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Introduction

The Aurora, Colorado, cinema shootings were striking tragedies, leaving a dozen people dead, scores wounded, hundreds emotionally scarred, and a community that will never be the same. But it wasn’t the only mass shooting of our time. James Holmes, unique though he is, is not the only killer of his kind. This book arises from a confluence of tragic event, surviving perpetrator, scrupulous investigation, and the uncommon fairness of the American judicial system, a system that provides resources and due process to both sides in even the most heinous of cases. That confluence created a rare opportunity to study a mentally ill but very intelligent, highly organized murderer, the extraordinary events that led to his crimes, the shootings, the trial, and its sequelae.

A Dark Night in Aurora exists because James Holmes survived. He wasn’t killed by police; he didn’t commit suicide. The elements of the shootings, a web of important precursors, and Holmes himself received extraordinary scrutiny during the three years in which the prosecution and defense prepared for a trial that would last for months. The verdict and sentence were not “plea bargained,” as often happens in such cases. This time, the investigators and other experts had information and data—there is a difference—from many sources, and their work was shielded from media contamination.

Most of those with access to the huge mass of material collected worked for either the prosecution or the defense. Only two forensic experts were retained in entirely nonpartisan roles, by the judge rather than either side: Colorado psychiatrist Jeffrey Metzner, MD, and me. Dr. Metzner came fairly early to the process; I was retained a bit later, as a result of legal wrangling that caused Judge Samour to search for a second court expert. I had the benefit not only of the existing seventy-five thousand pages of evidence, hundreds of audio and video files, and access to the defendant and scores of witnesses, experts, and others associated with the case, but also of Dr. Metzner’s earlier work and counsel as I pursued my own investigations.

This book is a result of all that happened and all that was uncovered. It doesn’t spring from an author’s mind. I didn’t make up the characters, imagine their words and actions, or manipulate any events. I’ve tried to describe those characters, words, actions, and events with scrupulous accuracy and express my interpretations and opinions in ways that readers will find intriguing. My greater hope is that the book does justice to all concerned.

Finally, a note about the quotes and short transcripts scattered through the chapters. Many are from Holmes’s conversations with me during our nine private, video-recorded interviews (almost twenty-three hours in all). They are memories, thoughts, explanations, and impressions expressed in his own words after the shootings. One of the early manuscript readers called it an unedited “look behind the curtain” at a man whose thoughts and plans had been hidden for years, a chance for the reader to see, and consider for himself or herself, what Holmes was like as he spoke with me. Other quotes are taken from text and e-mail exchanges between Holmes and others before the shootings, things that he said or felt, and what others perceived about him, as he moved through the years, then months, then days that culminated in the tragedy.

—WHR
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JIMMY


1. Jimmy

“Lots of hugs.”

(James Holmes’s memory of his early childhood)

James Eagan Holmes came into this world December 13, 1987, in Scripps Memorial Hospital, La Jolla, California. His mother had a briefly complicated labor and a cesarean section, but there was nothing particularly special about his birth. Arlene and Robert were excited to see their first child, the first grandchild in either of their families.

They named him after a paternal uncle and added Arlene’s family name. His birth announcement (which, in a bizarre twist, became a piece of evidence in his later fight against receiving the death penalty) says he weighed seven pounds, eight ounces. There’s a lovely photo of him resting on Robert’s chest.

Every baby is cute; every baby is sweet. Every baby brings its parents, and the world, a promise for the future. For the next decade, this baby was a normal little boy named Jimmy.

____________

Arlene Holmes was a nurse at Scripps Memorial when Jimmy was born. Bob was a statistician at the nearby Navy Personnel Center. They had met at Berkeley during the late 1970s, where Arlene pursued a degree in English before going to nursing school and Bob, having graduated in mathematics from Stanford and gotten a master’s at UCLA, completed his PhD in statistics. The couple got married in Los Angeles, lived briefly in Washington, DC, while Bob worked with the Bureau of Labor Statistics, and then moved to San Diego.

Both parents were models of success, with family backgrounds that contained both achievement and adversity. Arlene was a Southern California girl, born in Santa Clarita near Los Angeles. Bob and his twin sister, Betty, were born in Istanbul; their father (Jimmy’s grandfather) was stationed in Turkey at the time.

Bob’s father, also Robert, was a West Point graduate (and brother of an Annapolis graduate) with a distinguished military and civilian career that included service in the Pacific during World War II. The family can be traced to early colonial times. Bob’s mother once served as governor of the exclusive Monterey Bay Colony of Mayflower Descendants.

