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Praise for Mailer: His Life and Times


“Try dipping into Mr. Manso’s interviews without at once becoming addicted. Try just skimming the text without getting hooked in the stage-by-stage unfolding of Norman Mailer’s career. You can’t.”


—Christopher Lehmann-Haupt, The New York Times


“A sort of sprawling, late-into-the night party. Mailer gives you an enjoyable time.”


—The New Yorker


“Mostly the book is grand gossip, a sort of portable Hamptons, Everyman’s own private literary soiree.”


—Time


“A rare and unprecedented document. … Bigger even than Mailer.”


—Mark Harris, Los Angeles Times


“May well be the year’s best read.”


—Niven Busch, San Francisco Review of Books


“An irresistible, exciting experience.”


—Publishers Weekly, boxed review


Praise for Brando, The Biography


“Monumental. … The book’s organizing narrative is a morality of waste, such as American tragedies are always supposed to offer … pursued with the diligence and the desire for completeness that we associate with loving labors.”


—Michael Wood, The New York Review of Books


“Stunning.”


—Vanity Fair


“Staggering.”


—Mirabella


“A page-turner.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Marlon Brando emerges in Pater Manso’s massive biography as a more complex, but also more sympathetic, figure than the one revealed in [Brando’s] own memoir.”


—Jay Carr, Boston Globe


“An exhaustive, incisive biography.”


—Jack Kroll, Newsweek


Praise for Ptown: Art, Sex, and Money on the Outer Cape


“An eloquently written, in-your-face cri de coeur about the so-called ‘gay takeover’ and resultant ‘great philistine shift’ that has transformed the sleepy little hamlet into what one local activist derides as a ‘gayted theme park.’”


—Alex Beam, Boston Globe


“Kicks up the sand.”


—Vanity Fair


“Unsparing, to say the least.”


—The New York Times


“A blistering critique … Manso’s point is a good and important one.”


—Andrews Sullivan, The Daily Dish


“The story of gentrification unfortunately is all too familiar. … At the risk of wrongfully being called homophobic, Manso examines the exclusionary policies used by affluent gays to make Provincetown wholly their own.”


—Jonathon Keats, San Francisco Examiner


“Manso’s storytelling skills are evident as he guides readers through the Cape Cod settlement’s evolution. And he delivers with gusto on the promise of the book’s ‘art, sex and money’ subtitle.”


—Time Out New York


“This is nonfiction, and the tales are all true, no matter how bizarre.”


—Sunday Advocate
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To the brothers Baldwin—Jimmy and David—who came back every now and then to help get me through this




Read this: The unexamined life isn’t worth living, but the examined life will make you want to die.


—CHRISTA WORTHINGTON


The more we look at her, the uglier she gets.


—CAPE AND ISLANDS DISTRICT ATTORNEY MICHAEL O’KEEFE


Race is somewhat ambiguous in its concept.


—BARNSTABLE SUPERIOR COURT JUDGE GARY NICKERSON


I would still be asking you to convict if the defendant were white and facing the same evidence.


—PROSECUTING ATTORNEY ROBERT WELSH III


I thought McCowen, a black man, was unjustly accused, and, boy, was I right.


—DEFENSE ATTORNEY ROBERT GEORGE


Your Honor, all I can say is that I’m an innocent man in this case … and that’s how I’m going to go out.


—DEFENDANT CHRISTOPHER MCCOWEN


In my old age I have about come to believe that the whole of written history is miscreated and flawed by these discrepancies in the two ideals systems: the one of how we would all like to believe humanity might be, but only the privileged can afford to believe it; and the one of how we all really know humanity in fact is, but none of us wants to believe it.


—JAMES JONES





INTRODUCTION


The American murder trial as a metaphor for the nation as a whole has become, in recent years, almost a cliché. Our best writers have seized upon it as a vehicle of self-expression. Academics argue over its myths and realities. The producers of TV series capitalize on its imagery, earning the networks heady profits second only to those raked in by Oprah. At some point or another, almost every American, rich or poor, white or black, has confronted the American justice system and its complexities—with pride, skepticism, awe, revulsion, or a combination of all these.


I began this project with the assumption that the Christa Worthington murder would be the basis for my “trial book” (every journalist wants to do a trial book), that it would take only eighteen months to complete, and that my involvement as the author would be no different from my involvement in the half-dozen other books I’ve written, even though I’d known Christa Worthington, my neighbor in the town of Truro on the tip of Cape Cod, Massachusetts, for more than a dozen years.


Like so many assumptions, these proved false, largely because of what I found while digging into the crime, its investigation by the Massachusetts State Police, and the trial I’d planned to cover in the style of the late Dominick Dunne, notebook in hand, memorializing courtroom events in a so-called objective manner. Instead, I wound up lending assistance to the defense team and soon found myself in a great deal of trouble—specifically (not to say surreally), hauled into court, where I was indicted on a series of felonies after voicing my belief, both in print and as a guest commentator on Court TV, that the Cape and Islands district attorney in charge of the case (and also the case against me) was an ambitious, racially insensitive politico who’d cut corners in the courtroom and during the three and a half years he’d supervised the police investigation. My run-in with the lawman, however, is a story for another time.


I began the project in spring 2005, shortly after the arrest of Christopher McCowen, thirty-four, a black trashman with a borderline IQ. A layman, I lacked any close familiarity with the law or the courts. It did not take long to learn that the typical criminal trial is a deeply flawed process; narrative and storytelling, not evidence, determine many a trial’s outcome. The art of jury selection—voir dire, as it is called—is also critical, more so than most people would imagine. Experienced practitioners know that jurors, ordinary Americans of ordinary intelligence, have a way, as Harper Lee put it, of “carrying their resentments right into the jury box.”


The best trial lawyers also know that judges, the vast majority of whom are white, must be educated as much as possible, within the limits of protocol, when the defendant is black; the court should never be allowed to sidestep the issue of race, although most judges will try.


None of this should come as a surprise. The principal figures in every jury trial are ego-driven mortals, each with his own agenda: DAs want to win in order to get reelected (and perhaps slake a native bloodlust); expert defense lawyers work out authority issues while running high-profile, publicity-generating cases; and, again, jurors are not self-sacrificing citizens driven by common sense as most will vote in a way that reinforces who they are, what they believe in, what they value the most. The jury room is a stage, a pulpit, as the Oscar-nominated film 12 Angry Men illustrated more than fifty years ago.


Even judges with tenured appointments are part of this food chain. Bound by precedent, they rule on evidentiary questions with the record ever in mind, and those who aspire to an appellate bench or to political office have every reason to interpret the facts of the case narrowly, to preserve the status quo. Even when their choices are blatant and obvious, trial judges are the most protected element in our court system, rarely questioned.


There are, of course, dedicated lawyers and truly disinterested jurists, just as there are prosecutors who can see their way to dropping a case against a defendant wrongly charged. But recent history has forced such folks to work overtime. The Vietnam War, the Wall Street financial scandals originating in the early ’80s, the callow adventurism of the Bushes, Sr. and Jr., at home and abroad (made worse by the mainstream press’s failure to expose them), all have had a lasting effect. Lying, bending the rules, and a growing readiness to abandon constitutional safeguards have invaded the popular culture and courts alike, sanctioned by the events of September 11, 2001, and their progeny.


This is no small matter, obviously. The normally staid New York Times has pointed out that the Federal Bureau of Investigation, the Office of Homeland Security, and other federal agencies have improperly obtained more than 8,500 telephone accounts from 2003 to 2006 without following legal procedures. Next to the financial sector, local representatives of the law-enforcement community have most taken this new value system to heart. “Testilying,” for example, has become common, police officers bending the truth while on the witness stand. Another form of police misconduct is the withholding of exculpatory evidence; the ACLU, the Innocence Project in New York City, the Center on Wrongful Convictions at Northwestern University, and a rash of appellate court rulings across the country have shown that hundreds of criminal defendants have been set up by less-than-honest cops. Equally alarming, the local courts have been loath to blow the whistle during this time of orange alerts and nationwide anxiety. Better we overlook the bad apples than risk besmirching the much-needed good guys.


Of course, there is another view. Conservatives such as Sean Hannity will argue that there is nothing new here so much as what’s happening is just a Hobbist reassertion of the human condition, and, yes, we should feel all the more blessed for it. But before jumping into this little book of mine, I’d scarcely realized how bad, how dark, things had gotten on Cape Cod, my childhood summer home of art openings and clam bakes, until I had read through the Massachusetts State Police file, case number 02-102-0900-0007, Comm. v. McCowen; consisting of forensics, criminalistics, and surveillance reports, DNA screenings, polygraph results, police interviews, and internal memos. The file was a journalistic gold mine, as were the minutes of the grand-jury proceedings since what both showed was a miasma of law-enforcement shortcuts running through the case like mold on a particularly smelly blue cheese. The local legal community had become so ingrown, so incestuous, that the courts looked upon the cops as family, and given the pressure on police to find Christa’s killer, it seemed nobody and nothing was safe, least of all the Constitution.


It took no genius to see this as much of what the DA and the cops did was right out in the open. The file showed, for example, that my own phone records had been grabbed without a subpoena or court order the day after Christa’s body was found; my wife, who is not a professional journalist protected as I am by the First Amendment, had her records pried out of Verizon and during the investigation the records of at least forty-five others were obtained via demand letters to a compliant Verizon, as well. My DNA was snatched, along with the DNA of a half-dozen other locals, swabbed from discarded cigarette butts and cast-off water bottles. We were not suspects but, rather, “persons of interest,” meaning that police felt no compunction about violating our privacy even as they couldn’t determine that any one of us was materially relevant to their probe, either.


If pressed, these investigators would probably defend their actions on the grounds of thoroughness. But that argument is limited. Time and again, while conducting my interviews, I heard locals speak of being confronted by plainclothes detectives banging on their doors, unannounced, at 9:30 P.M., which on off-season Cape Cod is the equivalent of midnight. One suspect, Christa’s onetime boyfriend Tim Arnold, was grilled for several hours while confined at a Cape-area psychiatric facility, in open defiance of his lawyer’s insistence that interviews be cleared in advance. Arnold was sedated at the time but that made no difference to detectives, who apparently failed to consider that the Effexor and amnesia-inducing lorazepam Arnold was taking might render their truth-gathering efforts less than reliable, at best.


