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            If I am missing in any sense, it is a missingness I created for myself in order to be free.

            —Dawn Lundy Martin

         

      
   


   
      
         
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

         

         What follows is the result of five years of reporting and research I conducted in seven states. To understand and conjure the historical sections, I drew on police records, court documents, newspaper reports, scholarly articles, social media posts, and the personal archives of those involved.

         The voices of the living are here, with the exceptions of Bobby Lee Morrison, Winters Walton, Robert Allen, and Steve Hunter, who declined my requests for interviews. I included their point of view where it is available by other means, but no doubt this book would have profited from their insights. If interviewees’ contemporary memories differed from their earlier statements in the public record, I have noted the discrepancy.

         The sections chronicling my own time in Pocahontas County were aided by journals, letters, photographs, and emails. Quotation marks indicate verbatim speech, while passages without quotation marks convey speech reconstructed to the best of my abilities. I have changed some names and identifying details to protect individuals’ privacy. For certain names and nicknames, where official documents and court records used different spellings, I chose the most commonly accepted spelling.

         In one instance, where the privacy of minors was involved, I chose to make “the red-headed girl” a composite of several real people.

         The perspective offered here is mine alone. I don’t claim to speak for the people of Pocahontas County, though I hope that this book speaks to them as well as other audiences. I have tried to see the telling of truth in this book like the drawing of an asymptote, a line that continually reaches for the heart of the matter, even as it does not—cannot—meet it.
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            TRUE THINGS

         

         HERE ARE SOME TRUE THINGS:

          

         1. In the afternoon or early evening of June 25, 1980, Vicki Durian and Nancy Santomero were killed in an isolated clearing in southeastern West Virginia. They were twenty-six and nineteen, hitchhiking to an outdoor peace festival known as the Rainbow Gathering, but as the result of two and three close-range gunshot wounds respectively, they never arrived. Vicki was from Iowa but was working as a home health aide in Arizona. Nancy had dropped out of college in New York and was working at a Tucson thrift store. They had not had sex on the day they died, nor were they raped. Their killings have been called the Rainbow Murders.

          

         2. They died in Pocahontas County, a sparsely populated area that consists largely of protected national forest and sits along West Virginia’s eastern border with Virginia. At the time of their murders, thousands of travelers from all over the country had come to this area to attend the Rainbow Gathering. Local reaction to the festival, organized by outsiders, varied widely. One faction of Pocahontas Countians was upset at the disruption of their lives and, assisted by prominent state politicians, filed an unsuccessful injunction to stop the event. Some speculated a causal link between the festival and the deaths. Because of this, as well as the remoteness of the clearing where the two women were found, citizens and law enforcement mostly believed that the killer was local.

          

         3. The murders were a trauma experienced on a community scale. Wherever they went to eat or relax or pray, residents discussed these crimes and the fact that the killer was likely still living among them. Two young women had come to their home place for a peaceful celebration and instead ended up dead. Hillsboro, the closest town, held less than three hundred residents. Neighbor accused neighbor.

          

         4. No one was prosecuted for Vicki and Nancy’s murders for thirteen years. Eventually, nine local people were arrested and charged with crimes connected to the killings. Three more were named as suspects by law enforcement. Two confessed. Four accused another in sworn statements or testimony. All this and more was reported, in great detail, by the local paper, the Pocahontas Times, each Thursday morning. The accused were all men who made their living by working the land—farming, hauling timber, cutting locust posts, or baling hay.

          

         5. In 1993, the state of West Virginia chose to pursue a trial against one man only, a local farmer named Jacob Beard, whom it deemed the “trigger man.” Beard was convicted and sentenced to life imprisonment without the possibility of parole. The state’s case rested on the word of two of the nine men, both offered immunity in exchange for their testimony. Three men, prosecution witnesses testified, had picked up Vicki and Nancy hitchhiking and then driven them to the woods, where the other men joined the party. The men drank and smoked weed, the prosecution’s theory continued, and then they tried to rape Vicki and Nancy. When the women struggled too much and threatened to go to the police, Beard was said to have shot them. One of the witnesses had less than a third-grade education, and the other said he had repressed his memories of the murders for many years but later recovered them. Both witnesses were physically assaulted by West Virginia State Police officers.

          

         6. In 1984, a man named Joseph Paul Franklin, already incarcerated in a federal prison in Illinois for a series of murders he had committed throughout the late 1970s and early 1980s, told an investigator that he shot and killed two women in the woods of West Virginia. Franklin had a tendency to make claims that he would later disavow, and he had been diagnosed with schizophrenia. Law enforcement deemed his confession less than platinum, and the judge in Beard’s case agreed. But in 1996, after learning that Beard was doing what Franklin felt to be his time, Franklin grew more insistent in claiming responsibility for Vicki and Nancy’s deaths. With Franklin’s cooperation, Beard was granted a new trial in 1999 and found not guilty in 2000.

          

         7. I lived in Pocahontas County, West Virginia, from May 2009 to November 2010 and have spent approximately two hundred additional nights here, mostly in summer. I came as a Volunteer in Service to America (VISTA), a corps of domestic service volunteers created in 1965 to “alleviate poverty” in America’s most distressed regions that sits under the broader program AmeriCorps. It was my job to empower the teenage girls of southeastern West Virginia by fostering their academic excellence, their knowledge of the ecology and history of their home state, and their healthy emotional development. I eventually moved away from Pocahontas County but have since been back many times as a friend and worker and later as a reporter—that troubled and troubling term—because once I heard the story of Vicki and Nancy and the nine men, it would not leave me.

          

         8. Though it was my job to work with the girls of Pocahontas County, most of the people I was closest to here were men. They worked construction jobs to make the money they needed and shared with me their music and their land. I existed in a relationship with them essentially as a friend and neighbor and fellow researcher looking into the word “alive.”

          

         9. The idea of Appalachia is well understood; the real place, less so. It is a borderland, not truly of the South or the North, and West Virginia is the only state entirely within its bounds. Because of its enormous natural resources and their subsequent extraction, which has largely profited corporations based elsewhere, the relationship between the people of West Virginia and the broader United States of America is often compared to that between a colonized people and their colonizers. The programs of Lyndon Johnson’s War on Poverty that funneled national dollars and aid workers to central Appalachia, though founded on humanitarian ideas, also furthered this troubled interdependency.

          

         10. Pocahontas County life demanded that women and girls be powerful in ways that the more urban places I’ve lived have not, or have even categorically denied. The masculinity I saw in Pocahontas County also encouraged emotional and physical closeness between men in ways I have rarely seen elsewhere.

          

         11. If every woman is a nonconsensual researcher looking into the word “misogyny,” then my most painful and powerful work was done in Pocahontas County. It could have been done in any other place, because misogyny is in the groundwater of every American city and every American town, but for me, it was done here. Looking into the Rainbow Murders became part of this work.

          

         12. According to the most recent FBI data, 74 percent of women who are murdered are murdered by men. In 84 percent of cases, the act of murder was not related to the commission of any other felony such as rape or robbery.

          

         13. In America, protecting or avenging white women from a violation of their safety or sexual autonomy has been used time and time again to justify the unlawful incarceration of men—particularly poor men and men of color. To be conceptualized or to conceptualize oneself as a victim, as my friend the writer Sarah Marshall often reminds me, is the thing more than any other that inhibits personal and moral growth.

          

         14. White men accounted for nearly 80 percent of suicide deaths in 2017, and men in West Virginia are committing suicide at a rate of almost three times the national average, according to the most recent comprehensive data by the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). These numbers do not take into account deaths by drug overdose, car accident, or workplace accident.

          

         15. Friedrich Nietzsche famously wrote that in all desire to know, there is a drop of cruelty. The same may be true of the impulse to turn the messy stuff of many people’s lived experience into a single story. At the same time, stories are responsible for nearly everything in this life that has made me more free. Which stories are which and to what extent this story is an example of the former idea or the latter or both is an essential question of this book.

          

         16. Elizabeth Johndrow hitchhiked with Vicki and Nancy across the United States. In the mythology of these events, Liz is known as “the third girl,” though she did not die. She’s not a girl anymore, but a woman with a son and a rich network of love. When I think of all this as a story, I think of her.

      
   


   
      
         
            PART I:

            WELCOME HOME

         

         
            To love a familiar patch of earth is to know something beyond death, “westward from death,” as my father used to speak it.

            —Louise McNeill
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         IT STARTS WITH A ROAD, a two-lane blacktop called West Virginia Route 219 that spines its way through Pocahontas County and serves, depending on the stretch, as main street and back street, freeway and byway, sidewalk and catwalk.

         It is June 25, 1980, just after the summer solstice, and a young man named Tim is driving home for the night. He had driven to Lewisburg, the big town almost an hour away, and is coming back now, with fresh laundry and groceries.

         The road is made of black tar with a healthy gravel shoulder that gives way to ditch and then forest on both sides except when it climbs up or down a mountain, which is often. On those stretches, the ditches are replaced by tight metal guardrails with reflective yellow arrows that point drivers around the hairpin turns, some nearly one hundred and eighty degrees—a true switchback. To drive this road requires skill, to know when to tap the brake and when to press the gas. Tim is new in town and still learning. It is tempting to slam on the brake every time he sees a switchback, but the better move—for safety, gas efficiency, and natural enjoyment—is to do nothing, to let the speed ride and then, halfway through the turn, give it more gas. Beyond the guardrail is a steep drop-off into a valley where happy cows huddle together under ancient trees. The stakes of driving this road are high for Tim, as the many dents and welds in the guardrails remind him.

         If a traveler were so inclined, she could drive this road in its entirety, all 524 miles of it, from Buffalo, New York, to Rich Creek, Virginia. Just south of the modern Mason-Dixon Line, this road roughly traces the original boundary between the land to the east called Virginia and the land to the west that has had so many names: West Augusta, Trans-Allegheny Virginia, Kanawha, and finally, when it declared itself a sovereign state, West Virginia.

         In the beginning, the Seneca and the Cherokee used a route that would become this road to travel the wilderness from where the St. Lawrence River flows through New York state all the way to Georgia, long before there were any white people here.

         Soon the white people came, first only to the coast at Jamestown but then crashing west across the forest floor. To stop the flow of blood, King George III issued the Proclamation of 1763, declaring what would become this road as the dividing line between what was “rightful” English settlement and what was not. Whites were forbidden to settle west of this boundary, and any who had already crossed were commanded to return; likewise Native Americans were forbidden to go east of it. But do the white people listen? They do not listen.

         Choosing this road as the boundary wasn’t arbitrary, nor was it empathy for the rights of Native Americans, just sheer capitalist pragmatism. West of this road was wild, and not in a good way: it was steep and craggy mountainsides unsuitable for farming—“trash land.” But for those who had left England seeking opportunity in the New World—largely the poor, the criminal, and the disenfranchised—many found that such opportunities were not easily forthcoming in Virginia. A powerful class-stratification system had quickly been established, a scramble for power that left some on top but most out in the cold. Those who had come with slightly more resources and ties to the upper classes back in London rushed to expand their claims over those who had fewer. By 1770, less than 10 percent of the white colonists owned over half the land in Virginia. To everyone else, the land beyond this road, forbidden or not, looked good.

         Before long, smoke from the fires of simple timber homes marked the presence of a different kind of settler than the Virginian gentleman farmer: the intrepid woodsman squatter. To choose this place meant choosing violent struggle and disobedience, meant choosing years of raiding and being raided by the Seneca, meant choosing to sign up to fight in the American Revolution against England in such great numbers and with such enthusiasm that George Washington said of the region, “Leave me but a banner to plant upon the mountains of West Augusta, and I will gather around me the men who will lift our bleeding country from the dust and set her free.”

         
              

         

         Tim’s car clears the hamlet of Renick, and the road flattens and straightens into a stretch called the Renick flats. Route 219 winds up and to the left, and the world becomes darker as the sun falls away and the pavement narrows and begins to hug the side of Droop Mountain. “Pocahontas County,” the sign says, and then Tim is on the mountain’s summit, where the road flattens again and takes him past a church marquee and the two-story farmhouses and single-wide trailers of his neighbors, past the pens where they raise chickens and sheep and pigs.

         Take your right hand, and give the world the middle finger. Extend your thumb. If this is West Virginia, Pocahontas County sits in the thumb’s fleshy heel, a jagged raindrop of land nearly the size of Rhode Island. It was named after the Native American princess we know so well, but there all familiar stories end.

         Half the county is Monongahela National Forest. Eight major rivers have their headwaters here, rivers that feed the Gauley, then the Kanawha, the Ohio, and eventually the Mississippi, so that water that begins in Pocahontas County flows as far south as Louisiana. This is not coal country. Instead, its main exports are timber and people.

         Each of Pocahontas’s nine thousand residents could have her own nine square miles of land, but all the kids go to a single high school. If the kid is athletically inclined, she can become a Pocahontas County Warrior—unremarkable in football and track and field, but excellent in agriculture and archery. Snowshoe Mountain ski resort is here, on land that was logged throughout the first half of the twentieth century, then left to burn. It’s owned by out-of-state prospectors, though exactly who owns it and where they call home will change too often to keep track—a North Carolina dentist, a Tokyo development company.

         The world’s largest fully steerable radio telescope is here too, a mountain-sized white satellite dish atop a construction crane that is visible from most anywhere in the northern part of the county. In 1958, the federal government established the National Radio Quiet Zone, a thirteen-thousand-square-mile swath of land spanning the West Virginia–Virginia border inside which cell phone signals and Wi-Fi will be severely restricted to minimize interference with the telescope’s work of detecting faint interstellar signals, and all of Pocahontas County sits inside it. Take this state of affairs, and layer on top the profit margins of private telecommunications corporations, and the result will be that even in the second decade of the twenty-first century, Pocahontas County will remain a white spot on AT&T’s orange map.

         This is a place where those who wish to be undisturbed by pings and rings can do so in peace. There is a deep awareness here of what the rest of America thinks a life should look like—the newest model, the fanciest vacation, the highest paying job with the best retirement plan—and, among many, a rejection of that life. Some people grow their own corn and make their own music and choose to give birth at home without beeping machines. Some are not just off the grid but off the record—no company knows their name. The Gesundheit! Institute, Patch Adams’s movie-famous hospital for alternative healing, is here; ditto Zendik Farm, an intentional artist community originally formed in 1969 in California.

         Some people teach school or fix cars or stack the plates of the tourists who come here to hike and fish and ski. Some people are nurses and doctors and home health aides and lawyers and Tudor’s Biscuit World servers and Rite Aid employees. Many people cannot get work in their field of interest because the jobs do not exist here, and some cannot get jobs at all. Some are not able to work and subsist on disability. West Virginia ranks forty-fourth out of all the American states for overall physical health of its population and forty-eighth for quality of care. Despite having the second lowest average annual income in the country, West Virginians pay the eighth highest health insurance premiums under the Affordable Care Act. Though it has the worst mental health of any state according to the CDC, it is ranked forty-eighth for access to mental health services. A therapist or a specialist is often a drive of an hour or more; the state has a single abortion provider in the capital of Charleston, 140 miles from Pocahontas County.

         Some vote in every election, picking up their elderly relatives, driving them into town to pull the lever, and putting signs for their candidates of choice, both local and national, in their yards. Others don’t vote at all, because the government doesn’t care about West Virginia, so why bother? Some call the sheriff’s office with the slightest information; others don’t trust its deputies—you could trace law enforcement corruption back more than a century, to when the railroad companies and logging companies used hired guns to force people off their land or to sell their mineral rights. This will happen all over again when fracking is invented and prospectors will draw the Atlantic Coast pipeline straight through Pocahontas County.

         
              

         

         Tim puts on his turn signal and gets ready to pull the car off to the left at the small green sign for Lobelia Road. It is easy to miss, he is learning; if he sees the rectangular stone marker for Droop Mountain Battlefield State Park, he’s gone too far. The park is a popular spot for picnics and family reunions and reenactments of what happened here more than a hundred years ago, a battle that sealed West Virginia’s statehood forever. It is said that you can still find musket balls in the dirt there if you dig down deep enough.

         The story of West Virginia’s birth as a state and how that shaped Pocahontas County in particular is a tough and exciting one, full of pluck and verve and no taxation without representation, an American story of David against Goliath and freedom from bad rules.

         Unlike eastern Virginia, where farms were massive agricultural operations powered by African-born people forced into slavery, western Virginia was still primarily small homesteads even into the nineteenth century. People fished, trapped animals for fur, or cut timber. Families raised small beds of crops and livestock to sell to the rich people in eastern Virginia. Few plantations here—not enough flat land, not enough money, but some families did keep small numbers of enslaved people in bondage. To bring lumber from the Great Lakes states to the booming cities of the East, the railroad companies laid track through western Virginia in the 1820s. Thousands of people could now hop a train from eastern Virginia to western Virginia, and thousands did, looking for cheap land. City land promoters sold immigrants arriving from Europe on the dream of western Virginia. In the 1840s and 1850s, the Irish fleeing the potato famine made these mountains their own. But most still did not legally own their land, and without legal claim, they had to continually guard against threats from other squatters and from powerful city people with money and laws on their side. All this made the people of western Virginia vigilant, scrappy, and resourceful, engaged in the constant task of survival.

         Many in Richmond and Washington, DC, looked down on western Virginia, regarding it as a lawless place where poor families occupied land they didn’t own and didn’t farm, a lifestyle that was at odds with both the Puritan ideals of family and Southern aristocratic values. Something “had to be done” about this place. The Virginia government adopted a policy that anyone squatting on land in the western territories of the state could claim first rights to buy it, but if they couldn’t come up with the cash fast, they would have to either start paying rent or move on. Most families in western Virginia made their livings from the natural world or bartered; they didn’t keep money on hand. Great swaths of land were sold to rich investors in Baltimore, Philadelphia, and New York.

         Further, new laws also made owning land a qualification to vote and participate in democracy. But even if they could scrounge up the money, the system was rigged against western Virginians. In a baffling rule, a farm animal was now taxed at a higher rate than an enslaved person, making it far more expensive to farm in western Virginia than in eastern. People here just couldn’t compete with the big plantation operations that churned out crops at bargain prices.

         Western Virginians did all their own work and without the evil of slavery, so they should pay less in taxes than the slave-owning farmers to the east, they figured, not more. Plus they always seemed to be getting the raw end of the deal when it came to public money to build courthouses, jails, and schools. They didn’t have good numbers in the state legislature—partly there had always been fewer people here, partly enslaved persons counted toward population tallies in eastern Virginia (though, disgracefully, as only a portion of a human). As early as 1831, western Virginia farmers backed a movement to free all people enslaved in Virginia—though whether motivated by racial justice or financial self-interest no one can say for sure.

         Western Virginians grew savvy and pissed off. They began to talk about separating and making their own state, and this in the midst of the larger conversation circulating in Richmond and throughout the American South about separating from Lincoln’s Union. Western Virginians were squeezed in the middle once again—counties closer to Richmond with more flat land and financial prosperity were in favor of sticking around and following their mother wherever she might go, even if that meant following her away from the Union. But many of the westernmost counties didn’t want war and weren’t inclined to follow Richmond anywhere. Twenty-two delegates from the mountains met in secret and resolved that they would oppose secession and keep as much of Virginia as possible loyal to the Union, and that they would eventually, when the time was right, move for their own state.

         Richmond did not approve. Western Virginia offered a plentiful supply of young men who could go off to the fight without the risk of leaving enslaved people “unsupervised.” The mountains were also a necessary strategic and geographic link between the Confederacy’s natural resources and the bulk of their troops. The two parts of Virginia were still united when the first shots were fired at Fort Sumter in 1861, and still together in May when a majority of Virginia’s state delegates voted to secede, but after two years, a special convention, and a popular election to make official what had long been felt, West Virginia officially broke with Virginia to stay in the Union and become the thirty-fifth American state on June 20, 1863. Its motto was, is, montani semper liberi—“mountaineers are always free.”

         Yet in every county and town and household, the people of what was now West Virginia had to choose for themselves. West Virginia officially fought for the Union in the Civil War, sending approximately thirty-six thousand soldiers to the blue. But a hearty sixteen thousand soldiers took up for the gray. Neighbor against neighbor, et cetera, but in Pocahontas County, it really was.

         We like to talk of turning points, of moments that swing the door open or shut forever, and if you believe in such things, the Battle of Droop Mountain was one. November 1863: a small brigade of five thousand Union soldiers was on its way to an area of southwest Virginia near Roanoke on a standard slash-and-burn mission when they ran smack into seven hundred fifty Confederates under the command of Mudwall Jackson, disgraced cousin to Stonewall, at a bend in Route 219 a few miles north of Droop Mountain. Vastly outnumbered, the Confederates scuttled up Droop Mountain, while the Union brigade stayed put. From their perch that night, Confederate soldiers could peer over the edge of the slope and look down into the valley, where thousands of Union campfires burned. They would fight, they knew, and they would die.

         But that night, Jackson managed to send panicked word to another Confederate general who was camped in nearby Lewisburg with some 1,175 foot soldiers. In 1980, it would take Tim forty-five minutes to drive the thirty miles back from the grocery store, but in 1863 it took twenty-four hours of continuous walking. They marched all that day and all through the following night and reached the summit of Droop Mountain around nine the next morning. Within an hour, Union forces attacked. By the end of that day, blood was soaking the ground of Droop Mountain, and West Virginia would never be part of the Confederacy.

         Wrecked men and women returned home to Pocahontas County after war’s end. Virginia tried to sweet-talk West Virginia into getting back together, but West Virginia held strong. Those who had peeked over the mountain’s edge and those who had lit fires in the valley, however, now found themselves once again sharing a town. Most had not wanted to be Confederate, but saying no to a thing is not the same thing as saying yes to its opposite. For years and maybe forever, the state would struggle to be fully and truly part of the Union.

         
              

         

         At the green sign for Lobelia Road, Tim turns left off Route 219, follows the paved single lane steeply downward until it wrenches to the right, revealing a view of the giant maple at the valley’s center, and then keeps going into the small hamlet of Lobelia. He slows a few miles from his home and turns off at a neighbor’s driveway.

         At twenty-one, Tim has just been discharged from the army and moved to Pocahontas County weeks earlier; it is supposed to be an interesting place to be, a haven of sorts. In the 1970s, this part of West Virginia, particularly along this road, became the chosen home of a critical mass of people who wanted to move away from cities like Philadelphia, New York, and San Francisco.

         Throughout the late 1960s and into the early 1970s, many Americans felt dispossessed by where the country was heading and how it was heading there—the Vietnam War principally, but also the way the government had responded to the uprisings motivated by racial injustice in Los Angeles and Detroit. Fleeing cities, they went to “the land.” Between seven hundred fifty thousand and a million Back to the Landers, as they were dubbed, lived in communes by the mid-seventies, and an additional million were homesteading, either as singles or as couples in some of the most rural parts of the United States. If Helen and Scott Nearing’s The Good Life was the blueprint for this way of life, Mother Earth News was its instruction manual. In 1970, the magazine published an article on the country’s most homestead-friendly land available for purchase. Its conclusion: “north-central Pennsylvania” and “almost the entire state of West Virginia.”

         In 1975, a gaggle of Back to the Landers from all over the United States set up a commune in Pocahontas County called Island of the Red Hood. They set up a small farm, though they struggled with the hard soil and narrow growing season. Other Back to the Landers came as couples and families, some having driven all over the country in Westfalia camper vans before finally settling in West Virginia. They bought land, built slipshod timber-frame houses, and tried to put gardens into rocky, frozen ground. They had come to live off this land, but they did not know how.

         Some locals who had grown up here for generations enjoyed watching them fail and flail, some kept a polite distance, but most succumbed to empathy or pity or the thing that flows between neighbors. They showed the newcomers how to plant and how to can, how to insulate and how to dredge; they lent car parts and seeds; they brought wood and installed carburetors and fixed wells.

         Friendships happened. One local woman whose husband worked for the state highway department and was gone for weeks at a time invited the commune women over for quilting and soup, and soon they were sharing child care, dog care, recipes, dreams, and fears. Many local Pocahontas County residents were surprised to find that these new people were a lot like them—neither group cared much for material things, and neither had many. They were surprised to find that the Back to the Landers shared many of their same values too—values like self-sufficiency and freedom.

         But by 1979, the bonds of the Red Hood commune were fraying—people were having babies or getting divorced, or they were tired of the hard work and the meetings where so-and-so went on about whose turn it was to take the chainsaw to be sharpened. Some of the Back to the Landers returned to the cities from which they’d emigrated, but many stayed, remarrying and buying land as family units. Pocahontas County had been losing population at a steady clip since 1920, when the logging boom burst, but the 1980 census delivered a shot in the arm: numbers were up.

         
              

         

         It is around a quarter to nine when Tim pulls out of his neighbor’s driveway, but the sky still has some light to it. He turns off Lobelia onto Briery Knob, a narrow gravel road that pitches slightly uphill. He drives for two miles through the forest until the turnoff for his dirt lane appears. He turns in toward his lean-to cabin and drives a hundred fifty yards or so, as is his routine; the lane continues, but deep ruts up ahead will scrape the underside of anything but a pickup. When he leaves most mornings, he backs up into a patch of earth cleared of brush, where he can turn around and drive out again.

         But as he drives into his lane on this night, Tim sees two people lying there in the cleared patch off to his left. The pair seems to be having a private moment, Tim thinks, having sex maybe, so he continues on through and parks. When he turns to look at them once more, something is not right, and it is in their bodies. Too still. Tim walks back to where they lie: two women, almost perfectly perpendicular to the lane, their feet to the road, their heads in the grass. They are on their backs, and their eyes are open. They have been shot. Fifteen minutes later, and the dark would have hidden them.
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         1980: OUT WITH JOAN BAEZ and Bob Dylan, all hail Iron Maiden and AC/DC. The first case of AIDS in the United States is reported to the CDC. Fifty-two Americans remain hostages in the US embassy in Tehran. Gas is dear, and national unemployment barrels toward a rate unmatched since the Great Depression. Ku Klux Klan membership is the highest it’s been in fifteen years; in California, a Klan leader wins the Democratic nomination to Congress. Eight years after the Equal Rights Amendment passed both houses of Congress, the Republican Party withdraws its support, and the amendment will fail forever. The writer Alice Sebold is raped in a tunnel on the campus of Syracuse University and told by police that she is lucky—she lived.

         In a televised address the year before, President Jimmy Carter diagnoses the feeling in the air as a “crisis of confidence”: “Confidence in the future has supported everything else—public institutions and private enterprise, our own families, and the very Constitution of the United States.” He wears a blue velour suit and a diagonally striped tie. “We’ve discovered that owning things and consuming things does not satisfy our longing for meaning.” More than thirty years before Donald Trump will appropriate it for his own purposes, Ronald Reagan uses the slogan “Let’s make America great again” in his bid for the Republican presidential nomination in the fall of 1980. “I need your commitment, your hope and your belief in this great nation’s ability to begin again,” he pronounces, in a dark brown suit and light brown tie. West Virginia will be one of only six states in the nation to vote to reelect Carter. When Reagan triumphs in November, everything will change.

         But not yet. In the spring and summer of 1980, there is still the possibility that the future might turn out differently, that the striped tie might yet prevail over the brown one, that a doomsday diagnosis might, in its honesty, be more uplifting than magical thinking. Many in West Virginia do not want to begin again or are not buying the kind of new beginning Reagan is selling.

         The paper of Pocahontas County is the Pocahontas Times, steered by the same family since 1892. Its main reporter and soon-to-be-editor is grandson Bill McNeel, who went away to Ohio and Oregon for school and then came back. The paper is still printed letter by letter with hand-set type and a phototypesetting machine like a journalistic x-ray. “Those days are gone!” a citizen of Pocahontas County writes in a campaign letter from this time. “Technology has brought us out of the ‘hollers’ and thrust us into the midst of a teeming, scheming, screaming society. Our people must be prepared to face the future.”

         
              

         

         Throughout the spring of 1980, the Survival Center at the University of Oregon in Eugene mailed thousands of flyers with gratis nonprofit postage to food co-ops and colleges and mailboxes all over America. “This is the Invitation and Information sheet to the 1980 Rainbow Family World Peace Gathering,” the flyers read. “These Gatherings are Free and Everyone Everywhere is invited to Come and Share Together. Bring your Friends and all your Relations to Gather with us in the hopes of Spreading the True Truth that Humanity is Beautiful, that We can Live and Work Together in Cooperation and Joy.” The flyer invited anyone who could get there to attend a peace festival that summer in the Monongahela National Forest in West Virginia.

         Such was the habit of the Rainbow Family, a loose organization that aimed to revive the hippie spirit of the 1960s and had been converging on a different public land for a few weeks each July since 1972. A remote location was plucked off the map, word was mailed out, and several months later, people came—sometimes as many as twenty thousand. The group usually did not bother with permits because permits required the signature of a leader and the Rainbows do not believe in leaders.

         The 1980 Gathering in West Virginia would be their first ever in the East.

         “Our Relation with the Local People is Very Important,” the flyer further advised. “Please be Perfectly Respectful of the Local People in whose area we gather. It is important that we be completely Sensitive, Clean and Polite in all our Dealings with These People. We have worked hard over the years to earn the Respect of the Forest Rangers and Local Citizens, but this is an area that can still use Improvement.”

         At other Gatherings, Rainbows turned the public bathrooms of several gas stations near their campsite into bathhouses, flooded a local diner for lunch and dinner for a week leaving only pennies for tips, and shoplifted prodigiously from the single general store. A Gathering meant thousands of people tromping, shitting, pissing, and parking their cars. Forest ranger presence had to be multiplied by five or ten, so staff had to be imported from other counties, and then everyone had to be paid overtime. Rainbow people had gotten sick, gotten hurt, inundated local hospitals. They were not malicious—some had gotten up to help waitresses at the diner serve meals, and a Rainbow leader wrote the wronged store owner a fat check as reparations—but they lived outside the rules and did what they wanted regardless of the consequences.

         Common sense and good manners would dictate a generous period of advance warning, but it was the middle of May 1980—just a month before the Gathering was scheduled to begin—before Forest Service officials in West Virginia got word that the Rainbow people were on their way. Between five and fifteen thousand people were expected, the Rainbows advised. One hundred acres of woodland were needed, plus parking.