As in most families, there were difficulties as well as successes, and difficulties to come. A few relatives on both sides of the extended family had alcohol problems or minor emotional conditions. At least three were diagnosed with more serious mental disorders that required, at times, psychiatric hospitalization. Bob’s twin sister, Betty, developed severe mental illness early in life. “It was something we never really talked about,” he said at his son’s trial. He suspected that Betty, who has been mentally disabled for decades, has some variety of schizophrenia.

Bob’s father, Jimmy’s paternal grandfather, had notable psychiatric symptoms as well, especially late in life. His military record refers to psychiatric evaluations, and, although he was successful in many ways, he was once admitted to the Monterey Peninsula Community Hospital for “disabling obsessive-compulsive disorder.” Jimmy and his sister, Chris, enjoyed both Betty and Robert senior. The adult James remembers Betty as a “kind and loving aunt.”

Arlene’s father, Burt Eagan, was hospitalized during midlife for bouts of depression and psychosis; he died when Jimmy was four. Her mother, Helen, was a kind and patient grandmother who loved Jimmy and Chris. The family visited Helen often; Jimmy and Chris loved to swim and watch movies at her Los Angeles retirement complex. There’s a family video of Grandmother Helen and young Jimmy making gingerbread cookies, and Jimmy excitedly asking, “When we’re done taking our nap, can we eat all these?”

It was a good family, with closeness and love. “Lots of hugs,” James the adult would remember from jail, and parents who modeled values of education, initiative, and family life.

Jimmy hit all the usual developmental milestones. He talked at the right age, began walking at the right age, and was obviously a smart and loving boy. An early phase with temper tantrums evolved into a boy who liked to hug, laughed a lot, and showed all the joys and feelings of childhood. There were no problems in preschool at KinderCare or in kindergarten at Sundance Elementary.

All little kids have fears, and Jimmy had his. On family trips to visit Arlene’s mother in Los Angeles, he sometimes worried that thugs would climb through a window and kidnap him. Back at home, he was afraid for a few months of what he called “nail ghosts,” monsters that might hammer nails through the wall beside his bed at night and poke him. Mom and Dad reassured him. “They let me sleep in their bed,” he remembers, “or they’d say there’s no monsters,” and the fears went away.

His parents treasure photos and videos of Jimmy as small child, singing a Christmas song for example, or during grace before a meal. There’s a home movie of Jimmy sitting at the kitchen table getting a haircut from his grandmother, another of him wearing little rabbit ears, another of the toddler running to hug his father, and one of a proud, five-year-old Jimmy gently holding his baby sister, Chris, soon after she was born.

When Chris was about a year old, Jimmy composed a letter to her. He didn’t write it himself (he had just turned six); he told his mother what to write:


Dear Chris,

I love you, Chris. I wish you could play basketball and soccer with me. I wish you could play Lite-Brite. You have soft, cute skin. You’re a happy baby. I wish you could play marbles with me. You can when you grow up. You need four more years.

Love,

Jimmy, your brother



Years later, in a different world, Chris would read that letter to the jury at her brother’s sentencing hearing and say, “When I was only one, he was happy I was his sister.” A few minutes after that, looking at photos being shown in court of the two of them riding bikes and smiling and wearing Christmas hats, she quietly added, “There was a time when we were happy.”

When Jimmy was about seven, the family moved several hundred miles north to Salinas, California, in order to be near Bob’s ailing mother, Jane. They bought a house in the rural suburb of Oak Hills, a couple of miles northwest of town. They planned to stay in Oak Hills/Salinas for five years and then reevaluate the situation.

Bob began work in statistical forecasting at the nearby Defense Manpower Data Center, largely on the Armed Forces Vocational Aptitude Battery (AFVAB, a test to determine qualifications for enlistment and military occupational specialties). Arlene, a registered nurse, raised the family and was eventually employed by Central Coast Visiting Nurses. Jimmy started elementary school in Castroville; in a few years, Chris would go there as well.

Salinas, the county seat of Monterey County, had about 150,000 people. Oak Hills was much smaller, a few hundred middle-class houses surrounded by the huge farms that fill the Salinas Valley and support its motto, “Salad Bowl of the World.” Although just a few miles from toney Monterey and Carmel-by-the-Sea, agricultural and diverse Salinas, Oak Hills, and Castroville (a rural, working-class town of 7,000) were very different from suburban San Diego.