Then, too, on the third anniversary of Christa Worthington’s death, the frustrated investigators, after going to the FBI for pointers, conducted a DNA sweep of our sleepy little town of Truro wherein they intimidated reluctant donors by threatening to record license-plate numbers on a “special list.” The ACLU and the Boston Globe called the sweep something just short of a fascist outrage; the story made USA Today and the New York Times, but what the public never learned was that the majority of the 150-odd swabs collected were never even turned in for analysis. Rather, the samples languished in DA Michael O’Keefe’s office until Christopher McCowen was arrested in April 2005, four months after the sweep, more than a year after McCowen’s DNA was collected. It, too, had sat on the shelf in O’Keefe’s corner office while Truro trembled.


In addition, the director of the Massachusetts State Police (MSP) crime lab was discharged after more than twenty-five DNA samples were misfiled, while five of the thirteen fingerprints lifted from the Truro murder scene turned out to belong to local police and EMTs. Inexplicably, key evidence, including fibers and even vaginal combings, were never tested.


But disorganization, incompetence, and a corrupted crime scene were business as usual. An MSP report dated December 10, 2002, “Blood Sample of Anthony R. Smith for Comparison in Worthington,” documented the nadir of police misconduct. Here, lead detective Christopher Mason reported that he’d requisitioned two vials of Smith’s blood from the coroner’s office and delivered it to the crime lab for analysis without, it appears, a court order or family permission. Anthony Smith was the son of a stubborn defense witness who would insist to the end that he’d seen a truck or van speeding out of Christa’s driveway the day before her body was found; the driver was white, not black like Christopher McCowen. Mason was covering all bases, as he usually did, since he is a very thorough man. But he ran roughshod over the Fourth Amendment in the process, displaying utter insensitivity to a parent’s grief. Smith, who lived with his father, the stubborn witness, had recently taken his own life.


The rationale for this official act of quasi-vampirism was nothing more than unverified telephone hotline tip that Smith “lived in the area,” according to Mason’s report of May 16, 2003.


Nothing tied the young man to the murder, not even remotely.


But beyond the blindness of such efforts, the file revealed a world of drug-dealer snitches protected by police, and a particularly self-invested DA. The new off-season Cape Cod was made up of single welfare mothers, wild-eyed alcoholic wife abusers, “wash-ashore” laborers living on food stamps while waiting for the tourist restaurants to reopen in May, and an ever-growing horde of teenagers dragged into court up and down the Cape, their OxyContin-fueled lifestyles combining with post-9/11 jitters to empower the cops like nothing anyone had ever seen before.


It was after plowing through the file that I began interviewing people on both sides of the law. Almost all interviews were face-to-face, not on the telephone, and often the drama that accompanied these encounters was as illuminating as the words themselves, for once again I found myself on a Cape Cod I’d only heard about. The former director of the Cape NAACP, for example, insisted on coming to my house for our meeting, then excused himself when it was only late afternoon, apologizing that it wasn’t wise for a lone black man to drive the Truro-Orleans stretch of Route 6, the “gauntlet,” as he put it, after dark. Not long afterward, a white drug dealer, a Truro-Wellfleet townie with deep local connections, told me that at night he always drove with his interior lights on. Why? So the “federales,” he explained, would know who was behind the wheel, not pull him over. As one local journalist reminded me, the Cape is only an hour and a half’s drive from Charlestown, home of Boston’s infamous busing crisis, and the situation wasn’t helped any by the fact that African-Americans make up only 1.6 percent of the Cape’s population, a minuscule fraction of the 13.5 percent national average.


My interviews continued right through the trial, which was a David-and-Goliath proposition from the start. The DA threw his full staff onto the case the way Rommel used his tanks to overrun North Africa. Day after day, a dozen or more of his lawyers, researchers, interns, and secretaries filled the lawyers’ dock on the left side of the courtroom, just as the commonwealth had the resources of the State Police and state crime lab. Attorney Robert George, by contrast, was flying solo. George fought the good fight, but in the end, he lost. Most reporters covering the trial felt his client deserved a hung jury, at least; according to nearly 40 percent of those responding to a Cape Cod Times poll conducted after the verdict, the defendant’s color made the difference.


It is an open question whether any defense lawyer—even Clarence Darrow or Perry Mason, for that matter—could have won the case in that courtroom, with that judge, that jury.


I openly sided with the defense—supplying research, feedback, and editorial contributions to briefs and motions—out of the belief that the trial’s racist subtext was substantive and real. As I told the Boston Globe, it would take moral impotence to miss prosecutor Robert Welsh’s strategy: playing to jurors’ biases while simultaneously insisting that race had nothing to do with the proceedings. A black garbageman charged with the rape and murder of a white Vassar grad? On traditionally conservative Cape Cod where even JFK had not gotten the local vote in what was then the closest presidential election to date? Whom did Welsh think he was fooling?


Republican governor Mitt Romney’s announcement of prosecutor Welsh’s appointment to a district court judgeship at the start of deliberations was another outrage. Few people on Cape Cod, white or black, did not know that during the past century, local judgeships had been held by the prosecutor’s great-grandfather, grandfather, and father. Still another Welsh ran the court clerk’s office in the Cape’s outermost district court. The nepotism was offensive, but Romney’s timing was worse. Welsh, with his Plain Jane suits and humorless, rubbery face, was a Babbitt ready-made for skewering, a smug Tea Party Republican who thought he could get away with anything. I do not exaggerate. Halfway through trial, our prosecutor cum newly appointed judge had the audacity to claim he did not to have the probation file on one of his major witnesses. He did have that file; he had to. Yet he got away with his lie, as has been documented in the defense’s brief to the Supreme Judicial Court, the state’s highest tribunal.


Given the importance of injecting some balance into all of this, I made it a point to share all research with the court and the prosecution. This was de rigueur. One of George’s motions, charging the prosecution with withholding exculpatory evidence, announced my contributions in its opening pages so as to send the message that nothing underhanded was going on. Even so, a Harvard journalism professor queried by the Boston Globe alleged that my “loss of objectivity” called into question anything I might write about the trial, which, then as now, I answer by taying that the prof didn’t recognize alternative reportorial strategies. Aside from the access it got me, my alignment with the defense became so widely known that even a year after the verdict I was sought out by one juror’s relative, a black woman in her seventies, who claimed that her nephew had been an unabashed racist since the age of fifteen and lied during the jury-selection process meant to sift out bias. On this, I notified the court, and the woman was called as a witness at a postverdict hearing.


The disparity between the prosecution and defense arsenals was a constant, and if my participation would help level the playing field, so be it. Black people too often get screwed in America, and on that issue I have never been, nor will I ever be, prepared to brook debate even when it’s coming from Harvard.


Did all of this affect my ability to report the trial fairly? Unlikely. My involvement provided a unique vantage point, not to say access to the aforementioned materials that I would not otherwise have had. Robert George and I talked daily during the trial process and then throughout three years of postverdict motions and appeals.


Did I talk to the other side? After speaking with Michael O’Keefe before trial, I approached the DA, Welsh, and lead detectives on multiple occasions and was rebuffed, orally and in writing, as were all other reporters I know of who requested one-on-ones with the prosecutor. This is the DA who storms out of press conferences, snapping, “You must be kidding” or “Grow up,” when he doesn’t like reporters’ questions.


Some will fault George’s defense as understaffed, sometimes under-researched, and underfunded, and perhaps worse yet for my involvement. I say that without Robert George’s energy and commitment, the sheer loudness of his pugnaciousness, Chris McCowen would have disappeared like so many other uneducated, marginally functioning defendants in courts across the country. McCowen would have been swept through the process with no one the wiser, another casualty of our lopsided justice system. Innocent or guilty, the vast majority of indigent defendants do suffer that fate. The corridors of local courthouses across the country are filled with attorneys looking for cases, ready to be court-appointed and step in at a moment’s notice. Their prep work is nil. They cop plea bargains. They neither test the system nor challenge prosecutors nor protect the rights of the individuals they claim to defend.


McCowen’s trial was expected to take two weeks, not five. Day to day, George stuck, a high-priced criminal defense lawyer stepping into William Kunstler or Charlie Garry country. He didn’t have the politics (perhaps a plus), but he had something out of the ordinary, something genuine, even if he overly enjoyed being surrounded by reporters. Maybe he realized that this was the case of his career, that rare shot that lawyers, like athletes, get but once or twice in a lifetime. Or maybe it was nothing more than the sentiment he expressed after the verdict, while wrestling with whether he could afford to take on the appeal. “Now my kids won’t think I just represent bad guys,” he said. “Maybe they’ll understand that defense lawyers can do something that’s useful and important.”


His work was useful. The system I’d observed over the previous months was too ready to do what it shouldn’t. George challenged that, stamped his foot. His resolve had as much to do with prosecutorial irregularities and bad calls from the bench as with McCowen’s innocence or guilt, as well it should have. That’s what we have defense lawyers for.


Readers will draw their own conclusions. My account of the trial relies on the official transcript of 3,878 pages. I’ve condensed that record, using ellipses and paraphrasing, ever mindful of remaining faithful to the content of all testimony, sidebar exchanges, and rulings from the bench. Readability was a major consideration, but I consciously erred on the side of inclusiveness and accuracy.


Much of the information in this book is based on my interviews, many done “on background” for reasons already acknowledged. Granted, this is not the best arrangement. But such confidentiality was necessary to secure the subjects’ cooperation, in some instances because of the menacing air surrounding the case. In verifying key matters, especially criminal activities or persons and events impinging directly on the murder, I insisted on at least two, preferably three, sources, as well as confirming documents. Material gleaned from MSP interviews and incident reports was always checked.


Some potential sources repeatedly refused to talk even after a year or two of my nagging, worried that the murderer was still “out there.” But many also feared local police in Truro, Wellfleet, and Eastham, who wield the power to inflict a drunk-driving bust or do a pot search at two A.M. So real was the fear factor that several sources called me after interviews, wanting to retract their comments. Not once in my career have I had to fall back on anonymous sourcing as I have for this narrative.


On the other hand not all was so grim. A number of individuals stepped forward unsolicited, among them a former assistant district attorney, now in private practice, who introduced himself on the checkout line at a local supermarket; his information proved invaluable to my understanding of the personalities and social world of the Cape’s court system and law-enforcement agencies. Another ex-prosecutor explained District Attorney Michael O’Keefe’s foibles—his heavy drinking, priapic tendencies, blind ambition, and racial insensitivity. Not so surprising was the help I received from McCowen’s girlfriend, Catherine Cisneros, and from his father and stepmother, who provided the defendant’s childhood medical records and other documents, in addition to explaining what life was like for a black child growing up in rural southwestern Oklahoma.