         Fifteen thousand visitors! In 1980, all of Pocahontas totaled just below ten thousand. “It looks like we will have lots of company this summer in Pocahontas County,” wrote McNeel, breaking the news to his readers. “We urge everyone to be sure of facts before stories are repeated—they have a habit of growing.” Some were excited, eager to see with their own eyes the longhairs they had long been watching sit in and burn flags on the nightly news. But would they be naked, lurching around the woods? Would they be food stamp freeloaders?

         The Rainbows wanted a spot in the Monongahela National Forest called the Three Forks of the Williams River, which sat smack above the headwaters for nearly every major waterway in Pocahontas County. Perhaps the Rainbows might like to camp at another spot instead? No, the Rainbows said—only that spot would do.

         Movies like Easy Rider told a story that positioned “hippies” from the city and “hicks” from rural areas as irrevocably opposed to one another. Yet how much actual hostility citizens of Pocahontas County felt toward the Rainbows in the months leading up to the 1980 Gathering depends on whom you ask. Certainly different belief systems seemed to be colliding. There were incidents in nearby parts of West Virginia around that time involving locals confronting people they perceived as different, sometimes aggressively, and the more liberal newspapers in Charleston printed glowing stories celebrating Rainbow values at the expense of the more traditional local way of life.

         Pocahontas County had already been intimately exposed to outsiders for years in the form of their Back to the Lander neighbors, and though it was difficult to avoid hearing about the Rainbows’ impending arrival, there is little evidence to suggest that all or even most of the people of Pocahontas County harbored serious ill will toward the Rainbows.

         Governor John “Jay” Rockefeller, a New Yorker who had come to West Virginia as an Appalachian Youth volunteer and stayed, called the Rainbows’ impending arrival “disruptive.” Other government officials called them “leeches” and “derelict misfits.” 1980 was an election year, and in what was likely a bid for votes, Secretary of State James Manchin fanned the embers of hostility by declaring that Rainbow people were not welcome in the state because they did not practice West Virginia values. Encouraged by Manchin, several prominent Pocahontas County residents filed a request for an injunction in federal court to block the Rainbow Family from gathering in the Monongahela, but a judge threw it out. The Rainbows would come, and they would camp where they liked.

         They came by car and by VW bus. They came on bike and on foot. “By not having a camera, we missed an opportunity Monday to take a picture of a young lady walking to the Rainbow Gathering with her mule; the mule was well-loaded with gear and supplies,” wrote McNeel for the Pocahontas Times. “She walked all the way from New Jersey, and had been on her way for a month.”

         Estimates vary, but between two and six thousand people arrived in Marlinton throughout the month of June 1980 and into early July and then made their way further into the forest for the festival. Some say they stole. There were reports of Rainbows going into Foodland and using the vegetable crispers to wash their mud-caked hands. Some scandalized citizens reported that Rainbows had run naked through a car wash near Main Street. Other citizens were excited and set up lawn chairs on the bridge that spans the Greenbrier River to watch the visitors roll in. In nearby Richwood, some Rainbow People showed a slide show of past Gatherings and then answered questions from more than a hundred locals. “While some were a little stunned by such Rainbow exotica as a young man who introduced himself as ‘Water Singing on the Rocks,’” reported the New York Times, “the meeting ended with Rainbows and Richwood residents alike joining hands and singing the old hymn ‘Will the Circle Be Unbroken?’”

         More than five hundred local people from Marlinton and the surrounding hamlets drove the switchbacked roads into the national forest to check out the Rainbow scene, a far greater local presence than usually showed up at the Gatherings. The one-lane dirt road to the Gathering was littered with hitchhikers—some locals picked them up; some didn’t. Rainbow volunteers directed traffic, inquiring of visitors if they were just staying for the day or planning to camp overnight, and parking was suggested accordingly, with cars arranged in neat rows.

         A half mile farther down the road was a gate with a sign that said no alcohol, drugs, or weapons beyond that point. The camp was meticulously clean, as if the Gathering was instead a convention of Boy Scouts. Some visitors were greeted near the gate by a Rainbow bluegrass band, totally naked behind their strings.

         Handwritten signs on tree trunks divided the camp into sections—drug-free, clothing, clothing optional, organic foods. A Rainbow man passed out copies of the unofficial newsletter, printed with each day’s events on a press set up in the back of someone’s VW bus. Food, carried in from across the country and supplemented from the grocery in nearby Cowen, was prepared by a team of designated volunteers at five canvas-topped kitchen tents. Inside each tent, men and women stirred enormous pots—soupy mixes of brown rice, tomato paste, potatoes, and carrots—and gave it away to anyone who was hungry; all you had to do was listen to the talk and maybe peel a potato or two.

         “I was impressed by the Family members because I believe they are doing something that all of us, even conservatives like myself, have dreamed of doing sometime,” wrote Bob Scott, a visiting journalist. “Saying the heck with material things and the mortgage, and running off to live wherever the spirit and the winds and an old Volkswagen bus will take us.”

         Inorganic matter was carted off in plastic or burlap sacks to another part of the camp; early arrivals had also dug out a pit for compost and another long trench that served as an open-air outhouse. Several plastic buckets of lime were available, and people were encouraged to sprinkle a little bit on their dump, whether pre- or post-digestion.

         McNeel made the trip too, perhaps out of personal curiosity or merely professional obligation. There were workshops, he reported—Yoga, Grain and Organic Vegetable Farming, Knot Tying and Scissor and Tool Sharpening, Appalachian Folk Dancing, Poetry Reading. “This writer noted, however, that many people at the Gathering seemed not to be interested in the workshops but in visiting, talking, and being with each other.”

         On the edge of the festival grounds was a swimming hole backed by a hillside that led up to where visitors had parked. Many swam naked here, and the sight of so much flesh in such clear, clean water was special. A few local men took to standing on the far side of the hole and harassing the Rainbow women as they swam, hooting and guffawing their laughter and discomfort. Other local people dove right in. A writer for another local weekly wrote, “And what did your intrepid reporter do when faced with the spectacle of several hundred skinny-dippers? Why, the only sensible thing. I stripped down and joined them.”

         It rained every night, and every morning a fog filled the holler of the Three Forks of the Williams River that did not lift until noon. Then it lifted, and there was the sun, a sun that saturated the moss and the grass and hit the maple and oak leaves so richly they looked Technicolor. The clouds moved fast across the sky, the weather moved in fast from the west, and the Rainbow People learned, as any citizen of Pocahontas County could have testified, that here it could go from full sun to full-on pouring in ten seconds flat.

         There were those who came for a music festival, those who came to soak up the strength that comes from fellowship, and those who lacked a sense of purpose in their lives and came seeking answers or a cosmic message. Some lived the Rainbow life year-round, hitchhiking or sleeping in the back of their vehicles. When you are at a Rainbow Gathering, everyone is connected, everyone is related, you are encouraged to call everyone you meet “sister” or “brother,” and you are to hug them and welcome them “home.” Their slogan was “May You Always Be All Ways Free.” Every so often a shout of “We love you!” went up from one kitchen tent and was passed to the next, around and around, until it returned to its origin. This usually took place at dawn, as a kind of reveille, or in the evening, as a way of calling Gatherers from around the camp to converge for dinner. They held hands before eating, taking a moment of silence before the din.
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         BIG SKY, NO STARS, NO edge. The drama of a crossroads where two country routes meet at perfect right angles, and the quiet, a quiet that feels different than it does in the East—windblown, ringing through the telephone lines. The Dutch Country Inn, the Tequila Grill, the Hard Luck Cafe, and the Amish bakery. House, job, church, kids. Happy wife, happy life. This is Washington County, Iowa, a square thirty miles southwest of Iowa City.

         No edge here, literally—the road is flat and flows right up against the parking lot of the gravel plant without any shoulder. Few people walk from one destination to another here, except kids in the middle of empty roads, two miles from where the bus drops them off.

         Vicki Durian wanted to walk. She was born in 1953 to farmers—eighty acres of corn and beans and hogs for one hundred and twenty-five dollars a head; timber in the summer. Eight kids, Vicki the second and the oldest girl. The boys worked the fields and the hogs with dad; the girls worked the house with mom—cooking, cleaning, and doing dishes. When it was time for the boys to come in for lunch, it was Vicki who called them. “She could really whistle,” says her younger brother, John Durian.

         For a long time, Vicki was good—good girl, good citizen. Her parents were often in the Kalona News for hosting luncheons at the Catholic church, bearing palls, and chairing committees. Vicki curled her hair, kept “trim,” joined Future Homemakers of America, had many friends at school and lots of cousins who slept over in tents in the Durian backyard on the weekends. Saved the sixteen candles from the cake the girls gave her at lunch, taping them into her scrapbook.

         She had a horse for a while, had dogs and cats, loved animals. All the kids ran around the property. Camping, fishing, playing in the swimming hole behind the Durian farmhouse. “Right in the English River,” says John, “which I wouldn’t do now.”

         Vicki loved school, Mid Prairie Middle then Mid Prairie High—“Homecoming 1970, we love you hawks!” Football games, basketball games, the winter dance—“I am a Mid-Prairie Golden Hawk Booster.” Made invitations for suppers—“Bring the latest gossip!” Made clothes—“Vicki, Thanks so much for making that dress for me! I just love it and I know I’ll get a lot of good out of it!” Did she do well in school? “A lot better than you boys!” says dad Howard. Critical, it seems, but only of herself: “Not the greatest play—but I even had a part,” she wrote in her scrapbook.

         She knew how to have fun. She dressed brothers John, Mike, and Tom as little princesses and walked them around to meet the neighbors, which people still talk about. When Vicki and her cousins slept in those tents, she would sneak off on foot and walk down to the river and then cross it to the Wassonville Cemetery and the bridge, a wooded area far from the gravestones that was the party spot then and is still the party spot now. Her best guy friend was a boy from school who drove a noisy motorcycle. Howard didn’t like it when the boy parked at the farmhouse and would tell him to get lost. “I heard it all the way to his home.”

         Vicki liked the dark, was fascinated with vampires and a show called Dark Shadows. She liked television in general, images beamed in from far away. At fifteen she watched the hippies gather for Woodstock, and the picture stuck—she wanted to go, but she was too young, born too late. She bought her first album: a greatest-hits record by the Grass Roots. She lay on her floor and listened.

         In 1971, seventeen now, Vicki went to see the movie Love Story—catchphrase “Love means never having to say you’re sorry”—escorted by a boy named Robert and pasted the ticket stub in her scrapbook. Soon Vicki was receiving Christmas cards addressed to her and Robert. Robert came over for Christmas dinner and gave her a blouse and a pair of electric scissors.

         The world was beginning to change. The farming business was faltering. Howard took a job working the third shift at a refrigeration factory near Cedar Rapids. Vicki’s mother, Clarabelle, who had been working as a lunch lady at Mid Prairie, took a second job at the Pull’r Inn cleaning rooms. Robert saw other girls. “This is the last year I’ll have an obligation to Mid-Prairie,” Vicki wrote in her scrapbook under her senior year class schedule.

         One day her cousin DeAnn, whose family visited often from Colorado, heard the back door slam and voices—Vicki and Robert—arguing down by the river. Vicki came back in and told her parents she was pregnant. Howard and Clarabelle said, it’s your choice—go to Colorado and have the baby and come back when you’re better, or stay here and marry him. Robert and Vicki went to prom together in June 1972, he in a light blue tux, she in a yellow dress with ruffles around the throat and wrists, but there is no joy in these photos.

         Throughout the 1960s and into the early 1970s, nearly 80 percent of babies born to white women without legal spouses were relinquished for adoption. “The right thing to do to protect your parents was to get out of town, go into a home,” wrote Joni Mitchell, who gave up a child to adoption at the exact start of this boom—1965. “The homes were full.…Movies were getting sexier. It was very confusing to be a young woman then.”

         By the mid-1970s, as sex outside marriage, contraception, abortion, and single parenting became more common and less socially shameful, this rate would plummet to 12 percent; by 1983 it would be just 4 percent. The Supreme Court decision that legalized abortion nationwide came down in 1973, a year after Vicki got pregnant, but in 1972 Iowa, no one felt it coming.

         Vicki arrived at her cousins’ house in suburban Colorado in the summer of 1972, freshly graduated from high school and five months pregnant. The Catholic adoption agency got her a job so she wouldn’t be idle, and she watched movies and sewed with DeAnn and the rest of the family. She bore it all cheerfully. “That was Vicki,” DeAnn says. She had the baby in November, on the same day as her own birthday, or very near. She held her son, and then a nurse came and took him.

         One day afterward, DeAnn leaned against Vicki’s bedroom door while Vicki lay in bed and asked if Vicki ever regretted her choice, if she ever cried for her baby. “I cry for him every day,” Vicki replied.

         “She loved that baby,” DeAnn says now. “I think some counseling would have been a good idea. She never got any.”

         Back in Iowa, Robert came over for Christmas again. He was enraged. He wanted the baby. He was still seeing other girls. The Durians could hear him shouting through every wall. Vicki told him to get out and not to come back. In Vicki’s scrapbook from 1972 there is a page with an inscription in Vicki’s blue swooping writing: “The last note this year from Robert.” Only a discolored square exists where this note once sat.

         Most days, Vicki picked up her sister Mary and their brothers from school, then went to work at Shenk’s Nursing Home. There she would be, driving her dad’s big stick-shift pickup truck with her tanned arm lolling out the window. “Get in,” she would say, laughing and gesturing to the truck bed, then flooring the gas.

         Vicki began to talk about going to San Francisco, about going to see the Grateful Dead. She cut her hair, stopped wearing makeup, started wearing flowing dresses and baggy pants. She had always gotten excited for Earth Day, but now she became “a real hippie.” On a family trip to Lake Geode, when her brothers threw their soda cans out the window, she lectured them on how long it takes for aluminum to biodegrade—five hundred years. She became a vegetarian, started making her own granola, started using chopsticks instead of a knife and fork, stopped touching the mounds of meat Clarabelle asked her to prepare for dinner, placing big bountiful salads on the family table instead. “We eat meat around here,” Howard said one night, and Vicki got up from the table and ran up the stairs. Her brother John heard her lifting the needle and playing her Grass Roots record over and over again, and he knew: Vicki would leave, and he would inherit that record.

         She moved to Iowa City for a little while, living in a big communal house near what is today the Prairie Lights bookstore. She tried Davenport, near Moline, so she could go to the nursing school there. Her aunt and grandmother had been nurses, and she figured she might as well try for her degree.

         But Vicki wanted to go farther, go faster—she just wanted to go. She wanted California, she wanted ocean, but she had no money for all that. She started hitchhiking.

         
              

         

         Nancy Santomero had never hitchhiked outside of Long Island before. Her father, Joe, had traveled through the West when he was in his teens, but he came back. He met Nancy’s mother, Jeanne, an “independent woman” with a good job as a bank secretary, playing tennis on a Brooklyn court. It was Joe’s friend who asked Jeanne for her number, but Joe prevailed on the friend to sell it to him for thirty-five cents. Jeanne and Joe married at a small Catholic church in 1955 and set up their home in Levittown, that first gleaming and mass-produced suburb, designed to house soldiers returning from the Second World War and their families. Once just potato and onion fields, the town was built assembly-line style; at the peak of construction, a house was said to be completed every sixteen minutes. Jeanne had a good eye and was a snappy dresser whose garden was always the most elegant one on the street. She was the product of a happy marriage and a doting father. “I thought all fathers were like that,” she says. “I expected my husband to be the same kind of man. But he was not.”

         Joe’s job as a Wise potato chip salesman kept him mostly on the road, driving his truck all over Long Island, and Jeanne stayed home to raise the kids—five of them born in quick succession, one almost every year. Joe wanted a boy, but Jeanne gave birth to girl after girl after girl after girl. The last one was Nancy. Patricia was just a year older than Nancy, but because Patricia was a shy child with a speech impediment, their mother decided to hold her back, and the two ended up in the same grade. “That way she could be with Nancy,” Jeanne says. “Nancy would protect her.” Nancy and Patricia had all the same friends and were sometimes mistaken for twins.

         Levittown remained a completely white suburb into the 1960s because of a policy that explicitly banned people of color, and Jeanne worried about her kids growing up in such a place. She went back to work at the hospital as a ward clerk, and many of the people who came in for treatment lived in nicer neighborhoods in the Long Island towns to the east—farther from the city, closer to the Long Island Sound. The houses in these towns had more space between them; the crowds who played in the parks were more diverse. Joe drove his potato chip truck through these towns too and smelled their cleaner air. The couple crunched the numbers and decided they could afford the leap.

         In August 1969, when Nancy and Patricia were going into the fourth grade, the Santomero family moved into a two-story house on a quiet cul de sac in the new development of Huntington. The kids could walk to school and downtown to Main Street, where there were restaurants and a small bookstore. They walked to the Walt Whitman mall, to the big H shopping center where there was a Sears, to the Woolworth counter, and the movie theater.

         The theme of Nancy’s childhood was variety—shifting, trying on many different outfits to see if they fit. She wasn’t very concerned with her clothing, though, favoring jeans and peasant shirts. She was friends with everyone—the potheads, the disco people, the lacrosse players, the hippies. She was into art—painting and sculpture mostly, though for a time she talked about becoming a professional photographer—and liked everything from Joni Mitchell to Ayn Rand.

         But she was an athlete too—a top-notch basketball player who played center. “I would throw the ball to her right away, and she would take it to the hoop,” remembers Patricia. Nancy liked being outside, a preference she got from her mother. “I had never been to the ocean until Nancy’s mother took us,” says Jo-Ann Orelli, Nancy’s best friend from that time.

         The sisters shared one room and one bed. “We’d face [one] way and scratch each other’s backs,” says Nancy’s sister Jeanne, the second oldest, “and then we’d roll over and scratch [the sister on the other side].”

         Nancy’s father was “traditional Italian,” he was “macho,” he believed “the man was the head of the household,” says Catherine Shea, who grew up on the same street as the Santomeros. Joe worked long hours and wanted dinner on the table when he came home. Nancy’s sisters and her brother, Peter, the youngest of all the kids (Joe got his boy after all), mostly deferred to Joe’s wishes.

         “Nancy was stubborn,” says Patricia. “She was just like my dad—they were so similar. And the rest of us had to live with them.”

         If there was a party too far away to walk to, the sisters and their friends sometimes hitchhiked along the local roads, a common practice at that time. “Everybody did it,” Orelli says. “We used to hitchhike with eight people, get picked up and jam into a car. If there were seatbelts, nobody wore them.”

         Nancy wasn’t the one riding shotgun, but she went, squished into the backseat. The parties sprawled like the towns; they spread from kitchen to living room, living room to yard, yard to woods, woods to the shore, and then right on out to the Sound.

         She liked to drink, says Orelli, but not more than anyone else. “We’d get a beer and all share it, passing it around and getting buzzed off the bubbles.” She had crushes, most notably on the brother of a friend of one of her sisters, and dated a boy for a while, but unlike Patricia, who met her husband in high school, Nancy’s relationships never got serious. Patricia went to the prom, but Nancy didn’t; going to the prom stag was not a thing at that time, Orelli says, nor was girls asking guys out. Neither was caring much about school or grades. Nancy was an “average student” at best.

         “In high school, no one asked me if I was going to go to college,” says Kathy. “It’s nothing like now. I think we were just on the edge of change.”

         After high school, Nancy rolled upstate to SUNY Buffalo. But it was brutally cold there, and she didn’t like her roommate. She got an apartment off campus right away, which she paid for herself—Joe and Jeanne couldn’t afford to help.

         It is tempting to call Nancy “tough,” but Orelli says it wasn’t so. She was loving; she wasn’t hard. “She was a strong person.…What she did, I could never do—when she went to school in Buffalo…she was kind of on her own.…She was independent. She just had more guts [than the rest of us].”

         Nancy did not hide it when she suffered. “My nerves are acting up,” Nancy wrote to Orelli. “Can’t eat, can’t sleep. I always thought myself to be a calm person. Tricked again!”

         After her freshman year, she dropped out of school. “I really feel that I will find a more suitable place elsewhere,” Nancy wrote to her sister Jeanne in the fall of 1979. “Exactly where is unknown, but I am going to search for it.”

         She spent that summer going downtown with her high school friends to the bars around Huntington. No one had any money, so the friends would buy six-ounce cans of Miller High Life called “splits,” which cost about ten cents.

         The drinking age was eighteen then, and that wasn’t the only difference. “It was easier back then to get ahead,” says Orelli. “Now to live someplace like [where we grew up]…it costs a lot of money.”

         Nancy told her friends that she had dreams, things to do, but she didn’t know what they were exactly or where. She thought she might like to become a forester or a park ranger, so she could work outside or close to animals. She had two cats named Thunder and Lightning.

         Her moods seemed changeable that summer, recalls her sister Jeanne. “She would have very highs and lows. She would be really happy and then really sad.”

         “Primarily she was happy,” Patricia says. “If she was sad, it was because she felt lost. When you don’t know what you’re doing, what your life is, it torments you.”

         A school friend of the Santomero sisters, who was studying at the University of Arizona in Tucson, was also back home in Huntington for the summer. It’s warm there, she told Nancy over a split. By the fall, Nancy and her cats were there.

         
              

         

         “I’m sure Iowa has been in its peak autumn colors by now. I miss that,” Vicki wrote home to her sister Mary in October 1978. “There is a definite season change here also but only slight.…There will be five planets lining up in Scorpio in a few weeks and I feel the earth will go through some drastic changes. Me too!”

         She was in California. She had found that when she smiled, people stopped their cars. Someone called her Bright Star because of that smile, and soon it was her name.

         Where some searchers are essentially one—all movement, all desire, all muscle and hair—Vicki was two, both street cat and house cat. There was the dream, sure, there was the need to be free, but also, somewhere that was always with her, there was the farm in Iowa, the bills that were due, the father and the mother, and the seven siblings who stayed. Vicki knew she had busted the set, disturbed the order by leaving.

         When Mary got married, Vicki caught a ride home and stood dutifully with the other bridesmaids in the ceremonial half moon. She had forgotten how to wear makeup so completely that one of Mary’s friends had to do it for her. The dress—a floor-length gown of “tyrol red fashioned with empire waist, front opening with stand-up collar, long puffed sleeves with cuffs accented with white pearl buttons”—felt odd against her skin, but she wore it.

         By 1980, Vicki had moved to Tucson and found work as a home health aide, a job she liked because it was flexible enough that she could be gone for weeks at a time. She scrimped, but she got by. She had a big vet bill to pay off for her dog, Jake, and a truck that wasn’t running. “I don’t feel boggled and down with any of it,” she wrote home to Mary and Mary’s new husband, “and feel light and happy that everything is working out just fine.”

         In Tucson, Nancy lived with her sister’s friend for a while and worked at a thrift store. But when she was off, she explored downtown. Down Fourth Avenue, where the buildings are low and tall cacti poke over fences into alleyways like trees, sat Food Conspiracy, Tucson’s organic food cooperative. The building was red brick with a front window, and Nancy liked to sit there. One day, a woman came out of the store and stopped. It was Vicki.

         Soon they were walking together along the avenue and talking. They were both Scorpios. Vicki arranged for Nancy to move into a group house she knew. “I live in a nice large house with ten other humans,” Nancy’s letters from this time show. “Four men, three women, three children. Crazy crew.”

         Vicki and Nancy may have gone on other adventures during this time. “Traveling with a beautiful lady named Bright Star,” Nancy wrote to her friend Orelli, “learning an awful lot from her.” Nancy also had plans to travel with another friend and possibly to leave Tucson altogether for California, Oregon, or Washington.

         “She has invited me to join her in her travels. So I’m off…to explore the unknown. In search of exactly what I don’t know—when I find it I’ll fill you in,” Nancy wrote her sister Jeanne.

         Ultimately, she changed her mind about moving West, but she remained restless. She wanted to leave her job, which she hated.

         “I’m finding Tucson to be a bit of a drag. It’s really a nice place, but not the place for me,” Nancy wrote to Jeanne. Then to her whole family, “I plan on selling everything I own and traveling with a backpack and my cats of course. Thunder…is just growing up. He has a lot of battle marks on his body. He is learning the art of survival.”

         
              

         

         When another friend of Vicki’s named Liz called from the outlaw commune and asked Vicki if she wanted to leave Arizona for a few weeks and go to the Rainbow Gathering in July 1980, Vicki was down. But she wanted to bring Nancy along—Nancy could use the experience. The trio made plans to meet up at Vicki’s parents’ farmhouse in Iowa and then hitchhike to West Virginia together from there. Vicki’s sister had a new baby, and her brother was graduating from high school.

         For several days, Vicki, Nancy, and Liz slept in Vicki’s childhood bedroom. They went to Mary’s baby shower. Vicki held her new nephew, and a camera flashed, capturing the moment. Was Vicki remembering her own baby then? She didn’t say, and no one asked. “It wasn’t a secret,” says her brother John. “We just didn’t talk about it.” Her father, Howard, didn’t think much of “all this Rainbow business” and told the three women so. Her mother, Clarabelle, wanted Vicki to stop all the wandering and come home and settle down. Vicki said it would probably be her last big trip. Of the coming-home part, she said she would think about it.

         It was time to go. “The visit here with y’all has been delightfully wonderful. Thank you for sharing your space & food and love with us, it is gratefully appreciated indeed,” reads a note signed just from Vicki and Nancy. “As we travel the east coast of the country we will remember all of you Durians with prayerful thought. May you be blessed abundantly with all you need.”

         Vicki’s brother Tom was working at Amishland Sausage in Kalona, so they left him a note. “I hope all in your life is terrific, please be careful,” Nancy wrote to him. “I hope you are feeling good now,” Vicki wrote, with a happy-face sign. “Love and take care of yourself. See ya.”

         Vicki’s mother didn’t want to drive them the half hour to the closest interstate ramp, but she did. After Clarabelle had cried and cried and then driven away, Vicki remarked to Liz and Nancy that this was the first leave-taking that had made her mother cry.
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         TROOPER GARY HOTT DROVE THROUGH the widely gridded streets of downtown Marlinton, another trooper sitting shotgun. As ever, Eighth Street—the main drag—was empty except for the occasional peckish teenager walking the bridge, which spanned the rushing Greenbrier River and connected Main Street to route 219 and the gas station with its mini-mart. The lunch counter, the hardware store, and the auto dealership were all dark. The only lights were the hospital’s illuminated emergency sign and the bank marquee. It was 9:15 pm—Wednesday, June 25, 1980.

         A call came in over the radio then, the words cutting through the sounds of katydids and frogs: one of the Pocahontas County sheriff’s deputies had responded to a call about a couple of bodies up on Briery Knob and was requesting assistance. Bodies—a thing that almost never happened there. Hott acknowledged receipt of the message, pulled the car onto the smooth blacktop of Main Street, then hung a fast left at the traffic light to head south on 219. When he pulled off Lobelia Road toward Briery Knob, he drove slowly and took directions from his passenger. Hott had been through this area once or twice, but the back roads this deep still confused him.

         By the time Hott arrived on Briery Knob Road at 9:55 pm, there were already two other vehicles there—Tim’s car and a cruiser belonging to a sheriff’s deputy. Hott approached where the two men were conferring, and they led him over to the bodies. Hott saw one woman lying on her back with her left arm out to the side and her right arm up over her head. She wore a University of Iowa sweatshirt and the back of her pants seemed like they’d been pulled up. The other woman wore a white cotton blouse with blue flowers that had also hiked up a bit and exposed some of the flesh of her stomach. She was lying on her side, so it was difficult for Hott to see her face.

         He set to work walking the scene and marking its essential features. He walked farther down Tim’s dirt lane with a high-powered flashlight and found that it ended in deep ruts and was closed off by a log placed across it. On a rock lining one of the ruts, Hott discovered some metal flakes and a scrape of orange paint, as well as a set of tire tracks. The right front tire of the car looked to be a summer tire, while the left rear tire mark looked to be made by a winter tire.

         It was Hott who took the eight photographs of the bodies that night that would be the only record of how they were found, but to take some of them, Hott decided it was necessary to roll one of the bodies onto her back.

         
              

         

         Judy Cutlip wasn’t especially surprised when her kitchen phone rang and it was the fire station saying she was needed right away. It was her night on call. She worked in the business office in the hospital, so being a volunteer EMT allowed her a more physical kind of work, plus she liked helping people if she could. It hadn’t been a walk-on situation, though; she’d gone through a rigorous eight-week training process in everything from first aid to dodging bullets. So far she’d mostly been called to respond to car accidents and elderly people who’d slipped and fallen.

         Pocahontas County had only been offering ambulance service to the citizens in the southern parts of the county like Hillsboro and Droop Mountain for three years. In the 1950s, hospital workers rode to emergency calls throughout the county in a hearse, and if the hearse could not make it up a particularly rough or snowy road, the family would be obliged to carry the injured or sick person the rest of the way. In the 1960s, the Marlinton Fire Department had a single ambulance to service the whole county, but if two calls happened to come in on the same night, the hearse method might still be employed. This was no way to live, people had been telling the county commission for years, but Pocahontas County officials pled funding shortages. Then in the late seventies, the state subsidized the purchase of two ambulances, and good ones too—four-wheel drive and equipped with a winch and cave rescue equipment, which would come in handy for foolhardy cave enthusiasts—and the commission jumped on it. The Hillsboro Volunteer Fire Department got one of these ambulances, and that was the one Judy Cutlip rode to Briery Knob.

         On a clear night and moving at average speed, it might take a pickup truck twenty or twenty-five minutes to cover the eleven country miles between the Hillsboro Fire Department and the clearing on Briery Knob Road, but it took the ambulance forty-five minutes at least to navigate the steeply sloping and switchbacked curves, four-wheel drive or no. One of Cutlip’s neighbors did the driving, a great guy who could load and unload a human being, though he wasn’t an EMT. Cutlip and another man were the trained personnel responsible for whatever might happen when they got there. They exchanged few words if any the whole trip, except near the end, when the driver called out to hold on and the ambulance bounced from asphalt onto potholed dirt.

