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“The past is never dead. It’s not even past.’’


—William Faulkner

















PART 1

A TRUE STORY IN THE YEAR 2021
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LIKE ANY MONDAY






It was June 7, 2021. For several hours already, rocking chairs had been rocking, the air-conditioning running, mosquitos buzzing in the heat. Before long, the humidity would be suffocating. Alex Murdaugh finally dragged himself out of bed. At fifty-three years of age, he was not an early riser, and nobody was going to change that. These days, the bathroom scale read 265 pounds. That was a lot even for a tall, strapping man of 6'4". But nobody was going to change that either. After all, what other people liked about him was his honest plumpness, his amiable joviality, and his obvious good nature.


On that late spring morning, white strands mixed with the red hair in the mirror above his pink face. In this land of pine barrens and swamps of southern South Carolina called “Lowcountry,” Alex was a good ol’ boy. Who would hold it against him if he slept in?


Alex slipped on his khaki pants, a short-sleeved polo shirt, and a pair of brown leather shoes. His wife, Maggie, had already left the house. Paul and Buster, his two sons, weren’t home either. Only Blanca, the housekeeper, was around. All morning, she’d been busy in the big white house with a front porch. A little earlier, Maggie had texted, asking Blanca to stop by the supermarket to pick up some pineapple Capri Sun juice for Alex. Actually, no, corrected a second message: orange. Blanca hadn’t found any there but would keep an eye out. As her employer was leaving the house, Blanca stopped him. Not so fast. She looked him over, walked up to him, and reached up to his neck. His collar was crooked. There, that was better.


Alex Murdaugh climbed into his car, guided his Chevrolet Suburban down the unpaved lane between two rows of trees, drove past a low red-brick wall, and exited the estate, an immense, isolated property straddling two counties and surrounded by a gray-green-brown scrub–4147 Moselle Road, known as “Moselle.” It was past noon. The shoulder was littered with roadkill, and turkey vultures glided overhead like they had nowhere to go. The roadside was a landscape of conifers, mobile homes, small Baptist churches, fast food restaurants, and gas stations.


Twenty minutes later, he reached Hampton, a burg of some three thousand souls organized around a few simple virtues. It had a main street, a few clothing shops, an old movie theater, and a coffee shop. And Coconut’s, a restaurant with brown carpeting and plastic chairs, where the locals gathered over a plate of shrimp and grits.


Alex parked his Suburban a little farther on, in the parking lot of a large red-brick, neocolonial building. Called the PMPED for Peters, Murdaugh, Parker, Eltzroth, and Detrick, PA, it housed the law firm founded by Alex’s great-grandfather back in 1910. Alex Murdaugh felt at home here. He was the most recent heir in a lineage of emeritus prosecutors. For a century, the Murdaughs had embodied law and order in Hampton County.


In the small courthouse dating from 1878 a little farther down the street, his ancestors’ portraits hung on the walls: Randolph I, Randolph II, and Randolph III. Alex’s older brother also worked in the family business. His name was Randolph IV, but everyone called him Randy.


A stack of papers was waiting for Alex in his office. His work as an attorney consisted mainly of defending good people who’d been victims of car accidents, work accidents, and health-care accidents. In people’s most desperate moments, Murdaugh assured them, “I’m here.” That’s what he told his clients. He made a pretty good living—$125,000 per year, not counting the bonus.


Maybe that’s also why nobody found fault with Alex Murdaugh’s habit of arriving at the office so late. It had even become a running joke. Sometimes, he’d arrive at five o’clock, right when everyone else was ready to go home. And he did it openly; discretion was not in his tool kit. Annette, his paralegal, called him “The Tasmanian Devil” because he blew into the office like a thundering tornado with his phone pressed to his ear.


Late that morning, Jeanne, the firm’s CFO, was looking for him. When she saw him upstairs, standing outside his office, she called out to him. What happened next was remarkable, only the first in a day that would include several unusual events. Alex Murdaugh responded with a dark look, which was not at all like him, and asked, “What do you need now?”


Strictly speaking, the matter wasn’t urgent, but they would need to sit down for a moment to talk about money. He assured her that everything was in order. Or everything would be real soon. In any case, no need to worry.


The telephone rang. Sorry, he had to take this call. It was news concerning his father. Bad news. He was in the hospital and wasn’t going to last long. Alex Murdaugh was not in the mood to discuss anything else. End of discussion.