The family lived in a modest one-story ranch on Foxtail Place, with a wood-shingle roof, lots of bushes in front, and plenty of eucalyptus trees behind the house. Jimmy had his own room. Their backyard opened into vacant land about a block from State Highway 156, with hundreds of acres of strawberry fields just beyond. If you walked southwest along the path beside Charter Oak on any given afternoon during the late 1990s, passing Clover Trail and turning left onto Foxtail Place, you might see Jimmy and the gang of grade school kids playing basketball in the cul-de-sac in front of Jimmy’s house.

James the adult remembers “a big canyon behind the house,” adventurous to a kid but actually just a dip in the landscape with a little creek, where he and his friends would play capture the flag for hours. He remembers digging ponds in the backyard, mudholes really, and jumping into them as he pretended they were a water park. He remembers playing with his little sister, who sometimes helped him dig. He remembers interesting neighbors. One ran a jewelry shop; another taught art at a penitentiary. He remembers friends and neighborhood parties, games and sports, Halloweens and Christmases.

No mystery here, no violence, nothing unusual; just lots of good memories for everyone who was there.

In early 1996, just after Jimmy turned eight, Arlene and Bob became a little concerned about his behavior. They brought the family to local counselor John Adams and told him that although Jimmy was doing fine in school, he was “very Nintendo-oriented,” socialized poorly at home, and sometimes threw his stuffed animals. The counseling records indicate that Jimmy was quiet and noncommunicative during that first visit but was otherwise pleasant and alert and played with his sister. Adams made some recommendations about discipline and the differences between Mom’s and Dad’s parenting styles. Within three visits, Arlene and Bob reported great improvement. All seemed normal, and they stopped the counseling.

Psychiatrists and psychologists sometimes exaggerate the importance of a few counseling notes, especially when the subject is as sensational as James Holmes. It’s important to point out that none of the complaints or descriptions in those early childhood records was particularly worrisome. Little boys throw things all the time; kids often behave differently at home than at school or with friends. Counselor Adams gave Jimmy a common, almost generic diagnosis at the time (“oppositional defiant disorder”), perhaps just to be sure the sessions would be covered by the family’s insurance. By the second or third visit, the diagnosis no longer applied. Nothing in the family services notes suggests future social or psychiatric problems or what was to occur in Aurora some sixteen years later.

During his first few years in Oak Hills, Jimmy attended Castroville Elementary, two or three miles down Highway 156 from the family home. He was always on the honor roll. His teachers remember him with adjectives like “intelligent,” “smiling,” “active,” “helpful,” and “sweet.” There’s a video of him receiving an award for 100 percent attendance.

His second grade teacher, Ann Hestand, recalls a little boy who was friendly, considerate, and popular with the other children. Testifying during the sentencing phase of the trial, she remembered his “wonderful smile.”

His fifth grade teacher, Paul Karrer, remembers him as a very bright boy, friendly and popular. Karrer testified during the trial that “he was balanced … like a renaissance kid,” the leader of the exceptional students. “He had academic abilities and the kids liked him.” As a special project, Mr. Karrer let Jimmy and another fifth grader write computer code to create a class website—no easy task during the late 1990s—after they finished their classwork. Karrer had a contest during gym classes in which the kids would try to outrun him for prizes. Jimmy was the first to beat him. Jimmy and his friends were the kinds of students that “make teaching rewarding,” Karrer said. “He was a wonderful kid when he was ten.”

Suzy Diaz was the school secretary at Castroville Elementary. She knew Jimmy from the time he registered for second grade until he moved on to Gambetta Middle School (now North Monterey County Middle School) after fifth grade. She, too, remembers that Jimmy stood out even among his especially bright peers as they moved from Ms. Hestand’s second grade class to Ms. Miser’s third grade, Mr. Frost’s fourth, and Mr. Karrer’s fifth.

The family took lots of trips together—to Disneyland, to the beach, skiing, and camping. There are photos and videos of Jimmy and Chris in the ocean, at an aquarium, on Segways at a wildlife park, camping in the woods, playing miniature golf, snorkeling in Hawaii, and having Super Soaker fights in bumper boats at Big Bear Lake. As they got a little older, Jimmy and Chris loved visiting their Uncle Dexter and Aunt Terri near Chico, California, where they could ride horses and fish in the couple’s pond.

Bob and Arlene cared deeply about each other and the kids. Mom made sure they had dinner together every evening. Mom and Dad went to the kids’ concerts and sports events and spent time with them whenever they could. Dad coached Jimmy’s soccer team. Chris went to his games, too, “tagging along,” she remembers, and “handing out oranges.”