Other sources were people whose trust stemmed from my book Ptown: Art, Sex, and Money on the Outer Cape, which does not shy away from discussing the ongoing class war between locals and wealthy summer visitors. Happily, a number of these individuals worked in local town offices and in district and superior courts; they guided me to records buried in dusty files and offered sub-rosa tips about local officials. One Truro selectman, for example, was quietly shouldering two OUI convictions; a third would land him in jail, my tipster pointed out, explaining that this was “why the bastard keeps backing the police.”


By the time I finished writing, the core documentation for this project filled sixteen three-ring binders and seven file boxes, not counting interview transcript and the trial record. Unlike the Massachusetts State Police and FBI, I used a cassette recorder to memorialize my 200 or so interviews. I also filled nine of my beloved French Rhodia notepads inside the courtroom.


In the end, I called several out-of-town friends, well-known lawyers, and also one of the most celebrated PIs in the country, a man who’d worked with the defense for the Oklahoma bomber and also on the case of John Walker Lindh, the California youth who joined the Taliban. I did this for a reality check. Was I exaggerating about the cops, who were, after all, trying to nab a killer? Was the misconduct of the prosecution really as egregious as I was saying? The collective reply was, “It’s very bad. These guys were out of control. Had your man been tried in Boston, even Dayton, Ohio, it probably would have turned out differently.”


Again, readers will draw their own conclusions. New developments in the McCowen case will unfold within the year. The account that follows is based on the best information and documentation available now.





THE MURDER


Like any other bleak winter day, Sunday, January 6, 2002, was gray and windy, the metallic smell of rain heavy in the air. Cape Cod knows only three colors in winter: gray, darker gray, and the muted green of omnipresent scrub pines, somber hues that only add to the depression that engulfs many locals during this phase of the year. As Henry David Thoreau once observed, “It is a wild place, and there is no flattery in it.”


Just outside the kitchen of the bungalow at 50 Depot Road, Christa Worthington’s green Ford Escort was parked, as usual, at the top of her long driveway. A plastic Little Tikes car belonging to her daughter, Ava, was not far away, waiting to be used once more come spring. The telltales were barely noticeable at first glance: on the flag-stone walkway curving back to the house lay a barrette, also a pair of eyeglasses near the Escort’s driver’s door. Under the front tire was a wool sock, its mate several feet away in a flower bed. Farther away still, south toward the woods, a set of keys lay on the ground on the Escort’s passenger side, as if someone had flung them from the house.


Inside, the home seemed too small for its contents. What was always known as the “back door” led into the kitchen, which was Cape Cod tiny, a mere 120 square feet, not accounting for the appliances, the free-standing cabinet just behind the door, and the counters. The table was covered with newspapers, old mail, flyers, and notes. Toys scattered across the floor made the room even smaller.


Dirty dishes overflowed in the sink. Food-encrusted pans covered the burners of the galley-style stove opposite the doorway. At the right rear corner, the room opened into a narrow hallway that led to the living room. Along the right side of the hallway, on the easterly side of the house, were two doors: one led to Christa’s study, the other to the bathroom. In the study, a lone desk lamp illuminated a room nearly as cramped as the kitchen and just as messy, with a floor-to-ceiling stack of cardboard file boxes, plastic bins, a desk and chair, piles of magazines, and more loose paperwork. A Dell laptop computer, its screen still glowing, reported that the last user had logged off the Internet.


In the northwest corner of the house, the living room offered a “million-dollar” view of the salt marsh leading down to Pamet Harbor, then the bay and Provincetown, with the Pilgrim Monument in the distance. Paintings by Christa’s mother, Gloria Worthington, covered the walls. Two couches, a coffee table, a Christmas tree, and Christa’s childhood piano made this space cramped, too. The couches were littered with coats and books. On the far side of the living room, the north end, the so-called front door was locked. It had not been used in years, the kitchen entry being closer to the driveway turnaround where occupants always parked. The door to the bedroom, kitty-corner to the locked front entry, was shut, too. More toys strewn across the floor made the living room hard to navigate.


The little girl who owned the toys, barely two and a half, managed the transit with no problem. She had turned on the television to play her favorite video but hadn’t been able to figure out how to get the VCR tape into the machine. She’d put it in end first, then tried it sideways, then upside down. She soon stopped, wondering when her mother was going to wake up.


Despite the mess, the house appeared to be in its natural state, unaffected by the force of a struggle. The only aberration lay on the floor in the hallway: a woman’s body, naked from the chest down. Her head leaned toward her right shoulder, and blood had pooled on the floor below her swollen mouth. On her bare stomach were tiny red handprints.


The little girl made her way back toward the kitchen, stopping to tug at her mother again. She was hungry and equally starved for attention. She had never gone this long without talking to an adult. Most of all, she missed her mother’s smile, her cooing sounds. Earlier, she had tried to clean her mother as her mother had so often cleaned her, using a hand mitt to wipe up the blood.


In the kitchen, she poured herself a bowl of Cheerios, a skill she’d recently acquired. She added milk to the bowl, barely noticing the bloodstains she left on the glass bottle of organic milk her mother always bought. Her hands were covered with blood. It was under her fingernails and in her hair. She ate a little but did not finish. Her attention wandered again.


The late-afternoon sun began to set. The day had almost passed, and her mother still had not gotten up. She grabbed a bottle of apple juice from the refrigerator and put it down next to her mother, then curled up beside her on the floor. Her mother had said she would have to stop nursing soon, but for the moment, she gave up on the juice for the familiarity of her mother’s nipple.


Most eyes in Massachusetts that Sunday were on the New England Patriots, winners of five straight games and closing out a Cinderella season. The Patriots needed a victory to clinch the AFC East division title and a loss by the Oakland Raiders to seal an improbable bye in the first round of the playoffs. The victory was almost a certainty, their opponents being the Carolina Panthers, a team in the midst of a fourteen-game losing streak. Still, New England was leading just 10–3 at halftime when Robert Arnold, in his late seventies, went to pick up his son, Tim, age forty-four, in Wellfleet.


Since his brain surgery seven months earlier, Tim suffered double vision and balance and coordination problems, and he couldn’t drive. He normally lived with his parents, but since mid-November, he’d been house-sitting for friends in Wellfleet. His father was picking him up so Tim could do his laundry at home.


By the third quarter of the game, the clothes were in the dryer and the Patriots had jumped ahead 24–6. Tim decided to call Christa Worthington, an ex-lover who remained a friend, to see if she still wanted to go out for Sunday night dinner. He had suggested Saturday, but she had said no. Tim had gotten the impression she was going off-Cape to see her dad. When she didn’t answer, he thought she might still be away. He left a message on her answering machine and went back to the game.


A half hour later, with New England up 38-6 and running out the clock, Robert Arnold was ready to drive the six miles back to Well-fleet. Noticing a flashlight Tim had borrowed from Christa, he suggested they return it on the way. Robert grabbed the flashlight, Tim picked up the laundry basket, and they got into Robert’s seven-year-old Ford Windstar.


As Robert drove around Old County Road and then cut back up Depot, Tim wondered whether he should return the flashlight unannounced. Christa had chastised him before for showing up without calling, and although he’d left her a message, she hadn’t given him the OK to come by. Seeing her always stirred emotions. Just two months earlier, he had written in his journal: “There is such an ache where she and Ava used to be. The first Father’s Day gift she gave me was a picture of Ava in my arms. Ouch. That hurts badly. Especially now that I can look back and see how little she was involved.”


Often, he’d tried to convince himself that he had the upper hand, writing in his diary that she could be “impatient, angry, hostile, unpleasant,” and that he had “left her several times because she was so difficult, so cutting, so caustic, on the attack.” But he couldn’t give up the idea of the two of them together.


He decided it would be best just to leave the flashlight on her back porch.


As they slowed to take the left into Christa’s driveway, it was Robert who first saw two copies of the New York Times in familiar blue plastic wrappers. Tim got out and grabbed the papers. They drove up the 175-foot drive, a narrow dirt road topped with weeds and crushed clam-shells. As it curved to the left near the house, Tim was surprised to see Christa’s car. He also noticed the light on in her study. It was dusk.


He got out, flashlight and newspapers in hand, crossed the flag-stone walkway, and went up the three steps to the kitchen landing. The rickety wooden storm door was closed. The inside door stood open more than halfway. Looking inside, as he later recalled, he immediately saw Christa on the floor with Ava. The child appeared to be breast-feeding. He thought it an odd place to nurse, then remembered that Christa would often stop whatever she was doing to give Ava her breast, no matter where.


When he called out, Ava’s head popped up. The little girl ran to him as he stepped into the kitchen, putting the newspapers down. Ava was a talkative child, but at this moment, she said nothing, only clung to him. He took the three or four steps across the kitchen with her in his arms and looked down at Christa. She was naked from the chest down, a bathrobe and black fleece shirt around her shoulders. Her legs were splayed. Her right knee was bent, pointing at the ceiling. Her left leg was bent at the knee, too, but entirely flat on the ground.


Tim blinked, having trouble with what he was seeing. Her lips were horribly swollen, as if she had been hit, and much blood had run down the side of her face onto the floor. Some of it was still wet, glistening. Her eyes were wide open, staring at the ceiling, unfocused. He looked into her eyes, and all he saw was white. In a daze, he reached down and touched her cheek. It was cold. Panic rushed through him. He looked for the phone, a cordless model that should have been on its cradle on the wall but wasn’t.


With Ava still in his arms, he stepped over the body and into the living room. The television was on, a children’s show. The flashlight was still in his hand, and he put it down on a windowsill to turn the TV off, then stepped back over the body and reached down to check Christa’s pulse. Nothing. The open bathroom door was just beyond her head. Inside, he saw blood on the rim of the sink and a red-stained wash mitt on the floor underneath. Ava’s little step stool was there, too. The child, he realized, had tried to clean her bloodied mother. He forced himself to whisper comforting words to Ava as she clutched him.


He looked around the kitchen once more, remembering that the inside door had been open. Christa must have just gotten home. What could have happened so quickly?