         Flashlights shone this way and that in the dark. One of the law’s cars had its flashing lights on but without the sound. There was some maneuvering of the ambulance to be done in order to park it as close as possible without disturbing the scene. Tim was concerned the ambulance would obscure the tire tracks Hott had found—plaster casts hadn’t been taken yet. The ambulance driver assured him that he would not drive over them. It was dark, Judy Cutlip remembers, and surprisingly quiet, no bustle, just the voices of four men talking together and the tick-tick of the ambulance engine cooling.

         She was the one who leaned over to feel the carotid arteries of the two women and say that they were dead. They were still warm, very warm—rigor mortis had not set in at all—and she remembers thinking that they must have been killed very recently. Their eyes were open, and Cutlip looked in them. She had picked up corpses before and touched them, but this was the first time she had ever touched a body that had not died on its own terms.

         Cutlip, the other EMT, and the ambulance driver loaded the corpses onto two gurneys. As the driver backed up the vehicle, Hott looked on and helped with directions. The ambulance proceeded back down the dirt road toward the hospital in Marlinton, but it bounced and jiggled more loudly now with the added weight of its cargo.

         
              

         

         Trooper Robert Alkire of the West Virginia State Police was halfway asleep in his home two hours north when the phone clanged and the voice on the Pocahontas County end of the line told him that two women had been shot on Droop Mountain and that he should get in his car and drive.

         Alkire passed through Marlinton and then into the hamlet of Buckeye when headquarters radioed again, telling him to turn around and go to the Marlinton hospital instead. He walked into the small, cold morgue. One of the women had been shot twice in the chest, the other three times—in the head, neck, and chest. One wore a red University of Iowa sweatshirt and was missing one of her foam sport sandals. The other was carrying a pocket knife and a folded flyer that offered handwritten directions to the Rainbow Gathering.

         Above the typed text of the flyer was a hand-drawn map of southeastern West Virginia that suggested that the best route to the Gathering was to approach from Virginia, taking newly minted Interstate 64 to Lexington, then following a quiet two-lane into Marlinton, county seat of Pocahontas, where the Rainbows would have a welcome station to help guide travelers on into the wilderness. “Dotted roads are uptight,” read the handwriting. All local roads in West Virginia were drawn dotted. Because their eyes were still open, no matter where Alkire walked around the table, it seemed as though the women were quietly watching him.

         Alkire stayed with the bodies until they were airlifted to Charleston to be autopsied. Day broke. It was Thursday. Alkire followed several squad cars of Pocahontas County sheriff’s troopers down Route 219 and then onto the dirt roads to the clearing where the women had been found. Alkire noted the browning blood in the grass and the tire tracks, but little else. Back into the car caravan and on into the Monongahela National Forest to the Rainbow Gathering, which was now nearly in full swing. The officers showed around the photos Trooper Hott had taken of the women’s dead faces, but no one seemed to know them. A Rainbow leader promised to get the photos into the festival newsletter the next day.

         “No belt, no brassiere or underpanties. No socks…” medical examiner Irvin Sopher in Charleston wrote Alkire. “No evidence of sperm, no evidence of sexual assault.” One of the women had a blood alcohol level of 0.01, less than a can of beer or a shot of whiskey consumed within an hour of dying, while the other’s was 0.08—about three or four drinks. They had most likely been shot within three hours of being discovered, making their time of death around six or seven in the evening. They had not been shot as they had been found but had either fallen or been moved after impact. The weapon was either a rifle or a pistol; the bullets had passed cleanly through the bodies and left only small particulate fragments. But the trajectory was very unusual—markedly downward at about a forty-five-degree angle, as if they had been kneeling, crouching, or sitting while someone had shot them from above. And the “level of destruction” was very high—the bullets were of a large caliber and been shot at such close range that the back of one woman’s right hand and the left side of the other’s face had been charred by the blasts.

         
              

         

         The Rainbow leader was good to his word. He went to the back of his VW bus and printed and mimeographed the faces of the unidentified corpses into the daily festival newsletter with the question “Does anybody know who these women are?”

         George Castelle was a lawyer who had traveled from nearby Charleston to attend the Gathering. He watched as people passed around copies of the Rainbow newsletter with the faces of two dead women on it. His friends spoke of the two “sisters” who hadn’t made it. People were afraid—is there a killer traveling around picking up Rainbows and killing them? Is this going to be a problem on the way out?

         “I had hoped the Gathering would be successful and that the Rainbows would come back often,” says Castelle. “It was really demoralizing. After so many years of peaceful gatherings in Western states, they come to West Virginia, and people start getting slaughtered.”

         No one came forward to claim the women in the photos. A week later, the Gathering ended, and the members began their steady exit out of Pocahontas County by the feet and cars and buses and mules by which they’d come, and the Forest Service came in to survey the damage, of which there was remarkably little in the end. The Rainbows had broken down their camp with shocking precision and cleanliness; no arrests or hospitalizations had occurred at all.

         
              

         

         Of the Santomero children, Kathy Santomero was the most like Nancy; the two shared a love of organic foods and travel and, unlike their other sisters on Long Island, never wore much makeup or polish on their nails. Kathy, too, had heard about the Rainbow Gathering, and several of her and Nancy’s friends from home were also going. Kathy and Nancy made a plan to meet at the Gathering at a white van belonging to friends and then travel together back to New York. When Kathy arrived, she found the white van and Nancy’s friends, then waited for Nancy herself. As the days passed, she didn’t worry, she says; she just assumed Nancy had found something better to do. Kathy ate brown rice and watched the sun rise and fall and the rain roll in and swam in the rivers, and then someone passed her friend the small Rainbow newsletter with the black-and-white photos of the dead women, and the friend passed it to Kathy. One of the women was wearing her hair in braids.

         “I was like, ‘I wonder if that’s my sister,’” Kathy says. “But when I said that to my friend, he said, ‘They’re Indian girls. It’s not your sister.’ So I dismissed it.”

         Kathy returned to New York, but days after she got back to her university in Geneseo, Nancy had still not called. A friend of Kathy’s who had gone with her to the Gathering did instead. He kept looking at the two small pictures of the dead women in the Pocahontas Times he’d grabbed in town on the way out, he told Kathy. “I think one of them is Nancy.”

         “He was awesome,” Kathy says. “He said, ‘Kathy, whatever you want to do, if you want to be by yourself, if you want to go get drunk, there’s no rule book.’” Still unsure if the dead woman was really Nancy, Kathy wanted to handle it herself, and without telling her parents. She and a friend got into a borrowed car and drove to Charleston, where the newspaper reported the bodies were being kept pending identification. The whole drive there, all five hundred miles past Buffalo and Cleveland and Parkersburg, West Virginia, Kathy was able to stay positive. It wasn’t going to be her. There was no need to worry, no need to fear. Once in Charleston, they drove around and around looking for the morgue, and Kathy grew frustrated, then incensed.

         When they finally found the right place and the right room and the right official and were shown the two women’s bodies, Kathy looked at them and still didn’t think either of them was Nancy. But one of the bodies was wearing a woven bracelet just like one Kathy had made for her.

         “She had my bracelet on,” Kathy says, “and then I knew.” The morgue staff were brusque and insensitive to Kathy and her friend as they stood in the viewing room. “I was fighting mad as we left. I was probably venting on them. What do you call that? Misplaced, displaced anger.” Kathy called her mother in Long Island and told her she was coming home, and nothing else—she wanted to tell her mother in person—and then the friend drove her there.

         
              

         

         Nancy’s sister Patricia, who everyone thought was Nancy’s twin, was twenty at the time, working as a fitness instructor in Huntington and living at home with their mother. On the night of the murders, June 25, 1980, she says, she had been teaching an exercise class when she began to feel a terrible pain in her chest and head. She came home from work and went straight to the bathroom without eating dinner. She ran the water, then got into the tub.

         “I had the strange sensation, a very strong knowledge that I was going to die,” Patricia says. “I lay there in bed, and I wrote out my will. I wrote out what everyone would get and how I wanted to be buried. My head was hammering—I felt awful. I was able to get out of the bath, and I got into bed, and I said, ‘Okay, if this is what is happening, I accept it.’ I was ready to die. And then I woke up the next morning, and I had not died. And then I wondered where Nancy was.”

         It was a week later, a morning in early July, when Patricia heard Kathy pull into the driveway. She figured Nancy was in the car too, that the two of them had come home from West Virginia together. Nancy had a habit of greeting Patricia by jumping on her and tackling her in bed. Patricia waited five minutes, ten, then twenty minutes for Nancy to come busting into her bedroom. She heard Kathy talking to her mother in the next room and then the sound of their mother crying. Patricia got up from bed, opened the door, and stood in the jamb between the two rooms. Kathy was holding her mother’s hand, and her mother was still crying.

         “And I said, ‘Where is Nancy? What is wrong with her? Did she do something wrong? Is she in jail?’ And they told me she was dead.”

         Kathy Santomero was able to tell the West Virginia State Police Vicki’s full name, and word was sent to the police in Wellman, Iowa, who told the Durians. Kathy knew that Nancy and Vicki had not been traveling as a duo, but rather as a trio, but she only knew the third woman’s first name—Liz.

         It stood to reason that if three women had traveled together and two had ended up dead, the third should be dead, too, or in mortal danger.

      
   


   
      
         
            PART II:

            A DIVIDED HEART

         

         
            Dear Mr. President, I said, Dear Dean,

            Dear Husband, Dear Our Father, Dear Tax Collector,

            you don’t know me. I don’t know what I am,

            but whatever it is, you can’t have me.

            —Irene McKinney
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         THE SPRING I WAS TO graduate college, there rose up in me the desire to drop so hard out of my life that I could hear my life trying to get in touch. Call it the loss of faith that coincides with economic crisis, call it American nostalgia for the pastoral, call it what you do when you still believe that there must be someplace left to go where anything is all the way true. At my liberal arts college outside of Philadelphia, I destroyed every God—religion, literature, politics, feminism, art—with my self-important words, dismissing each as problematic and essentially worthless. I dismantled every system to make a new world, but then I had to live in it. My friends and I burned a Christmas tree on a patch of concrete behind our cinder-block apartment complex. I’ll never forget how fast it went—whoosh, gone.

         Several years earlier, word of a nonprofit organization for teenage girls in West Virginia called Mountain Views had begun to circulate among my crowd—women’s center employees, residents of the environmental and Quaker houses, players of ultimate Frisbee. I applied and, instead of returning home to New York City, spent the months after my sophomore year in Pocahontas County working as an intern for the residential camp that Mountain Views became each summer.

         A dense and crackling ten weeks. I slept in a house that looked out onto a pen of horses, made copies and phone calls in a log cabin office, and did everything else in the campground—half a football field of cleared clover grass circumscribed by an oval of dirt road. On the narrow ends sat the wooden picnic shelter for meals and the shower house, built by girls past, where the water was heated by a wood fire. The fat ends were dotted with small screened-in and tin-roofed cabins, big trees for hammocks, and a campfire ring with six benches arranged in a hexagon.

         Everywhere I went in that campground was the loud counsel or good-natured yelling of the Founder. The hair on the Founder’s head was brown, thick, and arranged in a pattern of crisscrossing layers so the effect was a kind of fabulous mullet. She had small round glasses and wore indigo denim jeans and button-up flannel shirts ordered from hunting and outdoor catalogs or purchased at Cabela’s. She was tall and tan, her muscles visible under her rippled sixty-something skin.

         She was from California and had wanted to be a professional fiddler but found her way to being a teacher for the gifted and talented program in the West Virginia public school system instead. Over the course of many years, she saw eighth-grade girls—hand-raising, answer-knowing, laughing girls—turn quiet in high school. She convinced a friend to sell her the Mountain Views land for a dollar, and a West Virginia judge arranged for a state prison crew to come and clear it.

         In the summer of 1996, the Founder asked her two daughters and their friends to come and be the counselors. The first campers were girls from the local middle schools who slept in green army tents. It rained the whole two weeks, and their sleeping bags became heavy with the moisture. Many of the girls wanted to quit. The Founder gathered them together and pointed down the embankment toward the town of Hillsboro. Everyone down there thinks we’re going to come down, she told them. Do we want to prove them right, or do we want to tough it out? They stayed.

         The Founder’s vision was simple: girls going into ninth grade would live together for about two weeks in the woods. No computer, no cell phones, no boys. Meals were healthy and contained foods outside a fourteen-year-old’s comfort zone. The campground was perched on a hill, and equestrian class (there was something special that happened between teenage girls and horses) was held on the plateau below; girls might climb the steep trail between them three or four times a day. Math and science classes were held daily, along with a creative arts class. Campfire every night, when the girls would read poems they’d written and sing songs—Janis Joplin, “Swingin’ on a Star,” old cowboy songs.

         As the years passed and girls went through the program and wanted to come back and see each other again, a second camp session was established, and year-round programs too—academic tutoring, college advising, ACT preparation, and trips to visit college campuses. The thought was: What if there was a place you could go where no one would judge you, where you would be taken in for exactly who you are?

         This was not a camp for “needy” girls. It was a camp for girls who wanted to do hard math problems, create wild art, learn the names of medicinal plants, and make friends with other girls who also wanted to do those things. No savior complexes or outsider bullshit would be tolerated, the other interns and I, who mostly came from schools throughout Appalachia and the East Coast, were told during training. But facts were facts, and the director of Mountain Views, one of the Founder’s daughters whose blond bangs shook when she spoke, needed us to know them just the same.

         Some of the girls Mountain Views served rode the bus an hour and a half each way to the county’s single high school; going to the doctor could be a similar time commitment. Women in West Virginia are less likely to work outside their homes than women in any other state in the nation. For every dollar made by a man working full-time in West Virginia, a woman in West Virginia earns seventy-four cents (the national figure is eighty cents). Thirty-two percent of West Virginia women and girls smoke (the highest rate in the nation), and they report much more stress, anxiety, and depression in their lives than women nationally.

         The Director gave us poems and novels and academic articles to read that showed poverty was a false god imposed on Appalachia by outsiders and spun into a story that had been used for harm. As Helen Lewis writes, the region’s history “demonstrates the concerted efforts of the exploiters to label their work ‘progress’ and to blame any of the obvious problems it causes on the ignorance or deficiencies of the Appalachian people.” I learned that by the late 1920s, the state of West Virginia had been completely deforested: after it was logged, nearly all the old growth forest that remained had burned in forest fires. When it rained then, it flooded—valleys where towns sat filled up with water; topsoil got washed away into streams and silted up waterways that West Virginians were still trying to use for transportation and industry. The streams became so polluted with sawmill and coal waste that many of the fish and plants died. Conservationists established the Monongahela National Forest in 1920 to protect more than half of the total 1.7 million acres—much of it in modern-day Pocahontas County—and ensure the regeneration of some forest land, but could not reverse the damage that had already been done.

         The Director gave me Denise Giardina, the great chronicler of the years when West Virginia’s miners fought back against exploitative mine owners, and local poets Louise McNeill and Irene McKinney. She gave me Nikki Giovanni, and bell hooks, and taught me about the rich Affrilachian community that had been thriving in the region for centuries. I read Chad Berry, who directs the Loyal Jones Appalachian Center at Berea College in Kentucky, and learned about his idea of “the divided heart,” a condition of divided allegiances and longings that some believe most centrally defines the experience of being Appalachian in America. After the timber and coal industries came to Appalachia, Berry writes, “People were suddenly faced with a number of decisions: stay on the homeplace or move to a new coal camp or mill town; try to continue the traditional life or venture into the more modern; migrate temporarily, perhaps to Atlanta, Nashville, or any of a number of growing southern towns or even to Cincinnati, Detroit, or Akron, and then return home; be hungry, poor, but happy in the South or be comfortable but perhaps unfulfilled in the North; stay near family and kin or light out on one’s own; be content or curious.”

         One in nine American girls will experience sexual abuse or assault by an adult before she turns eighteen, and one in six women will be the victim of a rape or attempted rape in her lifetime. From that summer, I learned that Pocahontas County is not immune to this epidemic and that its workings here felt even more difficult to understand or prevent. Rural towns are farther from educational programs, crisis centers, and laws designed to protect children. Communities where everyone knows and needs each other pose unique problems for reporting sexual violence, as well as for healing.

         Leaving was gendered, I began to suspect—the girls, if they had good grades, by and large left; if they didn’t, they mostly got married and had kids and lived in houses that sat far from 219, their lives already lived in private. The boys stayed.

         I stood at the highest point in West Virginia that summer. I learned what stinging nettle feels like on the skin of my calves (a ferocious itch), that the antidote to stinging nettle was jewelweed, and that Mother Nature, in her kindness, usually made sure the two grew side by side. I learned how to make my hands into the shape of animal paws and how to ask teenage girls questions that could not possibly lead to one-word answers (how, why, describe). As a New York City kid, I’d taken driver’s education classes at eighteen but had little impetus to actually get my license until applying for the internship at Mountain Views, which required one. I was a brand-new driver, and it was painfully obvious to all the other interns and staff—in the way I couldn’t reverse a Mountain Views van full of coolers of water even a few paces without ending up in a ditch; in the way I full-body startled and pulled over when a gunshot rang out in the song coming through the van’s speakers.

         I learned how to pump gas into a car that summer, how to pump gas into a plastic container, how to change a tire in the rain, how to take the batteries out of a smoke detector, and that most problems in the physical world could be solved if you simply got down on your knees to look and believed in your own ability to find a solution.

         The intern house sat in a small grassy clearing; above us was the mountain and the campground where the girls slept, below us the steep dirt driveway one had to climb up to the Mountain Views property, which was occasionally blocked by a big brown horse called Delilah. Next door to me slept a girl from Kentucky who had short hair and wore a baseball cap with a heart on it.

         I learned how to use a weedwacker. You’ve got to prime it. The girl from Kentucky showed me how, pushing her thumb over and over against the plastic circle button as it filled with dark oil. We weedwacked the whole campground in preparation for the campers’ arrival, and I discovered that in the hum of that machine and afterward, my body coated with bits of grass and oil, I felt good—working felt good.

         My cell phone got no signal—not even when we descended the mountain in minivans and bought snacks at the gas station in Hillsboro. In this absence, some space loosened up. On nights off, the girl from Kentucky taught me to like the taste of beer and then excused herself to go to the Mountain Views office so she could talk to her man in Massachusetts. A trans man, I learned, with a small name like a girl’s cut in half.

         I don’t want to be one of those girls who doesn’t shave her legs and then shaves them when her boyfriend comes to visit, I said at some point that summer, standing in the pantry of the office building where we stored our cans of beans. I had a gentle floppy-haired boyfriend from college, who would be arriving any minute.

         You don’t want to be, the girl from Kentucky said, tapping her foot against an interesting rock she’d dragged inside. But you are.

         
              

         

         I came back from that summer in despair. I sat in my childhood bedroom in New York City, which had recently been repainted purple. Outside my door, my mother’s sadness sat just beneath our stippled ceilings like a layer of warm air. I could feel my father standing at the closest window looking down at the street. Pick up your feet, pick up your feet, he had been directing me since childhood (I scuffed them when I walked), and I had learned to comply.

         The people I’d met that summer at Mountain Views sat heavy on my mind. I felt blocked, squeezed, a tightness in my chest that kept tightening. Ideas had been introduced, ideas about the lived experience of sexism and rape culture as it intersected with rural life and Appalachian history, but I still didn’t know what they had to do with me.

         I went to study in France. In Paris, as we rode a crowded metro train to the outskirts of town for a day of flea market shopping, a man stuck his hand up my friend’s skirt and inserted his knuckles inside her. I watched how suddenly her face changed—one moment she was just living her life; the next she wasn’t. On a different dry afternoon, we were followed by two men who, when we ceased replying, called us slut, bitch, whore. They followed us for a long time, touched the backs of my hands, my palms, kicked my feet, threw a plum that splattered against a nearby rock. I couldn’t comprehend it—so blatant, so unequivocally there, in the light of day. As my friend and I stood with our backs against a low brick wall covered with wisteria and waited for the full minute of silence that meant these men had left us for good, something sparked alive in me, then caught. It was a bubbling in my throat like hiccups you couldn’t hear, a vibration in my thighs you couldn’t see. My heart began to beat faster, and the energy spread through the fat of my upper arms and down into my elbows, knees, and hands.

         “Reflect on a personal violence you want undone,” directs the poet CAConrad. “Some terrible THING that removed the beauty you once lived with.”

         That night, I listened to my roommate whistle through her nose as she slept. She was a German and a good girl who never left our sterile apartment complex after ten at night. I wanted to burn my body, or both our bodies, to throw a bomb down one of Paris’s metro passageways, just pull the pin and let this whole old and graceful motherfucking city burn. Hmm, I thought. What’s this?

         Back in America, I read Paulo Freire. I read Nancy Scheper-Hughes. In a class for people who had done summer internships similar to the one I had done at Mountain Views both in America and abroad, we had debates on “cultural relativism,” the idea that people steeped in one culture, particularly a Westernized or dominant culture with wealth, should not judge the ideas or practices of people living in another culture, particularly those of people living in developing nations.

         We learned about meddling white people who imported giant fish into a lake in East Africa to help “save” their food supply, but then the imported fish fed on all the indigenous fish, destroying the lake’s naturally diverse ecosystem. We learned about the ways in which mostly white, middle-class American or European feminists passed judgment on traditional practices important to other cultures, dictating which behaviors could be considered liberatory and which oppressive. Trying to help was an inherently privileged and colonialist position, and besides, it only made whatever it was that was wrong worse.

         We also read about moments when people or organizations chose not to intervene in the face of violence or suffering in favor of what they felt was the more important act of witnessing it or recording it for all the world to see. A documentary filmmaker continued filming while young girls in Kenya were genitally circumcised and filmed still as they cried out, “I don’t want it,” and “You’re hurting me.” Photojournalist James Nachtwey photographed the atrocities of wars in Kosovo and Rwanda and, among many other subjects, a family who lived hungry and exposed to the elements along a Jakarta railway track. On the one hand, some of his photographs sparked meaningful humanitarian action and financial resources. On the other, as critic Susie Linfield writes of the people in Nachtwey’s work, “I do not think their spirits are intact. In showing us the many ways that the human body can be destroyed, Nachtwey’s pictures can inspire revulsion more easily than empathy.” Nachtwey himself was plagued by this ethical imbroglio. “Do I make a living from other people’s suffering? Has their suffering and misery been my ladder to success? Do I exploit people? [Am I] the vampire with the camera?”

         There was nothing an empathetic and politically involved person could do, it seemed, from text after text we read, that wasn’t in some way catastrophic; there was no direction to move in that wasn’t flawed or corrupt. Cultural relativism, in its sense of compromise and lack of active harm, seemed like a good place to stop thinking.

         But some nights, alone or beside my sleeping boyfriend, my mind could not find rest and wandered further down the path. What was that kind of judgy Feminism with a capital F anyway? If it was saying that we should strive to make women living in minority cultures “like us,” to be free in the ways that we were free, wasn’t that also fundamentally flawed because even I, a middle-class American white woman, was profoundly aware of the effects of sexism, profoundly not free? But, further, if we as engaged people striving for liberation dismissed our own gut reactions and moral convictions on the grounds that it was fucked up to have those feelings in the first place, wasn’t that just further patronizing and ghettoizing minority and historically dispossessed cultures by making a line between our own supposedly neutral culture we could judge and an “other” we couldn’t?

         I started to have the suspicion that there might still be room for saying, “I think that is a problem,” and, under very specific circumstances, “I want to do something about it.” At the end of that class, I wrote a paper arguing for the views of an anthropologist named Sally Merry, who wrote that cultural relativism is “primarily about tolerance for differences and is incompatible with making any moral judgments about other societies.” But, she continued, “this incompatibility depends on how one theorizes culture. Thinking about culture as a homogenous, integrated, and consensual system means that it must be excepted or criticized as a whole.” Cultures could be taken apart and considered piecemeal, with nuance. It was possible to keep some parts without keeping all, and to lose something without losing all.

         But did I learn? I did not learn. Another professor gave me Adrienne Rich, who said that all heterosexual sex with men was inherently oppressive and that the only way to find freedom was to live a life in which you did not depend on men for love, pleasure, or money. I broke up with my boyfriend for a tall woman I’d been watching in my poetry class. This alleviated the pandemonium in my mind for a season, but still the air was wrong.

         What was wrong in the world was metastasizing inside me. I became metastasized. On the outside I was alive and cared about people and school, but on the inside I was hollow and didn’t. People of color, poor people, indigenous peoples, women and queer people were being diminished and killed every day I was alive. Cement mix sloshed rocky through my veins. I became a concrete girl. Walking around campus, I recognized other concrete people—in particular, a young black man who often stood apart at parties tapping his wing tips. Once, by the pretzels, I tried to speak to him, but his face said one word: don’t. I didn’t.

         It was 2009. National unemployment reached 10 percent, the highest since 1983; the unemployment rate for twenty- to twenty-four-year-olds peaked at 16 percent. May was coming. I watched other people make interesting or sensible or desperate decisions—a job at a nonprofit in Philadelphia, law school, Teach for America. All these things were part of the problem, I had decided. They trained you to know things or teach people things or make things, none of which were real.

         I knew the very position of dissenting and dismay was a privileged one and that my rejection of these choices made, to rational people and people with less class and race privilege, very little sense. Yet there is a particular cognitive dissonance that sets in when you have many of the advantages this life can bestow but have seen, up close and in slow motion, what they mean for those to whom they are denied. You start to think maybe you can abdicate your privilege like a crown, if only you try hard enough, and that maybe that will settle the score.

         I felt broken and running from the system in my mind in which the only choices were to dominate or be dominated, stay completely still or get annihilated by my feelings and the terror of history. It was a system of impossible twos and endless double binds, and I was afraid to move within it or choose anything. I felt that no one I knew had a clue about America, its true texture and shape and flavor, and that the ways I had been taught to live in it were no longer working.

         
              

         

         Mountain Views called me on a bright April afternoon. Did I want to come back to Pocahontas County again for a year or maybe two? They said I had done a good job as an intern, that I had worked hard, that a few of the girls had been asking about me. If I said yes, they said, I would technically have to apply and be accepted into the federal aid program AmeriCorps VISTA and then be placed with them. They said they had new ideas, new projects in the works, that it was an exciting time to live there. A little light went on—I cared.

         I spent a week thinking about it. During nights eating cereal in my college library and supposedly working on my thesis, I looked at road atlases of the United States instead. I had a collection of ideas about West Virginia, but I had a hunch that they were all gross misinformation, plus none of them agreed: coal and the end of coal. Poverty and a mansion on a stripped mountain. Pickup trucks and VW buses. OxyContin and Jesus. Mother Jones and Don Blankenship. Knobby elbows and the fattest city in America.

         None of it made any sense, and I knew that it would not, likely, for a very long time. I would tell my family and friends that my reasons were service, sacrifice, and to see a new part of the world, and they would seem to accept this. But in truth, I did not understand my own feelings or the instinct, below language, that was driving me back toward Pocahontas County. I felt mixed-up, with the sense of foreboding guilt that always accompanies our most important lies. I called Mountain Views back and said yes.
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         GIRLS GOT DROPPED OFF AT Mountain Views by every conceivable family member, from grandma to oldest sister’s boyfriend. Some girls hopped out of shiny pickups with extended cabs and diamond-patterned metal boxes in the back, trailed only by a sturdy dad in a reflective state roads vest. There were Subaru Outbacks driven by feminist moms who worked in tourism in Greenbrier County and lowrider sedans owned by grandfathers who wore black buttons telling the world they had served proudly in Korea. Asked to reflect on what they hoped for their girl campers during these weeks, many said they simply wished for their kids to get to be kids, to have fun and make friends. It was always the toughest-looking dad with the highest-lifted truck and the most beautiful girlfriend who got choked up and said that he wanted his daughter to learn to love herself.

         Name games in the field. The buzzing of katydids as the parents drove away. Running, the losing of shoes, the messing-up of makeup. All the girls carried camp-issued rectangular canvas satchels with their names written in duct tape, and plastic reusable water bottles. They screamed through the campfire ring. They were looking for their tribe, moving in packs, swinging in hammocks in groups of three and four and five, a cluster of heads bent over a single drawing in a spiral-bound notebook.

         I taught drama to the older girls. I dredged up my childhood piano lessons and will forever know the introductory piano moves to “Take Me or Leave Me” from Rent, chosen by a student who had a facial scar as shiny and lovely as Harry Potter’s. I taught writing: Does the story have more than one point/idea/theme? my notebook reflects that I instructed. Could it be read in more than one way? Does the character have flaws and contradictions? Are all the words carefully chosen? Is every word necessary? Is it physical? Include at least three images/sentences/lines that contain the senses—touch, taste, smell, hear, see. Avoid abstractions—love, hate, shy, scary, nature, friendship, beautiful.

         Before dinner each night, as per Mountain Views tradition, the girls would raise their hands to tell each other and the staff what they were grateful for. The student with the shiny scar often sat up against the wall of the picnic shelter writing poetry. A redheaded girl took the seat beside me; I would braid her hair and decorate it with daisies. She liked me, I think, in the way that some like weak people in power they can get to do their bidding. She was always asking me to bend the rules for her, and I was always doing it—I wanted that much to be liked.

         I’m grateful for knowledge, to know things, said one of the older girls.

         I’m grateful for this place, said the red-haired girl. She gestured at the shape of the mountain that was just visible still, in the gloaming, across the field, and the other girls stomped their feet and clapped in agreement.

         There was the sense that an experience was happening here, and it was the experience of feeling big and possible and being shoved forward, and it was for the girl campers and not for me or the other adults. There was something in that—not for you—that felt good. After putting my cabin of campers to bed each night, I crossed the open field, the air minty and cold in the mouth, the stars whiter and sharper than they had been in any other place. There was the sound of girls walking to the outhouse in twos, the occasional shriek, then quiet. The moon glowed so completely I could turn off my flashlight and follow the path through the ferns to the staff bunk without it.

         Nights I stayed in the campground, I slept on a green army cot that snapped together and sometimes apart. Our cots and bunk beds were arranged around the perimeter of a screened-in shack where the staff women slept. Others were usually there by the time I got back; I was slow and read too much. Reee-ah-reeee-ah-reee-ah—the sound of Betsy’s wind-up flashlight. She would enter, eyes wide, and perch on her cot; then she might get out her guitar and play something low and sexy and fantastic. Talia, who had once been a Mountain Views camper, would stretch out on the floor to listen, and then the Director would come in, lugging a big backpack.