Jimmy “was happiest when he was playing soccer,” Bob said, and liked having his father as his coach. He wasn’t a star athlete, but he participated in lots of sports in Salinas and San Diego: soccer, basketball, kickball, track, and martial arts. He was a runner on the Monterey County youth track team, going with friends and family to meets around Northern California. There’s a photo of him getting a medal at their first meet on the Hartnell College campus. Former friends and team members remember him as a team player, a good sport, and never a poor loser.

Bob and Arlene were loving and caring of each other. They never fought in front of the kids, and Chris never saw them being mean to each other. Chris remembers their father as conservative, mathematical, and analytical. Dad could be a little “socially awkward,” she says, perhaps more than James at times, “because he’s always thinking.” Bob and Jimmy were both quiet types and sometimes took a while to articulate things. Mom was more “creative, open, free-flowing.” Chris says her parents “instilled a hard-working ethic … to do well in school … treat other people how you’d want to be treated.”

Although they were close and loving, no one talked very much about feelings. Bob testified that “we were more scientific, nonemotional.” Much as Jimmy is universally described as shy and not seeking of the limelight, Bob doesn’t like public attention or speaking to large groups of people. He doesn’t easily show his emotions.

I asked James the adult about memories of times with his parents and what he remembered as the nicest things they’d done for him. His answers were short and a little superficial, but poignant in their own way. The three nicest times with his dad were Dad’s paying for most of his car, taking him to the beach, and helping him move. The beach vignette was the closest James came to remembering “feelings” from that list: “We had ice cream … It was good. We got to spend family time together.”

He remembered more personal times with his mother: the letters she wrote to him, taking him to the zoo and a Where’s Waldo? adventure, and making spaghetti with him. I asked about the time they cooked spaghetti. He smiled as he remembered the boiling pot of pasta and Mom testing to see if it was al dente. “She threw a piece of the spaghetti onto the cabinet,” he said, “and she left it there. When she took it off, she stripped the paint off the cabinet.” The memory, like the pasta, left a lasting impression.

Mom did lots of other things with Jimmy and Chris, like creating papier-mâché art projects and coloring Easter eggs. Those times in the kitchen with Mom and Grandmother Helen stand out in Jimmy’s family memories; he still likes to cook.

Chris, their parents, and their neighbors all remember that Jimmy was gentle with his little sister and that she always looked up to him. She was occasionally annoying, like all kid sisters, but they were very close. Jimmy tried to feed her when she was a baby, and he read to her when she was a toddler. He often included her in the big kids’ games.

Chris remembers playing with her big brother, building forts, and throwing things for Zooby, their Labrador retriever, to fetch. She remembers the secret tree house Jimmy built with his friends when he was ten or eleven years old and the day he finally let her into it. Chris would go to Jimmy when she was uncomfortable among the older kids, and he’d calm her down. She felt secure with big brother Jimmy around.

One of neighbor Katherine Barrett’s most vivid memories of Jimmy and Chris was a trip to a water park. Chris wasn’t allowed to go on a big water slide. “That’s okay,” Jimmy told her, “I’ll stay with you,” and he put his arm around her while the older kids climbed up the steps.

He was always there; he had her back.

Jimmy was considerate toward the other younger kids in the neighborhood, too. He often included them in games and sports and sometimes protected them as well. Oak Hills neighbor Lori Bidwell, whose son was Chris’s age, talked about the Halloween haunted house that Jimmy and two other boys created at the Holmes home two years in a row. Jimmy would guide the little ones through the peeled-grape eyeballs and Jell-O brains in a way that made them squeal and giggle with delight, not scream in fear.

Lori and Mark Bidwell first met the Holmes family in Oak Hills in 1995. Their son was a good friend of Chris. They remember the Oak Hills neighborhood as a family-oriented place. “Bob and Arlene were very good at making sure their children were well behaved,” Lori said. Arlene was the main disciplinarian. Bob was “reserved, very quiet.” Jimmy was shy and “laid back” but could open up once he got to know you. When Lori played Apples to Apples, a family word game, with Jimmy, “he gave really intelligent answers” and had a great sense of humor. Jimmy was very much a part of the group when they played, she says, and when he was with his friends. He never got into squabbles with the other children.

Katherine and Martin Barrett lived four houses away, just across Charter Oak Boulevard. The Barrett home was a gathering place for the local kids, including Jimmy. To them, he was “a gentleman … sweet,” a very happy boy, fitting in well with the other kids as they built things with LEGO bricks, shot off bottle rockets, and played street hockey and basketball in the cul-de-sac. Jimmy wasn’t very outgoing, but he wasn’t an introvert, either. He was shy with the adults but interacted well with his peers. He was the least confrontational of the group, standing back when they argued, staying off to the side in scuffles. Their son Joe remembers Jimmy as a track teammate, a good friend, and “a normal kid.”

