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Author’s Note


This book revisits and revises the story of the “Candy Man” crimes that happened in Houston, Texas, during the early 1970s. Dean Corll, an adult, recruited two teenage accomplices, David Brooks and Elmer Wayne Henley Jr., to assist him to lure more than two dozen other boys for Corll to rape, torture, and murder. Eventually, Henley killed Corll and turned himself in. At this point, he mentioned his fear of Corll’s association with a sex trafficking ring in Dallas. Brooks, once in custody, also described the ring. The Houston police made a tepid effort to investigate the alleged connection before ultimately dismissing it. However, such a ring did exist. The evidence for this changes the story that’s been told.

Documentary maker and investigative journalist Tracy Ullman spent over a decade looking into the traffickers’ activities. She contacted Henley, the only accomplice willing to talk, and he agreed to tell what he knew. I, Katherine Ramsland, joined them to explore Henley’s experience as Corll’s accomplice. I’m the primary author of this book, collaborating with Ullman, who describes the bigger picture of the Corll-Brooks-Henley story from her research. This account is the first time the shocking tale has been given its full context. Henley did not ask for our present-day investigation, but he agreed to help us to better understand the way sexual predators exploit their targets’ vulnerabilities.

I’ve communicated with and researched serial killers for more than twenty-five years. One such offender operated in the town where I grew up. He once picked up a girl on his motorcycle from a spot where I’d recently been hitchhiking. I was a kid. I’d have accepted a ride like that. This man, John Norman Collins, was arrested and convicted of one of the Michigan “Coed Murders” and suspected in the others. Later, while I was writing for Court TV’s Crime Library, I corresponded with Collins. Then I contacted other serial killers. Since then, I’ve become a specialist on these offenders, writing books and teaching university courses with a focus on the killers’ psychological development.

In my book The Mind of a Murderer, I examined a dozen cases from the past century that feature mental health experts who’d spent extended periods of time to learn about the lives and crimes of specific mass, spree, and serial killers. Their efforts paid off in detailed material that offered a model for my work from 2010 through 2021 with Dennis Rader, the “BTK” serial killer from Wichita, Kansas. To undertake this in-depth project, I used a format I call a guided autobiography. That is, I structured my questions to get responses about Rader’s trajectory toward violence that would benefit the fields of psychology, criminology, and law enforcement.

The process allowed me to better understand the way someone like Rader experiences his world. We discussed psychological concepts like compartmentalization, or the notion that predators can pass as normal citizens while engaging in serious crimes by partitioning their lives. Rader referred to this ability as “cubing” through his various “life frames.” That is, he could alternate his different facades as circumstances required. He could act as a good father and husband, the devout president of his church council, and a Boy Scout volunteer while he also stalked, stole, and killed. All roles were available to him as sides of his “cube,” so he could quickly pivot among them. Thus, Rader showed me that “cubing” is a more instructive concept than that of partitioned roles for understanding how he could live a double life with such dramatic differences.

The notion of “cubing” helped me to consider Wayne Henley’s experience. Although he got into some minor trouble as a teen, he might never have become criminally violent save for crossing paths with Corll. Despite assisting Corll with murder, when Henley could, he cubed into an ordinary kid, and this part gave him some relief from what he was doing as well as the courage, finally, to resist. He’s the only known accomplice to have killed the predator who lured him into a team killer arrangement.

We don’t diminish Henley’s criminal responsibility (nor does he). Instead, we explored with him the psychological process in the accomplice relationship that offers lessons for counselors, criminologists, parents, and potential future victims. This book is about a predator who lured two vulnerable kids into a criminal enterprise. Both came from broken homes, difficult circumstances, and meager resources. Both were susceptible to financial enticement. David Brooks died in 2020 without fully telling his story. Henley, still alive, presents an opportunity to study the predatory process from the target’s perspective.

These events happened fifty years ago. What we thought we knew about it back then has shifted with new information. Recently, we’ve seen other “settled” cases from earlier decades being altered—even eclipsed—by new interpretations that answer lingering questions or that better address the facts. We can’t cling to the 1973 identification of a victim, for example, when a 2012 DNA analysis disproves it (as happened in this case). Staying flexible is how innocent people who were wrongfully convicted have been exonerated. It’s how cover-ups have been exposed and cold cases solved. It’s also how older cases like this one can give us an important perspective on current conditions.

Many of the same grooming techniques that Corll employed are still in use because they’re successful. Ullman’s research on the trafficking ring during the 1970s that backed up Corll’s threats shows its considerable spread at that time around the country. People of influence “lost” evidence, terminated investigations, and erased associations. But sufficient traces remain to piece together much of the story.

Henley hopes to contribute something redemptive from his acts. The many hours of interviews he gave are used in this book, as direct quotes and as omniscient statements about his feelings and his perspective on the events he witnessed. His police statements from August 1973 also offer material, as do Henley’s mother and a few of his childhood friends. In addition, we’ve used police and court records, autopsy reports, news articles, and TV news packages from the relevant time period. Sometimes we relied on items from earlier book-length accounts, but the two primary sources based on the case were published before the accomplices’ trials, and both also contain factual errors. Even the district attorney’s memoir, in which he discussed the trials, is inconsistent with police reports and other records. This book adds more to the story, digs deeper into accomplice dynamics, and harvests its most urgent lessons about predators for a new generation.







CHAPTER 1
_____________
Killing the Candy Man




A slender, curly-haired teenage boy in handcuffs and a greenish-blue prison jumpsuit guided the driver of an unmarked police car onto a rutted road. The cop led a short caravan of vehicles carrying detectives toward an L-shaped row of corrugated metal sheds at 4500 Silver Bell Street in Houston, Texas. This was Southwest Boat Storage. They stopped near unit #11. Men in suits emerged from the lead car. One helped the boy to step out. He looked dazed and could barely stand.

The detectives needed this boy. He’d just revealed that Dean Corll, a local electrician whom he’d fatally shot that morning, had killed other boys and buried them in this unit’s dirt floor. The detectives had initially dismissed his claims. He was a kid, coming off a paint-sniffing high. But he’d mentioned David Hilligiest, Marty Jones, and Charles Cobble. All three had been reported missing. Two had vanished on the same day a few weeks before. Despite the stifling heat on that August afternoon in 1973, they’d come to check out the kid’s disturbing claim.

Some of these cops were from Houston PD. Some were from nearby Pasadena, Texas, where Corll had been shot. They’d agreed they should work together. Around 5:30 P.M., they approached the boat stall’s set of steel doors. A padlock stopped them. They located the facility owner, Mayme Meynier, who lived close, and explained why they needed access. She was distressed to hear that her tenant was dead. Dean Corll had been such a nice man, she said, always paying his monthly fee on time ever since he’d rented the stall in November 1970. The landlady had no spare key for Corll’s lock, so she granted permission to the officers to break it. One used a tire iron to get the job done. When they opened the doors to the windowless, high-ceilinged 12x34-foot space, a blast of pent-up heat pushed them back.

