, the book should have been readily apparent, near the judge’s jacket or car keys, or in his coat pocket. Yet their initial search of the house had not uncovered it. They would search again, now that they knew what to look for. But that book was gone. They were sure of it.

And that could mean only one thing, Broussard and Wills decided. The Sherrys had known their killer, probably had dinner with him. Why take the appointment book, unless it named the last person to have seen Vince and Margaret alive? And that last person was their murderer.

*  *  *

Eric Sherry spoke to the police after Leslie, alone with the two investigators in a small office. Unlike the detailed questions they had asked of Leslie about Vince’s and Margaret’s habits, likes and dislikes, the round and balding Wills and his thin, dark partner, Broussard, seemed most interested in asking Eric two things: to describe what he knew about the murders, and to detail his trip to Biloxi the night before.

With their poker faces and seeming solicitousness, the two investigators neglected to mention the reason for these questions—that they had already heard from three witnesses whose accounts left them wondering about Eric and the sincerity of his grief. One person saw Eric in town Wednesday afternoon—within a few hours of the discovery of the bodies—when he should have been at home in Florida. A friend of the family, meanwhile, had told police that Vince and Margaret had confided that they were having “major problems” with one of their sons, which the friend understood to be Eric. And yet another witness—no less than the head of the police department, Director of Public Safety George Saxon—had seen Eric Wednesday evening, and concluded that his behavior seemed far too cold and calculating for someone who had just learned his parents had been murdered. “He walked up to me like any passerby and said, ‘What’s going on here?’  ” Saxon recalled. “All he asked was, ‘Where are the dogs?’ No crying, no upset. Just cold.” Finally, Wills and Broussard had been tipped off about something else concerning Eric, something secret in his past. They were keeping this to themselves for the moment, but it was explosive enough to raise serious questions about who Eric Sherry was, and what he thought of his parents—placing him on the list of potential suspects.

Point by point, however, and seemingly without realizing he was doing it, Eric exploded the theory that the Sherry murders were a case of parricide. First he explained how he had received a telephone call at his home in Fort Walton Beach, Florida, Wednesday afternoon from a friend who had heard about the murders on the radio within an hour of their discovery. He had immediately called Pete Halat and his sister Lynne, then jumped in his car and made the two-and-a-half hour drive to Biloxi as fast as he could. That’s why he was in town by late afternoon, early evening. There was nothing strange about it.

Once in Biloxi, Eric recalled, he was not allowed inside or even near the house, which had been cordoned off with yellow plastic tape while dozens of cops and other officials milled about outside. It was then that George Saxon briefly spoke with Eric and concluded he seemed oddly calm. He didn’t know Eric had always been a stoic, refusing as a child to cry even when Vince spanked him. At age twenty-eight, Eric remained much the same. He had sounded just as cold and distant when he phoned Lynne—but she, of course, knew him, knew it was his defense against anguish. Believing as he did that Biloxi officials had something to do with the murders, he was not about to show how upset he was in front of the mayor’s hand-picked public safety chief, Eric would later say. “I wouldn’t give them the satisfaction.”

After stopping at the house, Eric told his interrogators, he next had driven to Pete Halat’s house, where the Sherrys’ friends had gathered to mourn. Pete pulled Eric aside and explained how he had found the bodies, a story Eric repeated for the policemen interviewing him. Eric displayed no inside knowledge of the murder scene—the sort of slip the murderer might make—just an abbreviated version of Halat’s tale. Each of the Sherry children repeated a similar story, though for some reason, they remembered Halat telling them he had only seen the bottom half of Vince’s body, not his face, before he fled the house. Yet Pete had told the police he had seen the whole body, and even described accurately Vince’s position, with his head near the sliding glass doors in the den. The children also remembered Halat saying his elbow accidentally pushed open the Sherrys’ front door as he peered in, while he told police he opened it purposely. Even so, Eric’s account raised no red flags for the detectives.

As for the issue of trouble the Sherrys were having with a son, Eric and, later, Lynne explained it was their younger brother, Vin, not him. Nine years earlier, an eighteen-year-old Vin had left the Sherry home in Biloxi to live with Lynne after a terrible argument with his mother because she had searched his room. Margaret and her youngest son eventually made up, but only after years of tension. Eric was reluctant to speak ill of his brother, but the investigators soon realized that if the Sherrys were having problems with a son, it had to be Vin. And he had been three thousand miles away at the time of the murders.2

The detectives had little else to ask Eric. He had no idea they had him down as a possible suspect, nor did he realize that he had mostly—though not completely—allayed those suspicions.