Claire Vincent has taught piano in Oak Hills for over four decades. She taught Jimmy from the time he was about nine until the family moved back to San Diego when he was twelve. He learned easily, she says, performing in programs and recitals. There’s a photo of the two of them playing a duet in her studio and video of him playing “Jingle Bells” with Chris.

Young Jimmy liked animals and loved the family pets. Zooby was a Labrador; Whimby was a Scottie. The dogs were with him every day, warm, ready to “listen,” never critical. James the adult could picture them in his mind as we talked: loyal friends who liked to play fetch and snuggle up to him. Then Zooby got bad hip problems and “couldn’t get up anymore.” Soon Whimby got sick, too.

One day, when Jimmy was seven or eight years old, the vet came to the house. Jimmy had no warning for that visit, so far as he remembers, one that would end with his parents telling him that Zooby had been put to sleep. No one prepared him for the second visit either, when the vet came for Whimby. When he learned what had happened, he went into the backyard, climbed into his favorite tree, and cried. Neither Jimmy nor James the adult ever told anyone the stories of Zooby and Whimby or that he had cried. It was “pretty personal,” James told me later, and personal things were kept inside.

Some of James the adult’s memories contradict other people’s descriptions of his childhood. Different people who were there remember those early years in different ways. The record isn’t clear about whether or how much Jimmy’s outward behavior had begun to change before the family left Oak Hills, but troubling, unspoken thoughts and feelings seem to have begun around the time the family moved back to San Diego in 2000. One account says his parents began to notice that he was keeping more to himself when he was in the sixth grade at Gambetta Middle School, a few months before the move. James’s own version of his preteen years in Oak Hills and Castroville describes important differences between some of his inner thoughts and his outward behavior. Whether the earliest changes came before or after the move, seemingly ominous fantasies soon began to appear. Jimmy was thinking about killing people.

When Jimmy was about ten years old, vague, amorphous, recurring pictures of “nuclear bombs” began to intrude on his thoughts from time to time. He recalls that they occurred sporadically, sometimes more than once a week, sometimes less. The thoughts didn’t seem attached to any particular situations at first, and they didn’t come when he was playing or interacting with other people. They happened “on my down time, and … before going to sleep … kind of times when nothing [was] happening.” He kept the thoughts to himself, never talking about them with anyone. No one else knew they were there. He didn’t think his thoughts were normal, but they didn’t particularly worry him at the time.

I asked James the adult, “If I had been some kid about your age playing with you—age ten, eleven, twelve—would I have thought you were abnormal?”

“No,” he answered, “… just a normal guy.”

Young minds go through a lot as they develop, and we all find psychological ways—whether completely unconscious or within our awareness but forgotten as we grow up—to deal with childhood fears and infantile wishes. Every small child has thoughts and fantasies that, if taken alone and at face value, are unsettling. But the early disturbing thoughts that James the adult remembers are unusual both for their content and for the fact that he appears to remember them at all. (Most of our childhood memories become distorted with time to some extent, and entirely false memories are not uncommon.)

After five years in Oak Hills, Bob and Arlene reassessed their situation. Arlene missed her family in Southern California; her mother had become ill, and both she and Bob were dissatisfied with the Castroville schools. Bob landed a very good position with a San Diego software company and soon found a house for the family in the Rancho Peñasquitos subdivision.

The decision to move back to San Diego came quickly. They would leave about two weeks before the end of the 1999–2000 school year. Jimmy and Chris would have to start school in San Diego just as the year was closing and just as final grades were being determined. Jimmy dreaded the prospect of starting over in a completely unfamiliar place. From his viewpoint, life was turned upside down, and his protests were ignored. No one listened to him.

Jimmy and Chris stayed with the Bidwells for a few nights while Arlene and Bob packed and prepared for the move. Lori Bidwell describes the children’s final moments before leaving as “heartbreaking.” Chris, age seven, was in the family van “plastered to the window screaming.” Jimmy, she said, “just had tears in his eyes” as they drove away.

Jimmy sat alone in the back of the van as they left, watching his home, then his neighborhood, then whole years of his short life disappear. No one noticed as he tore a stiff piece of cardboard from a box and began sawing at his wrist.