Inside, they saw a cluttered stall. They entered to assess the contents. In the center of the space, two musty overlapping carpets covered the dirt floor. The blue one touched both walls and ran about twelve feet into the unit. Along the right side near the back, the detectives saw a tarp-covered car, two canisters of compressed gas, a small red bike, an empty furniture box, and a plastic bag full of shoes and clothing. They counted eight twenty-gallon metal containers. Two ten-pound bags of lime sat on one. Near the left wall, a crack in the lumpy dirt-and-shell floor exuded a faint odor. Two short-handled shovels and a broken rake with a white residue on its tines reinforced the ominous impression that something had been buried here beneath lime.

The boy who’d brought them here came to the threshold. He looked pale. Instead of entering the stall, he backed away, sat on the grass, and put his head in his hands. His life had changed irreparably that day. Seventeen-year-old Elmer Wayne Henley Jr. had just shot and killed Dean Corll. He’d said he’d done it to save himself and two friends whom Corll had decided to torture. Then he’d told detectives about the boat stall, with four, and possibly more, kids buried inside.

Pasadena PD Detective Dave Mullican had been with Henley since the shooting that morning. He stared at the forlorn teen. This kid knew more than he was saying, a lot more. He’d led them to the boat stall without difficulty, though he’d said he’d been there just once. He’d pointed out where the facility owner lived. What else did he know? What else had he done? But these questions could wait. First, they had to discover if Dean Corll was the killer the boy claimed him to be.

A peek under the canvas tarp showed the stripped hulk of a Chevy Camaro, seemingly used for parts—a common way to profit from stolen cars. They’d have to check the vehicle’s status, and then move it out. The kid’s bike as well. The police photographer, Bill Hare, snapped photos of each item before stepping aside for the forensics unit. The crime scene processors took dirt and lime samples and lifted fingerprints from several locations. Items were packaged as potential evidence.

Around 6:30 P.M., word arrived that the Camaro appeared to be stolen, and the bike belonged to thirteen-year-old James Dreymala, a boy reported missing nearly a week earlier. Another missing boy, and not one Henley had named. With the other three, this made four possible graves, maybe five since Gregory Malley Winkle had gone missing with David Hilligiest in 1971. It seemed impossible. Who’d ever heard of a guy grabbing and killing several boys without anyone noticing?

Still doubtful, detectives directed two inmates they’d brought from a jail—“trusties”—to dig into the smelly dirt hump near the broken rake. The air had cleared somewhat, but it was blazing hot outside, with a dampness that stuck shirts to skin. The trusties started to dig.

Eight inches below the surface, they hit a layer of white lime. A few strokes with the shovel revealed a piece of thick, transparent plastic. As they moved the sandy earth away, they smelled it before they saw it: the swollen, nude body of a blond boy, wrapped in plastic and lying on his right side. From his size, they guessed his age to be twelve or thirteen. Maybe Dreymala? White tape bound his feet together. Nervous trusties pulled the bundle from the hole and carried it out past Henley.

Encased in muck near the hole’s foot end, the diggers uncovered a deteriorated green plastic bag containing a skeleton. The victim had been in a crouched position when placed in the bag. It seemed that Henley was right: this place was a private burial ground. The detectives called for more resources. They weren’t going anywhere for a while. The trusties grumbled. They disliked this job. One vomited outside. But they had to keep digging. There was a lot of ground to cover in a stall this size. The officers called for floodlights and large fans. They hauled the Camaro out.

Once the second set of remains was removed, the diggers located a spot under the grimy blue rug that showed signs of disturbance. Beneath a layer of lime, they unearthed a piece of plywood, six feet long and a foot wide. It seemed to be a marker. They pulled it out and dug deeper until they located two partially decomposed victims, wrapped in thick plastic and bound with rope. Both victims lay on their left sides, against each other head to foot, seemingly killed and buried at the same time.

Possibly, these were Marty Jones and Charles Cobble, whose disappearance cops had dismissed two weeks before as boys just running away. No effort had been made to look for them. The official excuse had been that so many teenage boys left Houston these days there seemed little reason to waste the resources. Jones and Cobble were buddies; they’d vanished on the same day. Ergo, they’d left together. Yet they were two of several boys that had gone missing since 1971 from a neighborhood known as the Houston Heights. Half a dozen had attended the same junior high school. This alone should have triggered serious questions, especially when their parents had all raised a ruckus over the lack of police response. None had believed their boys had run off. Every cop in that hot, smelly stall that night probably knew there’d be hell to pay for this oversight.

They now had four bodies—the number Henley had stated. They could call it quits, but they knew there might be more. There might also be other evidence buried here or items that could help to identify these kids. They had to keep probing.

The next hole, dug where the Camaro had sat, produced a skull and some bones. Underneath them was another plastic-wrapped set of remains so decomposed the cops couldn’t determine in which direction the arms and legs were lying. That made six victims. According to crime writer Jack Olsen, some officers felt sickened when the landlady came over to watch and told them Corll had recently asked for another stall because he was “running out of space.”

Ambulances transported the remains to the Harris County morgue. Mullican watched Henley smoke a cigarette. The kid had stopped a killer, just like he’d said. And if he hadn’t, he and his friends might have been dumped in here as well, with Corll continuing his killings for who knows how long.

Several reporters arrived. Some spotted the long-haired, acne-prone boy at the center of this unfolding horror story. He looked no more than fourteen, short and skinny, hardly a kid who could cause all this trouble. Henley alternated between weeping and assuring his guard he was okay. He complained of a headache. He wanted to call his mother. He’d been asking for hours to talk to her.

Police beat reporter Jack Cato from KPRC-TV spotted an opportunity. He offered Henley the use of his car phone. Henley accepted. It was a deal with the devil. Cato filmed the teen without his permission as he leaned against a red Mustang and broke the news to his mother, Mary Henley. The audio recording of her shock over her son’s revelation was broadcast on television.

Henley’s voice trembled as he said, “Mama?”

“Yes, this is Mama, baby.”

A brief pause. “I killed Dean.” He put his hand to his face.

“Wayne?” She sounded stunned. “Oh, Wayne, you didn’t!”

“Yep.… Yes’m.”

“Oh, God! Where are you?” She started to cry.

He told her he was at Corll’s “warehouse.” When she asked if she could come, he said it was okay, but then detectives directed him to tell her no. They knew he was a juvenile and a parent should be present, but they didn’t want her silencing him. She might even bring a lawyer. Henley assured her he was all right: “I’m with the police.” He’d see her later.

On his own, Henley mumbled about how he knew some of the boys and had introduced them to Corll. “It’s my fault.”

Cato asked for an on-camera interview, but Henley didn’t want to be filmed. Cato managed to record some strained words from him while the cameraperson focused on the fans pumping the reek of decomposition out of the stall. A reporter for Channel 11 persuaded Henley to talk face-to-face for the late broadcast. The boy admitted he’d known Corll for a while, about two years. They liked to drink beer together. He said Corll had talked about an organization involved in all this, one that had paid him thousands of dollars. But the kid seemed to have some doubts, because Corll’s lifestyle didn’t show much for his supposed association.

The reports were now airing on televisions all over town. Henley had given his mother no idea of what she was about to see—she and her neighbors. Some were the parents of the boys being removed from Corll’s boat stall, parents Mary Henley had previously comforted when the boys had disappeared.