He carried Ava out to the Windstar. His father had already turned the van around, so that it pointed downhill, back toward the road. As Tim climbed inside, he said, spelling for the sake of the child, “Christa is D-E-A-D,” his voice shaky. They sat in stunned silence, the only sound the whirr of the vehicle’s heater. Then Tim said, “I can’t find a phone anywhere.”


Robert left the Windstar to go inside. As he later testified in court, first he could bear only a quick glance at the body as he looked around the kitchen, putting his hand against the wall to steady himself. He had never been in Christa’s house before and wasn’t sure where to look. The place was cluttered. He looked at Christa again. He was a retired veterinarian; he’d seen death before but not like this. The right side of the young woman’s face had been beaten, contusions covering her upper lip, nose, and forehead, and smeared streaks of blood laced her chest and abdomen. Her lips were swollen but pulled back, exposing her teeth, gleaming reddish from the blood she’d aspirated.


He stepped over the body to check the living room. No phone. Quickly, he returned to the Windstar.


They sat in the van in silence again, both rattled, having trouble deciding what to do. After a moment, Tim passed Ava to his father and went back inside. Again, he checked the kitchen, the living room; he opened the bedroom door and took a quick look, remembering other times when Christa’s phone was difficult to find, a cordless in a cluttered house. He turned around for the second time, deciding that the only recourse was to go back up the path to his father’s house to call from there. He left the house without noticing Christa’s cell phone on the kitchen table. It was on, the illuminated screen revealing a lone 9.


As in 911.


He ran up the 100-yard path to his father’s house, then dialed the police emergency number. It was just before 4:30 P.M. In a surprisingly coherent voice, he told the dispatcher he thought Christa Worthington had fallen down her stairs. The Truro police switchboard logs report him saying, “I think she is dead.”


Robert continued to wait in the minivan, holding Ava, who rested her head against his neck. Although he never talked about it later, he had to have smelled both Christa’s blood and Ava’s dirty diaper.


Meanwhile, Christa’s cousin Jan Worthington, a member of Truro’s rescue squad, was reading the newspaper at her North Pamet Road home two miles away when her pager went off. The dispatcher announced: “You have a rescue call—50 Depot Road, the Worthington residence—for an unconscious, unresponsive female.”


Jan thought of her mother, Cindy, who had a pacemaker. The address was wrong, but errors like that were made all the time. She drove as fast as she could, slowing only when she pulled abreast of her parents’ house on the opposite side of Depot from Christa’s, several hundred yards west. No cars, no activity.


She turned back to Christa’s driveway. At the top of the hill, she saw Tim Arnold standing next to his father’s minivan.


“It’s Christa. I think she’s dead.”


She ran up the steps and stopped at the landing. Through the kitchen door, Jan saw Christa on her back, wearing what appeared to be a green bathrobe bunched up around her shoulders. Her legs were in a weird position, “akimbo,” as Jan later described them. She turned back to Tim, screaming for an explanation. He repeated that maybe Christa had hit her head and fallen. But he didn’t know.


She again yelled at Tim, telling him to call the police. He said he couldn’t find the phone, forgetting that he had already called 911. Jan panicked and ran down the driveway, screaming, “Call the police! Somebody—call the police!” Halfway down the drive, she met the ambulance that had just returned from Hyannis and was minutes away when the emergency call for 50 Depot Road came in. Paramedic Jeff Francis, responding from his nearby home, followed in his car. All of them later recalled Jan’s shrieks.


Francis was the first official responder to step inside. The ambulance crew followed, one carrying the “first-in bag,” three others bringing the defibrillator and oxygen. They flipped the light switch near the kitchen table, and Francis noticed a pool of blood about eight inches by fourteen inches around Christa’s head. He bent to feel the pulse on her neck.


“Code ninety-nine!”


The patient was not breathing. He instructed the crew to clear an area so they could move the body. They slammed the open portable dishwasher shut, slid it back to create space, and began moving toys away from Christa’s feet. The body had stiffened in its awkward position. “Code thirteen,” Francis reported on his radio, meaning that rigor had set in. They gave up on moving her.


Two members of the ambulance crew later recalled seeing the sea-green bathrobe around Christa’s shoulders and two bloody handprints on the flat of her stomach. Fecal matter was under her and between her legs, blood behind her ear. They used a brown blanket from the couch to cover her body. A plastic yellow disposable blanket from the ambulance was also put on top of the body.


The deputy fire chief and two emergency medical technicians had arrived. The kitchen was getting crowded. Outside, a second ambulance pulled up, then a Truro police lieutenant and the Truro fire captain. Cars and trucks were parked end-to-end along the narrow driveway, and Jan was still screaming. She stopped only with the arrival of her father, on foot, from across the road. The ambulance crew searched the house, looking for the baby, whose toys and handprints were everywhere.


Outside, Tim Arnold explained that Ava was safe in the Windstar with his father. Someone brought out a supply of diapers, and EMT George Malloy carried the little girl down the driveway to Jan’s parents’ home. Malloy would state that the child, whom he held in his arms for the next hour, “never once stopped shaking.”


He added, “Anybody who says she didn’t see what happened up there is totally crazy.”


Later that evening, the long probe into Christa Worthington’s murder began.





THE INVESTIGATION


Cape Cod was carved by the advance and retreat of the Laurentide ice sheet during the Pleistocene geological era. But within only thousands of years, scientists say, it will be completely submerged, swallowed by the hungry Atlantic Ocean. Technically a peninsula, the Cape is unofficially recognized as one of the largest barrier islands in the world, shielding much of the Massachusetts coastline from ravaging North Atlantic storms. And it pays the price, especially during the winter months. Jutting into the open ocean, the narrow sand spit is subject to massive erosion, with winds and tides routinely washing out beaches and destroying barrier islands. Outer Cape towns know these phenomena best, Province-town at the tip of the arm-shaped landmass, tiny Truro just to its south.


Truro is not a town accustomed to attention. Provincetown draws its share, in large part because of its geographical status as the tip of sublime Cape Cod, its long-standing history as an arts colony, and its uncontested international reputation as the gay vacation mecca. Wellfleet to the south also has a large tourist draw. But Truro is pastoral, the most rural of the Cape’s fifteen towns. Residents embrace its tranquillity. But Christa Worthington’s murder rendered quietude a thing of the past.


For the media, the case had it all: sex, money, violence, and the pathos of a little girl found next to her mother’s dead body. Coverage was intense—TV satellite trucks swept into the sleepy little town like a school of hungry sharks, jockeying for parking space along narrow Depot Road even before daybreak on Monday, January 7, the morning after the body was discovered. As suspects slipped in and out of the news, people chose favorites, as if those named were competing on American Idol, not possible perpetrators of a ghastly, cold-blooded murder.


People who knew Christa Worthington described her as obdurate, short-tempered, high-strung, and bright; she was also confused, in the last months of her life unable to decide whether to leave Truro or stay. The media would portray the victim’s short life in an altogether different light, suggesting that this privileged Vassar graduate had everything go her way until her murder. In one account after another, Christa spent her early twenties in Manhattan, dancing the ’70s away at Studio 54. In Paris, she enjoyed the perks of working for Fairchild Publications, publishers of the fashion trade journal Women’s Wear Daily and its gossipy sister W. She hobnobbed with aristocrats, millionaires, fashion moguls, and celebrities, then moved on to a freelancer’s life in London. After a string of affairs with various Brits and Americans, she moved back to New York, reclaiming the co-op she owned in a turn-of-the-century building overlooking Gramercy Park, writing freelance for the New York Times, Elle, and other national glossies. Eventually, she returned to her house in quiet Truro to live off the occasional published piece and her private income. At forty-two, she discovered she was pregnant. The baby, fathered by a rough-and-ready, philandering ex-fisherman, was born out of wedlock. For Christa, the child’s arrival was a miracle.


These reports were a fairy tale. The glitzy celebrity life and the cherished child were real, as were other aspects of the story, but the trajectory of Christa Worthington’s life was far, far more complicated. Despite her advantages—wealth, education, and moderate good looks—she was not happy. Nor had she found lasting peace with the birth of her wonder child. Christa struggled with decisions, second-guessed herself; she solicited advice from friends and relatives, only to reject it. She was intelligent but addicted to self-help books and given to self-pity. Despite an inheritance of a half-million dollars cash and two Truro homes, she obsessed over money and was often miserly. She knew right from wrong but used people. She was by nature secretive and rarely “shared,” least of all with family members, who branded her a neurotic, then tried to cash in on her death with lawsuits, media interview fees, and screenplay deals. Worthington family testimony would paint a Christa who bore little resemblance to the woman others knew. And it wasn’t just townsfolk who said so.


Close friend Leila Levinson had seen a masochistic side when the two were at Vassar: “She didn’t have the capability to have a normal, functional, committed relationship with a man … and there was a real attraction to the illicit.” Levinson visited Truro several times, the two staying at Christa’s grandparents’ house. “Her grandmother, Tiny, was a major figure for Christa,” said Levinson. Tiny’s independence and disregard of other people’s rules appealed to her favorite granddaughter. And Tiny’s affairs were not always discreet. Once locals learned that Tony Jackett had fathered Christa’s child, they recalled Tiny choosing local Portuguese fishermen as lovers, class differences notwithstanding. One of Tiny’s most high-profile amours was the great bass and film star Paul Robeson, who was performing at Provincetown’s West End Theatre at the time. An avowed Communist, Robeson was eventually hounded by McCarthyism and forced into exile in the Soviet Union. He was a black man. Tiny had always been Christa’s role model.


Knowing Christa and her history, Levinson had no problem believing she’d have a secret affair with her African-American garbage-man. Ben Brantley, nowadays the New York Times drama critic, who was Christa’s supervisor at W, told police Christa had been “attracted to difficult men. There was always something dramatic going on with Christa.”


While in Europe, she had a long-term affair with an Englishman, a heavy drinker, who tried to pitch her out a window at one point in their tempestuous relationship. He was but one of several lovers. She also spent considerable time with gay friends, serving in one high-profile case as a well-acknowledged “beard.”


Levinson said Christa had a “total lack of interest in the reliable good boy. What was her driving dynamic? What was she seeking? That was the mystery about her. There was a very high-strung side to her, a side … that she couldn’t handle.”