____________

Aurora, Colorado, July 20, 2012, just after midnight:

Veronica was six years old when her pregnant mother, Ashley, took her to the Century 16 Theater. Veronica wanted to sit on her mother’s lap, but Mom said she was a big girl and could sit in her own seat. She settled between her mother and her thirteen-year-old friend, Hailee.

James Holmes shot Veronica four times that night. Another friend, Kaylan, tried desperately to give her CPR as she became the youngest victim to die. Ashley was shot twice, lost the baby she was carrying, and remains paralyzed from the waist down.


2. The Changes Begin

“We stopped playing together as much, spent less time together.

Maybe it was because of having to restart everything.”

(Chris Holmes, Jimmy’s sister, about the family move back to San Diego)

Jimmy never told anyone about the way he felt in the back of the van as the family left Oak Hills for the last time. His mother noticed his wrist, but he told her it was a paper cut. When I asked why he never told anyone that he cut it himself, James the adult said, “Just because I wanted to keep it private.”

Things had begun to change.

____________

Rancho Peñasquitos is a northeastern San Diego suburb of about fifty-five thousand people. Peñasquitos is Spanish for “little cliffs.” It has lots of hills, parks, and open space, including the huge Los Peñasquitos Canyon Preserve. Bob and Arlene bought a two-story Spanish-style home on Sparren Avenue, just a mile, as the crow flies, from the one they had left five years before.

His father’s hope that Jimmy would make friends easily when he started Mesa Verde Middle School during the last couple of weeks of the school year and cultivate friendships over the summer didn’t pan out. Instead of adapting when he was thrust into Mesa Verde, he turned inward. Summer came with no new pals.

Jimmy focused on reading, sometimes in his bedroom closet, along with video games and other things he could do alone. Arlene tried to help by going around the new neighborhood and introducing herself to families, seeking those with boys who might befriend him. She made a few connections, but nothing clicked. She took Jimmy to a local comic book store, hoping he would join the kids there who played fantasy games, but at that point he gravitated to online games, playing from his own room and having pseudorelationships with faraway, faceless people and their avatars.

Autumn and the seventh grade at Mesa Verde brought better social opportunities. Jimmy developed friendships, joined the Mesa Verde Eagles school band, and played soccer. School at Mesa Verde went fine. Jimmy’s intelligence served him well, and there were plenty of boys who enjoyed being with him. Many either shared Jimmy’s shyness and social awkwardness or excused it. He began to play a strategy card game called Magic: The Gathering with real people, and he had a best friend, Earl.

“Best friend” is a relative term. Today, Earl agrees that he and Jimmy did lots of things together, were often immersed in Magic, and ran with the same group for several years. But Earl also remembers Jimmy as “very quiet, very soft-spoken … not warming up, or even talking to you until you get to know him.” In all those years, Earl says, Jimmy came to his home only once.

The various descriptions of his childhood, by Jimmy, his family, schoolmates, neighbors, and others, are understandably inconsistent. We view memories of long ago through all kinds of filters, and the filters change with context. James himself sometimes remembered an ordinary kid and sometimes an unusual, even odd one. Childhood themes, often accurate, are there, but none of us ever remembers things exactly as they were.

Everyone agrees that Jimmy was accepted at his new school and in Rancho Peñasquitos, but he wasn’t forming the kinds of relationships he had as a younger child. It wasn’t anything like the gang of kids in Oak Hills, running in and out of neighbors’ houses on Foxtail Place, Clover Trail, and Trefoil, shooting hoops in the cul-de-sac, and playing capture the flag in the kid-sized “canyon” behind Jimmy’s home. From age thirteen or fourteen, James the adult said, he used “escapist stuff like video games,” as well as schoolwork, sports, and television, to ease the painfully awkward feelings that swept over him when he was with others.

In October of 2001, when Jimmy was nearly fourteen, the family sought counseling once again. “We were concerned,” Bob recalls. “Chris seemed to be making friends and fitting in, but Jimmy seemed to be having a little trouble. He seemed to be much more isolated than he did before.” They went to an agency called PsyCare and began family counseling with social worker Mel Lipsey. The detailed records of their twelve or fourteen sessions were destroyed years ago, but the visits seem to have focused on adjustment issues related to the move from Oak Hills to San Diego.

Jimmy was indeed becoming more isolated. He talked and interacted less than before and often seemed irritable and angry around home. Arlene told a defense team investigator that by middle school, Jimmy had developed an aversion to talking on the telephone. She once rehearsed making a call with him, but when he tried using the phone by himself, he “clammed up” and couldn’t do it.