         What’d I miss?

         The Director had taken over running Mountain Views just a few years earlier. She had grown up in Pocahontas County and gone to the public schools here, then to Harvard. But after a year of her accent being mocked, she came home to help her mother start Mountain Views and fell in love with the man who would become her husband. She went back and graduated from Harvard soon after, then moved home again, marrying on the Mountain Views land.

         At night, she sat in the doorway by the old-fashioned red gas lantern and listened as we gave the nightly report. I looked to the Director for cues as to how I should respond to each bit of news. Then the clicking-off of flashlights, then silence. The enraged sound of sleeping bag zippers. Sometimes the sound of grown women crying in the night and trying to be quiet about it. When it rained, that tin roof was a steel drum, filling the cabin with sound. In the morning the trees dripped, and the girls were in rain boots, and the Director was draining the coffeepot again, and the fog didn’t lift off the mountain until lunch.
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         BY DAY, I SERVED TEENAGE girls. But by night, starting in the fall after the camps ended, I hung out, learned to play bluegrass music, and drank beer with a group of grown men.

         I lived first in an upstairs bedroom in a square two-story brick house that I rented from Sam, a supporter of Mountain Views who was also a teacher at the local middle school. The house was in Hillsboro, a town of around three hundred in the southern part of Pocahontas County, and sat on one of the few side streets that ran perpendicular to Route 219. As you drove into Hillsboro, there was the town’s only restaurant on your right and the road that led down to the prison; on your left, a car shop and the Presbyterian church. The elementary school—go Red Devils—and its fields and the public library came up fast on the right, and across from them was the Marathon gas station. Beyond this, a beauty parlor, a Laundromat full of gleaming rows of rarely used machines, and then done—219, more two-lane road, heading north. The writer Pearl S. Buck was born here while her parents were on furlough from their missionary work in China and visiting Buck’s maternal grandparents; she returned often.

         You could sit on Sam’s porch and know what transpired in all of Hillsboro—at the Marathon station or at the elementary school soccer field just beyond view. Sam’s porch had an ironic light-up palm tree and a sign that showed a parrot drinking a martini and the words “It’s Five O’Clock Somewhere.” When I sat on the porch couch on my days off from Mountain Views, zombified and chugging something cheap, Sam would come out and refill my glass with Maker’s Mark, then take a seat on her barstool. She might talk to me or talk to her beau on the phone or pay bills or work on her lesson plans for September, while I stared at the plants growing through her trellis.

         If she talked to me, it was about child development and group psychology, how to make a girl who hated herself feel loved in the eyes of a strange adult. She didn’t insist or lecture; she mused, floating these ideas on the breeze for me to pluck off if I wished. She had taught young people for years and would go on to become one of the most influential educational organizers in the state. I listened.

         Sometimes—I in the red chair, she stretched on the green couch under a chenille blanket—we watched The Bachelor, though we agreed we preferred The Bachelorette. We always liked the same men—the quiet ones who wore the least hair product. I did not mention that I’d been dating women, though she would not have been fazed.

         Sometimes she’d call a pizza in to the Marathon gas station, and I’d walk over to pick it up. Across from the Marathon in a little gravel turnout, a gaggle of trucks sometimes idled in the dark, their frames lifted high enough to insert two Frisbees end-to-end. They were boys and men, pulled up side by side, passenger talking to driver. The Marathon’s sign illuminated its small gas plaza, and the boys and I watched each other as I stepped into the light.

         As summer became fall and the work migrated down from the campground and into the log cabin office building, I drove Route 219 every morning on my way to Mountain Views. I drove it first in a green Volvo station wagon with New York plates borrowed from my parents that lost a fog light when I mangled a baby deer in its undercarriage, and I drove it later in a white Toyota pickup with West Virginia wildlife plates that I bought with money orders from the Hillsboro post office. I still didn’t really know how to drive a car, let alone drive one on a road like 219. I had no trust—if I couldn’t see that the road continued beyond a modest crest, I assumed it did not and slowed to a crawl. I sat hunched forward over the wheel and drove so slow the pickups roared past me, swerving into the other lane. Or I rode the brakes, slamming them as I fishtailed down every switchback.

         But there was a straight stretch I liked just after leaving Hillsboro. On one side, hay fields and a pond where cows sat and drank. On the other, a two-story white board-and-batten house with lace woodwork trim and then the wide valley floor, the Alleghenies rising, layer by layer, mountain on mountain, then sky. In the morning, the valley was dunked in fog, and I could see the houses that lined the road but not much else. At night, the hills were black against the Prussian blue sky. In the fall, a patchwork of oranges. In the summer, a green so blaring it looked fake.

         When the work was done, around nine or ten o’clock, I drove this stretch of road in the dead dark. I used it to exhale the day and inhale the night, and then I pointed my nose toward wherever the party was—in a pool shed in the woods or in the living room of a clapboard house near the Greenbrier River.

         
              

         

         One day near the end of that summer while sitting on Sam’s porch, I sensed a commotion over at the elementary school field. It was a community soccer game, and Sam was there, talking to a group of young men. One of them leaned against a yellow Chevy station wagon that sported an “I ♥ MOUNTAINS” bumper sticker.

         They’re fracking lines, the man, whose name was Trey, was saying. Up on Briery.

         He was handsome and solid with a shock of red hair that stuck up in the front. Didn’t look at me, but looked at me.

         I didn’t see Trey again until a few weeks later at Sam’s house. Walking home from the Marathon station, I spotted the yellow wagon parked in the grass near Sam’s tomatoes. While people chatted in the yard, Trey sat with Sam on her porch under the parrot sign and talked to her about Buddhist philosophy. His words came through the porch window screen perfectly, to where I sat in Sam’s dark living room. Then he suddenly got up and opened the door.

         You can come outside and join us, he said, if you want.

         Trey made delicate pencil drawings of trees and rolled his own Bali shag cigarettes and listened to NPR all day on the job site where he hung drywall, and he always had things to tell me about apple pickers in Texas or butterflies in Peru. He was usually unreachable by phone, and was a fan of the show-up and the stop-by and the I’ll-see-you-around-sometime. His favorite book was Siddhartha. “Truly, nothing in the world has taken up so much of my thinking as this I of mine,” writes Herman Hesse, “and about nothing in the world do I know less about than me.”

         Trey’s best friend at that time was a large boy named Peter who wore his black hair up in a topknot and drove a blue Toyota pickup I coveted—it had a swooping silver racing stripe. Trey and Peter were working together on the same job site in Hillsboro just a few hundred meters from Sam’s house, and that whole month of August I was on vacation from Mountain Views, I would keep one eye on the book I was reading and the other on 219 for Trey’s wagon or Peter’s truck. I’d “run into them” at the Marathon station, where they would be guzzling gallon jugs of water or shooting the shit with the old men who liked to take in the sun on the iron bench outside the store, and they’d sometimes invite me to go swimming. Usually we took Peter’s truck, and Trey gave me the front seat. Between turns to look at Trey’s hair blowing in the hard wind, I learned that Peter had gone to college in Morgantown, then come back, and that his father was the town doctor. His sister had gone to Asheville, where she worked as an artist, painting murals under bridges and on the sides of buildings.

         The swimming hole was where the road dead-ended at the Greenbrier River. Peter would park his truck off to the side, half in the road and half in the dirt. A bottle of Dr. Bronner’s soap would magically appear from behind the truck’s bench seat, and a towel, and Peter would bounce off toward the river, over the old railroad tracks, which had been turned into an asphalt biking trail, while Trey walked behind with me. I took off my shirt and swam in my sports bra and athletic shorts, nervous about whether Trey would think I was too fat and whether these were the right clothes to swim in a river anyway, but neither Trey nor Peter was looking or seemed to care. They were already swimming easy circles, splashing each other and throwing the Dr. Bronner’s back and forth like otters.

         Toward late summer Trey took me to his house. He showed me the stone wall he was building and the hoop house where he grew vegetables for sale, then led me into the woods. He taught me to play a word game as we hiked uphill for several miles, occasionally stopping to point out a tasty mushroom or put his whole body inside the dying husk of a tree. “Look,” he said, when we had finally crested the ridge and reached a sunny rock from which the whole valley was visible, open as an ocean. I like to come here, he said. He pointed to a mountain on the far side that he thought looked like a pregnant woman. I agreed. Back in his room, a lofted space with new windows and many blankets, he explored the inside of my thighs with his hand. He smelled acrid and good.

         Let’s just sleep, he said, leaving his hand there all night.

         
              

         

         “Where are you, again?,” people I had known in the northeast—my parents, friends from high school or college—asked through the crackling line. “How’s the weather in Kentucky?” “What’s it like in the South?” “What’s it like in Maryland?” “Are you near the ocean?” “Can you see horses?” “I hear it’s nice over there in South Carolina.” “Where are you?” “Where are you again?”

         “West Virginia,” I said. “Pocahontas County.”

         Hmm, they said.

         These questions were dumb, but on some level I understood. I lived now in a real place that existed, but I struggled to express to them where that was. The words “West Virginia,” it seemed, were insufficient to convey a satisfactory reality. Even expanding the purview or adding modifiers—south central, near the border of Virginia—did not seem to help things.

         I began to notice that a certain twoness or a bothness lived here. It was in the symbols displayed on the houses—here a white one with a small Confederate flag flying over its porch, there a yellow one with a sprawling garden in the back and a truck with a “No Farms, No Food” sticker parked smartly in the drive. In the Walmart parking lot in Lewisburg, I sometimes sat and looked at cars. The Walmart was open twenty-four hours, which made it a popular choice not only for me to pee and buy ice cream but also for people to leave their cars overnight while they carpooled to work or to a party, so the sample size was larger. There were lifted Ford 150 trucks with signs that said “Rebel Pride,” and “You can pry my gun out of my cold dead hands,” and “Real women drive trucks.” But in equal or greater numbers there were Subarus and Toyota Tacomas that said “Birthplace of Rivers” or bore stickers for the Human Rights Commission or that said FRACKING in an oval with a line drawn through it.

         On the one hand, inside the boundaries of Pocahontas County was a traditional music institute, an antique bookstore, and an artisan cooperative. Just about everyone I knew, local or transplant, had a garden—tomatoes, kale, cucumbers. A coworker of mine at Mountain Views lived in a highly functional home made partly from hardened layers of mud and outfitted with solar panels.

         On the other hand, there was the fact that when driving up the steep rocky road to the Mountain Views’ campground, if you turned off at an earlier driveway you would end up at a property registered to a neo-Nazi group.

         Oh, I think they got tired and moved on, the Founder said, waving away the idea with her hand, and, at last check with the Southern Poverty Law Center, she was right.

         The only restaurant in Hillsboro, which had been closed for years but reopened my first year there to much community rejoicing, was owned by Sam’s neighbor and her husband. Their kids were the only kids of color in Hillsboro Elementary School; years later, she would wake up to the words “NIGGER LOVER” sprayed across the side of her café. Scores of neighbors, the Director included, came out in the snow to help her scrub them off.

         
              

         

         Was I in the South? Some people, both in Pocahontas County and not, seemed to think I was. True, I could call up an image of passing a billboard for “Mason-Dixon Auto Auction” off of I-81 on the way there, memorable because above the billboard had twirled a real commercial eighteen-wheeler truck lifted on a metal pole. West Virginia is a Southern state according to the US Census. But so are Maryland and Delaware. Some sources now say a better geographical border are rivers—the Potomac on the East and the Ohio on the West. If this is so, West Virginia is split vertically by the Potomac River watershed, with Pocahontas County almost exactly on the dividing line.

         In a piece the Atlantic published called “Where Does the South Begin?” the author suggests that religion is as good a way as any to draw the boundary. On these grounds, “The divide roughly follows the Ohio River, but it cuts across West Virginia, where the southern tier is Baptist and speaks [with] a drawl and the northern tier is ethnic and cheers for the Steelers.” On this map, Pocahontas and its neighboring county to the north are colored a forest green for Methodist, but the counties to its south and west are red for Baptist.

         My friend from college felt sure that politics were at the heart of all things. In the American imagination of recent years, “the South” means Republican and conservative states, “the North” liberal Democrats. But here still, a snafu: from 1932 to 1996, West Virginia voted Democratic in every presidential election except three—1956, 1972, and 1984.

         In 1988, when Michael Dukakis got slammed by father Bush and Dan Quayle, West Virginia did not help in delivering the blow. While Virginia, Pennsylvania, Ohio, and even New Jersey and Connecticut jumped aboard and voted red, West Virginia joined New York, Massachusetts, and Oregon as one of ten states nationwide to opt for the Greek-Orthodox pro-choice candidate who used Neil Diamond’s immigrant anthem “America” as his theme song. It wasn’t until 2000, when George W. Bush narrowly pulled out the state’s five electoral college votes—and won the election by that exact number—that West Virginia’s red era began, a color that’s been darkening ever since.

         Another possibility that people kept suggesting was that I was simply in Virginia. People could grasp “Virginia.” Though she had driven there with her own hands and watched the state welcome signs appear with her own eyes, a friend of mine could not grasp that West Virginia was a sovereign state distinct from the western portion of Virginia. I once lived in Richmond, a woman at a conference told me. I hear it’s lovely over there, especially in Roanoke, a man said to me later on a plane.

         I took a drive to Harrisonburg, Virginia, one day, where there was an Indonesian restaurant I liked. This necessitated crossing the West Virginia–Virginia border on two-lane back roads so I could see if there was a discernible difference.

         There was. The surface of the road changed on the Virginia side—it was smoother there, fewer cracks, more shoulder. There was more brick, less clapboard; more sky, fewer trees. The houses were set farther back from the road. There were swaths of lawn and horses and other cars with foreign plates—North Carolina, Texas—and flags. All kinds of flags.

         To look into what distinguishes West Virginia from its neighbor and parent Virginia is to see a state that prefers fewer laws circumscribing the behavior of its citizens—regardless of the content of those behaviors. In contrast, Virginia’s history is one of being highly involved in governing the intimate lives of its citizens and legislating the protection of the social status quo.

         No law is the best law seems to be the unspoken slogan of West Virginia. It has been legal to have gay sex in West Virginia since 1976; the comparable figure for Virginia is 2003. In 2006, the state of Virginia ratified a constitutional amendment defining marriage as between a man and a woman and prohibiting the Commonwealth from creating or recognizing any legal status for relationships between people who weren’t married. A similar constitutional amendment was proposed in West Virginia in 2009 but was overwhelmingly voted down by the House of Delegates.

         In 2018, a nonprofit called the Population Institute released a nationwide “report card” that evaluated each American state on its reproductive health services. West Virginia’s grade was a C, Virginia’s an F-. For years, Virginia law has required women to have a vaginal ultrasound before an abortion in which the provider “must offer the woman the opportunity to view the image.” Though 90 percent of women in West Virginia live in a county without an abortion provider, the state never passed any such law.

         West Virginia’s state motto, montani semper liberi or “Mountaineers are always free”—which I had now seen tattooed in classic black ink on no less than eight hot young West Virginians—comes with a simple image. Two men in rounded brown cowboy hats carry an axe and a pickaxe and chill against a large boulder inscribed with 1863, the date of the state’s founding. There is also some corn and a swath of green lawn upon which sit two crossed rifles and a red cap that seems plucked from the head of a Smurf.

         Contrast this with Virginia’s sic semper tyrannis or “thus always to tyrants,” which makes Virginia fundamentally a place of opposition—to the supposedly sinister force of tyranny. “Mountaineers are always free” takes another tack: this is who we are; this is the state we’re in—free.

         
              

         

         That fall of 2009, I worked in a wooden lodge cut into the side of a mountain at a desk that had been decorated with my name. I attended meetings and wrote grants and wore out the words “social change” and “empowerment.” But mostly I was in charge of girls who came to our programs who lived in nearby Nicholas County. I was assigned a list of about fifteen girls I would call every Sunday night so they maintained a connection to our programs throughout the year and also so we could know if they would come to the dinner and tutoring sessions we held at the Mountain Views office every Tuesday night. I was also in charge of planning college trips; many of the Mountain Views girls wanted to go to college, and their parents wanted this for them too. Still, some would be the first in their families to go, and the idea of a trip to visit campuses, particularly campuses as far away as North Carolina or Pennsylvania, was unfamiliar or out of reach for some families.

         I liked making these calls, which I would do from the landline at Sam’s house. Because Pocahontas County and its environs are in the federal Quiet Zone, practically all the numbers of the students I called were landlines, and most times I had to ask a parent or sibling if I could speak to the girl in question. More than a few times, these family members had to ask me to repeat myself—I spoke fast, and I spoke New York; my pacing was brusque and wrong. But I got better. I learned to say, Good evening and how are you? I learned to breathe more between words and to wait longer without getting impatient when a brother went rogue and forgot to tell his sister I was waiting on the other end of the line.

         The conversations I had with the girls were sometimes short but always instructive. What are you doing? Writing a paper about turtles. About to go for a walk down to Fas-Chek. Can you come to tutoring on Tuesday? No, I have to help dad out with digging a ditch. No, I have to watch my sisters, statewide testing, my boyfriend’s soccer game, detention. What’d you do? Spoke up when I was being bullied, asked why the dress code wasn’t being enforced on the boys too, skipped ahead three chapters in the textbook because class was too easy.

         Every Tuesday night, all the girls who wanted our programs left their schools, separated by miles and mountains, and took school buses to the bottom of the dirt road that led to Mountain Views. Before big pots of spaghetti and sauce, we asked the girls to tell us again what they were grateful for. I’m grateful for my body because it helps me run and play soccer; I’m grateful for my family and for the fence posts they won’t buy because they’re sending me on the college trip to Virginia instead.

         I studied the ACT so I could teach it those nights and lead small classes for three or four girls on the parts of a sentence, the American electoral college, how to write a poem. The student who’d sung “Rent” usually came, bringing love poems. Also the redheaded girl who had often sat with me at camp. Her mood was different by that fall. When I worked with her on math, she cracked jokes, then cracked pencils, then refused to answer my questions at all, preferring to sit on the seventies-patterned cushioned chair and stare at her hands in silence.

         
              

         

         Word reached me that a horse trainer who worked with Mountain Views and lived on Lobelia Road was looking for a roommate for her farmhouse, and I leapt at the idea, remembering that hike with Trey and the mountain that looked like a pregnant woman. She had split with Trey’s friend Bill and was looking for someone to help with her mortgage. By October, I hauled my clear bins of books from Sam’s place in Hillsboro and moved into Anya’s two-story farmhouse, which looked out on a round pen where she trained horses. She and I took long hikes through the rambling woods and neighborhood, a close-knit hamlet of people who lent sugar, lent trucks and trailers. They threw me a welcome party of homemade elderberry wine and bread on a stick and venison canned the previous year, and, as ever, people took out instruments—a mash-up of the fiddles of the native West Virginians with the harmonicas and cellos of the aging hippies. On one of her trail rides, Anya was adopted by a fluffy, troublemaking orange kitten and, knowing my obsession with such creatures, brought him home for me.

         Soon Trey was often at the farmhouse with me, frying an egg or cleaning a pan, petting the dog or brushing the cat, helping me feed the fire in the wood stove or the three very free-range pigs. The pigs had belonged to Bill, but Anya didn’t have the heart to make him get rid of them.

         One Saturday the pigs escaped their pen; I came down the stairs and fumbled in the kitchen for the kettle, and my hand hit a pig. Later, I got a phone call from the woman in the closest house over the hill. Normally a bastion of calming energy, her voice was urgent: all three pigs were over at her house, digging underneath the foundation. Bill appeared a half hour later on the road in his red Subaru wagon. He banged his hand on the driver’s-side door and called, “Here piggy piggy piggies,” and in a matter of minutes all three pigs perked up their ears, ceased their digging, and trotted obediently after his wagon like a mother ship.

         
              

         

         In high school, Trey and Bill and some ten other men I would come to know had called themselves the Droop Mountain Holler Boys, in homage to this valley where they had all, more or less, grown up. For short and in jest, they sometimes still called themselves the DMHB. The DMHB were in some ways an unlikely bunch, both the sons of Back to the Landers who’d stayed after the commune disbanded and the sons of Pocahontas County locals for generations. They tended to like different kinds of music from the other boys at school and preferred being outside and making up games together to partying every weekend. They were in their twenties and thirties now, working construction jobs around the county to pay for the little they needed. Pool night on Fridays was their tradition, and it was Bill who first brought me there.

         I’d often walked this way down the road, past the small cemetery and the house where the dog barked at me, but I’d never kept going. Bill kept going, then eventually turned off and parked in a grassy field near a gray-blue weathered shed from which a station wagon stuck out. As we got closer, I saw that the engine of the wagon was hooked up to a generator, which was powering the light in the small shed.

         As we entered, two men were in the middle of shooting a game on a grand, oversized pool table. One of them was boisterous and dark-haired; the other, his brother I gathered, was quieter. One more man, in shorts and thick wool socks, sat in an old iron barber’s chair with his feet up drinking an Old Milwaukee beer. The shed smelled like the night and the wood smoke coming from a nearby house. A small boom box played Nine Inch Nails. Peter and Trey took turns swinging a length of string with a ring on the end of it toward a hook by the door.

         Yes! Trey called out, having hooked the ring.

         No way, no way, Peter said, you were over the line, you were cheating.

         The boisterous brother turned to face me and wiggled his eyebrows like watch this, held the pool cue behind his back, and shot. He missed the ball so badly and so hard that he knocked the eight ball off the table. It rolled beneath the station wagon, and his brother and the man in the chair heckled and booed while he retrieved it. I was the only woman there that night, and many other nights after.

         Bill rolled his eyes and tossed me a beer, which I was sure I’d drop, but didn’t.

         Good catch, Trey said, hugging me. A small compliment but enough to relax me and push me out of my own mind and into the action.

         Wanna play? Peter asked me, gesturing toward Trey and the ring game. But from some need for distance, or hard pride maybe, I didn’t want to spend time with Trey only, or let him know I’d come for him.

         I think I want to play pool, I said, turning toward the table.

         Uh oh, careful, Bill said. It’s not a standard table, so it plays weird.

         He was right. The table’s size made the balls roll faster and farther, and every shot felt smoother and more languid than on tables I’d encountered before.

         At a certain point that first night, after we’d had a few, not drunk but heading there, the song “Brown Eyed Girl” came on the boom box.

         Oh oh oh oh, said the louder brother, and the man in shorts leapt up from the barber’s chair. It was a group joke of theirs—whenever this song came on, they’d replace the subject of the title with “squirrel.” Peter put his arm around me from one side, and Trey from the other. “Laughing and a-running,” they began to sing, and I was just there, not a woman necessarily, but a friend who could stay as long as I wished.

         There were instincts I found I had about what makes a good life that were more applicable to life in Pocahontas County than they had ever been to life in New York City. How people sometimes slept on a stuffed cotton mattress in their cars overnight if they’d had too much to drink or just felt like it and then kept the party going in the morning, not with drink but with sleepy faces and coffee and eggs and bacon. People stayed and waited and carpooled and dropped off and dropped in. There weren’t many people at the parties, but there were old people and young people together, and there was a kind of determination in these parties, a drive that matched mine.

         No one was in a hurry; no one was climbing the ladder; no one’s first question was “What do you do?” The DMHB worked only as much as was absolutely necessary and then spent their leisure time playing music, hiking, or relaxing with their families; people were more than the calculus of their profession or their ambition. If I wanted to hang out, there was only one place to go, and everyone I wanted to see would probably be there. I could relax. There was no question of where the night would take me. I’d keep drinking, or I’d go home.

         Anya and Bill split again, and Anya moved out, and left Bill and me and the animals alone together in the farmhouse. I probably should have moved out, too, when she did, but I didn’t—stubbornness I guess, plus sheer dumb love for that house. Its back field was a plateau that covered the space between the house and the nearest mountain, and it attracted deer in the gloaming.

         Even on Saturdays, Bill got up at four or five o’clock in the morning and played NPR at top volume while he made breakfast and fed the pigs. Then he’d go off to see about a fence or visit a friend, and he’d say something true and cutting to me on his way out, and I’d be diminished and scuttle away.

         I didn’t know how to live right in a house like that. I was always building the fire wrong; or doing the dishes wrong, letting the water run or draining the sink too soon; keeping the heat in too long or letting it out too soon and killing the plants. Often I worked late at Mountain Views, and if Bill was gone on a job or hunting or delivering a horse in North Carolina, I’d come home to a cold house, and the chickens and the pigs had not been fed, and there was a woodshed full of wood but no kindling. I’d take the headlamp that hung from a nail by the front door and go out to the dark woodshed and do my best to cut kindling with the axe the way Trey and Bill had shown me.

         
              

         

         It was at a meeting of a writers’ group I joined that fall, hosted by Peter’s aunt, who wore her hair in pigtails and poured homemade elderberry wine into thick crystal goblets, that I learned about the two women who had died up on Briery Knob almost thirty years earlier. I had been to his aunt’s house many times before: she also hostessed a Sunday night music night that was full of tambourine and “I Shall Be Released.”

         The other four members of the writers’ group took their seats on a red sofa, a leather wingback chair, and a knitted pouf. They were all in their fifties, all transplants to West Virginia who had come in the 1970s. We sat around a low table sipping our wine. We had all brought a piece of writing, which we cradled in journals or legal pads on our laps. One by one we read. A tan man with a white ponytail read a short story. Affirmations were murmured. Then it was Tim’s turn to share. He was Peter’s father and the doctor at the local jail ever since it had switched over from being a hospital.

         My journal entry tells me that the light was thin that day and wind blew around the leaves that had already fallen on the grass outside. Tim wore a cloth baseball cap and tapped the toes of his boots against the carpet. He retrieved a square of folded-up paper from the back pocket of his jeans and began to read it in a quiet, steady voice. It was a poem, and it was a dream: he is walking through the woods, and then he finds two women’s bodies. After he finished reading the poem, he refolded the piece of paper and then began to cry, pressing his thumb and fingers to his eyes like a duck’s bill and shaking out the tears.

         Asked about this day, Peter’s aunt said she believes that it was finding the bodies that led Tim to become a doctor but that Tim was a stoic man who she doesn’t believe would have shared his feelings about the murders so openly in a group setting.

         In my memory, Tim’s wife brought his head to her shoulder. She looked down at the carpet, then back up at our hostess and the rest of us. She smiled and sighed in a kind way, and then her smile faded to a sadness that seemed to say, “Still?”

      
   


   
      
         
            PART III:

            THE RELEVANT NECESSARY PEOPLE

         

         
            I have heard it said that Georgians are unable to drive in snow, and that Arizonans go bonkers behind the wheel in the rain, but no true-blooded West Virginia boy would ever do less than 120 mph on a straight stretch, because those runs are hard won in a land where road maps resemble a barrel of worms with Saint Vitus’ dance.

            —Breece D’J Pancake
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         BY THE MORNING AFTER THE murders, Thursday, June 26, 1980, the news covered the southern part of Pocahontas County like a fog and then moved north toward Marlinton. Wives called their husbands at work. Children turned to face their classmates on the school bus and then told their parents over dinner what they’d learned. In the restaurant of the Marlinton Motor Inn, at Miss Kitty’s beer joint, at Dorie’s lunch counter, in the front yard of Oak Grove Presbyterian Church in Hillsboro, the story spread: two girls had been found on Briery Knob shot to death. Nineteen and twenty-six, so young, so young. A fear that gripped the throat and stomach—some parents wanted to keep their children home from school.

         Outside the Marathon station in Hillsboro was an ice machine and a bench for shooting the shit, usually occupied by retirees and older men drinking coffee from Styrofoam cups. By the gas pumps, a volunteer ambulance driver for the Hillsboro Fire Department was holding forth for a small crowd.

         I had a hell of an ambulance call last night, he said. He had been the one to drive the dead women’s bodies from Briery Knob to the hospital in Marlinton. Someone asked if the women were local, and the ambulance driver said no, but the rumor was the people who did the killings were. Those gathered agreed—no one not from Pocahontas County would know how to get to Briery.

         June 25 was a Wednesday and the Pocahontas Times went to press Wednesday nights, so the news of the young man’s discovery in the woods didn’t hit kitchen tables until a full week later. “Tragedy struck the County with the finding last Wednesday night of the bodies of two young women on the Briery Knob road,” the Times reported. In an effort to identify them, the paper ran two thumb-sized photos of the corpses.

         For days after Nancy’s sister identified the bodies, sheriff’s deputies in West Virginia and Iowa searched for the elusive “Liz.” Authorities in every American state were sent her description. “It seems now that a third girl may be involved,” reported McNeel. “She is believed to be a tall, slender, blond named Elizabeth.” The area around Briery Knob was checked and rechecked for this “third Rainbow girl.”

         A week later, Alkire’s phone rang at the state police headquarters.

         My name is Elizabeth Johndrow, the voice said. And I’m alive.

         
              

         

         Liz met Vicki Durian at the co-op grocery store in Tucson, just as Nancy had. Liz was hanging outside the store with her backpack when Vicki tore off a hunk of the crusty bread she’d bought and handed it to her. Liz had hopped out of a van headed west earlier that day and didn’t know anyone in town; Vicki had put down some roots and had a mentor’s warm energy. They walked the three blocks to Vicki’s apartment, which she shared with two other women. She’d been in Tucson about six months and worked as a nurse in the homes of elderly people in the area to pay the bills. There were already a few people camping in tents in her backyard, and another couple living out of a truck that was parked in the front. All Vicki had left for Liz was a closet. Would that work? It was a big closet.

         When Vicki wasn’t working, she and Liz walked all over Tucson. Vicki knew the restaurants, supermarkets, bakeries, and produce suppliers that threw away perfectly good food, so they dumpster-dived and prepared what they found in big dinners for whoever happened to be staying at Vicki’s that night. They sat on the steps of Vicki’s house with the other travelers and talked. Someone knew beadwork, and from then on that’s what they did with their hands. Vicki took Liz to parties at the sprawling communal house where Nancy had stayed, but Liz and Nancy didn’t meet each other. The house was a real hippie household; they juiced everything in sight, drank wheatgrass, and kept a kombucha mother in the fridge, which did not surprise Liz.