Lynne, however, saw a few minutes later exactly where they were headed, even though her interview began innocuously enough: The investigators’ first question was how many children did Vince and Margaret have. When Lynne answered four, thinking the question odd, as she knew the police already had that information, Detective Wills refined the question. How many of those four are natural children?

“What?” Lynne asked, stunned, a bit frightened.

“How many are the natural children of Vincent and Margaret Sherry?” When Lynne could do nothing but stare, the detective added, “We just heard a rumor that one of you is adopted, and we’d just like to know if that’s true.”

The police, somehow, had found out one of the Sherry family’s deepest secrets, Lynne realized: that Eric Sherry was adopted. Not even he knew it, Lynne believed. Eric had been born to Margaret’s black-sheep brother and his Japanese wife, who separated shortly after his birth. Margaret and Vince had adopted Eric at age seven months when his mother returned to Japan and his father confessed he was not up to the task of single fatherhood. Few people knew the truth of Eric’s origins—the Sherrys hadn’t wanted him to feel unloved as a child, and as he grew older, they lacked the courage to tell him who his parents were, for fear he would resent the deception or, worse, express a desire to live with Margaret’s irresponsible brother.

“I don’t see what that has to do with anything,” Lynne snapped.

“Well, we have to operate under the possibility that this person just found out he was adopted, and was so upset with your parents that he killed them.”

Lynne thought for a moment she was going to throw up. It all seemed so hopeless. They’d never catch the killer. The police—detectives who worked for the mayor, the man she considered the real prime suspect—were trying to pin the murder on her brother. It only seemed to confirm her worst fears—that the police were part of some terrible conspiracy. Eric would be crushed if he found out he was a target. It never occurred to her that he really might have something to hide.

Somehow, though, instead of raging at the two investigators, she managed to respond with a cold precision, once again finding that detached feeling, as if she was talking about somebody else’s murdered parents. She kept telling herself that if she cried and yelled, they would never take her seriously again. She had to be like a surgeon entering the operating theater, cool, objective, analytical.

“Well, that’s a really neat theory,” she said, “except for one thing. This person doesn’t know about the adoption.”

“You can’t know that,” one of the policemen responded.

“Look,” Lynne said, “do you understand? I’m seven years older than the next kid. I would have to have been a complete idiot not to know that the child was adopted. I was the only one who knew, besides my parents. But if that person was so upset that he killed Mom and Dad over it, don’t you think he would have been a little bit pissed at me, too, for keeping the secret? We’ve not even had a point in our relationship where it’s been strained, much less angry with each other. Not to mention the fact that to come home and play the grieving son, he’d have to be a sociopath. Which he is not.”

The two investigators did not look convinced. But they eased up a bit, explaining they just had to check out every angle. It didn’t mean they really believed Eric did it.

Lynne was not mollified. She said, “You’ve got to promise me something: Please don’t tell Eric. I swear to you, he doesn’t know. If you tell him, he’ll feel like he’s lost everything. Please. If it comes down to it, I’ll tell him. But for now, just don’t do that to us.”

The two detectives looked at one another, then nodded. The subject of the adoption would remain closed for the time being. It was a lousy angle anyway. There was no evidence against Eric. They had been honest with Lynne: At that point, they did not really believe Eric Sherry had killed his parents, no matter what their boss said. That would change in time, however. Eric did, indeed, have things to hide, they would soon decide.3

*  *  *

At the end of the day, the Sherry murder task force gathered in a conference room to review two days of investigation. What they knew could be summed up easily: They had no meaningful witnesses, no evidence, and no idea who killed the Sherrys.

Even public pleas for information about where the Sherrys dined Monday evening led nowhere. The last time they were seen outside their house was around 5:30 P.M. on Monday, September 14. Vince had picked up three dozen sandwiches at the air base to bring to the home of a fellow judge whose father had died. He delivered them, then returned to the base for a haircut. Finally, he had stopped by the law office for a chat with Pete Halat, gassed up his car, and, as far as the police could find, he had gone home. The trail ended there.

Margaret was seen about the same time, maybe a half hour later, at the base exchange, where she browsed through the clothes racks, then bought two calculators. These were found still in the plastic shopping bag from the exchange, hanging on a doorknob off the den, the receipt inside dated September 14, 6:30 P.M. After making that purchase, she had gone home and had several telephone conversations, one of which was cut short, either by accident or by the arrival of a killer. After that, the task force had drawn a blank on both Sherrys, except for one witness, the parole officer, who recalled the Tuesday morning conversation with Judge Sherry.