It was about 6:30 p.m. when he left the office and returned to Moselle. The next to arrive was his beloved son Paul. At age twenty-two, he was a little hotheaded and loved the great outdoors. Alex’s wife, Maggie, would arrive a little later. She was fifty-two years old. Alex sent her a text. “Paul told me you were getting a pedicure! Call me when you’re done.” While waiting, father and son drove around the estate. It was a gray-green paradise of over seventeen hundred acres that stretched to the horizon, with a small lake and trees rising into the sky. It even had a short landing strip for airplanes. To get around the property, the Murdaughs owned a fleet of golf carts, pickup trucks, and gardening vehicles.


Three hundred yards from the house lay the kennel where the Murdaughs kept their lucky Labradors Bubba, Bourbon, and Grady. An adjoining shed held some twenty firearms, including pump rifles, semiautomatic rifles, and .12-gauge shotguns. The Murdaughs had all kinds of rifles at the house. In many other places, this would have seemed strange, but who didn’t own guns around there with so much wildlife?


That evening, they needed to check on the sunflowers and start organizing the hunt planned for the following weekend. Alex tried to stand a bush up straight, but it kept flopping over. Laughing, Paul filmed a video of him. In the glow of the setting sun, Alex and his son were having a good time.


Maggie parked her Mercedes on the property at around 8:00 p.m. Husband and wife had met in college, and together, they’d endured life’s trials. Maggie had spent the day at their beach house in Edisto getting ready for the Fourth of July party. Alex had asked her if she could come home. Since she didn’t like leaving him alone during this difficult time, she decided to join him for an evening with the family. Such moments were precious.


The previous evening, they’d gone to another baseball game in Columbia, two hours away. A week before that, they’d celebrated Alex’s birthday. Paul had brought in a huge cake with white icing. While everyone sang “Happy Birthday” Alex blew out the candles and raised his glass, shouting, “Thank y’all so much!”


Before leaving, Blanca made dinner: cube steaks with gravy, green beans, and white rice. Paul loved her cooking. Maggie served up Alex’s plate. As usual, they ate dinner together in front of the television, each in their usual spot: Alex on the sofa, Maggie seated in front of a dinner tray, and Paul in the recliner. Paul was the first to finish eating and went off to do his thing. That evening, he had to take care of Cash, his friend Rogan’s Labrador.


At around 8:45 p.m., Paul and his mother went out to the kennel. Alex still needed to make a run to Almeda, twenty minutes away, to visit his mother, who was in the late stages of Alzheimer’s disease. Since the kennels were some three hundred yards from the Murdaugh house, Alex texted Maggie to let her know he was leaving, then set out for his mother’s house. On the way, Alex called his older son, Buster. Then he called his best friend, Chris Wilson, to catch up on his news. He also called his younger brother, John Marvin, who was watching a movie with the family. He said he’d call Alex back tomorrow.


Fifteen minutes later, Alex arrived at his parents’ house. For a few minutes, he watched a game show on television with his mother, then left for Moselle at 9:43 p.m. He called Maggie, who didn’t answer. At 9:47 p.m., he sent her a text: “Call me, Honey.” It remained unread.


By 10:00 p.m., Alex was back home. There was no one in the house. Maggie was still not answering. At 10:05 p.m., Alex jumped back in the car and drove down to the kennel.


At 10:06 p.m., he dialed 911. In a voice struck with sudden horror, he shouted, “This is Alex Murdaugh, 4147 Moselle Road. Come quickly, my wife and child have been shot bad!”


In the chaos, the operator tried to understand.


“Did they shoot each other?”


“No!”


“Are they breathing?”


“No, ma’am!”


“Did you say that they are your wife and your son?”


“My wife and my son,” he repeated, alone, facing the slaughter.





Sergeant Daniel Greene was the first police officer on the scene. The low brick wall, the lane that led to the deserted house, the crickets chirping—such a setting made everything seem diabolical. The young police officer switched on his flashlight and headed down the path that led to the kennel area. He walked past the only witnesses on the scene, the Labradors who were whining and barking in their cages.


To the left, in front of the door to a small feed supply shed, a young man lay in a pool of blood. A little beyond him to the right lay the body of a woman face down in the dirt. In the center of the shadows, the beam of his flashlight fell on a man in a white T-shirt and khaki shorts, his face frozen in a wild-eyed grimace. Alex Murdaugh. Eighteen minutes had passed since his call.