         Almost nothing surprised Liz then. She was eighteen, but she felt much older, felt that she had seen it all, done it all, drugged it all. So when, a few months after arriving in Tucson, Liz heard about a hippie outlaw commune in the desert, she figured it was as good a time as any to head there. Its residents were several families from Arkansas who had been caught growing pot by the kilo and others who were hiding out from the law. Some of them had been to last year’s Rainbow Gathering. Go, they told Liz. She had saved some money, but it was stolen at the commune. She went.

         Liz was in a school bus on her way to Washington State—another adventure—but then Mount St. Helens erupted, covering the entire Pacific Northwest from Idaho to Alberta in ash. She caught a ride out of Portland, and arrived in Iowa a few days after Vicki and Nancy.

         Liz could calculate the miles they needed to cover and about how long it should take them to get there, but it was Vicki who would lean over and make people stop, and Vicki who would talk to them about who they were and where they were headed, while Nancy hung back on the road’s shoulder. There was the woman who drove past them because she was too scared to pick up three hitchhikers and then turned around and came back because they were women and she felt she should. They got a ride in an RV from another woman who told them, Send me a postcard when you get where you’re going. A truck driver let them off at a truck stop in Illinois and told them about a baseball field nearby where they could get a safe night’s sleep. There was a Christian guy who took them home to his family for dinner. They had a gun pulled on them. The guy told them he just wanted them to know he had it. Then he put the gun away and drove on. In Louisville, they were riding in a semi truck with a bench seat, and the driver started grabbing at Vicki, who was sitting next to him. When they stopped at a traffic light, Vicki grabbed his deodorant can and sprayed him in the face with it, and the trio hopped out and ran. Vicki taught Liz how to juggle. They had a tent but never used it; that’s how clear the sky was. Vicki had brought a small drum in a velvet case, and she played it if she couldn’t sleep.

         The three friends reached Charleston, West Virginia, ahead of schedule. Vicki wanted to go to the beach, said they had time, and Liz and Nancy agreed. A guy picked them up and drove them to a big old mansion on Sullivan’s Island, South Carolina. He had home brew, he made his own furniture, and the women talked with him awhile, swam with him off the coast, and spent the night in his rambling home. They’d intended to spend another night camping on the beach, but it rained. They left the next day, catching a ride in an empty Trailways bus up into North Carolina, and planned to make it to the Gathering the following day.

         That night, Liz had a feeling she should call home and acted on it. Her father was getting remarried in Vermont that week, she learned, so she decided to part ways with Vicki and Nancy. At a truck stop in Richmond, Virginia, the three women said their good-byes; Liz stood on a road headed north; Vicki and Nancy stood across from her so they could catch a ride west toward the Gathering. A truck stopped and picked her up, Liz told Alkire, and she didn’t know what happened to her friends after that.

         
              

         

         Most every business owner along all the routes Vicki and Nancy might have taken from Richmond to Droop Mountain had something to tell Alkire. A woman in a county to the east swore she had seen Vicki and Nancy sitting in her diner. Another woman in Hillsboro was equally sure they had walked by her house and shown her a Swiss army knife. Feeling swamped, Alkire took the ones he could, then gave a stack of tips to other officers, both state police and Pocahontas County Sheriff’s Department.

         Feeling was not Alkire’s first language. His father was military and moved the family to Wisconsin, Oklahoma, Alabama, Germany, then back to West Virginia to Buckhannon, a small city that contained a rigorous liberal arts college and that looked more like Pittsburgh than like Pocahontas County. The family stayed in town just long enough for Alkire to finish high school, and then they were gone again. But so was Alkire—without them. His great-uncle had been a state police officer, and Alkire wanted to be too, but the timing was wrong. Nine days after graduation, he signed up for the navy. At seventeen, he stood on the deck of the USS Quillback headed for Spain. Later Guantanamo Bay and Key West. It would be years before Alkire would see the United States again, or anyone he had known.

         The Quillback crew was close. “Truly one of the great experiences of my life,” writes one of Alkire’s contemporaries on a website that promises reunion with old navy buddies. Another writes, “Looking for shipmate Hinkley, first name not known. [While] on board Quillback, had operation on lower jaw?” But Alkire didn’t haul or scrub like the rest; he collected information, he watched and recorded, and shaped it all into plans and coordinates. “Best boat I was ever on,” writes a third. “Was on 5 boats all out of Key West, FL. Anyone remember me?”

         No one remembers Alkire. He kept quiet, did his work, and came back to West Virginia. In rapid succession throughout the 1970s, as if checking off boxes on a to-do list, he got his degree from West Virginia University, got married, had his first son, entered the state police academy, had a second son, and graduated. He had a thick head of brown feathered hair and had developed a low, loping gait. He didn’t want to write tickets; he wanted to solve murders and, once given the opportunity, set himself fully to the task. The state police divided West Virginia into four quadrants, and Alkire had C company—some six thousand square miles, including Pocahontas and nearby Greenbrier counties, as well as more populous counties to the north and west. Throughout the late 1970s, he solved a lot of murders, and rose from trooper to trooper first-class and then eventually to corporal. Whenever a case needed help or a fresh look, they’d call Alkire, and he’d go.

         The Rainbow Gathering map Vicki had been carrying suggested that travelers exit Interstate 64 in Virginia just east of Pocahontas County and then use a two-lane road to cross into West Virginia, eventually ending up in Marlinton. But based on the fact that Vicki and Nancy’s bodies had been discovered on the southern side of Pocahontas County, off Route 219, Alkire began to work with the theory that they might have overshot their target and taken the interstate farther than recommended, getting off at the exit for Lewisburg.

         In our time, Interstate 64 runs a comfortable 189 miles, crossing the state of West Virginia horizontally, but in 1980 its line was fresh and broken—a few sections west of Pocahontas County remained yet unfinished. If a traveler wished to continue past that point, she’d reach Beckley and then have to exit and take a steep two-lane road into Charleston. This state of affairs remained unchanged until 1987, when the gap was finally closed, making it one of the last and, because of its steep grade, most expensive stretches of interstate to be constructed in the United States.

         In 1980, the Lewisburg I-64 exit sign advertised access to Route 219, which may have been why Vicki and Nancy took it—219 was marked on their hand-drawn map as an alternate, though not recommended, route. If a traveler were to pull off I-64 and head north toward Pocahontas County, the first place to get gas was the Little General store.

         A woman who worked as a cashier at the store gave a statement saying that on June 25 between 5:30 and 6 o’clock in the evening, two women came in and bought something, though the woman could not remember what, and paid for it with some coins from a green velvet change purse. They told her they were from Arizona, which she remembered because it was so odd—the desert. Then they left and got into a black Chevy Nova driven by a young man who had purchased six dollars’ worth of gas. He was “tall and thin, wasn’t a hippie, blond hair. No glasses, no beard, or mustache.” The Nova turned right, the woman said, continuing north on 219 toward the Rainbow Gathering.

         Alkire began looking for dark Chevy Novas, starting with several in the county that met the store owner’s description. Alkire also looked for people with a history of run-ins with the law; there was a local “flasher” with a history of nonconsensually masturbating in front of women, who didn’t have a firm alibi. Just two houses were within earshot of the spot where Vicki and Nancy died: one belonged to a deaf octogenarian, and the other to a man named Arnold Cutlip and his partner, Virginia Schoolcraft, who said that she had heard several gunshots on June 25 between 4:00 and 4:15 pm. When Alkire asked around about Cutlip, he was told that Cutlip was a heavy drinker who sometimes abused Virginia.

         Alkire and his associate, a Sergeant FW Dickinson, clacked out a list of three possible suspects: (1) The flasher, (2) Arnold Cutlip, who “was in the area at the time of murders and is capable of drinking or committing acts of murder.…Appears to know more than he is telling,” and (3) Paulmer Adkison, a local young man who had been spotted in the area around Droop Mountain Battlefield State Park on the day of the murders and was already being investigated for another local death—a murder for hire.

         In a pleasing parallel, the neat report also offered three possible motives: (1) “For sexual satisfaction, as one of the suspects has a known history of being a ‘flasher,’ and after exposing himself may have become hostile and upset if he was laughed at or ignored.” (2) Robbery, since Vicki and Nancy were known to have backpacks and a tent when they parted ways with Liz, but those had never been found. (3) “That of personal satisfaction in the killing of two individuals connected to the Rainbow family.”

         But two of these three suspects had alibis—Arnold Cutlip had a friend, a man named Johnnie Washington Lewis, who, to the great chagrin of Cutlip’s partner, Virginia, essentially lived on Cutlip’s couch. Cutlip and Lewis were inseparable, everyone said; wherever Cutlip went, so went Lewis. Lewis said that he and Cutlip had been together all day, cutting downed locust trunks into posts to sell, then drinking at a beer joint in Hillsboro.

         The summer of 1980 ended. At the end of deer season, hunters found Vicki and Nancy’s backpacks under a laurel bush near Hico, West Virginia, about sixty miles west of Briery Knob. All their belongings were there—their sleeping bags, their tent, even the small velvet case that had held Vicki’s travel-sized drum. So much for the robbery motive. Alkire was left with Rainbow hate. He and his fellow investigators crisscrossed the county from Snowshoe ski resort all the way to Interstate 64 again, following stories of “hippie killers” and dark Chevy Novas. Nothing held.

         For two months, Alkire drove the sixty-five miles of switchbacking 219 between the West Virginia State Police office in Marlinton and his home in Elkins before he finally admitted the commute was untenable. The Motor Inn in Marlinton let him rent a room by the week and take his meals there, too, and he worked out of the trunk of his car, storing a growing trove of case notes.

         When the full ballistics report came back from the Charleston lab, Alkire took it into his motel room and spread the pages out over the thin bedspread. Next to the official case number, the firearms examiner had written “Rainbow Family Murders”—the title, later shortened to “Rainbow Murders,” that would become the case’s moniker. In some official documents, Vicki and Nancy are simply called “Rainbows,” marked forever by a group they never joined, a destination they never reached.

         The bullet fragments lodged in Vicki and Nancy’s bodies were, taken as a group, too small to yield any useful leads, the report concluded. But one revealed that the bullets used in their killings were a Sierra brand, .41-.44 caliber—thick ammunition, big in diameter, and very powerful. The examiner could still not be sure whether the gun that had fired them was a revolver or the short rifle known as a carbine. Nine types of revolvers could have fired the bullet as well as two carbines, including the .44 Magnum made popular by Clint Eastwood in Dirty Harry.

         Alkire paged forward and back through this report and also reviewed the full autopsies of “Red Sweat Shirt” and “Blue Sweat Shirt” as the medical examiner had called them before their identities were known. It was Nancy who wore the red University of Iowa sweatshirt, though it was Vicki who came from that state—Nancy must have borrowed it. Every part of Nancy’s body was examined, and while the coroner noted that she was “slightly obese” and had dirty feet and fingernails that were “crudely manicured,” he found her corpse otherwise “without note.” Vicki had two rings on her little and ring fingers, white metal rings with a turquoise heart and star, but her body was no more revealing. It was Nancy who had the higher blood alcohol content—.08, the current legal limit to drive—while Vicki had had maybe one drink.

         “There has been no new development in the murder case concerning the two girls but the investigation is continuing,” McNeel had reported on July 31, 1980. “Every bit of information or evidence is being checked carefully.”

         Vicki and Nancy’s case, it seemed, would not solve. The scene had yielded little, ditto the lab results. Everyone in the county with any relevance had been examined or eliminated. Yet the clearing was just too remote for a stranger to find, Alkire felt. Over and over again, in briefing meetings with other state police officials and sheriff’s deputies, Alkire told the room that whoever had killed the women had to be local.

         Alkire’s sons were eight and two by then, and it might be a month before he got home to them. Enough, his wife, Elaine, eventually declared after two years. Land was cheaper in Pocahontas anyway, she pointed out, so why didn’t they just buy a lot there and build their own place? Alkire was promoted to corporal and officially transferred to Pocahontas County full-time in November 1982. Elaine Alkire enrolled their two sons in Marlinton Middle School. They were Pocahontas Countians now.

         
              

         

         The funeral service for Vicki Durian took place on July 15, 1980, at St. Joseph’s Catholic Church, the same place where her sister Mary’s wedding had taken place. She was buried in the cemetery where she and her brothers used to hang out and drink and watch the weather roll in. Newspaper reporters from as far away as Cedar Rapids kept showing up at the farmhouse, knocking on the front door, and lifting the shades. Neighbors and family members kept showing up too, leaving casseroles and condolences. Clarabelle took to her bed. It was winter before the doorbell and phone stopped ringing incessantly. But by 1982, two years had passed, and even Alkire had ceased calling. Now they were wishing for its ring again.

         One Friday in late July 1982 around 9 o’clock, it did. Odd to get a call so late, as most people knew the Durians kept farming hours and wouldn’t call after supper, so Howard answered it with a tightness in his chest. It was a man’s voice. He said he was calling from Pocahontas County, West Virginia, and that he was real sorry that Howard’s daughter had been killed where he lived. The caller said that he had gone to high school with some of the investigators who were working Vicki’s case and that the guys were small-town, not the brightest bulbs in the box. Mr. Durian might want to try to get the FBI in there or something.

         Howard said nothing until the caller was finished and then asked the man’s name. The caller wouldn’t give it. I am not the murderer, he said. Then he hung up.

         Howard put the phone’s receiver down, then immediately picked it up again and called Alkire. A tap was placed on the Durian line, in case the guy was dumb enough to call back. He was.

         “That,” says Alkire, “is the first I ever heard of Jacob Beard.”
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         JACOB WILSON BEARD LIKED THE idea of having the power to join one piece of metal to another and make someone forget that they had ever been separate. His dad had been raised in Pocahontas County, in a big white house where one county road met another, and Beard was raised there too. It still stands today, on a road named after the Beards, in a hamlet called Beard. During Beard’s childhood, the family ran a prosperous cattle farm that grew corn and hay and had the new-looking pickup trucks to show for it. For extra money, Beard’s father had also worked as a State Farm insurance salesman. Before she married, his mother had taught school; afterward, she worked occasionally as a substitute teacher and then “finally” became a housewife.

         Jacob Beard grew up a busy farm kid—pigs for Future Farmers of America, calves for 4H. When he turned sixteen, there was a new car waiting for him. School was easy; he dated girls, chiefly Linda, a majorette—all that twirling. It was 1964 when Beard graduated from Hillsboro High School, placing twelfth in a class of twenty-three. Most people who could afford some other kind of education left the county after high school. A lot of the guys went into the service. A lot of the girls looked for husbands. Some guys would go to West Virginia University in Morgantown to study farming or how to teach school, but if they were lucky, they found jobs back home.

         Beard moved to Nashville and enrolled in a technical school specializing in automotive mechanics and welding, then got a job an hour north of Philadelphia at a factory where they made box trailers. But the chemical fumes hurt his eyes, even with the goggles, and a doctor told him he’d soon go blind if he kept it up. In the first of what would be a long string of returns, Beard drove home to West Virginia and started working construction. In 1965, he and Linda married.

         The marriage was rocky and short-lived. Beard wanted to be gone again; he started taking trips to the Washington, DC, area, one of which ended in an arrest for drunk and disorderly conduct, and soon moved there. In 1967, he and Linda divorced. Beard took a job as a mechanic at a Chevrolet dealership in Arlington, Virginia, until 1969. His parents, as the Pocahontas Times was fond of chronicling, wintered in Florida near Daytona Beach. During the winter of 1969, Beard went down to visit them. It was 70 degrees in December, and he found work as a mechanic, again at a Chevy dealership, and soon became its service manager too. On a visit back to West Virginia, Beard called Linda up, and they were soon back together; in 1971 they remarried, and in 1974 Linda became pregnant with their first daughter, Teresa.

         While Beard had been traveling, Linda had gone back to school to become a nursing assistant and easily found work in Florida. But in 1976, just as they were feeling rooted, Beard’s dad called to say he and Beard’s mother were getting older and they needed Beard to come back to Pocahontas County to take over the farm. Back he and Linda and their daughter went.

         Now Beard was feeding and tending the cattle, putting up hay, chopping grass for silos, and also tending the big garden abundant enough to feed both his young family and his aging parents. In 1978, he took a second job at Greenbrier Tractor Sales in Lewisburg. Sometimes this hustle was too much to handle alone, and Beard was forced to hire help, local guys who could make hay or cut posts.

         Beard wanted to quit working in town and open his own shop on the family land, but he hurt his ankle badly and could barely hobble. He hired members of the nearby commune to rebuild a sagging barn and paint the kitchen. Another Back to the Land couple had a horse farm just above the Beard land, and Beard liked them just fine.

         Beard drank—too much by his own standards and the law’s, catching another charge for drunk and disorderly during Pioneer Days, Marlinton’s summer version of Mardi Gras. But these are not uncommon crimes in the mountains, where police have little else to do but park outside the bars and wait.

         When the Rainbow people came to town the following year, they came into Marlinton, the other side of the county from Beard’s home. He may have seen a few hitchhiking on the road, but he doesn’t think he picked any up. Linda worked at the hospital down the road from their farm and occasionally worked Saturday night into Sunday morning. If Linda was working, Beard would take his two daughters to church and then take them out for a Happy Meal. Any empty moments were swallowed up by the farm—there was always a cow that was sick or a field that needed to be cut for hay.

         But wherever he went that summer, talk followed of the two “Rainbow” girls who had been shot up on Briery Knob and who might have done it. Not just at the Marathon gas station, but at the grocery store, the river, the beer joint, at church. Who had seen whom out driving that day. Who beat his wife. Who was frustrated because he had lost his job. Like Alkire, many citizens of Pocahontas County talked about how the killer had to be local.

         Beard spent most of his working hours out on service calls to fix farm equipment in nearby Virginia counties, but he’d often run into people from Pocahontas or Greenbrier County on the job, and they’d want to talk about it too. Still Beard didn’t think too much about the killings. As with most rural areas in the early 1980s, sudden death was not completely foreign to Pocahontas County—usually there were one or two deaths each year by accidental gunshot or suicide or bar dispute. But one day in 1982, after the murders had largely fallen out of the pages of the Pocahontas Times, Beard was sitting outside the office where he worked eating a sandwich when a neighbor from Droop Mountain stopped by to wait on a piece of machinery that was being fixed. Beard listened to the man discuss the case—what they knew about the dead women and what they didn’t, what the investigation had revealed and what it hadn’t. For the first time, Beard really let his mind linger over the killings, and they started to work on him. It just didn’t fit, that two girls would be dead on isolated Briery Knob. He started thinking about it every day; it would pop into his mind while he was working and driving and at odd moments. It was a mystery.

         The years rolled by. He and Linda had another daughter, Tammy.

         “Jacob, when he was sober, was a fine guy,” a county official told a Long Island weekly paper. “When he was sniffing gas or smoking pot, he was meaner than hell.”

         “If you look into his background,” former Pocahontas County Sheriff Jerry Dale told me, “he’s a real Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde.”

         
              

         

         The story goes that the idea for the Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde came to Robert Louis Stevenson in a fever dream while he was swarming with tuberculosis. His lungs were hemorrhaging blood and drowning in mucus. He would create a character, he saw—a man—who would struggle aboveground with the things he and so many other men suffered with below it. “With every day, and from both sides of my intelligence,” Stevenson writes, “the moral and the intellectual, I thus drew steadily nearer to that truth…that man is not truly one, but truly two.”

         The idea to call Vicki’s dad came to Jacob Beard with a similar kind of urgency. July 2, 1982, was a Friday night. Beard had worked all day and was hot, tired, thirsty, numb. He says he had had a few drinks that night but wasn’t drunk. There on the coffee table, he says, was a copy of the Pocahontas Times with an “anniversary” article about the Rainbow Murders. Two years. It was just really bothering him, and no matter the television program he watched or the beer he drank, thoughts of the murders wouldn’t leave him.

         Beard says he called the Durians in Iowa instead of the Santomeros in Long Island because it was an hour earlier in Iowa. Plus he didn’t know how to pronounce “Santomero.” He made the call from his home, which he says he wouldn’t have done if he had been trying to hide his identity. He also says he called only once.

         Whether once or twice, Beard put calling the Durians out of his mind so much so that when, a few weeks later, he stopped to talk to a friend at the Marathon gas station and a sheriff’s deputy squad car pulled up alongside his red truck, he says he was completely surprised. Even when the deputy told him that the state police wanted to speak to him and could Beard please follow his car, he still did not connect the dots.

         In the examination room sat a small officer with a square head, hook nose, and chlorine-blue eyes who introduced himself as Corporal Robert Alkire. Come on in, the officer said to Beard. You must know what this is about.

         
              

         

         Beard was bigger than Alkire had expected—tall and wide with a head like a potato and seventies-style aviator glasses without the tint.

         No sir, Beard replied. I’ve no idea what this is about.

         At first Beard denied making the phone calls to the Durians, but then he admitted it. Sure, okay, he told Alkire. It was just that I felt so bad for those girls and their families.

         Why didn’t you give your name, then? Alkire asked. Can you see how that seems odd, even suspicious?

         I don’t know anything, Beard said. So I didn’t want to make it seem like I did, or get too involved.

         Alkire was interested in Beard’s whereabouts on the late afternoon and night of June 25, 1980, since the medical examiner put Vicki and Nancy’s time of death around 6 or 7 o’clock in the evening. So where was Beard?

         Beard told Alkire that he left work at Greenbrier Tractor Sales in Lewisburg, made a house call to work on a piece of farm machinery until about 5:15 pm, stopped off at his home near Droop Mountain for a sandwich and a change of clothes, and then headed to a school board meeting with Linda, arriving by 7:00 or 7:30 pm. He wasn’t in the habit of attending all the school board meetings, but this had been an important one: the board was voting on whether to close the Hillsboro school where Beard’s two daughters would go. The proposal was to consolidate a few grade schools into a single school, which would mean busing kids from the southern part of the county, where the Beards lived, farther north each morning. Beard was dead against it, as were many of the other parents, and he had said so at the meeting. But they lost—the school was closed anyway. After the meeting, Beard continued, he went home with Linda’s cousin, the cousin’s wife, and another friend; Linda had to work the night shift at the hospital and left separately.

         Had he seen any Rainbow girls on June 25? Alkire asked.

         No.

         Did he know anything or had he heard anything at all about the Rainbow Murders?

         Local people did the killings, Beard said. That’s what everyone is saying.

         Without anything concrete to hold him, Alkire let Beard go, but told him to stay in touch. In case you remember anything, he said.

         Beard’s alibi seemed to hold after 7:30 pm; witnesses told Alkire they had seen him at the school board meeting, though one, Sis Hively, said he seemed drunk—red in the face, alcohol on his breath—and agitated, that as he addressed the school superintendent, he had yelled. Beard’s cousin by marriage, Roger Pritt, confirmed that Beard had left the meeting with him and his wife.

         Before 7:30 pm was squishier. Beard couldn’t remember where he had gone on the service call, and by 1982 he wasn’t working at Greenbrier Tractor Sales anymore. Alkire went and got Beard’s old time card, which did indeed say that Beard had finished a house call at 5:15 pm, but it didn’t say to whom and the time was handwritten in pencil. Common practice, Beard’s old boss said, as many of the guys would go out on calls not knowing how long they would take, then fill in the time the next morning when they got back.

         But Beard had lied to Alkire at least once in that first interview, Alkire discovered. Beard had a mistress, a teacher who lived in Greenbrier County named Patricia—a “fling,” Beard says, that his wife knew about. He didn’t leave the school board meeting in 1980 in a car of four people, but rather five—the extra passenger was Patricia, though Beard says they didn’t go home together.

         Alkire discovered the lie on December 26, 1982, when he got a call from the Pocahontas County magistrate’s office. A Patricia had just filed a complaint against a Jacob Beard for animal cruelty. Did Alkire want her number?

         On Christmas Eve, Patricia said, she was getting her four daughters ready for church when Beard called and said he was coming over. They had been seeing each other off and on since 1979, but things had started to go downhill, particularly since Alkire had summoned Beard for questioning about the Rainbow Murders.

         Beard sounded drunk, Patricia said, and she told him not to come. He insisted—he really wanted to see her, needed to see her. No, Patricia said again. She told Beard that it was over and hung up the phone. Before she left, she checked on her English sheepdog and tabby cat, then buckled her kids into the car. When she returned from services, she found her dog, bleeding from a stab wound to its back. Her cat lay in her bed, still alive but snuffling in its own blood; it had been sliced from chin to tail. Her dog lived, but her cat did not.

         A Pocahontas County sheriff’s deputy arrested Jacob Beard for animal cruelty on December 27, 1982, knocking on his door that night. Beard denied the charge, but the magistrate found sufficient cause to hold him and set bail at $1,100, which Beard paid. He says he went home without spending the night, though official records reflect that he wasn’t released from jail until December 28.

         Several days into the new year in 1983, Beard drove back to Marlinton to meet with the county prosecutor at the time, a man named Steve Hunter, to see what might be done about the charges. Instead of Hunter, Beard found his assistant, a pale, round-faced man in his thirties who introduced himself as Walt Weiford and whom Beard vaguely recognized from growing up together around Pocahontas County.

         The matter would go to trial, and Beard should get a lawyer, Weiford told Beard. A good one.
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         IF YOU WERE LOOKING FOR Walt Weiford, you might find him on the Blue Bridge that spanned a place in the Greenbrier River near Buckeye, just south of Marlinton. “I have crossed that bridge many, many times with various intentions…:),” he once wrote on Facebook, including but not limited to meditating, fishing, drinking, and rereading the Constitution of the United States.

         Weiford was a “great man,” a “good man,” “one of the good guys,” a “true man,” say his friends and neighbors; he was “there for you,” he “had your back,” he “always knew how to say things”; he “offered words of wisdom” and “always pointed you in the right direction.” He was “refreshing,” a “straight shooter,” “not political,” “saw things from all sides,” and “told it like it is.” He had red-blond hair that he wore shaggy but a full beard and mustache that he kept groomed and even as a lawn. He was open, even effusive with his feelings of love and gratitude to be alive and to be a West Virginian and to have married his wife and have created his only child, a daughter, who was his favorite person. He wore dark blue denim overalls when he played three-finger banjo with his bluegrass band and tailored suits when he lawyered. He adopted rescue animals, liked lost causes and underdog stories. A self-identified liberal, he also read conservative news websites and didn’t like when people “went too far” or “got out of hand.” He believed that most conflict could be solved if people in this world could decide to “just be human.” He liked to be outside, to sit on the hood of a car listening to the crickets buzzing in summer, to build a bonfire in the fall and stay out with it alone until it died.

         Weiford was born in Marlinton and graduated from the high school there in 1969. Before he wanted to be a prosecutor, he wanted to be a spiritual warrior, to minister somehow to the sick and suffering. He left Pocahontas County for Marshall University in Huntington, where he copied down psychological diagnoses on yellow legal pads and memorized their symptoms. Becoming a case worker for Child Protective Services let him see the things that every CPS worker across America sees and some things unique to the Mountain State: the couple feeding their twin toddlers only dilly beans they’d meticulously canned over many summers, the second-grade teacher at the local school who had begun taking her students home with her so their parents could work overnight shifts as coal mine security guards.

         Weiford got tired, got fed up. What good was it to minister to the suffering if you could not protect them, if their suffering would just keep repeating and repeating, ad nauseam and forever?

         Weiford had an energy, a bounce, and struggling against what he perceived as injustice was its greatest fuel. Law school in Morgantown plugged him in and charged him up. He was two years a married man in June 1980, and it was the summer between his second and third years, when he came home to intern for then-prosecutor Steve Hunter for nothing but experience. He came into work one day, and Hunter told him there had been a double homicide up on Briery Knob and that was all they were going to do that day. Weiford was twenty-eight.

         Weiford got into the car with his boss, and they drove 219; the summer fog had lifted by midday, and the sun shone hot and dry. Hunter turned sharply right onto Droop Mountain Battlefield State Park road and then kept on through. The lush trees blocked out the sun, and the rhododendron bushes dripped onto Weiford’s arm, slung out his window, when Hunter steered the car too close.

         It was easy to spot the place where the women had been found—perhaps ten officers were walking the scene, combing the grass. Weiford walked with them and listened. He trailed behind Prosecutor Hunter and wrote down what Hunter said and how he said it. The bodies were gone by then, but their blood was still there in the grass.

         When the summer ended, Weiford went back to school in Morgantown. He should have been studying—torts, civil procedure—but instead he was calling home, calling Hunter. What was happening on the case with the two Rainbow girls? Had their backpacks been found yet? He came back to Pocahontas County every break.

         When Weiford graduated, he came home for good, this time as assistant prosecuting attorney, a volunteer part-time position he accepted with pride, though it paid zero dollars. To live, he went into private practice handling the divorces, wills, and deeds of Pocahontas County and even picked up a third job as counsel for a local bank.

         When Alkire called the prosecutor’s office with updates on the Rainbow case, it was often Weiford who answered. They’d talk for twenty, thirty minutes. Alkire was new to town and a little awkward; people around the county still considered him a city slicker. Weiford felt sorry for the guy and sometimes invited him out to eat by the river or to bring his sons to the drive-in movie theater.

         1982 became 1983. Pocahontas County has the highest average elevation of any US county east of the Mississippi, and the snow was especially relentless that year. Alkire and Weiford shoveled their cars out every morning, again if they had a meeting after lunch, and again before the black drive home. Some kids—like Alkire’s and Beard’s—lived down one-lane back roads that school buses struggled to navigate dry much less in snow, so Pocahontas County kids missed weeks of school days, days they would have to pay back, sooner or later.

         
              

         

         There may be no stronger bond than the one between two people who fundamentally do not agree about what happened in their story. Who was wrong and who was right, who was evil and who was innocent, who did what to whom and what it all meant. Alkire and Beard are bound to each other in this way.