Lots of adolescents are socially awkward. Bright kids, the so-called nerds of the world, may be a little more awkward than most. Jimmy had some friends. He did well in school and participated in sports. Some readers may wonder whether his isolation and self-absorbed activities were truly pathological or were within the normal range for adolescent boys. The childhood thoughts and fantasies that James the adult looks back on today may or may not have been so pronounced in his early teens. Holmes himself is our only witness to them, and, as mentioned earlier, memory is a fragile, changeable thing.

Jimmy’s home life didn’t seem to be a cause of his isolation. People who were there around that time describe the Holmes family as very close, but neither Jimmy nor his father was very open with emotions. That doesn’t mean they didn’t have them. Bob, himself somewhat reserved, says Jimmy’s relationships with his parents and sister were fine. He describes Arlene as the main disciplinarian of the family and says Jimmy and Chris had a normal teenage brother-and-sister relationship, teasing and sometimes picking on each other, but with no big fights.

Jimmy saw his mom and dad talking together, caring about each other, James the adult told me after the shootings. “You could see love between them … they showed it.” The feeling came to Jimmy, too, he said: warmth, hugs, and he was a part of that.

Chris recalls a noticeable change in Jimmy after the family moved back to San Diego and another as he moved into adolescence. She says he communicated less, perhaps because they were five years apart and he was in high school. James the adult doesn’t remember their relationship that way. He remembers being with her in the house and in the backyard, where sometimes she was a bit of a pest. She “wanted to do exactly what I was doing.” But he knew she looked up to him.

For most of Jimmy’s childhood, the family went to church regularly. He recalls a Presbyterian Sunday school early on, but after returning to San Diego, they attended Peñasquitos Lutheran. James the adult says he went to Sunday school because Mom insisted. As he got older, the family sat together during adult services. He remembers being “indifferent” to Sunday school and church. The family would go for donuts or Mexican food afterward, James the adult says, with a bit of a smile. “They had to bribe me with Taco Bell.” Then he added, “I was never really a believer, I guess” (a statement redacted from the interview videos shown to the jury). On the other hand, he volunteered to help with vacation Bible school and church gardening, and he attended “pretty much every Sunday.”

Religion was “pretty much insignificant” in the adolescent life James remembers. It was most important to Arlene, but, he says, she “left it at the church” rather than bringing her faith into the home. Bob “was kind of like me, but he would go because of my mom.”

As he entered high school, Jimmy’s social difficulties, and some troubling thoughts and mental images, were evolving, but he still didn’t tell anyone. The gist of neighbors’ and classmates’ stories from that time is that Jimmy kept to himself with everyone except family and friends. They remember him as quiet and shy, even though once he became comfortable with someone he could be talkative, funny, and “pretty normal.”

High school classmate Sumit Shah told the media after the shootings that Jimmy “always had really good grades,” even in advanced placement courses, and would join in lunch hour football games. Neighbor and classmate Anthony Mai knew a “happy and smiling” Jimmy for years, who played soccer and ran cross-country on the track team at Westview High. Ilana Aronson, who lived across the street and a few houses north, remembered that he used to swim with the neighborhood kids in the Aronsons’ backyard pool.

Jimmy hung out with one of the quieter groups, going to movies and playing paintball. He and Alex Van Horne played junior varsity soccer. “There’s people you see in high school that you worry about sometimes,” Van Horne told the San Diego NBC affiliate, “but he wasn’t one of those.” Jimmy didn’t stand out, but “he always seemed fine.”

Jimmy wasn’t particularly successful at sports at the time, but he stayed with it. Track coach Lori Godwin says he wasn’t very athletic, “but he kept coming to practice.” She saw a painfully awkward boy who kept his head and eyes down around strangers as if to say, “I can see you but please don’t talk to me.”

None of them could see what was going on inside him.

James the adult remembers what was going on inside during those early and middle teens. He remembers mental images of atomic blasts and “nuclear winter” that began to slip into his thoughts when his mind wasn’t occupied. He remembers a kind of shift from the disturbing but passive thoughts of death and destruction of a year or so earlier to more active ones, from images of anonymous people dying to thoughts of killing them himself. The thoughts were sporadic, intruding to fill “blank spaces,” what he called “down time.”


REID: “[You wrote in your notebook a few weeks before the shootings,] ‘the obsession to kill since I was a kid; with age became more and more realistic. Started as the entire world with nuclear bomb and then shifted,’ more amorphous when you were a child.”

HOLMES: “Right. There wasn’t any clear detail. It was just nuclear bombs.”

REID: “… What did you mean by ‘obsession’?”