After living in Paris and England, she returned to the United States, working at Elle for two years before leaving to freelance. It was about then that she began her relationship with Gloria Vanderbilt’s son, Stan Stokowski, brother of now–CNN newscaster Anderson Cooper. When Stokowski broke it off and started seeing another woman, Christa began stalking him.


The next man in her life was the Amazing Tarquin, a.k.a. Thomas Churchwell, who, when not performing at strip clubs, did magic tricks at the bar across the street from Christa’s Gramercy Park coop. Visiting the bar with a friend one night, Christa found herself courted by the strange, tuxedoed magician, whose tricks, she later recalled, “made you think he could read your mind.”


By the end of that first evening, the magician had rolled a cocktail napkin into a perfectly shaped rose on a stem and asked her for her telephone number. Two weeks later, she helped him move out of his cubicle at a Bowery flophouse and into her apartment. It was a mistake. When Tarquin unpacked, she discovered he “smelled.” He insisted he was the “artistic heir” to Houdini, whose name was tattooed across his wrist. He forced his sketchbooks on her, hyperrealistic drawings of naked virgins and strippers with plucked eyebrows and shaved pubic hair. He called it his “art.” To Christa, confiding to her diary, it was sick porn.


For a woman drawn to difficult men, Tarquin was a prize. Even Christa’s doorman, who’d watched the magician tumble out of the neighborhood bar, tried to warn her. She didn’t listen. Nutty as the arrangement was, she tried to treat it as a joke, striking a superior pose that only revealed her vulnerability.


“I always wanted to keep a man in a cage, a well-cared-for pet,” she wrote in her diary, sublimating her complexities into the opening scene of a would-be novel. “This arrangement seemed fair to me. An improvement for him, and company for me. The cage I built was made of money, of which I had very little. But I had more than he did. … I’d let [him] out. [He] would roam and run free but [he’d] come back for food and water and petting. That was the plan.”


Her sick little scenario didn’t work. Tarquin was an insomniac and wouldn’t let her sleep. He’d watch daytime TV, hour after hour, “inane shows,” as Christa saw it, and he smoked up the apartment, his ashes spilling out of the ashtrays onto her carpet and furniture. If she said anything, he’d fly into a rage, screeching, “You won’t let me be me!”


Later on, back in Truro, Christa would write a short story, “The Magician,” subtitled “How I Got Taken by a B.U.M.” One particularly telling passage read, “I was making life undignified for him. I was humiliating him. I was being a bitch. … I liked being with a B.U.M.”


Her closest friends subsequently told police, as did Arnold, that Christa always needed “to have the last word.” Even during Tarquin’s rants, she wouldn’t back down. If she felt she was starting to lose the argument, she’d pick up a book or a vase and throw it at him. Tarquin later said she once pulled a knife—an event that Christopher Mason would incorporate into his interrogation of McCowen.


By spring 1996, Christa told Tarquin she wanted him out. Petrified, she changed her locks. Lonely as never before, she had a fling with a TV producer, a quickie that only made her lonelier.


The relationship’s end seemed to harden her resolve to have a baby, as if the disastrous seven-month affair had wasted too much precious time. Her biological clock was ticking. She went to a fertility center to research artificial insemination, then wrote a surprisingly frank piece for Harper’s Bazaar on single motherhood. She attended meetings of Single Mothers by Choice and represented the group on the Leeza Gibbons TV show. Predictably, she set herself up for another crushing setback.


She went to a gynecologist, then sought a second opinion. Both physicians said she was premenopausal and might not be able to have a child. She wept for most of a week, then left the city to be with her mother, recently diagnosed with cancer. She spent that winter in Hingham, then moved to Truro for the summer, settling into Tiny’s beach shack, “The Hut,” which was one of two properties willed to Christa’s father when his parents died; the other was 50 Depot Road. Constructed of driftwood and old timbers, the one-room shack sat on the sand not a hundred feet above the high-water mark at Pamet Beach, adjacent to the town landing and the harbormaster’s office. It was the kind of place where people spend much of the time on the porch, bare feet propped up on the railing, drinks in hand, surveying the boats and minding other people’s business.


Christa had barely unpacked when she began drifting over to chat with harbormaster Warren Roderick. She usually had a complaint: the proposed town pier or a kayaker who’d beached in front of the Hut on “her” property.


An easygoing middle-aged man who loves to gab, Roderick indulged her. He also introduced her to his assistant, Tony Jackett, who’d recently lost his fishing boat and was working part-time at the landing to make ends meet. Jackett was forty-seven, dark-skinned, with jet-black hair. John Dos Passos had contrasted the “dark and marvelously good-looking” Provincetown Portuguese with the local Yankees and their “hard-looking hatchet faces.”


Married for twenty-seven years and the father of six, Tony was nonetheless known as a ladies’ man. His relationship with Christa was long, intense, and invisible. Another old Vassar friend of Christa’s thinks it wasn’t the first time Christa operated undercover. This woman remembers the day they graduated. She and Christa were walking through the lobby, when a married professor “pulls her to him and he kissed her on the mouth. I’m going, like, what the hell? … Both have this secret smile, and I was wondering if she slept with him.”


If so, the tryst didn’t allay what her friend saw as Christa’s basic unhappiness. “She seemed like the loneliest person in the world. … I think of her as muddy water.”


Christa’s affair with Jackett continued for more than two years. Until she got pregnant her relatives knew nothing about it—these same relatives who would take the witness stand to assert that if Christa had been having an affair at the time of her death, they would surely have known.


District Attorney Michael O’Keefe would later announce that the investigation into Christa Worthington’s murder would begin with those closest to the victim—her family—and proceed outward in concentric circles. What O’Keefe and his detectives did not realize was that the Worthington family was a Truro dynasty, living in a world the police would never fully comprehend.


Christa was raised in Hingham, a commuter town south of Boston, but Truro was the family seat. The Worthingtons, like other staunch Yankee families, had made themselves a legend on Cape Cod, and since the early eighteenth century, Truro itself had kept a guarded distance from its neighbors, bawdy Provincetown and Catholic North Truro. The town was arguably the most proper on the Outer Cape, and the Worthingtons, starting with Christa’s great-grandparents, Robert Briggs and Velnette Cheney Worthington, were proper people. They’d arrived in 1905, not artists or writers like so many other big names associated with Cape Cod, but landowners and business-people, the epitome of white WASP-itude, some said, going all the way back to the Mayflower.


The eldest of Robert and Velnette’s four sons was Christa’s grandfather. John Worthington summered at the family home for years, often rising at four A.M. to go out on commercial fishing vessels, many manned by locals of Portuguese descent. In 1926, he married Ada “Tiny” Warden, and at the height of the Great Depression, they settled in Truro full-time, buying a ramshackle house on Depot Road overlooking the Pamet River, not far from the town’s only harbor, where the Pilgrims came ashore three hundred years earlier. John purchased the fish-processing plant at the end of Pond Road, a mile from Depot, installed modern equipment, and was soon shipping a dozen tons of fish daily to New York City and points west. More than half the town’s menfolk worked for him.


It proved synergistic: the cold-storage plant being the area’s largest employer translated into John Worthington serving three terms as town selectman, as well as doing stints on the planning board and the zoning board of appeals, positions that put him in touch with the local bank. With the plant’s success, he started to buy up property, then more property. By the start of World War II, he and Tiny had amassed upward of twenty acres along Depot Road and in the Pond Road area near the fish plant. He kept his purchases as contiguous as possible, amassing large blocks of land. He lent money to folks struggling with property taxes; when they defaulted, the deeds went to Worthington.


Today, a three-quarter-acre lot on Depot Road sells for close to $1 million. John Worthington, who died in 1988 at age ninety-one, was the buccaneer who saw it coming.


Locals still talk of John and Tiny, who was as charismatic and vibrant as her ex-pilot, entrepreneurial husband. Nearly six feet tall, she drove an ambulance during World War I, where she earned her nickname wearing men’s combat boots, size ten. This woman was the first and last person to swim in the Pamet every season; she was a devout reader of Christian Science and the Bible; she was outspoken, was well versed in barnyard epithets, and had a repertoire of ribald songs to embarrass her friends and children.


Born in Buenos Aires, she grew up in London and trained as a nurse, then studied acting in New York. Children and the move to Truro ended her dramatic career. Instead, she founded a company that made clothing and fashion accessories from fishnets. Fishnet Industries was so successful that she opened shops in Manhattan and Miami, employing as many as fifty local women to provide for clients such as the Duchess of Kent, who owned eight of Tiny’s fishnet turbans.


Big John and Tiny stood as heroic figures to the Worthingtons who followed, and it was not just the money. Ex-Marine John flew a Stinson monoplane across the country when he was a salesman, competed in air races, and once took his plane under Manhattan’s George Washington Bridge on a dare. He donated land for public beach access during his tenure as selectman and was a leading advocate for the Cape Cod National Seashore, established by JFK in 1961, which now engulfs, and safeguards, almost three-quarters of Truro’s landmass. In Truro, the Worthingtons mattered.


The oldest of Tiny and John’s offspring lived almost opposite Christa on Depot Road. John Worthington Jr. and his wife, Lucinda, called Cindy, had five daughters, three of whom lived on the Cape year-round. Jan, the oldest at fifty-four at the time of Christa’s murder, was a Truro police and fire station dispatcher, a selectperson, and a member of the town rescue squad. After Christa’s murder, she became the family spokesperson, a role she combined with her experience as a TV writer to snag contracts with HBO and Lifetime TV to write a docudrama about her cousin’s murder. Christa was not particularly close to her relatives; she told a childhood friend her cousins made her “feel like a misfit.” After prodding by police on the night the body was found, Jan admitted she’d had little contact with Christa over the past few years. The information she did have came from her connection to the Truro rescue squad and—rumor had it—various men she served with.


Next in line was Pam, who was closer to Christa than the others. Pam and her husband, Teddy, also lived on Depot Road, although financial problems ultimately forced the sale of their home just as they lost their second, more modest place to foreclosure in spring 2007. Patricia, the youngest, turned her inherited Cape home into a small farm, where she offered horseback-riding lessons. She once made the newspaper for keeping a 198-pound goat next door to the summer digs of ex-Clinton labor secretary Robert Reich. From all reports, Reich had the sense not to complain. An outsider grousing about a local might suddenly find himself without a plumber, or other workmen, in a time of need. Patricia had little to do with Christa or with the investigation, but her marriage would dissolve in the wake of the murder, as would Pam’s.