“I couldn’t believe it,” Mary said. “That wasn’t my little Wayne. He didn’t do things like that. He loved everybody.” At the age of five, she recalled, he’d walked down the aisle at church and declared his intention to become a minister. Until recently, he’d carried a Bible in his shirt pocket. He was a good kid. Mary knew he’d been upset lately. He’d said things so strange she’d made an appointment with a psychiatrist. She remembered Corll telling her just two weeks earlier that he planned to take her son traveling to where she couldn’t contact him. Bristling, she’d warned Corll if he tried it, she’d send the police after him. “He must have done something terrible,” Mary stated, “for Wayne to have killed him.”

This case was barreling toward revelations far more shocking than the fatal shooting of Dean Corll.

Henley acted surprised as he watched body bags being removed from the boat shed. He’d known about four and had suspected one or two more, but it seemed that Corll had secrets even darker than he’d realized. And he knew there were burial sites elsewhere too. He’d initially intended to show police only this much, but the pressure to tell everything leaked out in several of Henley’s comments.

“I can’t help but feel guilty, like I done killed those boys myself,” he lamented to one officer. “I caused them to be dead. I led them straight to Dean.”

The officer told Henley he should feel lucky. He might have ended up here too. Henley hid his face in his hands. He knew he deserved no consolation. He should have killed Corll much earlier or should have gone to the police. He’d made several plans to get away, but nothing he’d tried had worked. His weakness shamed him. There had been pivotal moments when he could have done the right thing, but each time he’d surrendered to whatever Corll had wanted.

Around ten P.M., Mullican sent Henley back to the jail in Pasadena, the town where he’d fatally shot Dean Corll. Mullican believed they no longer needed Henley’s help. He’d soon realize that this nightmare was only just beginning.

Hole #4, back in the right corner, produced two more bodies buried close together. It appeared that several kids had been dumped on top of one another. Under the seventh set of remains the diggers found a suede jacket with long fringes, a knotted rope, and a piece of blue terry cloth. The eighth murdered boy had been buried sitting up, seemingly bound with a piece of parachute cord. Nothing about this scene seemed real. People didn’t just kill kids and bury them in a boat stall. Who was this Dean Corll?

After midnight, the exhausted detectives called it quits. They weren’t done, but everyone needed a break. The stench and the heat overwhelmed them. Some of the trusties showed signs of trauma. No one had expected to be here this long. A routine trip to check an unlikely report had evolved into a major case with multiple bodies. So far, they’d dug holes near two walls and in the stall’s center. There were many more areas to explore. The age of some of the remains suggested they’d been here a while.

A crowd of reporters shouted into cameras for TV news about the gruesome discoveries. The parents of missing boys hung on every word as they called one another. Jack Olsen depicted them as enraged over how the Houston police had declared their missing sons runaways. Mary Henley later recalled for reporters that she’d sat frozen in the home she shared with her mother, Christeen Weed, and her three younger sons. She’d known that “Elmer Wayne” had been close with Corll for a year and a half. He’d tried to tell her he was in trouble. She hadn’t listened. She could only hope that what she was witnessing now would all get sorted out. It had to. She wanted desperately to see her eldest son, to have him explain what this was all about, but she couldn’t just go running out to find him. At this late hour, she doubted she’d be allowed to see her son. For her, it was a sleepless, agonizing night.

Henley, too, had a fitful night in his bare jail cell. He hallucinated a woman entering with a dog. Then, an elderly black woman seemed to be taking pictures of him. He panicked at the intrusion. He couldn’t get warm. Disoriented, he shook uncontrollably.

The following day dawned just as sweltering as the day before. More bodies were exhumed, some of them with items of clothing, such as bathing suits, shoes, and belts. The medical examiner’s team began the work of giving them names. ID cards for a pair of missing brothers attested to their fates. HPD Detective Karl Siebeneicher looked in horror at the remains of Marty Jones, his murdered cousin. But other identifications would be harder. TV crews filmed the grisly business of pulling up plastic-wrapped decomposed bodies and carrying them to the waiting transport vehicles. In a couple of cases, there was evidence of genital mutilation. In one hole, the skeletal remains of two boys had commingled, making it difficult to tell which parts belonged to which kid.

Over the next few days, the “Houston Mass Murders” would become the largest case of criminal multicide thus far in the history of the United States.



The Predator


The pressing question for public safety officials was how so many kids had gone missing from the same Houston neighborhood within the span of a few years without prompting a full-scale investigation. Also, how had a seemingly nice man like Dean Corll—called the “Candy Man” by kids who’d adored him—done the things Henley described? And how had an ordinary teen like Wayne Henley been involved? The story took shape as police and prosecutors scrambled to piece together an official narrative. They ran down multiple leads and ignored those they couldn’t pursue due to vague information or lack of resources.

Ultimately, they offered a simple but incomplete story of a sexual predator and murderer operating in a limited area. This narrative has been intact for nearly fifty years. However, in the early 2010s, two separate teams of researchers, following the lead of a man named Randy White, probed a possible connection between Dean Corll and the Chicago serial killer John Wayne Gacy. This contractor was arrested in 1978, five years after Corll’s death, for killing nearly three dozen boys and young men. White had worked as a “researcher” for Gacy while Gacy, imprisoned, compiled dossiers on his victims and associates. A name that repeatedly came up in reports was John David Norman. An investigation turned up records dating back to the 1950s of Norman molesting teenage boys. He’d even been committed to Washington State’s McNeil Island for incorrigible sex offenders. Yet he’d never stayed incarcerated for long. During the time of Dean Corll’s murders, Norman was running several “businesses” out of Texas that were related to the sexual exploitation of minors. It seems that more was at stake in August 1973 than identifying and stopping a local serial killer. In fact, signs of the broader story’s substantial reach around the country had been present from the day the murders were discovered. Henley had said it: there was an organization that Corll had talked about that bought and sold boys. But as Henley began to admit complicity in the murders, he lost credibility in the eyes of police.

We have no fitting label for individuals like Henley whom predators target to convert into helpers. They’re not the same as the victims they help to harm, but they’re also not the same as the primary predator. They occupy a fuzzy middle ground. They’re often chosen merely because they’re young, vulnerable, weak, needy, or compliant and therefore easy to manipulate. Since society tends to view them as equal offenders, especially when they do heinous things, researchers haven’t fully studied their unique experiences. Yet dissecting how individuals who’d never considered killing someone might do so under certain influences can reveal ways to protect future potential candidates. Corll had two known apprentices, both immature teenage boys. At Corll’s behest, they learned to abduct, guard, murder, and bury other boys.




The Predator’s Approach

The concept of an apprenticeship invokes the eighteenth-century image of young people bound to master craftsmen in an arrangement aimed to cultivate competency in a skill. In exchange for this education, apprentices performed the grunt work. Each party derived benefits, but the servitude could be grueling, even abusive. Apprentices were generally teenagers, fifteen or younger, because they were easy to train. The arrangement could last for years and lead to partnerships. An apprentice might even move in with the master during the training process, becoming a lackey and handyman. Sometimes a larger organization, like a guild, supervised the arrangements.

Too late, it’s become clear that there was a sex trafficking ring whose principal operators were based near Dean Corll. Two of these men lived and worked extensively in Houston and Dallas, with associations in California. Their network was documented as having tens of thousands of predators participating, with just as many boys being exploited. It’s improbable that Corll would have had no awareness of this ring, as pedophiles tend to share resources to indemnify each other.