A hunting rifle leaned against the Chevrolet Suburban, which still had its emergency flashers going. Alex said that he’d gone to get a gun for protection, just in case. His voice rang with hysteria. He paced, crossed his arms, leaned over, putting his hands on his thighs—he could not stand still. Who could? He had checked the victims for a pulse, he said. It didn’t look good.


“It’s a long story,” he added, unprompted. “My son was involved in a boat accident a few months ago. He received threats.”


A few seconds later, he asked if it was official that his wife and son were dead. “Looks like it,” replied the sergeant, his tone impersonal. He was almost surprised to have to state the obvious. Murdaugh’s face twisted. He started to collapse, then managed to straighten himself up. He blew out a breath, sniffled, cleared his throat several times, and mopped his face with his T-shirt.


“Sorry,” he said, as though trying to pull himself together. “I’m really sorry.” Another police officer walked into the beam of the flashlight. In a polite reflex, Murdaugh asked him the most normal question imaginable. “How ya doin’?”





Where to begin? The police covered the bodies and secured the perimeter. McDowell, the assistant, found a cartridge on the ground and marked its position with a hunk of yellow police tape, setting a rock on top so it wouldn’t blow away. Then they called their colleagues in the South Carolina Law Enforcement Division. Known as SLED, this was the equivalent of the state criminal investigation unit.


They established the following facts: The body of Maggie, fifty-two years of age, had been torn apart by the bullets. She had been shot four or five times with an assault rifle in the legs, chest, and head. Paul, twenty-two years of age, had been shot with a .12-gauge hunting rifle. The first shot hit him in the chest, and the second, even more horrifyingly, in the head. The forensic pathologist, who specialized in crime scenes, would report that Paul’s skull had exploded and his brain had flown into the air before dropping at his feet. His face was gone. There was no trace of the two weapons.


At 1:00 a.m., Alex Murdaugh was interrogated inside Agent David Owen’s squad car. The police officers were sorry, but they had to ask a few questions. It was procedure.


“I understand,” replied Murdaugh, compliant. “I totally understand.”


Between fearful whimpers, Murdaugh said that he had tried to turn Paul’s body over.


“Did you touch Maggie?”


“I did touch her. I touched both of them. I tried to take their pulse. Then I immediately called 911.” How was his relationship with Maggie? Wonderful. And with Paul? Also wonderful. So, who might have been angry at them? Alex Murdaugh had his pet idea, which he quickly served up to the officers and would continue repeating. Two years earlier, his son had been involved in a boat accident that resulted in the death of a young woman. The incident had created a scandal in the region.


Special Agent Owen was wary and told Murdaugh that the police would probably have many more questions to ask him. Alex, the devastated father in the passenger seat, patted his thighs as if concluding a meeting with a client. “I’m available, you know you let me know.…”


That would be all for that day.
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THE CURSE OF HAMPTON COUNTY






Soon, other bodies surfaced in the wake of these two.


The first dated back to 2015. On July 8, a little before four o’clock in the morning, a tow-truck driver was on his way to work. He was driving through Hampton County at night, passing through an isolated area at an hour when it would be surreal to come across a living soul. Then he spotted some kind of obstacle on the road. Probably the carcass of an animal that had chosen the wrong moment to cross the road, he thought. But that’s not what it was. His headlights revealed a horrifying sight. He called the police, telling them that he’d seen “a white man sprawled on the road.” Then he continued on his way.


A few minutes later, the police arrived. A body lay stretched out in the road. A young man who looked frail, with a fair complexion. He was wearing a Nike T-shirt, beige cargo shorts, and black sneakers. The blood flowing from a wound above his right eye had discolored his blond hair and was forming a dark pool on the asphalt. His soft face was disfigured. The officers secured the perimeter, drew a red square around the victim on the pavement, and identified him. Stephen Smith, a student, nineteen years of age.


The body was taken away for an autopsy, to be examined by the forensic pathologist. The skull had sustained a fracture on the right side, and a long tear started at the forehead. The right shoulder was dislocated and the arms were covered with cuts. Cause of death: blunt force trauma to the skull. It was a hit-and-run, resulting in the death of a pedestrian, the report concluded. The victim was lying right in the middle of the road, so logically, it had to be a hit-and-run.


Yet the South Carolina Highway Patrol investigators were skeptical. They knew the signs that indicated a traffic accident, but the scene before them did not fit that scenario. If Stephen Smith had been struck by a vehicle traveling at fifty-five miles an hour, several things would have happened.