Although more than two dozen investigators and forensics experts were involved in the search for Christa’s murderer, it was MSP Trooper Christopher Mason and MSP Sergeant William Burke who quickly emerged as the lead figures assigned to CPAC, the elite Crime Prevention and Control unit run by Cape and Islands District Attorney Michael O’Keefe. Earlier in his career, Burke had worked as a Dennis cop; the younger, fair-haired Mason had been a Cape-area game warden. A number of people were to wonder if the length of the investigation, and its many twists and turns, made them desperate to make an arrest.


At first, their primary target was Tony Jackett, the self-ingratiating ex-fisherman and married father of six. Jackett was Provincetown’s shellfish warden, Truro’s assistant harbormaster, and the father of Christa’s child. He had carried on his secret, long-term affair, then walked away when Worthington told him she was pregnant and planned to keep the baby. Christa kept hoping Tony would come back.


He didn’t. Instead, he managed to hide the child from his wife for more than two years, no mean feat in a place as small and gossipy as Ptown-Truro. Police knew Jackett had engaged in other affairs before and during the time he was with Worthington, just as they knew he’d bungled a big Colombia-Ptown dope run back in the 1980s. The guy could operate under the radar. He had talked to investigators about his smuggling the night the body was found, even though the record of the episode had been sealed in exchange for his cooperation before the grand jury, when he’d “ratted” on friends. On the record, Jackett’s only crimes were a goodly number of fishing violations and a speeding ticket.


Early on, the detectives asked Jackett to come to the Truro police station to expand on the statement he had given to locals Sunday night. He didn’t expect wires to be hooked up to his arm to gauge his pulse, respiration, and blood pressure; although caught off guard, he managed to keep his cool through the preliminary chat with the polygraph examiner, then deal with the big questions: “Did you stab Christa?” “Did you stab Christa in the house?” “Do you know the location of the weapon used in Christa’s death?” The examiner’s four-page report concluded, “No significant physiological responses were observed when the relevant questions were asked.”


Tony’s wife, Susan, underwent the same procedure eleven days later, on January 22. Still in the early stages of the investigation, police had not ruled out the possibility that a woman could have killed Christa, despite the ferocity of the single stab wound to her chest. Susan had eventually learned of Ava’s existence and decided to keep her marriage intact by trying to bring the child into the Jackett family circle. Christa accepted the idea at first but had second thoughts, recognizing the financial and educational abyss between them. She wrote in her diary, “Read this: The unexamined life isn’t worth living but the examined life will make you want to die. How does someone just go and get married and make babies when young, like T’s family? They are an endangered species, a working class protected by a gentle environment and tight-knit community.”


Police knew Susan served as her husband’s alibi, claiming she was with him most of the weekend of the murder. But she, too, “passed” the polygraph, which allayed suspicion.


What police did not realize was that Susan Jackett’s attempts to play Happy Family were not altogether successful. Relations between Christa and Tony were quite strained, as Christa (and her lawyer) pressed him for support and health insurance for their daughter. Some said the Jacketts’ family plan and their custody battle for Ava after the murder were nothing more than an attempt to gain control of Christa’s estate, valued at almost $1.5 million, counting the real estate. Jackett’s annual earnings were south of $40,000, and before the dust settled on the McCowen trial, he would be moonlighting as a newspaper delivery boy.


Police didn’t dismiss Jackett, but by the end of January, other candidates drew their attention, chief among them Tim Arnold.


A once-handsome man with a fondness for modernist authors such as Giovanni Verga and Gabriel García Márquez, at the time of the murder, Arnold had put on considerable weight following brain surgery. With a beard and long, scraggly hair, he looked unkempt. Sometimes he wore an eye patch; without it, he squinted to correct double vision, making him look stranger still. At High Toss Pizza, where he frequently breakfasted, employees called him Tappy Tim. Some locals doubted that he could have physically committed the act; at times, he struggled just to pour a cup of coffee. Still, after grilling him on January 6, 9, and 13, and again a year later, on January 18, 2003, police could not dismiss the idea that he was capable of the murder.


Their reasoning was simple: Tim had picked up Ava and carried her through the house to his father’s van outside, then run the 100-yard, potholed path through the brambles back to his father’s house to call 911. A man in a state of strong emotion, charged with adrenaline, could also have delivered the deadly knife thrust and used the missing Panasonic cordless handset to beat his victim bloody.


In their profile of Arnold, police noted that he had been diagnosed with attention deficit disorder as an adult and had been seeing Yarmouth therapist Carole Seibert regularly. He took 15 milligrams of Effexor each day and 75 milligrams of Remeron, another antidepressant, at night.


He had been married for twelve years, and his ex-wife lived off-Cape in Southboro, Massachusetts, with their two children, ages ten and twelve. Before his divorce, Arnold taught at a Manhattan private school, done illustrations for Hallmark greeting cards, and wrote five children’s books. In recent years, he’d struggled unsuccessfully to find work, one of the reasons his marriage ended.


Tall and blond, he resembled actor Jeff Bridges and had grown up in Worthington, Ohio, a fact that amused Christa the sophisticate. The two began dating in the fall of 1999, when Ava was five months old, each needing more than just a bedmate for the cold months ahead. Tim took Christa’s single-motherhood in stride, along with her frumpy appearance. He understood, as only a parent can, the demands of a baby.


Tim offered Christa intellectual substance she had not found in the uneducated Tony. They took walks through the marshes and dark green moors along the Pamet, discussing books, ideas, and politics, and by midwinter, she invited him to move in. Although they were intimate, Christa chose to sleep in the downstairs bedroom with Ava. As Tim would later recall, “She was tense. There wasn’t enough psychological room in the same bed. She never got enough sleep. So I went upstairs. But then she’d complain if she heard me walking around up there.”


Tim soon became Ava’s father figure, the necessary male presence. But as much as Christa cherished this and found Tim easy to talk to, they were soon fighting.


“We drove each other crazy,” he later recalled, explaining that polite disagreements often escalated into loud yelling. Sometimes they argued over money, sometimes about Christa not wanting to have sex as often as Tim did. She could get vindictive if things didn’t go her way. Tim’s response was to leave the house to cool off. On one occasion, he returned to finish the fight after Christa had slammed the kitchen door and locked the dead bolt. He’d tried to push the door open; Christa told others he had tried to break it down. To police, the description bore an eerie similarity to the crime scene.


In July 2000, the relationship grew too contentious, and Tim returned to his parents’ place. But the two continued to see each other into the fall. He was unable to work because of his cerebral circulatory problem, in addition to depression, and he was having dizzy spells. Money was another problem. Even before she told him to move out, Christa had complained to Vassar classmate Sharon Ferrito that Arnold was broke. The “financials,” she’d explained, were central to any relationship. He also had unresolved anger issues, she said, and she was troubled by his “weird” behavior.


Police determined that this was a man who couldn’t give up the idea that Christa might have been in love with him despite their problems. They saw it as a fatal attraction.


But in order to point the finger at Tim Arnold, they had to show how he got from Wellfleet, where he was house-sitting, to Christa’s house in Truro six miles away. He could have hitched a ride or taken a taxi. But after four weeks of investigating, police found no one who had given Tim a lift.


What they did find was that on Friday morning, January 4, Tim walked his dog, had his coffee at High Toss Pizza in Wellfleet, then returned to the house to paint until ten A.M. He’d gone to the library for a couple of hours before getting a sandwich at Box Lunch, then spent the rest of the day writing and painting back at the house. After dinner, he went to bed at ten P.M.


On Saturday, his routine was similar, except that he stayed home all day after breakfast at High Toss.


On Sunday, he woke at six A.M., walked his dog, and returned to bed. At 10:30, he again had breakfast back at High Toss, returned to the house, gathered his laundry, and was there until his father picked him up in the afternoon. From Christa’s caller ID box, police knew he had called her at 1:53 P.M., then again at 4:01 P.M., from his father’s house.


Contacts at both Cape Cab and Mercedes Cab in Provincetown led nowhere. But despite the dearth of evidence to place him at the scene, police wouldn’t dismiss their suspect.


In June, Detective Mason interviewed Arnold again, telling him police thought he had hounded Christa, that he had not been able to “take no for an answer.” Because she rarely bothered to delete messages on her answering machine, they knew how often he’d called her; one day, after Thanksgiving, he left seven consecutive, increasingly whiny messages. In the last, he’d become petulant—“I think you made it clear where you stand on the issue of friendship. … So at this point, don’t expect me to be around.” A few days later, he called and repeated himself, saying, “I don’t think we should see each other.”


Mason recalled in his report, “I asked Arnold what, if anything, he and Christa planned to do if she met ‘Mr. Right.’ Arnold stated that he and Christa had agreed to ‘phase out’ when that time came. I asked Arnold if that agreement to be phased out of Christa and Ava’s life was acceptable to him, and he stated that he had agreed because he thought it would be best for Ava.”


Trooper John Mawn was in the room during this interview, and Mawn’s more aggressive questioning made Arnold tense, which made the investigators get more suspicious. Tim agreed to turn over his Compaq laptop and his journals, but the next day, he hired a criminal defense attorney, Russell Redgate. Redgate contacted the DA’s office, making it clear that all future police contact was to go through him.


Even so, a few days later, on June 15 or 16, Arnold telephoned Detective Bill Burke to say he had forgotten something that could be important. He was worried that his handprint would be found on the outside of Christa’s bedroom window. Eight to ten months earlier, he had stopped by her house after jogging. When she didn’t answer the door, he went around to the side and looked in the window to see if she was home. Christa was in bed, and he admitted she was startled.


Later, when author Maria Flook, researching a book on Worthington’s death, suggested to DA Michael O’Keefe that the killer might have been a third person, someone who watched Christa come home with another man, then kicked the door down, the DA had responded, “Now, who do you think that is?” Arnold’s alleged attempt to push the door in after an argument made it easy to envision that possibility, especially now that he had admitted to “spying” on his ex through the bedroom window.


Tim’s journal rendered an even clearer picture of his infatuation. But the journal entries also reflected frustration that the killer had not yet been caught: “I do want this to be solved. It has to be. I’ve got to know what happened. … It is so intensely appalling to know that she felt this pain, the horror that she did, and I want justice, justice to be served.”