         After Alkire interviewed Beard about his calls to the Durian family and then learned about the animal cruelty charges against him, Alkire kept close tabs on Beard. He summoned Beard for an interview three more times in January and February 1983, though Beard said each time that he knew nothing more about the Rainbow Murders and that he was sorry he had ever made those calls. Alkire asked Beard if he knew Arnold Cutlip, suspect number two from Sergeant Dickinson’s first report who lived in the house closest to the clearing where Vicki and Nancy had been found. Beard said he knew Cutlip by face and to say hello because he had hired Cutlip a few times to cut some timber on the Beard farm, but that was all. Alkire showed Beard pictures of Vicki and Nancy’s dead faces, taken when they were found on Briery Knob and asked Beard to show the pictures around the county to see if they triggered any recognition. Alkire still thought Beard knew something more. He might make a suitable ambassador or informant of sorts, rattle the people truly involved out into the open.

         Beard began to look more and more disheveled each time he came in to meet with Alkire—burst blood vessels in his cheeks, heavy circles under his eyes. When Alkire asked why, Beard said his father had just died and that money was tight on the farm, so he had taken a second job as an overnight security guard at a dam more than an hour away. Alkire asked around and found that Beard had become friendly with another Pocahontas County man who worked at this same dam and that they would sometimes carpool to their shifts together. The new friend also had a teenage girl staying with his family, and the rumor going around was that Beard was sleeping with her.

         Alkire called the prosecutor’s office. As usual, Weiford answered. The two men discussed applying this rumor as pressure to see if Beard might finally give up whatever information he knew. Plus there was still the animal cruelty charge to resolve.

         On a Thursday in early February 1983, Alkire called Beard to arrange a meeting. Just a few more questions, he said. But this time, Alkire asked Beard to come to the courthouse in Marlinton, to Prosecutor Hunter’s office.

         Beard looked even worse than the last time Alkire had seen him, and he reeked of alcohol. Alkire dropped the rumors of an affair between Beard and his friend’s teenage houseguest and watched Beard for how it landed. Beard got agitated and denied it. Weiford reminded Beard of the cat murder charge. Finally, Prosecutor Hunter spoke very slowly: Is there anything you may have forgotten to tell us about the Rainbow Murders? Beard’s lawyer told him that the state would grant him immunity for whatever he might say.

         Yes, Beard said. On his way home from his service call on June 25, 1980, around 5:30 pm, he drove by the entrance to Droop Mountain Battlefield State Park and saw several cars parked at the mouth of the entrance road, known locally as “Lovers’ Lane.” He recognized one of them as belonging to a female friend of his from high school and another was a little red Buick that belonged to a woman named Christine Cook. Beard saw Cook sitting inside the car. He also saw two men standing on either side—Paulmer Adkison, Cook’s boyfriend, who had been suspect number three on Alkire’s original list, and a friend of Adkison’s named Bill McCoy. There were also two people inside Cook’s car, he said, and they might have been women—they seemed to have long hair—though Beard couldn’t say for sure. He hadn’t told this to Alkire before, he said, because he hadn’t seen the high school friend herself and came to believe her car was only there because it had happened to run out of gas nearby and he didn’t want to get her in trouble.

         Beard then asked if he could have his $1,100 back for “the cat thing.” Prosecutor Steve Hunter said he could, and that in exchange for Beard’s continued cooperation he would make sure that a continuance was granted for the animal cruelty charge—vague wording that Alkire and Weiford interpreted to mean the charges would go away (Beard was never tried or convicted of animal cruelty, and his criminal record does not reflect this charge at all). Beard was then presented with an immunity agreement that protected him from prosecution as an accessory to murder before the fact but provided no immunity if it turned out Beard had been the one to shoot the Rainbow girls. Beard’s lawyer motioned for him to sign it, and Beard did.

         Alkire was sweating as he watched Beard sign the document; he didn’t like the idea of anyone getting immunity until he could clearly grasp the whole case in his hands. But Beard had given information where there was none, so Alkire ran with Beard’s facts, setting off straightaway to interview Christine Cook. Since Paulmer Adkison had always been on Alkire’s list, and Cook was his girlfriend and the mother of his child, Alkire had already talked to her several times over the years; Adkison had been arrested for that unrelated crime shortly after the Rainbow Murders. Around the county, Cook was known as a nice, polite girl; no one including Alkire could figure out why the two kept gravitating back together. When Alkire had interviewed her in July 1980, she had said that yes, she had been in Droop Mountain Battlefield State Park with Adkison earlier in the day to sell a truck to Arnold Cutlip, but they had left the park in the early afternoon. She had not been in the park in the evening, and she had certainly not seen any Rainbow girls or hosted them in her car.

         Interviewed again, she told Alkire that she might have been on Droop Mountain that evening after all, with Adkison and his friend Bill McCoy, just as Beard had said. Also, two more of her boyfriend’s friends had been there—Richard Fowler and Gerald Brown. But there had been no women besides her there, she said, she was sure of it. And she had not seen Jacob Beard at all that day.

         When Alkire checked, he found that Richard Fowler was indeed a friend of Bill McCoy’s, that they were often a duo, local guys in their late twenties who worked as day laborers in a slow 1980s West Virginia economy when they could get the work. Gerald Brown was older and better off, a logging contractor with a wife and a trailer on Droop Mountain. He sometimes hired McCoy and Fowler to cut posts when he had the work to give them.

         Then, three days after Beard signed the immunity agreement, Alkire’s office phone rang. It was a Sunday, early, and Alkire wasn’t in.

         “It’s pretty important,” Beard allegedly said to the trooper who answered. “I want to tell [Alkire] about the third Rainbow girl.”

         
              

         

         To hear Beard tell it, that winter after the phone call to the Durians, Alkire would not leave him alone. It was constant. Alkire kept calling him, wanting him to come down to the station to talk about the Rainbow Murders, and Beard kept going in. He had been raised to believe in the law, he says, and felt that if an officer of the law needed help, you helped.

         Beard says that he was the one who ended the affair with Patricia, and that he ended it long before Christmas Eve because he decided he loved his wife and wanted to stay with her. On Christmas Eve, he and Linda had been invited to a friend’s house to play cards, but Linda didn’t go, instead staying at home with their daughter. Beard went for a couple hours, he says; he loves dogs and would not hurt one.

         Beard’s father died in January 1983, and after that, Beard says, he began to lose it with grief. Despite getting into the car and driving straight to Florida at his mother’s call, his father had still died before Beard could say good-bye in person.

         “And for a month or six weeks, the only time in my life I ever drank much was then, when I lost my dad because I loved him and I think about him every day yet,” says Beard.

         Before, Beard says, he only drank on weekends, but now he was drinking every day. Also, he had indeed made a friend at his new job, and they’d carpool to the dam, which was more than forty miles away in Virginia. His friend was no help on the drinking front, even encouraged it. Beard got into the habit of going over to his friend’s place early, and they would play a couple of rounds of cards and drink together before they had to leave for their shift, which started at five in the evening and meant Beard didn’t get home till nearly 4 o’clock in the morning. Then he’d get up in the late morning and put up hay.

         When Alkire called Beard in February 1983 and asked if they could meet, Beard says he was exhausted, strung out, bone tired of Alkire and his harassing calls. But still feeling obligated to the law, he went. They met in Steve Hunter’s office, with Hunter and Weiford, as well as Beard’s lawyer, though Beard can’t remember asking him to be there.

         The prosecutors had drawn up an immunity agreement for him, Beard says, though he couldn’t understand what he might need immunity for. But his lawyer seemed unconcerned—tell them something, anything, sign it and you can go home—all this will be over. Beard really wanted to go home, he says. So when Hunter asked if there was anything he had forgotten to say, Beard told them something he knew wasn’t related to the Rainbow Murders—the tip about the cars on Droop Mountain Battlefield State Park.

         Can I go now? Beard says he remembers asking. He signed and left.

         That Sunday, he had started drinking early. He was still distraught about his father’s death just a month before, after all. Alkire called yet again, and left a message, Beard says. Again Alkire asked if Beard could come down to the station for a chat. Beard was dreading returning the call. He wanted to tell Alkire he was finished with all that. But, he says, he called Alkire back and, after a few minutes on the phone, gave in yet again.

         
              

         

         The trooper who answered the phone at the West Virginia State Police office when Beard called hung up and then picked the phone back up again to call Alkire at home. Alkire returned Beard’s call, then called the trooper back at the office. “Called this officer and advised that Mr. Beard had told him that Arnie Cutlip and Paulmer Adkison had run a girl through a corn chopper at his farm back in September 1980,” read the trooper’s notes from that day.

         Alkire had arranged to meet Beard at the state police office in Marlinton that evening. They met. Beard spoke in more detail. Alkire typed up his words in a written statement, which Beard then read and signed:

         
            It was in the first part of September, 1980. I was at my shop in Beard, WVa. I was working on my chopper, that is what is used to chop up silage. Arnie Cutlip and Palmer Adkison drove up in Arnie’s green Chevrolet pickup truck. Arnie was driving. They got out of the truck. Arnie had been drinking. I couldn’t smell anything on Palmer. I had oiled the chopper and it was sitting there idling. Arnie was looking for Gerald Brown. I told him Gerald was not here. Palmer started to walk around the wagon and tripped over the tongue. When he got up he looked into the chopper that was running. He said, “Arnie, I think there is the answer to our problem.”

         

         According to this statement, Paulmer Adkison then went to the back of Cutlip’s truck and took out the pale undernourished body of a young woman wrapped in a dark gray smock. The two men put her through Beard’s corn chopper, directed Beard not to tell anyone they had done so, got back into Cutlip’s truck, and drove away.

         No, Beard says, that’s not how it happened at all.

         At the station, Beard was buzzed, fatigued, overcome with grief, he says, vulnerable and weak. His resolve to resist Alkire had left him. Alkire again accused him of having a sexual relationship with his work friend’s young female houseguest. According to Beard, Alkire then said that he would see to it that Beard went to jail for statutory rape if he didn’t make a statement incriminating Adkison and Cutlip for the Rainbow Murders. That’s when Beard began to feel truly afraid. Could Alkire really do that? And if he could, what else might he be capable of?

         Beard refused to make the statement. Alkire persisted. After several hours, Beard says, Alkire then said, Come on. If you were going to get rid of a body on your farm, how would you do it? And Beard allegedly responded, Through my corn chopper.

         He claims those words—“the third Rainbow girl”—weren’t his and never were. He says that Alkire wrote up the statement himself, that Alkire would suggest a few lines, then Beard would throw out some ideas, and they made it up together as they went along. Beard says he only signed it.

         Alkire had become obsessed with the idea of Beard’s guilt, Beard alleges, for what reason he can’t say. In his phone calls to Vicki’s dad, Beard had stated that police investigators were not doing their jobs; maybe Alkire had taken it personally. Or perhaps because of the animal cruelty charge, Alkire had gotten it in his mind that Beard was violent and cruel to women.

         Whatever the truth, the statement was written. It was signed and presented to a magistrate. Arnold Cutlip sputtered a denial and called Beard a liar, but Cutlip was arrested anyway. Paulmer Adkison remained incarcerated for another crime. It is unclear who investigators thought this allegedly murdered woman was, for Alkire had already spoken to Liz Johndrow at length.

         Alkire sent officers to interview Cutlip’s partner, Virginia Schoolcraft, again. “When [Cutlip] gets drunk he slaps her around a lot,” read the WVSP trooper’s notes from the interview, “and the next day after he sobers up he doesn’t remember anything that happened when he was drunk.” A magistrate declared there was probable cause to hold Cutlip for murder and set a high bail, forcing him to remain in the Pocahontas County jail.

         Beard helped Alkire disassemble his corn chopper so that it could be shipped to the West Virginia state crime lab to be tested for human remains. At Cutlip’s preliminary hearing, Beard repeated the corn chopper story under oath, and it made the papers. By spring’s end, every citizen of Pocahontas County knew what the words “the third Rainbow girl” meant.

         A few months later, the results of the tests performed on the corn chopper came back negative for any blood or tissue. After being incarcerated for more than 180 days, Cutlip was released. For years afterward, whenever Cutlip showed his face at a town festival or a family reunion, people tilted their heads toward their companions and whispered, “There goes the corn chopper man.”
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         IN 1912, AN OREGON SUPREME Court judge presiding over an arson case wrote, “It is not an easy task to unring a bell, nor to remove from the mind an impression once firmly imprinted there.” In so writing, he coined the legal phrase “You can’t unring the bell.” A ruling in 1962 from the Fifth Circuit Court of appeals offered similar sentiments: “After the thrust of the saber it is difficult to forget the wound”; and, memorably, “If you throw a skunk into the jury box, you can’t instruct the jury not to smell it.” A story, even one debunked as false, lingers.

         This is also the truth undergirding our defamation and libel laws; as a society we have decided that false stories are so permanently damaging as to constitute a crime. Defamation suits require the plaintiff to show that their life—or that more amorphous idea, their reputation—has been injured by the false story beyond repair. There goes the corn chopper man.

         Yet it may not be as easy as we might think to distinguish telling a true story from telling a false one. Lies and fictions do not come from nowhere; they come from our experiences, the newspaper obituaries column, and perhaps our deepest wishes, curiosities, and instinctual drives. Psychoanalysis would label these “phantasies,” the ph connoting that they reside in a mental reality rather than an objective reality. Freud believed that phantasies were primarily about bodies—the desires to possess one’s own body or that of another and to destroy it.

         He also believed that criminals were not those who lacked a moral conscience but rather people with overactive consciences. “Paradoxical as it may sound,” he wrote, “I must maintain that the sense of guilt was present before the misdeed, that it did not arise from it, but conversely—the misdeed arose from the sense of guilt.” Once the crime was committed, Freud posited, the phantasy was relieved. At least now they knew why.

         The mind then, has its own facts, connected to objective facts, but not always in agreement with them. Before a story can be told to someone else, we must first tell it to our self.

         That image of a young pale girl in a loose smock and of a man looking into the maw of a corn chopper and deciding it would be a good place to “solve the problem” of a dead woman’s body—where had that come from? Alkire says Beard. Beard says Alkire. Someone had told himself that one before.

         
              

         

         Bobby Lee Morrison may have been the last person in all of Pocahontas County to learn about the Rainbow Murders. He was seventeen in 1980 and had just dropped out of Pocahontas County High School to support his girlfriend and their infant daughter by cutting locust posts. He showed up even in bad weather. He cut down trees, then cut them into six-foot segments with a chainsaw, then used a splitter until the pieces were thin enough to sell to farmers. Gerald Brown paid the best, so Bobby mostly worked for him.

         According to his girlfriend, Bobby Lee Morrison was on a fishing trip with two other men on June 25, 1980. When his girlfriend came to pick him up the next day, she told the men about the murders. “Well,” Morrison said, “I am glad I know where I was.”

         Years passed, and Morrison began working for Jacob Beard by a kind of accident. “[Beard] had some two calves or something that went wild,” Morrison would testify in court. “They had been chasing them. Couldn’t get them. They needed more help. I think [my friend] told [Beard] I would probably help him if he would come and get me.”

         Morrison started doing odd jobs for Beard. Many boys had already lost their licenses to DUIs by the time they were seventeen, but not Morrison. When Beard opened a small auto body shop on his land, he hired Morrison as a mechanic, and there Morrison worked every day without event for about a year, until the night of April 3, 1983, when a local man walked into the Greenbrier County Jail and said that he had heard secondhand that Bobby Lee Morrison, now twenty years old, had watched Gerald Brown kill the Rainbow girls.

         Morrison was picked up at Beard’s shop on April 6, driven to a West Virginia State Police interrogation room and questioned for approximately six hours. He signed a rights waiver in high school perfect cursive and then a statement saying that he had been riding in Gerald Brown’s pickup truck when they picked up two women walking just outside Hillsboro. The women said they were “with the Rainbows,” so he and Brown drove them into Droop Mountain Battlefield State Park—a shortcut to the Gathering—where they stopped to drink a little moonshine, then drove up to Briery Knob road. There, Morrison alleged, they stopped again, drank some more moonshine, and talked “about partying and how much we used to drink.” Brown then propositioned the women for sex, but they refused.

         
            They said no they were sorry but they weren’t going to do it.

            Gerald took off then and started driving towards Briery Knob again. I went to sleep. I heard something and when I woke up I heard a gun shot and saw a flash. Then I heard another gunshot and saw another flash. The gun shots were three or four seconds apart.…I asked him why he did it. He said he wanted to get some pussy off of them and they wouldn’t give it to him and it made him mad.

         

         According to Morrison, Brown shot the women as they stood along the passenger side of the pickup. Asked how many times, Morrison said, “I only heard two shots; there might have been more than that.” He and Brown dumped their bodies in the clearing where they had been found. Later, Brown chucked the women’s backpacks under some brush along a two-lane county road heading west toward Beckley.

         Morrison was held in the county jail, and Alkire set about getting a warrant for Brown. When picked up, Brown said he didn’t know anything about what happened to the Rainbow girls and that on that day in June he had gone to a beer joint in Hillsboro and drank six beers. He said he did not remember whom he talked to or who was in the beer joint with him, but he certainly had not seen Morrison at all that day, though he did remember seeing an ambulance go through Hillsboro headed north on 219 around nine or ten o’clock at night. The investigator’s report goes on to state, “[Brown] did remember that he did tell someone that he had killed the Rainbow girls but he didn’t remember who he told it to.”

         Brown was quickly arraigned, and bail was set at $100,000; off he, too, went to the county jail. As for motive, his 1983 investigation report reads “anger due to being refused sexual gratification.” While in the back of a police car en route to the magistrate’s office for arraignment, Brown told the trooper driving that it didn’t matter what happened to him and that if he was brought to trial for the Rainbow Murders, he would plead insanity. “‘It’s possible I was there with Bobby and the girls,’” the trooper’s notes reflect, “‘and it’s possible I did do it, but if I did, I was drunk and I don’t remember doing it.’”

         In the weeks that followed, Alkire and his troopers looked for evidence that further incriminated Brown. He had apparently been confessing to murder all over the place. “I am a hippie killer,” he told the owner of a nearby inn.

         Like Beard, Brown also had a wife and a girlfriend. Brown’s girlfriend lived in Maryland but had started coming down to Pocahontas County in the late 1970s to visit her mother. “On different occasions we would go to the Droop Mountain Park and he would drive over the mountain on a steep road,” notes the statement she gave on April 12, 1983, days after Brown was arrested.

         
            Sometimes he would stop at a wide place and he would be really upset, he would be crying. Then he would tell me that he had done some awful things.…One day he and I were riding around together and I made the comment that one of these days I was going to kill my husband. Me and my husband were separated and weren’t getting along. Gerald said, “No, you wouldn’t want to kill anyone, believe me, I know how it feels.”

         

         One day, the girlfriend also found a small turquoise cross necklace in Brown’s truck. He gave it to her, saying that it had belonged to one of his “Rainbow friends” but that they wouldn’t be back for it.

         Later that spring, Morrison recanted his accusations against Brown and his statement in its entirety. He said that in fact he and Brown had nothing to do with the murders, that he had made the whole statement up because his boss, Jacob Beard, had told him to do so and threatened to hurt his girlfriend and child if he refused. Beard had given Morrison a few details, Morrison claimed—the location of the bodies and how they had lain, that one girl had drunk a little and the other a lot—but he knew nothing else. All charges against Morrison were dropped, and he was released from the county jail in early May 1983.

         Beard says he never threatened Bobby Morrison into making a statement against Brown and can’t understand why he would say that. Beard has a different theory for the chain of events with Morrison and Brown based on rumors he’s heard: Morrison had a family member who was in some trouble with the law, and his family was putting pressure on Morrison to try to exchange information in the Rainbow case—which everyone in the county knew law enforcement desperately wanted—for his family member’s freedom.

         Walt Weiford, for his part, was not surprised by Morrison’s recantation—law enforcement themselves had come to doubt what Morrison had said. After offering his confession, Morrison consented to do a ride-along to the scene of the crime. Weiford and Alkire sat in the back, a sheriff’s deputy drove, and Morrison sat in the passenger seat, his head leaning out into the open air. Alkire asked Morrison to retrace the path he said he and Brown had taken that day. Without hesitation, Morrison led them to the wide spot on Briery Knob where Vicki and Nancy had been found, showed how the bodies had lain perpendicular to the road, and said that their clothing had been disheveled—all true facts. He said that he and Brown continued straight after dumping the bodies but had to turn around shortly afterward because the road dead-ended, also consistent with the tire tracks and paint scrape found at the scene.

         But then Alkire asked Morrison to take them to the site where he and Gerald dumped the women’s backpacks. Morrison said he didn’t remember. He had the trooper turn down the nearest paved road and fifteen minutes later halfway gestured at a spot off to the right. There, he said, without conviction.

         “He wasn’t within fifty miles of the place,” Weiford says. “It wasn’t like he was even close.”

         Meanwhile, even after Morrison was released, Brown remained in jail, unable to pay his bail. He was a “pauper”—so read the affidavit he had to submit to prove he was too broke to hire a lawyer—so the court appointed him two for free. He listed his income per month as zero dollars, likewise his cash savings and assets; he was unemployed and was receiving twenty-five dollars a month in food stamps. After Brown was kept in jail over a month, his lawyer filed a motion to reduce his bail, arguing that Brown was a native and lifelong resident of Pocahontas and Greenbrier Counties with no felony record and that $50,000 per count of murder was “excessive in relation to his financial ability.” The motion was refused.

         The wheels of bureaucracy turn so slowly. In late October, the case having unraveled, the prosecutor’s office requested that the indictment be dropped against Brown, but Brown’s case was not officially dismissed by a judge until the middle of January 1984. By the time the jail doors slid open for him, Brown had been in prison seven months.
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         PERHAPS IF THE PICTURES OF Vicki and Nancy with their eyes open and the smell of their blood on the grass of Briery Knob had not worked their way down into Walt Weiford’s sternum and sat there like a stone, the investigation into the Rainbow Murders might have ended in 1984—with two stories he couldn’t do much with: the evidence against Bobby Lee Morrison and Gerald Brown was circumstantial at best, and Jacob Beard seemed to be either deeply confused or a teller of monumental lies.

         Weiford was still volunteering his time as the assistant to the county prosecutor—taking care of traffic stops and drug charges and juveniles who went AWOL. When Hunter’s term was up in 1984, he gave Weiford his blessing. Weiford ran for county prosecutor that year but lost by twenty votes. Deflated, Weiford continued building his private practice, but he kept calling the new prosecutor and asking questions—What about Vicki and Nancy? His victor was no friend of Weiford’s former boss and did not share Weiford’s devotion to the Rainbow killings.

         It’s cold, he told Weiford. Leave it alone.

         Alkire was no more encouraging—he was being transferred to Parkersburg, nearly Ohio, to work on a different murder case. Keep in touch, he told Weiford before leaving, and the two men promised they would.

         Weiford’s daughter grew up, tumbling over logs and swimming in the Greenbrier River. He taught her how to play music, what notes were, what a scale was, to strum a guitar but pick a banjo.

         Soon it was 1988; Vicki and Nancy had been dead eight years. That fall, Weiford ran for prosecutor again at the age of thirty-six, and this time he won. In an act of God or complete coincidence, Alkire had been promoted to the rank of sergeant and then first sergeant in the West Virginia State Police just a few months before and reassigned to Pocahontas County.

         In January 1989, just days after he took office, Weiford called a meeting between Alkire’s West Virginia State Police officers and the Pocahontas County Sheriff’s Department headed by Sheriff Jerry Dale to discuss the status of the Rainbow Murders investigation. Alkire had at times, he was the first to admit, pushed aside the help of Dale’s deputies, and they in turn had at times resented this and been hesitant to turn over information to Alkire.

         Can’t you just try to work together, please? Weiford pleaded with those gathered that day, and both Alkire and Dale agreed they would try. Just go through everything again, Weiford said. Share all your information, go over every note again, every interview—together. See if one of you has something that the other doesn’t know about. Maybe something will turn up.

         Nothing did. Two more years passed. Then one day in the winter of 1991, a sheriff’s deputy found a small handwritten note made in 1986 on a scrap of loose-leaf paper. “Alice Roberts seen Ricky Fowler pick the girls up at Renick Valley,” the note read, referencing a spot in the unincorporated hamlet of Renick, just south of Droop Mountain. The note further added, “Jake Beard—blue car.”

         Had anyone, either sheriff’s deputy or state police detective, ever followed up with this Alice Roberts? Nobody had. When found, Mrs. Roberts said, Oh yes, I think so. But if you really want to know the story, you should go talk to my daughter, Pamela. She was living in another county by then, but Alkire found her and drove the miles. And she said, Oh yeah. I saw the whole thing.

         
              

         

         Pamela Wilson was a bored teenage girl on June 25, 1980, with nothing to do but stare out the window of her house, which sat along a rare straight stretch of Route 219 known locally as the Renick Flats. It was afternoon, she said, somewhere between 2 and 6 o’clock. “I saw two hippie-type girls standing at the road,” Wilson told Alkire in a sworn statement. “The girls were not obese, but they were bigger and heavier than average. Ritchie Fowler pulled up in his van. He was there about a minute and the girls got in the van and drove it off towards Droop Mountain.” Fowler was a familiar name to Alkire by then, since he was one of the friends of Christine Cook’s boyfriend whom Cook had alleged was hanging out in Droop Mountain Battlefield State Park that day.

         That wasn’t all. Wilson told Alkire that she thought she also saw two more men in the van, Bill McCoy—the same man Beard supposedly saw outside a car with two women in it at Droop Mountain Battlefield State Park on the evening of the murders—and Winters Walton, a friend of McCoy’s. But, she cautioned, she wasn’t sure.

         “I told my mother at the time that those girls shouldn’t have got in with them,” she continued. She said that she knew Fowler from growing up around the county and felt that he was a drinker with “a bad reputation.” She knew his van, which she described as being light blue, either a Ford or a Chevrolet with “a bubble window” on the back. Wilson further said that a week or two after she’d seen the two women getting into the blue van, Bill McCoy had threatened her in the supermarket, cautioning her not to tell anyone what she’d seen.

         Alkire thanked Wilson and drove home to Pocahontas County. “Things just started happening then,” he says.

         Throughout the winter of 1991 and into 1992, Alkire and the sheriff’s deputies interviewed and reinterviewed dozens of Pocahontas County residents who lived on Droop Mountain or nearby. By that winter Alkire and Weiford had a story: three men—Fowler, McCoy, and Walton—had picked up Vicki and Nancy on the Renick Flats. They then assembled a bigger group of men to party at the mouth of Droop Mountain Battlefield State Park. Then one of the men—they were not yet clear on which one—shot Vicki and Nancy.

         At trial, Weiford would refer to this group of men as the “relevant necessary people.” Alkire, too, used this term. “It seemed like no matter who we talked to,” Alkire says, “it kept coming back to those guys and the blue van.”

         
              

         

         Five of the men had already fallen under suspicion—Jacob Beard, now forty-six; Gerald Brown, fifty; Arnold Cutlip, fifty-four; Bill McCoy and Ritchie Fowler, thirty-six and forty respectively. By 1992, Bill McCoy was locked up for a DUI in Nevada, and Fowler too had left the state, having moved his family to Virginia. Some were new—Johnnie Lewis, fifty-nine, the man Cutlip let sleep on his couch, and Winters Walton, forty-two, a gentle man who’d taken a job at a lumberyard. They had all grown up in southern Pocahontas County, and in 1980 if not in 1992, most of them still lived there.

         The relationships between these men were diffuse and various; by 1992 they were not a group anymore and perhaps had not truly been one even in 1980. Some of the men were certainly friends—Fowler and McCoy, McCoy and Walton, Cutlip and Lewis. McCoy, Fowler, Cutlip, and Lewis had been day laborers for hire in 1980, and all had worked for either Brown or Beard. Brown and Beard knew each other to say hello, as business owners and competitors. Brown drank and hung out with these men when he hired them; Beard says he did not.

         Though it was twelve years later, a handful of Pocahontas County residents, on being reinterviewed claimed to remember relevant facts from June 25, 1980—facts that either were new or had never made it into the investigative record. They said the day and the days after were etched into their memories, like the day Kennedy was shot.

         A resident of Droop named Steven Goode told Alkire that he had seen Ritchie Fowler’s blue van at Gerald Brown’s trailer on Droop Mountain at around 6 o’clock on the evening of the murders. The van had been “backed in” toward Brown’s trailer, and he had seen Ritchie Fowler, Bill McCoy, and Jacob Beard there. His first thought, Mr. Goode reported, was that they had “gotten an illegal deer.”

         Another Droop resident, Mike Hively, who is in fact Gerald Brown’s half brother, also swore that he saw Fowler’s van at Gerald Brown’s trailer that night. His wife, Sis, Gerald Brown’s sister-in-law, claimed that she saw Jacob Beard’s red truck at the entrance to Droop Mountain Battlefield State Park between 5:30 and 6:00 pm on the day of the murders and reiterated that she felt Beard was aggressive at the school board meeting that night and seemed drunk.

         Yet another, William Scott, said that he saw Jacob Beard driving out of Droop Mountain Battlefield State Park at around 3:30 or 3:45 on the day of the murders. And Virginia Schoolcraft, Arnold Cutlip’s partner, repeated what she had said in 1980—that she heard two rapidly fired gunshots on June 25, 1980, between 4:00 and 4:15 in the afternoon. An older woman named Betty Bennett, who had been Ritchie Fowler’s “friend” in the early 1980s, now swore that Fowler had confessed to her that he had been there when the Rainbow girls were killed. She was also a friend of Bobby Morrison’s mother and said that she had witnessed Jacob Beard threatening Morrison’s family.

         Why have you waited so long to tell us this information? Alkire and the sheriff’s deputies inquired. Most of these witnesses had by then been interviewed several times—in 1980 and perhaps again in 1985 or 1986. They cited fear, specifically of Jacob Beard.

         The tangible material needed to prove this story—the blue van for example—proved elusive. In central Virginia, where Fowler now lived with his wife and son managing a recreational horse farm, Fowler had heard that his name was often in law enforcement’s mouths. He called Alkire up and demanded to know what in the actual fuck this was all about. Alkire told him. Fowler said that he didn’t know anything about the Rainbow Murders and that he had wrecked his blue van on a tree in 1986 and then had it crushed for scrap. But it didn’t matter anyway, Fowler said, because he had already been living in Virginia by June 1980 and only came home on the weekends, so he couldn’t have killed any Rainbow girls on a Wednesday.