His body would have flown into the air, rolled, and bounced on the pavement several times before sprawling like a disjointed marionette. The series of blows to his body would have sent his shoes flying. His telephone would have been thrown from his pocket, and the impact would have cracked its screen. Friction from his body sliding across the pavement would have ripped up his clothes and torn into his flesh. In addition to skull fractures, he would have suffered injuries to his torso and legs. The impact of the vehicle would have left cuts and contusions on his body. This level of impact would have left scattered shards of glass and flecks of paint on the road, as well as skid marks.


Yet the road was clean. Not a trace of any collision in the area. The investigators wondered if the body had been deposited in the middle of the road.


Other details attracted their attention. The victim’s car, a little yellow Chevrolet, was found parked at the side of a road three miles from the scene. The battery was still charged, but when the officer turned on the ignition, the vehicle wouldn’t start. The gas cap, unscrewed, was dangling against the side of the car. The victim’s wallet was still inside the car, wedged between the passenger seat and the door. This set off a whole new set of questions. If Stephen Smith had gone off in search of gas, why leave his wallet in the car? Was the gas tank empty, or had someone emptied it? And even if the young man had started walking along that road, why head in the opposite direction from the nearest gas station?


Another scenario began to take shape. This was not an accident. It was murder.


For Stephen’s funeral, his family decided on an open coffin to let everyone see his sweet, mutilated face. His mother, Sandy, was convinced that her son had been the victim of a hate crime, and a year later, she would contact the FBI. Stephen Smith had been openly gay in a conservative area where being different was never a good idea. Furthermore, she knew her son, and he would never have ventured out on a country road all alone—certainly not in the dead of night and certainly not without notifying anyone.


His twin sister, Stephanie, confirmed that he’d been secretive in the weeks leading up to his death. Stephen had confided to close friends that he was going out with a high-profile resident of Hampton County, but he was evasive about that person’s identity. His lover was still in the closet, and news of his sexual orientation would rock the county, Stephen had said.


Their investigation put the police on the trail of the Murdaugh family. On the day of the accident, a lawyer had telephoned Stephen Smith’s father. Alex Murdaugh’s older brother, Randy, had offered his services pro bono. That was strange. A few months later, a man contacted the investigators with a tip he’d received from Randy Murdaugh. Allegedly, Stephen Smith had been hit by a car driven by a teenager who lived in the county.


Another name kept cropping up, and that was Buster, Alex Murdaugh’s older son. Buster and Stephen had known each other since childhood. They’d been in the same class and played on the same baseball team, which was coached by the Murdaughs.


Rumors started circulating. People whispered that the two boys had been in a secret relationship, things had gone wrong between them, and Stephen had been beaten to death with a baseball bat. People said that the Murdaugh boys, Paul and Buster, had been involved. These rumors fed other rumors, and soon, people were saying other things. No one would speak out publicly for fear of reprisal. Supposedly, some people had been paid off to stay out of town until the whole thing blew over. Others had unplugged their phones to avoid having to answer to investigators. In all, the name Murdaugh appeared in the file some forty times.


On June 22, 2021, two weeks after the murders of Maggie and Paul, investigators decided to reopen the investigation into the death of Stephen Smith. The rumor was tenacious and the media would spread it like a virus. 





The second body dated back to 2018. This one was Miss Gloria. At around 9:30 a.m. on February 2 of that year, Maggie Murdaugh called 911 from the Moselle property. Their housekeeper, Gloria Satterfield, fifty-seven years of age, had just fallen on the brick steps that led up to the front door of the house. She was still conscious but no longer responsive, so please come quickly! Paul took the telephone from her, and the operator asked, “Can you ask what kind of pain she’s having?”


“Ma’am, she can’t talk, she has cracked her head … there’s blood on the concrete, and she’s bleeding from her left ear.”


The 911 operator asked if the victim had a history of heart problems, and Paul grew annoyed. “Ma’am, could you stop asking all these questions?”


Sixteen minutes later, an ambulance collected Gloria Satterfield and took her away. Circumstances surrounding the fall were murky. Maggie said she’d heard noise, had found the woman, and called for help immediately. Paul said that when he’d tried to help her up, she’d fallen again. Arriving home shortly after the accident, Alex maintained that the victim told him the dogs had made her lose her balance on the steps. But at the hospital, Miss Gloria was no longer able to explain how she’d fallen. She had several broken ribs and suffered a subdural hematoma from the impact to the skull. On February 26, three weeks after her fall, Gloria Satterfield died of complications from her injuries.
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