With Corll, the focus was on murder. He’d developed a method for how to look for young prey, then bait them, reel them in, kill them, and bury them. He would likely have known that getting adolescent boys to bring other boys to his parties would reduce the risk of him being seen with a boy he later killed. Some of his Houston victims had been regulars at the pool table he used to entice young males to come to his home to hang out. One had worked in his candy business.

Often, predators offer a “mentoring” relationship, as Corll did. They quickly establish a sense of intimacy and use phrases that make them seem to care. They manipulate their accomplices with money, gifts, praise, and promises similar to the way they might groom victims. They provide a home away from home and become the adult who “understands.” Corll initially handed out candy, then pills and beer, before he set up his hangout for boys. He always seemed ready to help. With his genial manner, he handily enticed two young partners (and possibly more). Once they crossed the line into crime, they were psychologically, morally, and legally implicated. Their immature personality structures made them pliable. They weren’t equipped to resist a strong, dominant man like Corll. (Even many adults might be unable to do so.)

This case evolved dramatically in its first few days, forcing detectives to revise their initial notions about Dean Corll and the boy who’d killed him. At the same time, Henley was coming to terms with telling the whole truth. He wanted to unload his burden, come what may. There was more to the story. Much more.




The Case Expands

Digging resumed inside the boat stall at 8:30 A.M. on August 9. That same morning, Detective Mullican checked Henley out of his cell to ask more questions. Henley was suffering from alcohol withdrawal and had complained that his cell was too cold. He’d slept poorly. He still hadn’t been allowed to see his mother, but she’d gotten a contact from her minister for an attorney who could represent her son. The detectives knew that in Texas, at age seventeen, Henley was a minor, but he could legally make his own decisions. He’d asked several times if he needed a lawyer, but he hadn’t exactly requested one. Technically, detectives could proceed. Mullican told Mary Henley that her son could remain silent if he wanted, but they’d continue to ask him questions. They wanted to keep him talking while he seemed eager to do so. Getting answers had grown urgent. A team of detectives had found more than forty files about missing Houston boys that resembled the circumstances of the murdered kids.

Henley hedged a bit under the next round of interrogation, but despite his hope to distance himself and escape the repercussions of his acts, he knew he couldn’t pull it off. Once they’d exhumed more bodies (four more by noon that day), he admitted there were other burial sites farther away. Without his help, he said, the police would never find them. He didn’t know what would happen to him, but he needed to come clean. Mullican encouraged him to get the load off his chest. Henley would later say he’d wanted the families to know where their boys were. He didn’t realize then that his case would cause a sensation and gain Houston a reputation in the press as the “murder capital of the world.”

Henley offered a revised statement, starting with how he’d met Dean Corll. He said he’d asked his friend, David Brooks, to introduce him to Corll, hoping it could result in making the kind of money Brooks always seemed to have. “David was always riding around in Dean’s car and everything.… I thought this was great.” Henley’s own family lived at the poverty level, barely able to pay the bills. “David Brooks told me he could get me in on a deal where I could make some money.” Eventually, Corll had mentioned sex trafficking. “Dean told me he belonged to an organization out of Dallas that bought and sold boys, ran whores and dope and stuff like that. Dean told me he would pay me $200.00 at least for every boy that I could bring him and maybe more if they were real good-looking boys. I didn’t try to find any for him until about a year later, and I decided I could use the money to get better things for my people, so one day I went over to Dean’s apartment … and told him that I would find a boy for him.”

They went out in Corll’s car and saw a young man hitchhiking. Henley didn’t know him. “Since I had long hair and all,” Henley was able to persuade the guy to accompany them to Corll’s place to smoke marijuana. He described how they’d disabled the boy with a handcuff trick. “I thought Dean were going to sell him to this organization that he belonged to.” Corll paid him $200. “Then a day or so later, I found out that Dean had killed the boy.” Henley hadn’t realized that Corll had intended to commit murder. However, Corll had told him he was now part of this criminal enterprise and would go to prison if he told, so Henley had “helped Dean get 8 or 10 other boys.” He mentioned David Hilligiest, a friend of his that Corll had killed, and Malley Winkle, whom Corll and Brooks had killed. Next was one of his own victims: “Charles Cobble who I killed and we buried in the boat stall. I shot Charles in the head with Dean’s pistol, over on Lamar Street in Pasadena, then we buried him in the boat stall.… Then Marty Jones, me and Dean choked him and buried him in the boat stall.” So, not only had Henley known there were bodies in stall #11, but he’d also helped to put them there. Mullican’s suspicions about Henley’s involvement were confirmed.

The list continued with more names—Billy, Frank, Mark, Johnny—some choked, some shot. Some were buried at Lake Sam Rayburn, where Corll’s father had a vacation house, others on a beach at High Island. Henley couldn’t provide exact dates “because there has been too many of them.” Some names he didn’t know, but he had an overall estimate. “Dean told me that there was 24 in all, but I wasn’t with him on all of them.” Henley said he’d tried to tell his mother “two or three times about this stuff and she just wouldn’t believe me. I even wrote a confession one time and hid it, hoping that Dean would kill me because the thing was bothering me so bad. I gave the confession to my mother and told her if I was gone for a certain length of time to turn it in.” He said that he and David Brooks had discussed killing Dean to stop him. “Several times, I have come within an inch of killing him, but I just never got up enough nerve to do it until yesterday, because Dean had told me that his organization would get me if I ever did anything to him.”

The confession was a relief. At one point, Henley shouted, “I don’t care who knows about it. I have to get it off my chest!” When he was finally allowed to see his mother for fifteen minutes, he told her to “be happy for me,” because “now I can live!” She couldn’t understand what he was saying. He was ill, she could see that, suffering from withdrawal, but he seemed out of his mind. She told the detectives that he needed care. She also said she had arranged for an attorney, who would come that afternoon. One officer told her that Wayne could decide for himself how much he wanted to say before the attorney arrived. Only as more information came out did Mary realize the enormity of what her son had been involved in. News reports offered gruesome details of bodies half-wrapped, some remains reduced to teeth and bones, a few bodies buried on top of others.

By the end of that day, the diggers would have seventeen removed from the boat stall. The pit they’d dug in its dirt floor was six feet deep. At that point, they had hit a solid surface they could no longer penetrate. They’d had the dirt hauled away to examine for items not yet recovered.

[image: ]

News reports interrupted regular evening programming to describe the discovery of bodies. The families of missing boys in the area paid close attention. Some of them knew. That’s what had happened to Ruben or Frank or Billy. Several called the police station. They wanted more from the cops now than those initial lame notions that these boys had just run off. During the time since Corll had rented the stall, some two dozen boys from this small neighborhood had “run off.” It was preposterous.

Many questions needed answers. In 1973, nothing quite like this case had been seen before. The FBI had yet to launch its program on profiling extreme offenders and no US law enforcement agency was even using the phrase serial killer. It was commonly believed that sexual perverts skulked on society’s fringes; they didn’t live and work among decent folks. The city reeled from the unfolding revelations.

Yet not far away in Dallas, a group of sex traffickers with whom Corll had claimed financial connections had succeeded in building inroads into other places around the country. Henley’s statement about them got lost in the more immediate details of a local mass murder. Although the so-called Dallas Syndicate shows up in police records as a lead to check out, they seemed to let it go without much investigative effort.