HOLMES: “Recurring thought…. Sometimes multiple times a week, sometimes every other week.”

REID: “Did it interfere with any of your kid activities?”

HOLMES: “No, it would occur on my down time and, like, before going to sleep…. Kind of times when nothing’s happening.”



Holmes said that to me on August 27, 2014. Almost four weeks earlier, on August 1, I had asked him about his earliest obsessions about killing, which occurred during middle school. He generally denied feeling any hatred, just “strong inner thoughts of killing people” without any images attached. There were no specific victims in his thoughts or fantasies, no enemies, or people who teased him, or video game bad guys; “they were just abstract humankind.”

James the adult would speak of hating mankind years later, in our postshooting interviews, but he told me that the “hate” was as a child hates vegetables (he picked broccoli) rather than in anger. It wasn’t vengeful, but he still wanted to kill people. He seemed perplexed when I asked about his motives or the context for those early thoughts. “It just popped up,” he said. “I didn’t really have anything to be angry at.”

Jimmy had the impression that he made other people uncomfortable and that their being uncomfortable would cause problems. At first, James the adult explained that the worst outcome he (young Jimmy) could imagine from his awkwardness during those years was simply to make the other person feel awkward too, or maybe to start a fight. As time passed, he began to think about it in terms of death: “if somebody gets killed or not.”

Around that time, perhaps a year or two before, Jimmy had read Of Mice and Men, the John Steinbeck novel about two California migrant workers: George, wiry and smart, and Lennie, a mentally defective “gentle giant” whom George protects from a world that doesn’t understand him. When I asked James the adult if there were characters in the book he found particularly interesting at the time or with whom he might identify, he chose Lennie. “George liked him,” James said. “That’s what made it hard for him to kill him in the end.” George killed Lennie because “he was the closest one to him.”

There’s a lot of psychological evidence that Jimmy was afraid of letting his angry feelings get out of control, that those emotions might hurt others or drive them away. That’s a routine childhood fear, shown in different ways by children of all ages, and it was of great concern to Jimmy. For example, like all kids, sometimes he got mad at his mother, and sometimes he felt that he hated her. He was so afraid of those feelings, or that he would lose control, that he made a pact with himself never to hate her. “It wasn’t acceptable to be angry at her,” he told me. If a kid gets really angry at his mother, “she could treat you differently … [and maybe] ignore you.”

Later, things became more complicated and more ominous. Jimmy’s early fantasies and mental pictures of “nuclear winter,” metaphors for thinly suppressed anger getting out of control, evolved into more complex mental defenses. His parents didn’t notice very much in the way of emotional symptoms, but he was getting worse. Sometime during late middle school or early high school, Jimmy developed a particular way of mentally defending against his anxiety and awkwardness in uncomfortable situations. Others saw him withdrawing, unable to find words, or “clamming up,” but Holmes described it more dramatically, as “freezing.”

In mild, even imagined, confrontations, Jimmy would stop talking, moving, or outwardly reacting. He told his various examiners, including me, that he didn’t remember anything about the early “freezing” episodes because he couldn’t think or feel when he froze. Nothing was going through his mind, he said; it was “kind of a mental block.”

Later, sometime during high school, disturbing images began to appear within the freezing. Holmes has vivid memories of violent images—“saws going against other people” and “getting their heads cut off”—but he has trouble pondering the possibility that the images had any psychological meaning. The saws just “popped up” in his mind, he remembers, like a “floating saw” chopping off a limb or a head. “Then there’s no more. It’s done.” It’s a “random” saw that Jimmy didn’t associate with himself: “The saw is doing it on its own.”

Of course the saws were associated with Jimmy’s feelings and wishes, but he truly failed to see any connection, either at the time or during our interviews years later. In spite of his considerable intellect and in spite of his fervent wish to understand why he was “different,” neither Jimmy the teenager nor James the adult ever pondered their psychological meaning. Thinking about one’s own unconscious wishes and fears is very difficult. The unconscious is unconscious and is inaccessible for good reason. However uncomfortable our conscious thoughts and fantasies may be, the ones they conceal scare us even more.

That kind of fantasy is not extremely rare in adolescents, and it isn’t always psychologically ominous. When people are faced with great anxiety, their minds create ways to feel safer. That means either eliminating the threat—mentally or physically—or moving away from it. It’s like fight or flight in the jungle, but without real lions. When the person is trapped in the situation, as Jimmy when he was frozen in a verbal interchange, the mind automatically comes up with ways to eliminate the perceived threat.
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