Police remained suspicious for the next six months, even though no further evidence materialized. On January 17, 2003, after the first anniversary of the crime, the Worthington family announced a $25,000 reward, and Arnold learned that he was still the chief suspect. Later that day, his therapist came to believe he was suicidal and referred him to Cape Cod Hospital’s psychiatric unit. That evening, Tim was transferred to a Department of Mental Health unit in Hyannis.


Police seized the opportunity, and the next day, Mason and Burke appeared at Arnold’s bedside. Ignoring lawyer Redgate’s letter to the DA, the detectives conducted their interrogation for three hours. Mason told Arnold what they already “had” on him, and Arnold admitted that he and Christa argued almost daily but reminded them that he had been physically disabled and could not have committed the crime or kicked in the door. The detectives wondered how he knew the door had been kicked in, since there was no footprint on it. Arnold said he thought he saw one, then said someone at the scene, perhaps an EMT, had told him so.


Mason explained that police had never believed that Arnold’s physical state at the time of the murder eliminated him and pointed to how he’d been able to carry Ava through the house and run through the woods. Arnold’s statements and actions, Mason said, were “consistent” with someone involved in the murder.


Arnold resisted.


Mason repeated: Tim had been fit enough to run through the woods, uphill, to dial 911.


At that point, Arnold reasserted his right to counsel.


After the detectives left, he was so shaken that he had to be transferred to a more secure facility in Pembroke. Russell Redgate was but a hair’s breadth from filing a civil-rights suit.


By now, the prime suspects—Tony Jackett and Tim Arnold—had both passed the polygraph. But Christa’s father, Christopher “Toppy” Worthington, as well as Toppy’s girlfriend Beth Porter and Porter’s boyfriend Ed Hall, would all fail the same exam.


The senior Worthington had married outside his narrow WASP world. His wife, Gloria, who died a few days before Christa’s little girl was born, was Italian-American by birth, grew up in a working-class neighborhood, had no college degree, and incurred the disapproval of the family by being pregnant at the time of the marriage, which, it turned out, was not a good one. A part-time still-life painter, Gloria had mostly artistic friends, drove an unfashionable (by South Shore standards) VW Bug, and took in feral cats. Toppy had a succession of girlfriends and at times drank heavily. Later in life, Christa attended meetings for children of alcoholics.


While in his early sixties, Toppy, a graduate of the exclusive Kent School, Harvard, and Harvard Law, had abandoned his successful legal career as an assistant state attorney general and then private practitioner to become a bicycle courier for a Boston-based delivery service. If this struck investigators as odd, odder things were to come. Shortly before her murder, Christa told friends in New York and Truro that she was afraid her father was frittering away Ava’s inheritance. Records from the Boston-based money-management firm handling both Christa’s and her father’s accounts showed he was making monthly withdrawals of $2,000 to $3,000, the funds wire-transferred directly to his young girlfriend, Elizabeth Porter, a heroin addict he’d met through an escort service. In addition, Toppy was making daily cash withdrawals of $100, $200, sometimes $250, from ATMs. He had bought Porter a computer, paid medical bills for treatment of her ulcers and other ills, and covered her rent for more than a year. For 2001 alone, Toppy’s withdrawals totaled $139,666, a sum separate and apart from his funding of the modest $162,500 Weymouth home he bought months after wife Gloria’s death and the sale of Christa’s childhood home in Hingham.


According to a number of her friends, as well as her accountant, Christa could not stop talking about ways to stanch the money flow, even though she knew nothing about Porter’s past. Police learned that Porter’s boyfriend, Edward Hall, also an addict, was living with her, albeit on the sly so Toppy wouldn’t find out. Together, the two consumed upward of twenty-five bags of heroin daily, paid for with Worthington money. Hall actually met Toppy a few times, once to pick up cash when Porter was too sick to do it. Beth had introduced him as her “gay” black friend who was studying to be a nurse.


Suspicions about Toppy Worthington—if not of the crime, then at least of complicity—were fueled by his behavior once told of his daughter’s murder. His brother John had called him with the news from the Cape, and instead of immediately driving to Truro, he’d escorted Porter back to her apartment in Quincy, then returned to his house in Wey-mouth to feed his cats. It was after nine P.M. before he appeared in John and Cindy’s kitchen at 53 Depot Road, which had become ground zero for police and family members shortly after Arnold discovered the body.


But that evening, when Detective Burke began to describe what had happened, Toppy’s behavior grew stranger. He interrupted to ask if Christa was found lying on her back? And did she have bruises on the right side of her face? Burke, a twenty-year veteran who’d run more than fifty murder investigations, was taken aback. He hadn’t seen the body, but he’d seen Polaroids, and that was exactly how the victim was found. This information had not yet been released to the family. Asked if someone had told him, Toppy replied no, he simply was trying to determine whether the assailant was right- or left-handed. He then remained silent for the rest of Burke’s briefing.


Toppy said he had last seen Christa on Christmas Day, when she appeared concerned about something “because her door was locked.” No one had told him about her injuries, he reiterated. As for his daughter’s life in general, he said, Christa was involved in a child-support battle with Jackett, who “gave no assistance to Ava other than health insurance”; Tim Arnold was magnificent, very gentle with Ava; and Christa had a trust fund worth more than $500,000, not counting the value of her house. What Toppy failed to mention was that his daughter had recently hired a private investigator to look into an aunt’s sale of property in Florida, suspecting the proceeds weren’t being divided as her mother’s will dictated.


Beth Porter failed her polygraph on January 14, piquing investigators’ interest further. The examiner, Trooper Christopher Dolan, concluded that Porter had “significant physiological responses” to the questions “Did you stab Christa in that house?” and “Did you plan with anyone to harm Christa?”


“It is the opinion of this examiner,” Dolan wrote, “that Ms. Porter practiced deception during this examination.”


Mason felt it was time to apply pressure. Porter gave them the leverage they needed the next morning, when police found her and Hall on a stairway in Boston’s South End with a packet of heroin and a syringe. Hall, who had done time for drugs, was held in lieu of $500 cash bail that he could not raise. Porter faced an additional charge for violating probation from a 1999 heroin conviction. With a prison sentence looming, the waiflike twenty-nine-year-old provided Mason with a more accurate version of her relationship with the victim’s father: she and Hall discussed the money flow ending “all the time,” she said. Toppy had been telling her for years that he’d be cutting back but so far had never carried through with the threat, so she’d never really been worried.


Prodded about her whereabouts the weekend of January 4–6, she said she usually got up early and woke Worthington with a phone call around seven A.M. Mason asked if these were independent recollections or if she had discussed her whereabouts over the weekend with Hall or Worthington. What did she remember about Friday evening? What was her relationship with Christa? What was Hall’s real feeling about Worthington cutting off the money supply?


He also asked when she was last on Cape Cod. She said that “several years ago,” she and Hall had taken the ferry to Provincetown and stayed at the Sandcastle condos, where her father, a cop, had a timeshare. Hall, she said, did not have a driver’s license, and they had no access to a car.


The detective asked if Worthington had ever proposed to her, and she said he had, two or three times. When Mason asked why she hadn’t married him, he got no response.


He came back to Christa. Why had Porter never met her? Beth’s response was that she felt “awkward,” even though Toppy had offered to introduce her “many times.” She didn’t want to meet Christa, she said. When Mason asked if Porter was in Worthington’s will, Porter said no.


By nature cautious, Mason wasn’t satisfied. When he told Porter she’d flunked the lie-detector test, she became agitated and claimed she’d been “dope sick.” He reminded her that the information she’d given in their first interview had been riddled with lies, at which point she demanded to be taken home. As she rose to walk out of the interview room, the detective stopped her with an upraised hand: police wanted to search her apartment and analyze her Compaq computer. She had no choice but to consent.


Porter was not in great health. On January 18, a week after Christa’s standing-room-only burial service, Toppy took Porter to Boston Medical Center’s emergency room; she was suffering from pneumonia. The Boston Herald had a cameraman in place, as if Elizabeth Taylor were being wheeled into Cedars-Sinai in Beverly Hills. Porter was now hot news, in the papers almost daily, “a high-risk drug offender” with thirteen prior warrants, five probation violations, four convictions for heroin possession, and an arrest for passing a bad check at a local supermarket back in 1993.


None of this, of course, displeased Mason and Mawn. It upped the pressure. On January 24, with Eddie Hall’s release from the Nashua Street jail, the investigators turned their attention to him, hoping to make inroads there. The interview took place in Boston, inside Mason’s cruiser, just before seven P.M. Hall admitted almost immediately that he’d once heard Porter say she wished “that bitch” was dead, referring to Christa. But he denied any involvement in the murder. On Friday, January 4, he said, he took a Quincy cab into Boston, specifically to the Cherry Street and Grove Hall area of Mattapan, to score some heroin. When he returned to Porter’s apartment, she was upset because she’d wanted cocaine, and he had to go back into Boston, this time using the train. The two spent the rest of the day at home, getting stoned. By nightfall, he was “too high” to work and called in sick. He often went to work high on heroin, he told Mason, but he wasn’t used to being “coked out,” and his eyes were “pinned.”


On Saturday, he slept in while Porter got up early to go shopping with Toppy. She was gone only an hour and returned with a bag of things Toppy had bought for her. Hall’s memory was that they stayed at the apartment the rest of the day except when he went out to score more heroin.


On Sunday, Hall hung out “elsewhere” in Quincy. When he returned in the early evening, he found Porter upset about the death of Toppy’s daughter, as if everything had become too much for her.


Asked about Christa’s resentment of her father’s spending money on Porter, Hall acknowledged that Worthington had told his daughter that some of the funds he gave to Porter were for medical bills and that Christa had wanted him to get his girlfriend on MassHealth. Hall wasn’t worried about the money “drying up,” because he’d always known the “free ride” was going to end. He denied any efforts to approach or kill Christa, denied ever having been to Truro. Asked why Porter had been reluctant to turn over her caller ID box, Hall admitted she hadn’t wanted the phone numbers of her drug connections falling into the hands of police. The cell phone he and Porter used was the only one they had, a prepaid TracFone that Worthington bought. Hall said he had encouraged Porter to stay with Worthington rather than risk exposure to multiple partners. Porter, he said, refused to have intercourse with Worthington “because she wasn’t attracted to him.” Their morning meetings involved the exchange of oral sex for money and lasted no longer than ten minutes.