But no one had to go to Dallas to find the worst kind of deviance. It had lived in this lone predator, Dean Corll, and he’d spread his venom to others via an insidious grooming process. To understand how it works, the players’ backgrounds must be explored, starting with Corll as a budding sexual sadist and David Brooks as his first handyman.









CHAPTER 2
_____________
Bait a Kid, Make a Killer





The Other Graves

Just after Henley started his post–boat stall statement in Pasadena, Detective Mullican received a call that David Brooks had arrived at the Houston Police Department with his father and uncle to see Lieutenant J. D. Belcher. Brooks was offering to tell what he knew about Corll and Henley. When Mullican told Henley about this development, Henley said he was glad to hear it because now he could tell the whole truth. He expected Brooks would do the same. He didn’t realize Brooks intended to throw him under the bus. When Mullican thought he needed more leverage during their session, he told Henley that Brooks was putting it all on him.

Over the course of forty minutes, Henley said that he and Brooks had both been procurers of young boys and had participated in the murders. Mullican notified Houston PD so they could coordinate a team to take Henley to the burial sites at Lake Sam Rayburn that afternoon. The detective had stopped anticipating when this case would finally conclude.

Brooks, age eighteen, had seen the news and called his brother to say he was “somewhat” involved. It was common knowledge that he’d lived with Corll for the past three years, so he apparently thought he had to say something. His brother told their father, Alton Brooks, who insisted they go to the police. Alton had friends at HPD: they’d know what to do. A local paving contractor with a modicum of political clout, Alton hired moonlighting cops as security for his business locations. According to author Jack Olsen, Alton worried that the stigma of his son’s involvement would ruin him. It didn’t help that Henley had been one of his casual employees too. Alton had to undertake damage control. He seemed to think he could leverage his connections.

Lieutenant Belcher called in Detective Jim Tucker and whomever else he wanted to bring from Homicide. In Alton’s presence, David Brooks offered a “witness statement.” He’d known Corll for several years and had even lived with him, Brooks said, but he’d seen no evidence of any crimes. One officer took down everything Brooks related, but the cops didn’t buy it. They knew they’d need to get this young man away from his father at some point.

Brooks said he’d met Corll when he was in the sixth grade. Corll was twenty-seven. Corll had bought him a black light. This small gift had made a big impression. At this time, Brooks had allowed Corll to perform oral sex. Corll then paid him five dollars. Brooks kept going back. Corll had been nice to him. Brooks had also seen other boys who let Corll have sexual contact with them. After a while, Brooks had introduced Henley into the mix.

Over the course of several hours, Brooks told what he knew in vague terms. It’s unclear whether Alton was present the entire time, but since it was just a witness statement, the officers couldn’t pressure or interrogate Brooks. However, they could use strategic questions to guide him.

Brooks eventually admitted that Corll had once lived in the Yorktown townhouses and Brooks had seen two naked boys tied to a bed. Corll had been naked too. He’d said he was “just having fun.” He’d offered to buy Brooks a car if he kept quiet. Brooks said Corll had told him later that he’d killed both kids. “He gave me a car; it was a Corvette.” Brooks didn’t know the names of either boy, but he knew of two others, Mark Scott and Ruben Haney, who’d disappeared. He added a “Mexican boy” that had “come at” Corll when Corll was living at Bellefontaine, and Corll had shot this boy twice. “He didn’t mention what he had done with the body.” There was another one that Corll said he’d killed in a bathtub, breaking part of the tub. “Sometimes when we were talking, he’d say how hard it was to strangle someone … it took quite a while to do it.”

Brooks estimated that Corll had killed twenty-five to thirty boys and young men over three years. He added that Corll had “mentioned there was a group of people in Dallas which had similar activities to his. He mentioned a man by the name of Art who he said had also killed some boys in Dallas. One day while I was at his house, I picked up a piece of paper with the name Art on it and all of a phone number but the last number, and the area code was 214 [a Dallas number].”

Brooks said that Henley and Corll had once ganged up on him. Henley hit him in the head to disable him and Corll handcuffed him. Corll then raped him all night and forced him into other depraved acts. Corll had decided to kill him, and Henley was going to help. In the end, they let him go. Inexplicably, Brooks had continued to live with Corll. He moved to other apartments with Corll several times before “Wayne had told me that Dean was talking about getting me again and so I just packed up and left.” But Corll grew paranoid about what Brooks might do apart from him, so Brooks had moved back in. He didn’t explain why.

Brooks ended his statement at 1:20 P.M. without implicating himself in much except hearing about some murders. The detectives marveled over how he’d stayed with his rapist. They placed him into an office to await their next step. By now, they knew that Henley had admitted to participating in eight murders and knowing about sixteen others. He’d said Brooks had been involved. They couldn’t let Brooks go home, not yet.

Around 2:30 P.M., Henley was brought to the Houston PD and sent into the room with Brooks. Alton wasn’t present. The plan was to see if Henley could get Brooks to confess his part. Hyped up on his own sense of relief, Henley urged Brooks to clear his conscience: Brooks should just tell the truth, because that’s what he was doing, and he felt so much better for it. But Henley warned that if Brooks hedged, Henley would change his own story and put it all on Brooks. Although Brooks said he intended to stick to his statement, he seemed to realize he couldn’t cling to his lies. He hadn’t anticipated that Henley would talk so much.

Late that afternoon, Brooks was arrested due to being implicated in a felony confession and read his rights. His father broke down. As an indication of the Brooks family dysfunction, Alton once had warned Henley not to hang out with his son, believing the boy (David) would come to no good. Still, Alton had never anticipated something like this.

Brooks decided to revise his statement and “tell everything.” His father hovered, urging him to say he hadn’t been involved in any murder. Author Jack Olsen quotes Alton saying, “What I’m worried about is the publicity. It might could ruin my business.” How he was allowed this level of interference is unclear. Olsen portrays Alton as being horrified by his son’s apparent indifference to the enormity of the situation.

Meanwhile, the news media were reporting the mounting body count from the boat stall. The death toll was about to get worse.

In one of the cars in a growing caravan that now comprised this multijurisdictional investigation, Henley rode with two Pasadena detectives and one Houston detective—Dave Mullican, Sidney Smith, and Willie Young—to Lake Sam Rayburn in the piney woods one hundred seventy miles northeast of Houston. Three other detectives were in another car, and in Lufkin, two Texas Rangers, Dub Clark and Charles Neel, joined the convoy. Another car contained Sheriff John Hoyt and some of his deputies from San Augustine County. A few reporters’ vehicles took up the rear. Henley told the officers in the car with him about Corll’s promise of money for bringing boys but maintained that he’d been paid just once. Detective Young, sitting in the back seat with Henley, asked how he’d gotten caught up in this sordid affair, to which Henley made a revealing remark: “Well, if you had a daddy that shot at you, you might could do some things too.”

Henley said there were four victims at this site. He wasn’t entirely sure how to get to the graves, since Brooks had been the driver, but he knew they’d been near where Corll’s family had property. He recalled the name of a town. Hoyt asked if it was near a long bridge. Henley said yes, and added that after the bridge they’d taken a dirt road to the left. Hoyt knew the way.