         Nevertheless, Alkire said, could Fowler come back to town to answer some questions? Fine, Fowler said, agreeing to travel to the Pocahontas West Virginia State Police office, now located in the hamlet of Buckeye just south of the county seat. The station was moved after the flood of 1985, which devastated Marlinton, washing houses and bridges down the river.

         Fowler had picked up some Rainbow hitchhikers once, he recalled to Alkire, but there were six or seven of them, and they had a dog. In the end, Fowler said that he might have been on Droop Mountain on June 25, as it was possible that he had taken the day off, and it was also possible that someone had borrowed his blue van without his permission—he had been a heavy drinker at that time.

         Did he have any proof of that? Alkire asked. Fowler then cut the interview short and stormed out. Later, he agreed to take a polygraph exam near where he lived in Virginia, but after that he got a lawyer and never answered any more questions.

         Alkire collected guns from all the relevant necessary people he could and had them tested against the bullet fragments pulled from Vicki and Nancy, but nothing matched. The medical examiner had also managed to extract a few paint chip fragments and some automobile glass from Vicki and Nancy’s skin and clothes, but with Fowler’s blue van destroyed, there was nothing to compare them to. Alkire called and wrote letters to Bill McCoy in Nevada, but no reply came. Without any evidence of McCoy’s involvement beyond Pam Wilson’s statement, Alkire could not force him to answer questions or bring him home to West Virginia.

         Gerald Brown still lived in Pocahontas County in a trailer on top of Droop Mountain and still worked as a logging contractor. When he was arrested and then charged with the murders in 1983, he had refused to answer any of Alkire’s questions or give any formal statement. There were those statements about the times Brown told others that he was a killer and the statement from his girlfriend about the necklace he had given her, but they were all hearsay and could not be corroborated. Brown’s attitude was the same in 1991: he never offered an official alibi and summarily refused to discuss the matter. A man who worked for himself when he worked and did all his business in cash, he was not inclined to trust any system of power, law enforcement included, who had already incarcerated him for seven months.

         Arnold Cutlip agreed to answer additional questions in the winter of 1992 but gave the same story he had been giving all along: he and his friend Johnnie Lewis had spent the day cutting locust posts on his property on Briery Knob, then driven their haul to a farm near Marlinton to sell them, and then gone back to Hillsboro to hang out at the beer joint for the afternoon. Later he and Lewis followed Adkison, in his girlfriend Christine Cook’s car, to the mouth of Droop Mountain Battlefield State Park, where they hung out for a while, and then went home. He never saw any Rainbow girls.

         If one of the “relevant necessary people” was going to open up further to Alkire then, it was going to have to be Johnnie Washington Lewis, Jacob Beard, or Winters Walton. At age fifty-nine, Lewis was the oldest, and he was also the only one with no permanent address. He bounced around between the homes of friends and relatives; Cutlip’s couch was just one in a long string of generosities. Lewis had dropped out of school in the third grade and had a reputation around town for being “simple.”

         “Mr. Lewis is—I don’t know that ‘shy’ covers it,” state police detective Michael Jordan later added. “Mr. Lewis is—and not being derogatory towards him…a recluse.” When interviewed, Lewis confirmed Cutlip’s story—they had been together all day cutting posts and then drinking beer and had not seen any Rainbow girls.

         Alkire and Weiford say that Beard was not an active suspect between 1985 and 1991, though they had not forgotten that he had made those calls to Vicki’s father, nor that he had given that statement about the corn chopper and the “third Rainbow girl.”

         In those years, Beard had taken a job with a farming contractor that put him on the road planting corn in North Carolina and all up the East Coast. He and Linda had moved to neighboring Greenbrier County for the better schools and proximity to Interstate 64. He says he didn’t have time to even think about the Rainbow Murders and never went back to Pocahontas County—there was no one there he cared about or who cared for him. On a trip back down to Florida in 1991, when Beard was just “rambling around” on a short solo trip to see friends in Daytona Beach, he visited his old Chevrolet dealership in Crescent City. His old boss had just fired his service manager the day before and asked Beard if he would come back. Beard jumped at the idea and convinced Linda and his daughters, now seventeen and nine, to move once again to Florida. Within weeks, they had sold their house in West Virginia and were gone.
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         THE NAME ON HIS BIRTH certificate is Winters Walton, but everyone called him Pee Wee. He was solid and thick-limbed with light brown hair and pale skin that, when he became embarrassed or scared or shamed, flushed a deep red that started in his forehead and spread. He liked to work and be among friends and ride his motorcycle across the flat, wide scenic highway in the sun.

         When Morrison and Brown were in jail on Morrison’s incriminating statement from 1983, Pee Wee Walton was hanging out at Denmar State Hospital in the hamlet of Denmar near Hillsboro one day when he heard some people talking—rumors of a girl who had seen the two Rainbow women get into a blue van. That hit something in his brain, which hit something else. Had he been there? He felt that he had, he would later tell investigators. But at first he told no one.

         Pee Wee Walton and Alkire spoke for the first time in 1991 at Walton’s house in Hillsboro, where he lived with his mother—they took care of each other. Alkire parked his car in Walton’s yard, and Walton came out into the chilly September sun. Alkire wanted to know if Walton knew Fowler, and if Fowler had indeed owned a blue van in the summer of 1980. “Yes I do, yes he did,” said Walton. “And where were you on June 25, 1980?” Walton said that as best he could remember, he and Ritchie Fowler and Bill McCoy had been riding around that day, shooting groundhogs and drinking beer in Fowler’s blue van. For a while they had sat on top of Droop Mountain in the parking lot of a store called CJ’s. But they hadn’t seen any Rainbow girls and certainly hadn’t killed any.

         Several months later, Alkire called Walton again and asked him to come into the state police office and take a polygraph. Alkire also called the state police office in Charleston and asked them to send over someone who could administer the polygraph test; they sent a Sergeant R. D. Estep.

         Walton took the test, repeating the story he’d given to Alkire in his yard. Estep, a tall, large man, accused Walton of being deceptive. Walton denied it. Alkire stood and left Estep and Walton alone in the room together for the better part of an hour. A week later, Walton called the state police office and said he had remembered more details and wanted to talk.

         
              

         

         April 15, 1992—tax day. In the spring in Pocahontas County it’s cold as winter until noon, and everything is wet, and then the sun comes out and dries up the mountainside, and the roads are bathed in light. That afternoon, Estep was back in Marlinton, helping Alkire again. At Alkire’s request, Estep drove north out of Marlinton on 219 to the hamlet of Edray, where Walton worked at a lumberyard. Estep told Walton that he needed to get into the squad car and come down to the state police office again—Alkire had a few more questions for him. But the car did not turn around and take the direct route to the station. Instead, Estep directed his partner to pull the car onto a back road. Estep got out of the passenger seat and got into the back of the car with Walton.

         “And you were scared,” a defense lawyer would later ask Walton.

         
            A: Yes I was.

            Q: And when he got in the back seat with you, he told you, hell I’d a just beat you up, didn’t he?

            A: Yes he did.

            Q: Told you he’d just as soon throw you in a ditch and shoot you. Right?

            A: Yes he did.

            Q: He told you he could do that and get away with it, didn’t he?

            A: Yes he did.

         

         Then, according to Walton, “[Estep] reached around and slapped me upside of the head with his hand,” a blow that bent his glasses but did not break them.

         Back at the station in Buckeye, in the room alone with Estep, Walton says, the abuse continued.

         “He jerked me off the chair onto the floor. And then he said, ‘you lay there in the floor, don’t you get up.’ And then he stuck his foot up toward my head and was leaning back on the desk. ‘I will kick your head through the door if you don’t tell me what I want to know’ and stuff like that. He was wanting me to say who done it. I said I think maybe Jacob done it, I don’t know.”

         Then Estep opened the door and left. “Ready to talk,” he told Alkire.

         Alkire came into the room. Walton had a stunned look about him, his face was red, his clothes were disheveled, and his glasses were wonky. Walton then told Alkire that he thought he had had a dream about these women, about how he was there when they were killed. He told Alkire about the day in 1983 that he first heard the rumors about the Rainbow women getting into a blue van.

         “They said they had somebody down at Renick’s valley that seen them getting in a vehicle down there, and that kind of struck something right then,” said Walton in his testimony to the grand jury. “I said, ‘Wow, we was down there. We picked up two girls down there.’”

         But he couldn’t be sure if he’d truly been there or if he’d dreamed it.

         “I had—I thought it was a dream. I dreamed about the field and coming down off Briery Knob, and waking up in the dream, and it was real to me, and then back into a dream, and then waking up at home in bed.”

         “But you didn’t tell [Alkire] about this, did you?” Weiford would ask Walton.

         
            A: No, I didn’t.

            Q: Why not Pee Wee?

            A: One thing, I couldn’t remember it.

            Q: Okay. Are you saying that you feel you blocked it out?

            A: Yes.

         

         The door to the interview room kept opening and closing. Alkire and several other law enforcement officers interviewed Walton for several more hours. “And I told them I thought Jacob [Beard] might have done it, I don’t know for sure,” Walton would testify. “And they just kept up, ‘We got to know for sure,’ they said. I told them—I finally broke down and said, ‘Yeah, Jacob done it.’”

         Johnnie Lewis was also picked up on tax day 1992 and interrogated by Estep for fifteen or twenty minutes. “Ready to talk,” Estep told Alkire again, and again Alkire went in. But still Lewis backed up Cutlip’s story—the two men had been together the whole day cutting locust posts and drinking beer. There had been no Rainbow girls, and he had no information about their deaths.

         Lewis also was not spared Estep’s methods. When Estep was again alone in the room with Lewis, he told Lewis that there were many witnesses against him and that if he went to jail he would suffer and suffer. “He shook his handcuffs at me,” Lewis would testify later. “About to hit me in the face with them. I ducked back.”

         Then Walton gave his statement about his dream and everything else he had remembered and signed it. And the next day, according to Alkire, Lewis came back, put his head down on the investigation room table, and said that he’d seen Jacob Beard shoot the two girls.

         Lewis’s statement also said that he was with Gerald Brown, Arnold Cutlip, Bill McCoy, and Ritchie Fowler, but it does not say that Walton was there—nor did Walton’s statement say that Lewis was there. Could there have been other people present when the girls were killed that Lewis didn’t see? “Could have been.”

         After Lewis gave his statement, Weiford charged Walton and Lewis with two counts of first-degree murder each. Ditto Gerald Brown and Arnold Cutlip, who were promptly picked up and taken to the county jail. Warrants were prepared and sent to police in Virginia, Nevada, and Florida for the arrests of Fowler, McCoy, and Beard.

         “A renewed investigation of the case led this week to the arrest of seven men in four states,” reported the New York Times on April 19, 1992.

         “This case had not been out of anyone’s mind or thoughts in 12 years,” reads Weiford’s quote.

         A Hillsboro resident named Eugene Walker told the Charleston Daily Mail, “No one wanted to be a rat, I guess. One of them took one of those wild fits and did it just in a rage.”

         “It’s all you hear about,” Hillsboro postmaster Priscilla Sheets told the same publication. “Everyone who comes in here has got their own version of what happened.”

         Alkire, Weiford, Pocahontas County sheriff Jerry Dale, and all the officers who had helped with the renewed investigation met at the Buckeye West Virginia State Police office on the night of April 19 for a little party.

         Alkire faxed the arrest report for Jacob Beard to the chief of police in Crescent City, Florida, cautioning him that Beard was “extremely dangerous, use extreme caution,” and advising the use of a SWAT team for his capture. But Beard had young children in his home; as a compromise, the police chief called Beard’s boss at the Chevy dealership and had him call Beard late at night with a ruse—the alarm was going off over at the dealership again; could Beard drive over and check it out?

         When Beard pulled up in his pickup, he was thrown to the ground, and automatic weapons were pointed at his head. He stayed in the local Florida county jail for a week until West Virginia could send a plane down to get him. When Beard stepped onto the tarmac in West Virginia, there was Alkire.

      
   


   
      
         
            PART IV:

            A PERFECT STORY

         

         
            What one does not remember dictates who one loves or fails to love.…What one does not remember is the serpent in the garden of one’s dreams.

            —James Baldwin
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         WE DON’T KNOW HIM, BUT we know his story: the man who lives in the woods and goes a little bit crazy. He lives too far from the civilizing forces of law, commerce, and family, so he goes too far with his own body, his own impulses, and his own power. He lives off the land but is too close to it—he gets dirty, wet, unpredictable; he drives a monster truck, or he walks. He doesn’t trust outsiders and will do anything to them in order to maintain his freedom. He is Frankenstein and Wolf Man and Grendel and Rumpelstiltskin and the Cyclops; he is the rough honky-tonker who tries to rape Thelma in Thelma and Louise, the trucker who rapes Aileen Wuornos in Monster, the rural kids full of hatred who murdered Brandon Teena, and the rural kids full of hatred who murdered Matthew Shepard. He is the psycho killer of Deliverance, and of I Spit on Your Grave, The Last House on the Left, Rest Stop, Vacancy, Wrong Turn, Eden Lake, Joy Ride, and many others. He is chaos, anarchy, and wretchedness. He must be punished or killed if we are to live any kind of life.

         “Monsters do not emerge out of a cultural void,” writes scholar Tina Marie Boyer. “They have a literary and cultural heritage.” In other words: he does not come from nowhere.

         The hick monster story has deep roots in the history of West Virginia and is wound around the story of American industrialization and capitalism. Before you can dispossess a people from their own land, you must first make them not people.

         
              

         

         The end of the Civil War and West Virginia on the winning side should have meant fat times aplenty, but it didn’t. West Virginia found itself in an odd in-between space: not yet quite the North and too recently untethered from the South. It was uniquely poised, and thus uniquely poised for suffering. Unlike many Northern territories, it was not fostered for growth during Reconstruction, and like many Southern territories, it was punished.

         West Virginia hadn’t been a state long enough to have its own leadership and public infrastructure, so to rebuild, it ceded control of its railroad systems to Northern companies, which would operate them as subsidiaries—forever, it would turn out. Ditto with industries that had been nascent before the war—the oil fields near Parkersburg, for example—which would eventually flourish only when a Northern firm acquired and operated them. Gone were the wealthy plantation owners in Virginia who would buy agricultural products from West Virginia and patronize its resorts and taverns. Gone were the livestock, plucked by roving Union and Confederate soldiers alike. Congress gave away free land to those who wanted to homestead west of the Mississippi, thus subsidizing the competition in the agricultural markets that had been mainstays of West Virginia’s prosperity before the war.

         But a new force did arrive in West Virginia: writers. In the 1880s and 1890s, their sharp eyes flicked over the forested landscape and created a new genre, “local color” novels that capitalized on the nostalgia and curiosity people in the South and North alike felt for fast-disappearing regional differences. Stories of “simple people” in country villages and hollers called back the free life many white people had lived in the South before the war came. Pieces in Harper’s and the Atlantic Monthly sold at a healthy clip, as well as later books like John Fox Jr.’s The Trail of the Lonesome Pine and Horace Kephart’s Our Southern Highlanders, marking West Virginia and other mountainous regions as the home of “backwards,” “strange,” and “childlike” people.

         “This was the period when Appalachia was discovered and named by observers for whom the differences that separated Appalachia from the rest of the nation were more compelling than the factors that united them,” writes John Alexander Williams in Appalachia: A History. This period gave us two portrayals of Appalachia and two alone, Williams writes: “the Appalachian mountaineer, noble and stalwart, rugged and independent, master or mistress of the highlands environment; and the profligate hillbilly, amusing but often also threatening, defined by deviance and aberration.”

         Scholars, educational reformers, and lawmakers hardened the ideas espoused by these novels into the idea of Appalachia as a place with a singular and strange culture. This was not a coincidence, for it is far easier to dominate a people that many regard as “other.” These simplistic stories played a key role in allowing absentee corporations to gain control of the region’s natural resources.

         Near the end of the nineteenth century, two-thirds of West Virginia was still covered in forest, mostly ancient-growth hardwood. Soon the lumbering companies that had been in the region multiplied, establishing larger milling operations. Then came the railroads, rendering the method of floating logs down the river obsolete and allowing production to explode. Railroads needed huge amounts of cash—a commodity that was still scarce in the mountains. Enter absentee owners who lived in cities. As a girl, the poet Louise McNeill watched the trains stream over Gauley Bridge just outside Charleston. Her people toasted, she writes, “To the biggity bugs of the N&W/Who sent regrets they can’t be here.”

         Most West Virginia officials and judges welcomed these out-of-town investors and promoted the growth of industry as progress that would create jobs. They bent laws, wrote new ones, and interpreted the constitution in favor of industrialists at every turn. With this influx of capital, lumbering exploded in the 1890s. Now equipment could be transported into, and lumber out of, territory that was previously considered too remote and craggy. More track was laid down. Jobs were abundant, and people were arriving every day to fill them, including African Americans, who flocked west from Virginia in search of greater equality and better pay.

         If change had been slow to come to West Virginia directly after the Civil War, by 1900 the lumber industry was cooking with gas. To turn a profit, companies needed to harvest the timber from enormous tracts of land—and fast. For this kind of productivity, they needed lots of capital and took on heavy debt. To remain solvent in the face of all this debt, they had to be constantly producing; it was often cheaper for them to continue cutting even at a loss than to stop production for a single day.

         As the machine of big lumber churned, reaching its peak in the first decade of the twentieth century, the result for West Virginians was the slashing and burning of their forests without the benefit of any lasting economic infrastructure. The land of West Virginia was skinned at a staggering pace. This was not a lumber industry, in which trees were cultivated as a crop and cut as more were planted; this was mining. A company stayed a few months, extracted the trees, and moved on.

         Jobs followed the decimation—once a forest had been cut, those holding the axes and operating the mills were out of work. Some West Virginians became migratory, following the work; others would spend their lives trying to match the wages they’d made for a few months. Some tried to turn back to the farms they’d worked before, but they were gone—the forests where farmers had let their livestock roam and from which they’d drawn wood, water, and food were wastelands now. From 1880 to 1920, many West Virginia families who had previously made a good living from their farms were forced off their land and into wage labor. Or they left.

         Enter coal. Of the 24,230 square miles that make up West Virginia, a total of 9,500 square miles, or 39.2 percent, is underlaid with coal—forty-three of the fifty-five counties, in whole or in part. Small-scale coal mining had been happening sustainably in pockets of the state since before the Civil War, but as the logging industry died, perfectly good railroad track was left behind, and coal rose up to take its place. Out-of-state industrialists began approaching local mining companies and offering to expand their operations, or they stole their methods and drove them out of business. Soon the great coal fields of southern West Virginia were accessible by rail, and coal towns sprang up, consisting of a mine, whatever housing the coal company decided to provide for its workers, and a store where they were obligated to buy all their goods. From 1880 to 1917, the number of miners in West Virginia grew from about four thousand to ninety thousand; the state had swapped one extractive economy for another.

         “Today,” say the writers of the 1941 West Virginia: A Guide to the Mountain State, “the State has no self-sufficient communities.”

         The lumber and mining booms would not be the last times Appalachia was “rediscovered” by outsiders; there were several more such occasions. When the Mine Wars raged in West Virginia from 1912 to 1922, the sophisticated organizational tactics of the coal miners and the violence of the Battle of Blair Mountain, called “the largest insurrection in US history outside the Civil War,” attracted national attention. In the mid-1960s, President Kennedy’s trip to the region and Lyndon Johnson’s War on Poverty meant photographs of real or perceived Appalachian destitution blanketed kitchen tables across America. Finally, in the second decade of the twenty-first century, as reporters and pundits sought to explain the surging enthusiasm for Donald J. Trump, writers and cultural critics, me included, considered Appalachia with renewed interest. Again, reporters zoomed in and out and had days to construct a totalizing story. If Appalachia was “the heart of Trump country,” as it was called in a flurry of articles and think pieces in 2016, it was suddenly urgent for us to understand its beating. Yet, as has been true all along, whatever blood pumps through Appalachia pumps through all of us. “The nation awoke on November 9,” writes Elizabeth Catte, author of What You Are Getting Wrong About Appalachia, “to the news that we were all now residents of Trump Country.”
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         WITH THE ARRESTS OF SEVEN local men in the spring of 1992, the Rainbow Murders drew their first in-depth media coverage from outlets outside West Virginia. Reporters visited Pocahontas County for a week at a time, and citizens could spot their New York plates driving too slow on 219 or parked outside Dorie’s lunch counter in Marlinton, which only fueled the community buzz over the crimes. The articles wove a narrative of drunken backwoods hicks and sexy hippie women, of two profoundly separate value systems that had touched because of the Rainbow Gathering, then wished they hadn’t.

         “The culture clash was thought to carry the potential for violence,” a September 1992 article in the St. Petersburg Times declared.

         “The women were outsiders,” wrote a Newsday reporter in 1992, and “the suspects were locals.…A lot of people in Pocahontas County didn’t want the hippies there, and many thought the women should know better than to hitchhike unescorted.”

         These outlets also told the story that Pocahontas County was home to “both rugged physical beauty and a few rugged people,” characters that were capable of “backwoods intrigue.” The place was rural, and it was scary, they made clear. “The bodies turned up near the driveway to Arnold Cutlip’s home, an address so remote the television was powered by batteries.”

         Further, went the logic, the twelve-year lag between the murders and the arrests was because Pocahontas County’s central motivation was the protection of its own “clan” rather than rooting out the truth.

         “Local sentiment was that hillbillies killed a pair of hippies as an expression of anger over the Rainbow Gathering.…It has been suggested by several residents that the investigation dragged because the victims were from somewhere else.”

         “Weiford and the police deny that there was any xenophobia against the victims and point to their persistence in eventually bringing charges as proof of their lack of bias,” the Newsday article continued.

         “Jake Beard goes to a party with axes,” a Hillsboro resident was quoted as saying. Other neighbors told stories that he had chainsawed animals, that he had waved a pistol at a man who had damaged his fence. A Pocahontas County resident who had moved to the area as part of the Back to the Land movement offered this view to the St. Petersburg Times: “Everyone knew who did those murders. I’d say a big reason nobody talked is they were all afraid of Jake Beard.”

         
              

         

         Weiford brought charges against Beard first, since he was “the trigger man,” and the grand jury had found there was sufficient evidence to try him for two counts of first degree murder. In the state of West Virginia in 1992, premeditated intent could legally be formed in a tiny gap between the idea of killing someone and its execution—even a few minutes is sufficient.

         Weiford’s term had technically run out—he had campaigned for reelection in 1992 and lost again. But he’d spent his career steeped in the Rainbow case, so his successor deferred to Weiford, allowing him to remain on the case as a “special prosecutor.”

         During the winter of 1993, Pocahontas County got pounded by more than twenty inches of snow. The stream of cars that drove past Walt Weiford’s house and honked hello slowed to a glide, then a skid; soon it stopped altogether. Not even the guys who had plows strapped to the front of their trucks wanted to brave it. No school for Weiford’s daughter. Silent days, and Weiford spent them at home hunched over his desk, preparing his case against Beard.

         A persuasive story in a court of law turns out to mean pretty much the same thing as it does in literature. Echoing Aristotle’s rules for compelling drama, expert trial lawyers say that a good trial story is one in which people have reasons for the way they act, accounts for all the known facts, is supported by details, makes common sense, and is organized in a logical way, so that each piece of information naturally follows the one before it based on cause and effect.

         “Your case must have both a theory and a theme,” advises Steven Lubet, author of Modern Trial Advocacy: Analysis and Practice. A winning theory “has logical internal force,” and it should be simple and easy to believe. “Even ‘true’ theories may be difficult to believe because they contradict everyday experiences,” writes Lubet. “You must strive to eliminate all implausible elements from your theory.”

         The theme is the emotional center of the story that ensures that your theory will stick and persuade a jury. “Just as your theory must appeal to logic, your theme must appeal to moral force.…The most compelling themes appeal to shared values, civic virtues, or common motivations.”

         The hick monster story was certainly “simple” and “easy to believe” and offered more than a hint of moral force, but Weiford had his doubts about it, possibly because he himself did not believe it. “To me it wasn’t a hicks versus hippies sort of thing,” Weiford told the St. Petersburg Times. “It’s not that simple.”

         Vicki and Nancy had not been raped; there was no evidence of sexual assault or that they had had sex of any kind before they died. Yet the story that gender and thus sexuality had played an essential role in their deaths—a flavor in the groundwater we assume we taste whenever a woman is killed—had already solidified. Alkire had been telling it to himself since the first day their bodies were found; his earliest hypotheses included “the flasher: for sexual satisfaction.” Bobby Morrison told it—“Gerald Brown said something about going somewhere and getting some nookie or something like that.” Gerald Brown’s arrest report told it—“anger at being denied sexual satisfaction.” Pee Wee Walton told it, too—the men wanted to get Vicki and Nancy somewhere alone “to see if [they] would put out.”

         “[The men] decided they were hippies and you know they figured, ‘Hippie girls, free sex,’ so they picked them up,” a senior law enforcement official who asked not to be identified had also told Newsday. “There is no indication that these girls were interested in any kind of sexual activity, there is no indication that they were in any way ‘loose.’ Our impression is that [Vicki and Nancy] thought these were nice guys who were going to give them a ride to the Rainbow Gathering,” the source continued.

         Further, a great deal was made in the 1992 media coverage of the fact that Vicki and Nancy were not especially pretty. “The girls were not obese but they were bigger and heavier than average,” Pam Wilson, the witness who said she had seen the women getting into the blue van, told police. Vicki was frequently described in the press as “bucktoothed” and Nancy as a “tomboy.”

         “Her sisters were beautiful girls,” Jo-Ann Orelli, Nancy’s childhood friend says. “Not that Nancy wasn’t pretty, but she was stockier. Nancy was more regular [looking].”

         Nancy’s sister Patricia protests: “She was fine looking, she didn’t look any different than us, and she certainly wouldn’t have noticed or felt jealous.” But Patricia’s husband pipes up from the background: “Out of all of you she was definitely the least attractive.”

         “They were all very naturally beautiful girls,” Catherine Shea, who grew up next door to the Santomeros in Huntington, told me. “Great skin, blond hair. But they weren’t aware of it somehow. Their mother was the same way, able to look just wonderful without a lot of makeup. Nancy looked more like her dad.”

         Why do we care if a murdered or missing woman is pretty? I don’t know, but we care. In 2004, Gwen Ifill of PBS coined the term “missing white woman syndrome” to describe what happens when, as a nation, we become obsessed with following the case of a missing or murdered white girl. Eugene Robinson of the Washington Post instructs that to qualify for the full treatment, the missing or murdered girl must be middle-class or higher and she must be white. “The disappearance of a man, or of a woman of color, can generate a brief flurry, but never the full damsel treatment,” Robinson writes. “She must be attractive—also nonnegotiable.”

         “It’s the meta-narrative of something seen as precious and delicate being snatched away, defiled, destroyed by evil forces that lurk in the shadows, just outside the bedroom window,” Robinson writes. “It’s innocence and optimism crushed by cruel reality. It’s a flower smashed by a rock.”

         When asked by the St. Petersburg Times in 1992 if he committed the Rainbow Murders, Jacob Beard responded by looking at photos of Vicki and Nancy and then, in a move that reveals the strange yet pervasive logic that a woman’s likelihood of being raped is equal to her supposed sexual appeal, replied, “They were definitely not the type of women I’d want to have sex with. They weren’t the slimmest, trimmest little things.”

         Vicki and Nancy were not ideal damsels then—a narrative problem, likely why the story of their deaths never became a consuming national media sensation. Weiford would have to find some other way to make them flowers and some other way to make their killer a rock.

         “Lawyers must therefore pay careful attention to the fact finder’s frame of reference, which in turn will be determined, at least in part, by his or her education, training, background, experiences, preferences, and biases,” Lubet, the trial expert, further advises.

         Weiford needed a story that would appeal specifically to a West Virginia jury—a jury that would be made up of ten West Virginia men and just two women. A bunch of guys drinking, a blue van, that straight stretch of road, went the story taking shape in Weiford’s mind. Two girls (they must be girls, not women, if they are to be innocents) murdered by a group of men (they must be men, not boys, if they are to be rocks).

         The theme would be how female naïveté inevitably gets smashed by male lechery and violence, and the consequences of dangerous masculinity. But not just any masculinity—specifically, local masculinity. The killer was local. The badness had come from within, and it was still within, Weiford felt. As long as Vicki and Nancy’s case went unprosecuted, that bad feeling would remain. The most appealing story was not only about men crushing women, but it was also about the redemption of Pocahontas County maleness: convict this one bad apple, and our community can be made whole again. Convicting Jacob Beard would be a cleansing, a return to moral correctness and safety, the way of the gentleman and the family. This was the story Weiford chose.
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         JACOB BEARD USED HIS PHONE call when he arrived at the Florida jail in April 1992 to call not his wife but his former boss—a powerful West Virginia farmer named Charlie Long.

         Long had heard rumors that Beard could be aggressive, but he never saw that behavior. Beard, he says, was sweet to his wife and young children. “If he needed a hammer, he would ask to use it before he used it. When he partied, he partied hard, when he worked, he worked hard.…I don’t know what his previous life was, but he was always good to me.”

         We’ll get you the best, Long promised Beard, the absolute best. And a couple days later, two men in suits from Charleston showed up to shake Beard’s hand. Robert Allen, who had once been an assistant in the US attorney’s office, was in his early fifties and had a large square face. He was the senior lawyer, and it was his name on the door. This is a witch hunt, he told Beard. Pure and simple.

         Stephen Farmer was a newly christened partner in Allen’s firm in his early thirties. He sat with his arms crossed at that first meeting and said little, but he would be the one to give up nights and weekends preparing for Beard’s case.

         Allen and Farmer promptly set about trying to secure a change of venue, arguing that because of the media coverage that had saturated Pocahontas County since 1980 and the surge of articles since Beard’s arrest, in which he was said to “go to parties with axes and chainsaws,” he could not possibly receive a fair trial at home.

         “I asked [a friend] what he thought [about the Rainbow Murders],” testified a defense witness at the hearing held to determine whether this change was necessary, “and he said, ‘Well, everybody knows Jake Beard did it.’ And generally speaking, I think that’s the consensus of opinion.”