For the most part, Hall’s story coincided with Porter’s. Most important, she was home all weekend except for two meetings with Toppy, the first early Saturday morning to purchase a twenty-dollar fake Oriental rug, then on Sunday when he picked her up during the Patriots game. The only part of the account that differed from Porter’s was that Hall was with her that day; she was not alone.


Police might not have believed their alibis, but one fact was clear: neither Hall nor Porter owned a car. Unless police could explain how the two got to the Cape, they were at a dead end.


The media of course had been riding the connection between the seventy-two-year-old Harvard-educated Worthington and Porter the hooker, who initially identified herself as Christa’s “stepsister.” Both the Globe and the Herald soon revealed another sordid link: Porter was tied to the high-profile prosecution of Dirk Greineder, a Wellesley doctor convicted the previous summer of murdering his wife. She had testified before a grand jury that she met Greineder in 1998 while working for her usual escort service and that the successful allergist had wooed her in a hotel suite with champagne and chocolate-covered strawberries. The Herald reported that Worthington, “a widower and retired prosecutor for the civil bureau of the Office of the Attorney General,” was paying Porter’s rent and had recently renewed the yearlong lease on her Quincy apartment.


Mason and Burke might have been cheered by this, but they were getting nowhere with Hall, and Toppy’s gray 2001 Toyota Echo came up clean except for some medium-length brown hair found near the passenger seat, its significance unclear. The big news was that Toppy had blown his polygraph on January 15, the same day the Porter-Greineder story broke. Once more, examiner Dolan found that the subject “practiced deception.” Worthington “exhibited significant responses” to ten questions, among them “Since Dec. 25, 2001, did you go to Christa’s house with anyone?” and “Did you plan with anyone to harm Christa?”


A do-over was discussed, but detectives decided to “lean on” him instead. In a previous interview with Trooper James Massari and Sergeant Robert Knott, Toppy admitted that he and Christa hadn’t spoken much during the past year because of his relationship with Porter. Their exchanges were “strained,” “tense,” “difficult,” all the more so because Christa made her resentments known not just to him but to her “many” friends and relatives. As for the weekend of January 4–6, Toppy was uncertain about what he did Friday but knew he didn’t go out at night. On Saturday, he got up early, stopped at an ATM on the way to Porter’s, then took her to a Kmart, where he exchanged a vacuum cleaner and bought a coat and a pair of pants. The two then went to Building 19, a cut-rate outlet, where he bought Porter her rug before driving back to her apartment. He returned home at one P.M. Later, he went back to Building 19 to buy more clothes. Between three and four, he got a haircut, leaving a three-dollar tip, then bought a cup of coffee and drank it “at the harbor” before returning home for the night at 4:30 P.M.


Sunday was not as active. Around noon, he left his house to go to Dunks in Hanover for coffee and a doughnut, then drove through Cohasset. When he got home, he watched the Patriots game until he picked up Porter, who returned with him to his house.


Mason wasn’t satisfied, but a subsequent search of Porter’s living quarters turned up a receipt dated January 5; it was from Wal-Mart, not Kmart, but it verified that Worthington had been in Weymouth that morning.


Porter continued to make headlines as the month drew to a close. On January 29, she defaulted on her court appearance, then turned herself in two days later, saying she’d been “sick.” The next day, paramedics and police responded to a 911 call from Worthington’s address, where they found Porter semiconscious, having trouble breathing. Weymouth police officer Francis Beatrice interviewed Toppy and found him as arrogant and uncooperative as Burke had earlier.


Beatrice reported: “He showed me three hypodermic needles in the utensil drawer in the kitchen. He stated he found these in the bedroom next to the victim. He stated these are what she used to OD. I secured these and asked if there was [sic] any more. He stated he would look when he got time [sic] but was not willing to look at this time with me present. I asked if these were her drugs. He stated they were. … I asked if he knew where she got them. He stated he didn’t know but she had been doing this for five years. At first he stated he was her sponsor as in drug rehab. Further into the conversation I managed to ascertain that Ms. Porter was in fact his girlfriend. He stated she was an addict going through treatment and he was trying to help her. … He also stated that this could possibly violate her probation and to go easy on her.”


Then the lonely seventy-two-year-old WASP added, implausibly, one more detail: “She will be moving in with me this May.”


Back on the Cape, Keith Amato was the next to attract attention. Married to Tony Jackett’s daughter, Braunwyn, Amato had been seen at Christa’s house the summer before the murder, using her outdoor shower. The Amato marriage was rocky, and Keith resented Tony, which might have led to the rumors that Keith had been having an affair with his father-in-law’s ex-lover.


For some, either scenario made sense: Tony, the sly risk taker, wanting Christa off his back; or Keith, in too deep after he and Christa, both angry with Tony, decided to pay him back by taking pleasurable revenge.


The idea was buttressed by the kindly Diana Worthington, Toppy’s younger sister, of all people. She told investigators that her niece once intimated that she was seeing “a son” of Tony Jackett. If Christa had actually switched from father to son, Diana hadn’t wanted to hear about it, and the subject was dropped. Still, locals speculated that Christa might have been referring not to one of Tony’s three sons but to Keith, his son-in-law. Police shared that suspicion.


Amato also seemed a likely candidate because of his age, thirty-seven. And the more detectives dug into it, the more they realized that Amato’s marriage was not just on the rocks but terminal, something Keith hadn’t been straight about.


Amato was cut of different material from his wife and father-in-law. A broad-shouldered five-foot-eleven, he’d grown up in affluent Huntington, Long Island, and was busted for felony cocaine possession in the late 1980s; his parents’ money kept him out of jail. Although he never completed college, he was bright, with a hip, articulate New York style that was as much a part of his persona as his Dean Martinish good looks. His marrying Jackett’s daughter could only be explained by Braunwyn Jackett’s own good looks; blond with high “cat cheekbones,” she carried herself with a saucy aloofness many young men found alluring. The two were not intellectual equals.
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In January 2002, forty-six-year-old Christa Worthing-
ton was found stabbed to death in the kitchen of her
Truro, Cape Cod, cottage, her curly-haired toddler
clutching her body. A former Vassar girl and scion of
a prominent local family, Christa had abandoned a

glamorous career as a fashion writer for a simpler life
on the Cape, where she had an affair with a married
fisherman and had his child. After her murder, evidence
pointed toward several local men who had known her.

Yet in 2005, investigators arrested Christopher
McCowen, athirty-four-year-old African-American
garbage collector with an 1Q of 76. The local headlines
screamed, “Black Trash Hauler Ruins Beauiful
White Family” and “Black Murderer Apprehended
in Fashion Writer Slaying,” while the sole evidence
against McCowen was a DNA match showing that
he'd had sex with Worthington prior to her murder.

There were no fingerprints, no witnesses, and although
the state medical examiner acknowledged there was
no evidence of rape, the defendant was convicted after
a five-week trial replete with conflicting testimony,

usations of crime s

ne contamination, and police

misconduct—and was condemned to three lifetime
sentences in prison with no parole.

Rarely has a homi
through the prism of those who enginecred it, and in
Reasonable Doubt, bestselling author and biographer

de trial been refracted so clearly

Peter Manso s determined to rectify what has become
one of the most grossly unjust verdicts in modern trial
history. In his riveting new book he bares the anatomy
of a horrific murder—as well as the poli

al corrup-
tion and racism that appear to be endemic in one of
America’s most privileged playgrounds, Cape Cod.
Exhaustively rescarched and vividly accessible,
Reasonable Doubt is a no-holds-barred account of
not only Christa Worthington’s murder but also of a

botched investigation and a trial that was rife with
bias. Manso dug deep into the case, and the results
were explosive. The Cape DA indicted the author,
threatening him with fifty years in prison.

The trial and conviction of Christopher McCowen
for rape and murder should worry American citizens,
and should prompt us to truly examine the lip service
we pay to the presumption of innocence . . . and to
reasonable doubt. With this explosive and challenging
book Manso does just that.

PETER MANSO is the author of the definitive

biographies of Marlon Brando and Norman Mailer,
as well as Ptown: Art, Sex, and Money on the Outer
Cape, which was a #1 Boston Globe bestseller. His
work has also appeared in the Netw York Times, San
Francisco Chronicle, Vanity Fair, the Sunday Times of
London, Paris Match, and many other publi
here and abroad.
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“The Christa Worthington murder case on [old] Cape Cod is an unusually
captivating story, and Peter Manso has expertly plumbed the depths of it to write
a riveting book that true crime fans will love.”

—VINCENT BUGLIOSI, NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF HELTER SKELTER AND OUTRAGE

“Only the fearless and risk-taking Peter M: italizing on his unique

with the culture of the Cape and its denizens, mcludmg the victim of this horrible killing—
and the iction of a

could have written this powerful exposé of 1

possibly innocent victim of racial stereotyping. It will shock, enrage and educate you.”
—ALAN DERSHOWITZ, NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF THE TRIALS OF ZION

“Manso is a fearless enemy of hyprocrisy, a great investigative reporter. If every
community in America had a Peter Manso there'd be no place for the bad guys to hide.”
—MORTON DEAN, FORMER ANCHOR, CBS NIGHTLY NEWS

“This is the dark side of the Cape that whispers in bad drcams, scrcams
down the alley . . . and hides out of sight on sunny days when tourists
wander the quaint old streets or lie on the sand in bliss.”
—JEREMY LARNER, ACADEMY AWARD WINNER FOR BEST ORIGINAL SCREENPLAY FOR THE CANDIDATE

“Sex, courtroom drama, racism, social class, justice denied,
a police procedural entwined in an exciting, well-written, true story.
Don't start reading in the evening unless you're up for a sleepless night.”
—NICHOLAS VON HOFFMAN, COLUMNIST, NEW YORK OBSERVER

“Peter Manso’s account of police and prosecutorial misconduct represents
widespread practices that send thousands of black, Hispanic, Native American
and poor whites to American prisons each day. His investigation . . . invited retaliation
from a system that often treats its critics in the same way it treats its victims.”
—ISHMAEL REED, AUTHOR OF JUICE

“Probing and timely, Reasonable Doubt puts the system under the microscope and what it
reveals should be read by defense attorneys, prosecutors, judges and concerned citizens alike.”
—BARRY SCHECK, COFOUNDER OF THE INNDCENCE PROJECT,

PRESIDENT OF NATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF CRIMINAL DEFENSE LAWYERS
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