Back at the boat stall during the second day of digging, the exhumation efforts had grown more challenging. In some places, dirt had mixed with biological fluids, making a mucky mess that made it difficult to extract intact bodies. Investigators were mostly recovering chunks of hair and bits of bone. But three small plastic baggies dumped near a body contained a severed penis and two testicles. Another boy’s penis had been gnawed nearly in half. The victims had been bound, some with their hands behind their backs. All had been placed into plastic wrapping, although some wrappings had broken open. One pair of pants looked to fit a boy younger than most, perhaps eight or nine. The city sent a backhoe, but it was the wrong type, so the trusties resumed digging with shovels.

Near Lake Sam Rayburn, Henley was given a pair of golf shoes to replace the flimsy jail sandals he wore. The place would be muddy, Hoyt warned, from several days of rain. Henley got lost a few times, delaying the procession. They drove to Farm Road 3185, where he got out and led the way one hundred yards through the woods, passing an area near a creek that he said contained a grave to arrive at a spot farther away where four sticks were crossed over each other. Henley said he’d put this marker on all the graves. Cops probed the dirt. Their shovels hit a four-foot plywood board. Henley said a body was underneath. He didn’t recall the victim’s name. He told them the board was placed here because the body had come to the surface, possibly from animal activity. Under the board was a layer of white lime. Soon, the diggers turned up the packaged, decomposing body.

The group returned to the first grave site, where Henley said, “Billy Lawrence is buried here.” Lawrence had gone missing that past June. (Author Jack Olsen writes that Lawrence was found first, under the board, and that the second grave was deeper into the woods, but the autopsy reports indicate that the second body exhumed was Lawrence, and there was no board. The medical examiner also noted that all four bodies were found on August 9, but police reports contradict this.)

Darkness ended the day’s efforts, but Henley insisted there were two more bodies to locate. The entire party stayed overnight nearby, locking Henley in a local jail. Sheriff Hoyt wanted to press charges and hold Henley in San Augustine County. According to author John Gurwell, Hoyt reported that Henley had talked with his mother by phone, yelling at her for not finding him a lawyer, but Henley said he wouldn’t have yelled at her, and he hadn’t wanted her to mortgage her mother’s house to hire him a lawyer. He took a sedative. When Sheriff Hoyt woke him around 2:00 A.M. to ask him questions, Henley was groggy. Hoyt had brought a Justice of the Peace to read Henley his rights in preparation to file charges for murder and arrest him. Henley was barely aware of what Hoyt was doing. Early the next morning, the Rangers ensured that Henley got back in the car.

Brooks, too, spent the night in a cell. On Friday morning, he was ready to unload, to a point. He said that Corll had oral sex with many of the local boys, but sometimes Corll anally raped and killed them. Brooks returned to the murder of two boys at the Yorktown apartments to provide more details. “There were two boys there and I left before they were killed. But Dean told me he had killed them afterwards.” He didn’t know their names. (Corll had lived at this address in 1970, and only one of the identified victims had been killed then. Brooks either remembered incorrectly or these boys are undiscovered victims. At the time, Corll had used beaches for burial; he didn’t have the boat stall. So perhaps the boys had been buried on a beach.) Brooks said Corll had told him the boys were going to be sent to California, which might have been a cover story that coincidentally used the same state as the sex trafficking network he talked about. However, Corll’s statement to Brooks might also indicate Corll’s actual past or concurrent association with the network.

Although Brooks’s account had gaps and inconsistencies, possibly due to drug use or to an unprepared attempt to cover his involvement, he admitted to being present at the murder of Ruben Haney in August 1971 at 6363 San Felipe. “Dean did the killing, and I was just present when it happened.” He’d also seen two brothers killed in a different place. “I was present when Dean killed them by strangling them, but again I did not participate. I believe that I was present when they were buried, but I don’t remember where they were buried.” He witnessed another murder before Henley joined them but did not name the victim. “Dean kept this boy around the house for about four days before he killed him.” They had picked him up together and buried him together. “It really upset Dean to have to kill this boy because he really liked him.”

When Brooks mentioned Henley, he said that his fellow accomplice had initially just helped in “getting the boys” but later took an active part in the killing. Henley had been “especially sadistic” at one place. Brooks was on a roll, but he remained careful. “Most of the killings that occurred after Wayne came into the picture involved all three of us. I still did not take part in the actual killing but nearly always all three of us were there.” He said he was present when Mark Scott was killed, correcting his earlier lie that he’d left before it had happened.

Brooks described more incidents of sadism and murder in a confusion of details, minimizing his role to “standby” in case something went wrong. He said the plywood board with handcuffs that they’d found at Corll’s home had been used to restrain the boys for sexual assault. He was also the driver when they transported bodies for burial. As if to put a shine on his image, Brooks added that he’d helped some of the boys, including a kid named Billy Ridinger. “I believe the only reason he is alive now is because I begged them not to kill him.” (In his earlier statement, he said that Corll had made this decision.)

Brooks emphasized that “most of the boys weren’t good boys.” They’d been runaways, as if that helped his case. Most, he said, were buried in the boat stall. Of the seventeen found there, Brooks had been present for at least ten. “I regret that this happened, and I’m sorry for the kids’ families.”

Meanwhile, Henley had led the way through the Lake Sam Rayburn woods south of where they’d been the night before. He located a fallen tree that he’d stumbled over when they’d brought a body here. The search party arrived at the graves of two more murdered boys, buried within ten feet of each other. Henley said these victims had been killed at different times. He thought they might be Homer Garcia and Mike Baulch, the brother of a kid murdered the year before. A plywood board covered one victim and a cord fashioned as a hangman’s noose was tied around his throat. Henley knew of no other graves in the area.

Back at the cars, Henley answered a few questions for reporters, although he seemed annoyed. The teenager admitted helping Corll to “git some boys” so Corll could rape them. “We were the pickers.” When he didn’t like a question, he curtly said, “No comment,” especially when asked about his mother’s reaction on August 8, caught on film. That, he said, was private. He admitted he’d been involved in these murders because “Dean had something over me.”

The grim caravan then proceeded on a trek to a public beach three hours south, near the unincorporated community of High Island. The area in Chambers County bordered Jefferson and Galveston Counties. They arrived by lunch time. Sand dunes hid the beach, but wide cuts through the dunes allowed access. By now, there were dozens of cars in the convoy, along with three helicopters. Another line of vehicles coming from Houston followed the HPD officers, Jim Tucker and Jack Hamel, who were transporting David Brooks. A backhoe and bulldozer were brought in. One photo taken that day shows Henley and Brooks sitting together on a dune, but Henley doesn’t recall talking with Brooks, or even being near him. These two had once plotted to kill Corll together, and Henley had now done it. But Brooks apparently had no question or comment about it. Brooks didn’t reveal to Henley what he’d told police.

As beachgoers stood by and gawked, Brooks led detectives in the sweltering heat to the first grave, marked by a large piece of broken cement. He named Ruben Watson Haney as the victim. Police found a body wrapped in plastic and buried just two feet down. Strands of dark hair were still on the skull. The remains were skeletal except for flesh on the feet. (Brooks was mistaken about the victim, as the medical examiner would later determine. Corll had shown him this marker, but Brooks hadn’t been present for the burial. It would turn out to be a different young man.)