Motive also remained a mystery. Detectives had heard rumors of threats against the Sherrys—several friends mentioned it when questioned, one even recalling Margaret speaking of a “contract” on her life. But, again, Pete Halat’s firm statement that there could not have been any serious threats without his knowing closed off that avenue of inquiry.

Then there was Margaret’s supposed work with the FBI. Lynne Sposito, along with several friends of Margaret’s, had investigators half convinced that subject might be worth exploring, whether the mayor liked it or not. Lynne had been adamant with detectives: Margaret had been helping the FBI investigate alleged city corruption, particularly in Biloxi’s waterfront redevelopment project, the centerpiece of Mayor Blessey’s attempt to stimulate the city’s moribund economy. Because of what Margaret claimed to have uncovered, she had expressed fears about her and her family’s safety shortly before the murders, Lynne told the police. That remark of Margaret’s about them coming after her kids kept gnawing at Lynne.

Once again, though, Pete Halat discounted this notion, assuring police the Sherrys had received no threats. Then FBI Agent Royce Hignight—the Sherrys’ friend and neighbor, and a senior agent on the Coast—flatly denied any such investigation existed. Sure, Margaret had talked to him, the agent confirmed, but she had nothing of value. There was no investigation. Period. And that closed off Margaret’s search for corruption as a possible motive, so far as the task force was concerned. Neither Mayor Blessey nor any other city official would be added to the list of suspects.

The list would not remain empty, however. Late on September 17, a few hours after the Sherry children left the police department feeling uninformed and fearful, two things happened that gave investigators one firm suspect, as well as a puzzling contradiction.

First, a friend of Eric Sherry’s called to tell police that she had run into him in Florida a week earlier, during the Labor Day weekend. Eric had told her he planned to be in Biloxi the following week, on Sunday and Monday, September 13 and 14—the last days of Vincent and Margaret Sherry.

Hours before the police learned this, Eric had sat with Broussard and Wills and somehow failed to mention these travel plans. That glaring omission was as bad as an outright lie as far as the police were concerned. It didn’t matter whether he actually made the trip—it sounded bad, like he was hiding something. It put Eric Sherry right back on the suspect list. At the top. The task force began investigating him in depth.

The second occurrence came at the end of the day, after the task force folded for the evening. The sheriff’s dispatcher forwarded a call to Greg Broussard’s home. Ruthie Smith, Judge Sherry’s court reporter, wanted to talk. She reopened another avenue that investigators had all but discounted earlier in the day.

“I’ve got a tape you ought to hear,” she told Broussard. “It’s of Judge Sherry, on the bench. Talking about receiving threats on his life.”



Chapter 5

The woman had stood before Circuit Judge Vincent Sherry near tears. She feared the man charged with nearly killing her—her own husband—would try again.

“I can’t do anything without watching for him,” the woman had pleaded to the judge that May, five months before Vince Sherry would die. “. . . Somebody is out there who can get a gun any time he wants it.”

High on his bench, the judge promised the abject woman that her husband would be tried and justice done—have no doubt of that, he vowed. Then, as his stare turned inward, he begged the woman not to let threats and fears govern her life—even as he seemed to forget for a moment that she was standing there. Speaking of his own recent experiences with intimidation and jeopardy, Judge Sherry silenced the courtroom by choosing that moment to break a lifelong habit of poker-faced privacy with an extraordinary statement.

“Would you believe, dear lady, that in the past two weeks, I’ve had an out-of-state threat on my life, and an in-city threat on my life?” Vince Sherry announced, the stenographer’s tape recorder picking up each word. “And I know where it’s coming from. But I’ll see myself in the pits of hell before I’ll be afraid of these people.”

An assistant district attorney—an officer of the court charged with enforcing the laws of Mississippi—sat at her oak prosecutor’s table, saying nothing. True, she worked for a district attorney who boasted heartily of his delight in making Judge Sherry white around the mouth—either from tight-lipped anger or from a milk of magnesia mustache, whichever came first. Still, this was an unusual comment, even from her boss’s political enemy. Maybe the prosecutor didn’t take the judge’s words seriously. Maybe she simply wasn’t listening. For whatever reason, the district attorney of Harrison County, Mississippi, did nothing after a sitting judge spoke openly of threats on his life.
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