Henley found a second grave just over two hundred feet away. He pointed out several other possible spots, but nothing turned up. This area proved difficult for a search since there was only one obvious landmark. Brooks said there would be six bodies here in a row, all within half a mile of one another. A beach grader raked through a wide swath of sand from the target area while investigators poked holes here and there to try to release foul odors from decomposition. Brooks recalled a victim he hadn’t mentioned before. “The youngest was about nine. His daddy ran a grocery store across the street from where Dean was living.” (A pair of trousers that fit a boy that age was found in the boat stall.)

Another impromptu press conference was held, which Henley used to correct errors he’d seen in news accounts during his excursions with police. He willingly posed for pictures as he pretended to point out a grave site. This only added to the impression he’d given to detectives of his seeming indifference to what he’d done. They’d later report that he’d told them during the car ride about how difficult it was to choke someone (apparently echoing Corll). They’d wondered how he could be so chatty as they dug up decomposing boys—his friends. They didn’t grasp the enormous relief he felt over knowing Corll couldn’t do anything to anyone else, including him.

That afternoon, they turned up just two bodies, bringing the total by day’s end to twenty-three. Henley and Brooks both insisted there were more on the beach, including a boy named Mark Scott, but officials called a halt to the digging. In a move that would be shocking today, the excuse was that they needed machinery, which required paperwork and funds. One city official claimed that the area was a bird sanctuary and should not be disturbed. Without an exact location, it would be difficult to tear up the whole beach even though they were searching for victims who were some families’ loved ones. They’d try again on Monday, they said, but insisted that this day’s work was over.

Back in Houston, Dean Corll’s family and some acquaintances gathered to lay his body to rest in Grand View Memorial Park in Pasadena. A young man showed up early for the funeral and stood apart, weeping. Police later identified him as a former school friend. Corll was accorded military honors for his service in the US Army, including a flag draped across his coffin. The flag was folded and given to his father. Corll’s mother, Mary West, claimed to anyone listening that Brooks and Henley had framed her son for these murders. Corll was one of their victims too.

Someone leaked Brooks’s second statement to the press. Parents called HPD from all over the country to find out if their missing boy was among the victims. The officers who had to respond to these calls were overwhelmed.

Assistant District Attorney Don Lambright realized he needed to implicate Brooks with an identified victim. He pressured the detectives to get a direct, detailed statement. Late on August 10, a weary Jim Tucker found David Brooks conferring with his father. He got Brooks alone and asked him to revisit the murder of Billy Lawrence, whose body had been buried at Lake Sam Rayburn. Tucker showed him a photo collected from 2020 Lamar. Brooks recognized it and said, “I have seen the same picture before at Dean’s house.” He identified Billy Lawrence. On that day, Brooks said, he’d gone to Corll’s house, seen a nude boy on the floor, tied to the bed. The boy remained alive overnight, but by the time they were ready to go to Lake Sam Rayburn, the kid was dead, “so I must have been there when he was killed.” Coldly, Brooks admitted, “It didn’t bother me to see it. I’d seen it done many times.” They transported the body to Lake Sam Rayburn, slept, went fishing, ate, and then dug the grave.

Tucker typed up this account. According to writer Jack Olsen, Brooks read it and said he couldn’t sign it. He wanted to change one line. Just after he’d said he’d seen murder many times, he replaced, “I just didn’t like to do it myself” with, “I just wouldn’t do it myself. And I never did do it myself.” Seemingly, Alton Brooks’s concern had influenced him. Lambright would later admit regret over allowing Brooks time alone with his father. Away from Alton, they might have gotten more out of him. David Brooks signed this final statement. Thereafter, he said nothing more. He had a lawyer.

So did Henley. His mother had hired Charles Melder, who brought in Ed Pegelow. Melder told the press that Henley was ill and disoriented from a nervous condition. Melder vowed to seek a court order to get him released. No charges had been filed in Harris County (although Hoyt had filed three charges in San Augustine County for the Lake Sam Rayburn discoveries). Melder said he would no longer allow police to question his client. They’d done it for hours without his mother present and had kept him from speaking to her. She had told officers she’d hired an attorney. Melder considered that Henley’s confession had been taken under duress, while the boy was ill, and he would strive to get it thrown out. “If we had been there, he would have made no statement at all.” He also said that David Brooks was far more implicated than his statement revealed, and he was likely a self-serving liar.

On Monday, the search at High Island resumed and three bodies were found near where the other two had been exhumed. In a grave that contained two victims, buried head to toe, were extra bones that belong to neither: some vertebrae, three ribs, a hip bone, an ulna, and a metatarsal. These were duly collected. A machine operator suggested that dragging the sand, which they’d done for about half a mile, might have pulled bones from a separate grave. Chambers County Sheriff Louis Otter ordered more digging in the common grave, but no other bones turned up. He couldn’t guess where another grave might be, and he did not have the resources to dig random holes. They’d already begun to place a fresh layer of sand over the graded area.

Three miles away, on another beach, one more body was discovered, but its status as part of the Houston Mass Murders has been questioned. The victim, identified several months later as John Sellars, was fully clothed and had been shot with several heavy-caliber slugs. It didn’t fit how the other victims had been handled, aside from being bound, and Henley had said nothing about this beach. Yet, since this body brought the total on High Island to the estimated six, the operation was halted. Henley insisted they were still missing Mark Scott. He had reason to remember that burial.

The police held a press conference to announce the victim identifications made thus far and to defend themselves against community accusations of incompetence. Author John Gurwell reports that Captain Robert Horton provided statistics to the press about missing boys from the area: his division had handled more than ten thousand cases of missing juveniles since 1971. (He might have meant calls, not cases.) In 1972, he reportedly said, they’d closed all but 402 of the 5,228 cases they had. Many of those “unclosed” cases, they believed, were kids who’d returned home without updating the HPD. The Heights wasn’t even the worst hot spot in Houston for missing boys. Horton gave the impression they’d been on top of the problem and had successfully resolved most of their runaway cases. He provided the official police protocol, which involved extensive effort on each case for a minimum period of thirty days.

The parents of murdered boys disputed Horton’s claims. The police had told them that their boys were runaways and had refused to run an investigation. One victim who’d vanished had even named Brooks, another had a known conflict with Brooks, and several witnesses had seen Henley with Cobble and Jones, yet police had conducted no follow-up investigation. It was true that the Heights was about two miles wide and three miles deep, but too many Heights kids had “run away” in a short period for cops to have ignored the implications. They weren’t getting off the hook that easily.

The Harris County District Attorney’s office requested that officers who’d listened to conversations with Brooks and Henley, or interviewed them since August 8, make a written record. Mullican, Smith, and Young provided a joint statement, dated August 23. This was two weeks after the initiating incident, with its numerous dramatic developments over several days. Memory is not a video recorder, so a joint statement based on notes, affidavits, office discussions, press reports, and the pressure of politics is likely to contain bias, if not outright error. In addition, some of the conversations had occurred in cars, when no one was taking notes.

“Henley says that Cobble was shot by him in the head,” the statement reads, “Jones was choked by him and Corll, Garcia was shot by Henley, Baulch was choked by Henley and Brooks, and that he could not remember how they had killed the boy from Louisiana. He went on to say that Brooks was present and assisted in most of the killings and helped to bury all of them. He said that he and Brooks and Corll would pull their pubic hair out slowly, shove glass rods up their penis, and that they castrated some of them.… Henley further stated that most all of the victims were beaten severly [sic] by Corll, and they used the rubber artificial penis … to put in the rectum of most of the victims. Also, Henley remarked that it is not easy to choke a person like it is shown on TV. He said that it was hard to do and took a long time for a person to die when he was choking them and that he had to get Corll and Brooks to help him on most of the choking victims.”

The detectives noted that Brooks had misidentified Ruben Watson Haney’s grave. They had instead found the remains of Jeffrey Konen in that hole. The enormity of their task in reconstructing what had happened was daunting. In the early days, no one knew quite what to believe. The accomplices themselves seemed confused. Brooks knew more than Henley, but he was less willing to talk.

As the medical examiner’s staff worked on making more victim identifications, the next task for detectives was to figure out Dean Corll. If he was the monster that Brooks and Henley had described, what could possibly have motivated him?




Dynamics of Dominance

“I got things to do, places to go, and people to see.”

Henley said this was Dean Corll’s signature phrase whenever he got the itch to satisfy his lust for boys. He’d get agitated. He’d chain-smoke. He’d get out the handcuffs. He’d place a plastic sheet on the floor of his secret room and position the restraint board. He’d drive around. He’d resist all attempts to deter him.

“There were a couple of different Deans,” Henley asserted. “Most of the time, he was almost childlike. We’d tease him about it. We called him Deannie Weenie. Then he had his Mission Impossible persona. We knew when he was in it because he’d have a pack of cigarettes in his car visor. He’d light one. He didn’t inhale, but he’d puff on it. He moved in short, jerky movements. He’d look real serious. He was on a mission.”

Corll dropped the stance of friend and big brother to become a lust-compelled predator too strong and dominant for a teenager to stop. They could have turned him in to police, but for reasons to be explored later, they didn’t.

Predators come in all shapes and sizes. Whether they’re bankers, teachers, preachers, coaches, or killers, they share a goal: to plunder others for their own gain. They devise tricks, deceptions, deflections, and whatever else it may take to ensure their stealth. When they seek partners, they look for certain signals in how individuals act and what they say, and then groom them to be ready for anything.

Most of the clinical and criminological research on the grooming methods of sexual predators focuses on how they approach and manipulate those they intend to harm. However, grooming also applies to recruiting associates who aren’t eager to be involved. The methods overlap, but persuading someone not criminally inclined to commit a crime takes special finesse. It could be enticement with goods or money, a threat of violence or of removing something the target person needs, or simply developing a relationship that will soften the impact of illicit demands.

These “lesser” associates are called partners, accomplices, collaborators, helpers, abettors, apprentices, or handymen. Often, they’re related to, or in love with, the dominant partner. Sometimes, they’re sucked into a situation from which they can’t easily escape. They might be targeted based on features of their personality or circumstances for which they aren’t to blame, such as youth or a mental illness that might reduce their degree of criminal responsibility. Unless they’d willingly sought to be a criminal partner, their level of participation is not on par with the predators who drew them in. Brooks and Henley entered the criminal arena via different routes. Each participated in different ways. Neither had wanted to kill anyone and each had accepted his role according to the way Corll had maneuvered him.

Sexual predators will test for different types of vulnerability, specifically emotional, intellectual, and social. Many accomplices will be insecure and dependent, yielding easily to authority or to manipulation through guilt or fear. They will have emotional touchstones that the predator exploits, e.g., rage, desperation, curiosity, or longing. They might have needs that no one seems to be meeting. They will have little parental supervision, usually due to a broken or dysfunctional home, and few friends who might grow concerned about a change in them. They can be isolated. A secret pact might add excitement: the target person feels special in ways they never did before. They might lack confidence and a sense of responsibility for their own decisions, looking instead to someone older who can lead the way or offer more resources.

Researcher Rosaleen McElvaney presents a “lived experience” from the perspective of such a groomed individual. He wasn’t an accomplice, but his story illustrates how predators like Corll operated. McElvaney’s subject had been a child when he was drawn into a relationship with a benefactor who acted as a substitute parent, exploiting the child’s poor relationship with his father. The abuser gradually violated the child’s boundaries while concurrently making himself the adult the child most wanted to be around. He established emotional dependency in the child while also preparing the child’s support community to facilitate the relationship. The abuser used gifts and money to create a random reinforcement schedule that alternated punishment or abuse with periods of affection. This cycle conditioned the boy to accept abuse as part of the anticipated reward. The longer this arrangement continued, the more reluctant the boy became to report it, especially when he thought no one would believe him. The boy even became protective of his abuser—the source of his benefits. Only in retrospect did this victim realize how much the man he’d trusted had harmed him. Yet the thought of disclosing it had felt like a betrayal.

This mechanism of intermittent reward is familiar to practitioners of sexual dominance and submission. Corll certainly exploited it. For his partner in crime, he sought a submissive person, or a “Sub.” As the “Dom,” he’d be in charge, and the Sub would obey. This would form an intimacy based on loyalty. When Corll committed criminal acts like rape and murder, his Subs would accommodate them, cover for them, and help clean up. He conditioned them into these protective acts.

For teens, especially, with their underdeveloped sense of identity, this form of compromise influences the narrative they’re building for personal meaning. The Dom offers something they want and can’t otherwise get, so they surrender. Once they’re criminally compromised, they can be persuaded to yield responsibility to the Dom. In exchange, the Dom acquires greater control.

The psychological dynamics for those who participate in a secondary role on murder teams are often oversimplified. However, these accomplices are not all the same. A typology provides more clarity on how such arrangements work.

Equal partners involve two (or more) people but they’re not quite accomplice-type teams. They operate together and both want to cause harm. They affirm and expand each other’s depravity. With no incentive to hold back, each provides a mirror to the other, boosting the excitement. They might have different roles, but they’re in full agreement. Often with equals, if law enforcement confronts them, each will turn on the other to get a deal. Sometimes one will claim to have been merely an accomplice (making them a faux accomplice).

Dominant/submissive partners are both equally committed, but one takes a leading role, due to the psychological needs of both.

Compliant accomplices are participants who accept a lesser role in murder due to an emotional bond with the primary killer. Outside this relationship, they wouldn’t consider being involved. Most often, the accomplice is a female who insists she participated out of love for her partner and/or fear of losing him. Researchers describe compliant accomplices as having weak self-esteem from being isolated and subjected to verbal abuse. Each had been leveraged with promises, assurances, and/or threats. They’d participated reluctantly, but they’d stayed even when they had the chance to leave or do something that would end the relationship.

Forced accomplices participate due to a clear threat of harm or death. They don’t want to be involved but feel they have no choice.

Accessory helpers/handymen assist a principal offender before or after a crime. They’re aware of the act but do nothing to prevent it or to inform authorities. Some acquire weapons, provide transportation or a false alibi, or help with cleanup or cover-up.

Henley and Brooks would both fit the category of compliant accomplice. They were drawn in with the promise of money and the false impression that the crimes that Corll wanted them to commit would be minor. Neither had wanted to kill anyone, so neither would be considered equal partners.
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