         Weiford then asked the witness where specifically he had heard the case discussed.

         “Gosh, everywhere you go, Walt.…K.C.’s Bar. Miss Kitty’s. The Diner. Frontier Restaurant. Everywhere you go, it’s discussed.”

         “The community appears to harbor such a fear of Beard, bordering on hysteria, deserved or not, that Mr. Beard’s culpability in their eyes has already been established,” Farmer wrote in his successful brief. “A change of venue must be granted, moving the trial to a location where Mr. Beard’s reputation is not an issue. Only then can it be reasonably guaranteed that fact will be separated from fantasy.”

         
              

         

         Weiford had bigger problems. In June 1992, Johnnie Lewis had been reinterviewed in preparation for trial, but instead of incriminating Beard, he recanted his April 16 statement, returning once more to the original story he had told investigators in 1980 and on April 15: he had been with Arnold Cutlip all day and seen no Rainbow girls.

         Then Walton told a West Virginia State Police officer that his statement had been coerced by Estep. By the middle of July, Weiford’s case was screwed. The state police superintendent called all the law enforcement officers involved to an emergency meeting in Charleston. Well, he asked Weiford, can you make the case or not? Weiford told the group he had no choice but to drop the charges. “Improper investigative procedures” used by the state police had “seriously compromised the case and were going directly to the credibility and sustainability of the evidence on which they were obtained,” Weiford told the Associated Press.

         Back home in Pocahontas County, Weiford called Alkire. The two of them talked a long time. What about hypnosis treatment? Alkire hadn’t heard of it, plus who knew if Walton or Lewis would consent to the procedure. One more time, Weiford asked, just pick them up one more time. Alkire agreed to do it.

         Once again that October, Alkire drove to the Walton home in Hillsboro. Once again they stood in the yard. Would Walton be willing to be hypnotized to help him remember things? He would. He remembered. Summoned one final time for questioning without his lawyer present, Lewis again said that he’d seen Jacob Beard shoot Vicki and Nancy. Weiford recharged Beard for the murders, as well as Fowler, Brown, McCoy, and Cutlip, and filed a “conspiracy to abduct with the intent to defile”—a sex crimes charge—against Beard. Walton and Lewis were both granted immunity for their testimony but remained incarcerated “for their own protection.”

         Yet even in the midst of this legal cloud, the men, released on bail, went about living their lives. Brown went out drinking with McCoy’s brother one night in the winter of 1993, then went back to the McCoy house afterward. Brown was in the kitchen by himself a long time, so McCoy’s mother went to check on him and found him sitting in a chair, silently choking on a bite of the ham sandwich he’d made. She called for help, but no one came.

         “It’s called a café coronary,” the medical examiner in Charleston said when they got his body. “People trying to eat, get choked on something, have a heart attack, and die. Happens all the time.”
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         SUSAN STRONG ALWAYS WANTED TO be Lois Lane. A junior high teacher told her she could write, and after reading about how Woodward and Bernstein uncovered Watergate, reporting was all she wanted to do.

         As Vicki and Nancy’s lives as adult women were ending, Strong’s was just beginning. She was two years out of high school and had been working all through the month of June 1980 fixing up the house that she and her fiancé, a man she had known since she was a freshman and he a senior, would move into. She would be leaving her parents’ farm and moving up onto Droop Mountain, where she knew no one except her husband’s cousins, Gerald and Drema Brown. When the Rainbow people started coming, she was excited; she went down to Marlinton to watch them arrive and wave. Then the bodies of two girls from somewhere else turned up on Briery Knob. Three weeks later, she and her husband were married.

         Like most others in the county, Strong kept up with the Rainbow Murders in the paper and heard talk of the case when she went out to eat or shop for groceries or pump gas. For a time, she didn’t believe the killer could be local. She preferred not to put stock in rumors. But over time, she began to believe.

         By the time Strong turned thirty-three, she had two daughters and had gone back to school to get her bachelor’s degree in English. She and her husband volunteered at their Lutheran church and for the Democratic Party and the Family Refuge Center. She had interned at the Pocahontas Times under the elderly Bill McNeel, learned fast, and gotten hired afterward.

         The defense’s motion for a change of venue was granted in the spring of 1993, after Beard was rearrested, and McNeel’s health was failing. The trial was expected to last three weeks. Would Strong be up for making the long drive and covering it freelance? She would.

         Beard’s trial was assigned to Judge Charles Lobban, a balding man in his sixties with a patrician diction and a military record. His courtroom was in Lewisburg, county seat of neighboring Greenbrier County, where Beard had lived and worked for many years—not quite the distance Beard’s lawyers had hoped for.

         The Greenbrier County Courthouse room was neither grand nor shabby, but simply utilitarian: cream-white walls, linoleum floor tiles, windows with slatted blinds. The only things that distinguished the room from a modest Presbyterian church were the dark wood judge’s podium, which matched the wood tone of the spectator benches.

         Each day, Strong left her home on Droop Mountain and drove the forty minutes to the courthouse in Lewisburg. She wasn’t alone, as media went; the same television firm that had covered the first Rodney King and Jeffrey Dahmer trials wanted to film the Rainbow Murder trial and air the footage on Court TV.

         The defense team objected—the Lewisburg courtroom was not well-suited to being televised. There were no podiums for the lawyers upon which microphones could rest. Wires would have to be run up and behind the bench, which didn’t thrill the honorable Judge Lobban, who was a few years out from retirement and prone to tripping. “Don’t you want to be on national television?” the representative from Court TV asked Beard’s attorney, Robert Allen. “No,” responded Allen, “I would rather be on the farm.”

         But Court TV prevailed. The accommodations were made, and people around the United States could now watch a West Virginia murder trial on their television for the first time. “As you leave the courtroom you might smile,” the affable Judge Lobban would later tell a group of children visiting the proceedings for a school trip. “You may find you’re on camera.”

         The potential jurors were exceedingly polite to Beard’s lawyers and to Weiford during jury selection. Though they had large farms to run, gardens to weed, children to watch, and sick parents to care for, they were not eager to evade jury service—No, it’s fine; my farm is rented. It’s no problem; I’ll get a babysitter.

         Two male potential jurors had mothers who were retired correctional officers at the women’s prison in Alderson, twenty miles away, where Martha Stewart would one day do her time. One juror had a father who had been murdered. One potential juror had himself been a correctional officer.

         “Do you think that that has had any impact or influence on your thinking as to people that have been accused of a crime?” asked Mr. Allen.

         “No,” the juror responded. “If anything, in my opinion, it would probably be for me more reassuring that I did have an open mind, from seeing, you know, both sides of the tracks. I deal with the facts. I mean, if I don’t see it, it didn’t happen.”

         Lobban addressed the potential jurors. How many of the jurors had already read something about the case? All but three jurors responded that they had. Read something about it in the last two or three days? Nine hands. Talked to someone about it? Ten.

         Mr. Farmer then asked a question. “Have any of you ever been involved in a situation where you felt that something happened in a certain way, and therefore tried to reconcile or conform facts to support that view of what happened?”

         Judge Lobban interrupted: “That’s probably human. Everybody does that some.”
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         THERE WAS ONLY ONE MOTEL in Lewisburg—the Brier Inn—and everyone ended up there. Nancy’s mother, Jeanne, and her sister Kathy, coming from Long Island, took a room, as did Vicki’s sister Mary and her cousin DeAnn. Nancy’s father, though traveling separately, got a room there too.

         Defense attorneys Allen and Farmer also took rooms at the inn, and Allen’s room ended up being next door to Mary and DeAnn’s. Allowed to go free on bond during the trial, Beard stayed there, too, in his own room. He and Linda had separated in December 1992 after his arrest in Florida. “Mr. Beard reports that they were having problems for ‘a couple of years,’ and then charges pertaining to the current matter were filed,” reads a court form. “That ended it.”

         Allen told Beard it was important to look rested, but Beard had trouble sleeping. No family or children or friends came to support him, though from time to time there would be someone in the courtroom he knew. After the proceedings each day, he’d go out to eat alone at one of Lewisburg’s restaurants and then meet with Allen and Farmer in Allen’s room to go over the next day’s testimony. At night and through the wall, Vicki’s sister and cousin could almost hear Beard and his attorneys’ voices asking questions, cracking sodas, cracking jokes.

         The State of West Virginia v. Jacob Wilson Beard lasted twelve days, during which time reporters and camera people from news outlets both West Virginian and national sat in the press benches and bumped into each other on the stairwell landing on the way to the courtroom. Strong soaked up as much advice as she could from the other reporters. She took a liking to the seasoned vet representing the Roanoke Times; anytime he took a break for a cigarette or a cup of coffee, Strong asked him the questions for which she hadn’t been able to get answers. What’s it like to get hate mail? How do you get an interview with someone who won’t return your calls?

         Walt Weiford, commuting from his home an hour away, sat alone at the desk reserved for the prosecution, though Robert Alkire and Sheriff Jerry Dale, also making the long daily drive, were never far away. Nancy and Vicki’s female relatives sat together in the first row, four across. Twenty-five citizens of Pocahontas County were called as witnesses, and over the course of the twelve days, they, too, were there.

         
              

         

         May 19, 1993, was a Wednesday. Bill Clinton had been president for five months. The most listened-to song on the radio was Janet Jackson’s “That’s the Way Love Goes.” Judge Lobban smiled for the camera, then told special prosecuting attorney Walt Weiford to proceed. The back of Weiford’s head was the only part of his body that was visible to a courtroom observer when he rose from his wooden chair and stood, angling his body toward the jury. He spoke slowly and without great passion.

         “Yesterday, several times we had the opportunity for some levity and a laugh or two,” he said. “We were able to break the ice and sort of get familiar with each other. But today I am sure you understand by looking—with the looks on your face, we are about serious business.”

         Weiford then addressed what he felt had been two widespread misconceptions: first, Vicki and Nancy were not interchangeable members of an ideological group, but rather individuals—real women with real families and friends. Second, the Rainbow people were much less strange and organized than they had been made to seem. “It’s not a sect. It’s not a cult. It’s a group of people with a common view of life that get together, spend time with each other.”

         Weiford tugged on his tie, then on each of the cuffs of his starched white shirt in a series of movements he repeated as he spoke—tie, cuff, cuff; tie, cuff, cuff; a gesture of nerves perhaps, or only a way to mark his internal rhythm.

         “There was some partying going on there. The testimony will even suggest that there were efforts to engage the girls in sexual activity. An eyewitness will even say that there was some struggle. Some man-handling of the girls. That they began to be concerned again about their circumstances, and even suggested if they weren’t allowed to leave or weren’t taken somewhere, they were going to go to the law.

         “Now, the testimony will tend to show that shortly after these comments were made by these young women, and really for reasons that may never be clear, absolutely clear to anybody, perhaps out of anger, perhaps out of ridicule, frustration, for whatever purpose—and it would have been a senseless purpose—this defendant, Jake Beard”—a long pause here, a turning toward Jacob Beard and an arm gesturing at him with fingers splayed—“obtained a gun and shot both girls dead.”

         Weiford explained to the jury that there would be little in the way of physical evidence. No murder weapon was ever found. There would be no fingerprints and no DNA evidence, which was not widely used in the United States until the mid-1990s. Instead the prosecution’s case would be made by two witnesses, Pee Wee Walton and Johnnie Washington Lewis. Their testimony would not be spotless, Weiford conceded—Lewis was “not [a] very sophisticated” person, and Walton had been highly intoxicated—but they were determined to tell the truth as best they knew it.

         Weiford spoke a long time before he realized he’d gone on too long, then rushed to wrap up. He asked the jury to keep their minds open and their eyes “on the ball.”

         “Now, if you will do that, and if you will do what I am asking you right now, then the defendant will receive a fair trial. And that’s what he asks for, and that’s what he has a right to.…And if you will do those things, the verdict that you reach will be a correct one, according to the law and the evidence and the instructions of the court, and justice will be done.”

         Stephen Farmer rose and buttoned his suit jacket. His head stood significantly higher than Weiford’s had, a great tuft of dark bushy hair, the top of which bobbled slightly as he spoke. He stood at a small music stand the Court TV man had procured as a podium, and the camera caught him in exact side profile. His air was more urbane than Weiford’s but less polished.

         “Bob Allen over here, and I, are proud to stand before you on behalf of Jacob Beard, a fellow who grew up over in Pocahontas County, and who is charged with killing these two girls,” Farmer said, at a louder volume than Weiford had been using. “Mr. Beard is a man who is not guilty. And it is my job to give you the facts and to show you that he is not guilty.”

         Farmer reminded the jury that it is not the defense’s job to prove Beard innocent but rather to prove that the state had not succeeded in making its case beyond a reasonable doubt. With that, he turned to poking holes in the state’s version of events. But where Weiford’s statement flowed and centered around a single theory and theme, Farmer’s jumped from idea to idea in a seemingly arbitrary manner.

         He framed his case as a reaction to that of Weiford, saying that the state’s problem was not what they would say, but what they would leave out. “The state did not tell you that their witness, for instance, Winters Walton…witnessed two girls being shot to their death at point-blank, and forgot it for thirteen years. Not that he didn’t tell anybody. Not that he was trying to hide anything. Just that he didn’t remember it.”

         Farmer recapped Beard’s phone call to the Durians and Morrison’s confession against Gerald Brown and argued that from 1983 forward, Alkire and Weiford were focused on Beard as a suspect to such a degree that they consciously disregarded evidence of other theories.

         “Now, ladies and gentlemen,” Farmer concluded. “I concur with the one thing the prosecutor said, that this is a very serious situation. Mr. Beard wants you to pay attention to this case. Wants you to listen to the evidence. Wants you to determine whether or not he is guilty or not guilty. Ladies and gentlemen, from the evidence in this case, we believe that you will have only one conclusion, and that is that Mr. Beard is not guilty. Thank you.”

         
              

         

         By the second day, the trial was drawing forty spectators. Barry Adams, a Rainbow member who had attended the 1980 Gathering and helped Alkire pass the photos of the dead bodies around the camp, sat in the last row with a small group of other Rainbows. “We’re here to see what kind of a show trial this is,” he told the Charleston Gazette. Adams tended to believe that Vicki and Nancy were murdered as an attack on the Rainbow people and their way of life; he was suspicious of those in power in Pocahontas County and of law enforcement. “Police, government folks, they tend to be on our case. They tend to think we’re outlaws. And in reality, we’re pretty strong about the principles of the Constitution.”

         Barbara Thymius, a retired nurse and volunteer with a Greenbrier County organization that offered services to abused women, came every day of the trial and watched the proceedings from the second row, sitting just behind Nancy’s mother. She was propelled by a desire to witness and to keep watch, she said, as women often did not get a fair shake at trial, whether as victim or defendant.

         “I think it’s a liars’ contest if you want to know the truth,” Thymius said.

         Tim, who had found Vicki and Nancy’s bodies late that summer night thirteen years earlier, took the stand for the prosecution as the very first witness after opening statements. He wasn’t a young man anymore, but an accomplished local doctor who had built a life for himself and his family in these mountains. He laid out all the back roads in tenths of a mile and yards and all the possible ways the clearing could be accessed from each direction. He described to the court how the bodies looked—rumpled, as if they’d fallen or been moved. He told the courtroom how isolated and little-traveled Briery Knob was. He lived still, he told the jury, only a few minutes’ drive from that spot.

         Dr. Irvin Sopher, sporting a head of gray hair more robust than would be expected of a man in his sixties and a face so pink it looked slapped, testified next. Now the chief medical examiner for the state of West Virginia, Sopher had once participated in the exhumation of Lee Harvey Oswald. Sopher spoke in elegant jargon like the television doctor Quincy. He cocked his hands into guns and leaned far back in the witness chair. To better gesture at enlarged line drawings of two human bodies punctured by bullets, he wanted to use an easel.

         “If that would be helpful, you may do that,” Judge Lobban told him. “If there is room to set it up there. Maybe it will lean.”

         The two bullets that killed Vicki, Sopher testified, were discharged from a distance of about a foot, entered through the top of her left breast, punctured her heart and lungs, and exited her back near her right kidney. The shot paths were roughly parallel to each other, Sopher explained, indicating that they had been fired in quick succession.

         “This is a markedly downward path,” Sopher emphasized, about a forty-five-degree angle, which would be very unusual if the person was shot while standing upright. He suggested that Vicki must have been seated or bent over. “Unless someone were standing on a ladder or a chair, but that doesn’t make much sense, you see.”

         Nancy was also shot at a close range of about a foot, once in the head at an angle more or less parallel to the ground and twice at a downward angle—one shot entered her chest near her collarbone and exited through her back near her right lung. The other had “a very peculiar angle,” Sopher testified, entering and exiting her right breast from top to bottom, suggesting she may have been bent forward at the time of impact. Unlike the other two, either one of which would have been enough to kill, this shot would not have been fatal and the lack of hemorrhage suggests it might have been fired after Nancy’s heart stopped beating.

         Cross-examining Sopher, Allen then asked, “Are any of those wounds consistent with anybody running away and running up a hill?”

         “If they were flexed at the waist. But they would have to be running toward the weapon.”

         The time of death, essential in establishing the prosecution’s theory of the crime, was hotly disputed. Sopher had originally said that the women most likely died around 7 pm, which would make it hard for Beard to have been the killer, since he was at the school board meeting in Marlinton, about forty minutes away, by 7:30 pm. On the stand, Sopher now said that he could not be certain. He was not Quincy after all. By his best estimate, the murders probably occurred between 6 and 9 pm but could have happened as early as 2 pm.

         Christine Cook took the stand next. Pee Wee Walton had said in police statements that he saw Cook on Droop Mountain that day talking to the Rainbow girls, so she was an important element of propping up one of the main eyewitnesses to the crime. By now she lived in Morgantown, working as a unit clerk for the army and even had a new name, having separated from Paulmer Adkison. She now said that she “could not swear to it,” but she thought that Johnnie Lewis was there, riding with Arnold Cutlip. Later, she said, a “bunch of people” ended up on Droop Mountain. “I think Bill McCoy was there. And Richie [misspelling in transcript] Fowler. I think Gerald Brown may have stopped by.” Cook said that everybody was talking about the Rainbow family and wondering why they had come to Pocahontas County. Some of the men had been out to the Rainbow camp to check out the scene. When asked if she knew Beard or had ever met him before, she said she didn’t think so and didn’t think he had been there that day on Droop.

         Cook was equally vague on the sequence of events. She said she thought the latest she was on Droop was 5 pm, but again she was not certain.

         “Did you see any girls there that day there at the park?” asked Walt Weiford.

         
            A: I don’t believe so. Again, I couldn’t swear to it, because it’s a long time ago. And I don’t believe there was any girls in the van…

            Q: Was there drinking going on there at the park?

            A: Yes, there was.

            Q: A great deal?

            A: Yes. They always drank a great deal.

            Q: What was being consumed?

            A: Seven and seven—and I forgot what all they drank. A lot of liquor and a lot of beer.

            Q: Do you recall advising Sergeant Alkire that this was a time of your life that you wanted to forget?

            A: Yes, because it’s a lot of bad memories. I am sure people like to put their pasts behind them.

         

         On the morning of the third day, locals William Scott, Sis Hively, and Steven Goode testified to seeing Beard racing his truck up the road at the entrance to Droop Mountain State Park, Beard’s intoxication at the school board meeting, and his presence at Gerald Brown’s trailer that night on Droop Mountain, respectively. Pamela Wilson, narrow, with power bangs, read into evidence her 1992 statement that she’d seen two “hippie-type girls” get into a blue van driven by Richard Fowler.

         Bobby Lee Morrison was thirty by now, work-strong and handsome in a flannel shirt, with a thick mustache and hair that hung down past his collar. When the Court TV footage aired, the anchor asked the guest commentator if Morrison was dressed appropriately for court. She would have thought not, the anchor said, “but hey, you’re in West Virginia.”

         Weiford needed Morrison to testify that Jacob Beard had bullied and threatened him into making false statements; Farmer wanted to offer Morrison as a possible alternative suspect—after all, he had once given a detailed murder confession that lined up with some of the facts.

         During cross-examination after the lunch break, Farmer took Morrison through every element of his later recanted 1983 confession against Gerald Brown, demanding to know where Morrison “got” various details—how much each of the women had to drink, the mud puddle he had described, the brush under which their backpacks were found. Morrison again claimed that Beard had told him key pieces of evidence about the events so that his statement incriminating Brown would be more believable. But Morrison gave conflicting information about the source of his facts—he had told the grand jury that the police gave him the information that one of the women had drunk more alcohol than the other, but at trial, he said that Beard had told him that. As Farmer cross-examined him, Morrison’s jaw, set in anger, clicked back and forth. His knee, where his baseball cap rested, jiggled up and down.

         
            Q: You also told them that you just made that information up out of the whole cloth, didn’t you?

            A: I don’t think so.

            Q: “Answer: I was—that was made up.” “Question: Who made it up? Answer: I did.” Nobody told you that information, did they?

            A: Mr. Beard told me that one of them was supposed to have drunk and the other one wasn’t supposed to have drunk.

            Q: Then why did you tell the grand jury in 1983 that you just made it up?

            A: I think that was recanted wasn’t it?

            Q: That’s what you’re saying here.…That’s what you said isn’t it?

            A: I don’t remember…

            Q: If Sergeant Alkire and Trooper Lanham would say that you were threatened in jail by Gerald Brown to change your story would that be a lie?

            A: I don’t think so, because I don’t think I was threatened in jail by Gerald Brown.

            Q: Did you tell these law enforcement people that the reason you were changing your story to implicate Jake Beard after being in jail with Gerald Brown…was because Gerald Brown had threatened you, would that be a lie?

            A: I don’t know, cause I don’t think I was ever threatened in jail by Gerald Brown.

            Q: Did you tell these gentleman, these law enforcement people, that you were threatened by Gerald Brown to change your story to implicate Mr. Beard?

            A: I don’t think so.

            Q: You don’t remember?

            A: No, I don’t.

            Q: How many murders have you witnessed?

            A: I have never witnessed any murders.

            Q: How many murders have you given statements on and confessed to?

            A: None, that I know of.

            Q: This is the only one?

            A: Yes.

            Q: And you don’t remember?

            A: No I don’t.

         

         To observers, including the Court TV commentators, it was hard not to wonder about the truthfulness of Morrison’s testimony. After a commercial break, the anchor turned to her commentator. “Let me ask you, Matthew, about what we just saw with the cross-examination of this witness who at one point snapped at the defense attorney there.”

         “Well, I’m upset, and let me tell you why,” responded her guest. “[Morrison] remembers something from thirteen years ago, doesn’t remember something from yesterday. He says he’s been threatened by Mr. Beard.…What’s he holding back?”

         In his closing argument, Farmer, too, would harp on Morrison’s hostility and strange demeanor.

         “How many times did [Bobby Morrison] say ‘I don’t know’ to a difficult question? Did you notice that the entire time he was in the courtroom he did not look at you, he did not look at me, and most of all he never once laid eyes on Jake Beard? The entire time he testified he looked directly at that back wall and thought to himself, when is this hell gonna be over?”

         
              

         

         Alkire’s testimony and cross-examination, with the aid of a big black binder of his notes, took up the better part of the trial’s second week, interspersed with other witnesses for scheduling reasons. Though only in his early forties, the hair on both sides of Alkire’s head was a distinctly lighter shade of gray than the top and front, which flopped, Bieber style, onto his forehead. His green, short-sleeved West Virginia State Police uniform was adorned with black and gold patches on both shoulders and the metal badges that marked him as a first sergeant. He looked attentive, eager, and exhausted—the dark areas underneath his small eyes were the size of quarters. He answered many of Weiford’s questions with a quick, courteous “yes, sir” or “no, sir.”

         Alkire testified that Beard fell under suspicion because of the telephone calls he placed to the Durian house in 1982, but after that, Beard was an informant of sorts, providing investigators with ideas, none of which led to any evidence in the case.

         “Local people did the killing,” Alkire quoted Beard as saying.

         Stephen Farmer conducted a long cross-examination that pushed hard on Alkire. Farmer stood on Alkire’s left and very close, such that Alkire was obliged to turn his head to look at Farmer and answer his questions, and the cameras took Alkire mostly in right profile. Farmer was combative, aggressive even, while Alkire seemed calm, folksy, wrongly attacked. Farmer read Bobby Morrison’s confession back to Alkire.

         
            Q: Did you provide him with that information or did he provide it to you?

            A: He provided it to me.

            Q: You did not lead him or provide him with any of that information?

            A: No sir.

            Q: To the extent that he says that you provided him with any information, is he not telling the truth?

            A: That I provided him with this information? I did not provide him with this information.

            Q: Were you careful not to ask him questions in a manner that would give him the answer?

            A: Well, absolutely, yes sir.

            Q: So if he says that you intentionally or inadvertently asked him questions in a manner which would clue him into the answer, would that be a lie?

            A: It would be an accident on my part, if I did. I can’t say that I don’t make mistakes. I could have asked a leading question, but I try to stay away from that, yes sir.

         

         Farmer continued reading Bobby Lee Morrison’s statement and underscored that in 1983, Alkire had felt that Morrison had so much information about the case—including information not released to the public—that he had to have been there. Alkire agreed that he had felt that way in 1983 and had testified as such to a grand jury, but had since changed his mind and lost confidence in Morrison’s statement. Over and over, Farmer tried to show that Morrison’s story was specific and accurate, while Alkire tried to politely push back, asserting that it was more or less in line with the facts, if a little vague.

         “If you’re going to vent your anger at a witness and you’re gonna try to prove that some sort of conspiracy had taken place, pick on Bobby Lee,” the Court TV commentator said later. “The jury would much prefer that than picking on nice old Officer Alkire.”

         He also criticized Farmer’s overall strategy: “Why not start right out and say, ‘There are other people who had motives; there are statements that were made.…’ This is thirteen years later. They can’t go after the dead man [Gerald Brown], so why not go after Mr. Beard? Nobody likes him anyway!” He felt Farmer was not presenting a strong story, wholly separate from the story Weiford was telling, to the jury.

         
              

         

         Liz Johndrow, now thirty-one and living in Vermont, traveled with her boyfriend for the trial. Walking through the hallway, she came face-to-face with Nancy’s dad. He took Liz in his arms. A lot of weeping.

         Liz was sorry, she told Nancy’s dad, but she couldn’t give him what he was looking for.

         Liz’s hair was cut short and held back by a thick black headband. She wore a beige suit jacket that was too big for her, even with its prominent shoulder pads. Her face and lips were pale too; the only color on her person came from her nose, which was red, and her eyebrows, which were dark and thin and perfectly horizontal. On the witness stand, she looked focused yet far away, determined to remember the truth, but with little access to it. She took long pauses after each question and a few times counted things out on her fingers.

         After she had been sworn in, Weiford asked Liz where she lived now, and she answered him—but very quietly.

         “If you would speak up so that everyone can hear you. You say you live in Brattleboro, Vermont?”

         Weiford continued to struggle to hear Liz. Later in the testimony, Stephen Farmer also interrupted Liz, saying he could not hear her.

         Judge Lobban turned to Liz then. “Miss Johndrow, I think the jury is straining also to have to hear you.…Your testimony is going for naught.”

         Weiford led Liz through each step in her journey with Vicki and Nancy. After leaving the beach in South Carolina, the trio boarded an empty Trailways bus that took them to Fayetteville, North Carolina, where Liz called home and decided not to go to the Gathering. After informing Vicki and Nancy of her change of heart, Liz testified, “they would head to the Gathering, and I would head to Vermont.” Liz looked down at the courtroom floor a long time as she said the word “Vermont” and did not lift her eyes even when Weiford started his next question.

         The next morning, Liz testified, they got a ride north on I-95 with a commuter headed into work who dropped them at a truck stop outside Richmond, Virginia. There was a diner there, and the women went in, even though they had no money—loose change, maybe.

         “It was like morning,” Liz testified. “People were in there having breakfast. This person bought us coffee. And we were just kind of saying our good-byes and making plans for Vicki and Nancy to come up to Vermont after the Gathering.”

         As she spoke, Liz put a question mark at the end of each of her sentences. “And then we walked out to the road, and I don’t remember exactly what road? And I just remember, I—when we parted, I was on one side, they were on the other? We were headed”—Liz held her hands out wide to her sides then brought them together—“in different directions?”

         “Still hitchhiking?”

         “Yeah, and they waited until I got a ride because they were concerned. You know, about me taking off by myself.”

         “So they were still there when you got a ride?”

         “They were still there.”

         In some newspaper articles from 1980, Liz is quoted as saying that she left Vicki and Nancy around noon or one o’clock on June 25, the day they died, and in others the same time on June 24; Alkire’s notes from that time indicate that she told police June 25. In court, however, Liz testified that she left them on June 24. The date matters—it would help prove or disprove the prosecution’s theory that Vicki and Nancy had been killed in the afternoon of June 25 in time for Jacob Beard to make it to the school board meeting at 7 o’clock that night. Richmond sits about 235 miles from where Vicki and Nancy were found, a drive of about six hours at 1980 speed limits, so if Liz parted from the women at noon at the earliest on June 25, the state’s timeline of the women getting killed in the afternoon would not work.

         As Stephen Farmer cross-examined Liz, pointing out the different date she had given in 1980, she listened to his questions but again stared at that spot on the courtroom floor, not meeting his eyes. She scrunched her eyebrows and moved her lips while Farmer spoke, repeating the names of the places he mentioned. She touched her fingers to her eyes and leaned back heavily in the wooden chair.

         “Is Charleston, South Carolina, near Sullivan’s Island?” she asked Farmer at one point instead of answering his question. “I don’t even know where Charleston, South Carolina, is.”

         Farmer reminded Liz that when she first spoke with him in preparation for this trial, she was still convinced that she left Vicki and Nancy on Wednesday, June 25, not least because she remembered she arrived home in Vermont later that day and her mother and brother were out at their Al-Anon meeting, a thing they usually did on Wednesday nights. Liz made the switch to Tuesday, June 24, she testified, after talking with Alkire and other members of the state police, who helped her to count the days the trio were on the road and map their route. “It kept coming out to being the 24th,” she testified.

         “Both attorneys on Beard’s defense team reacted visibly,” Strong reported, when Liz said this.

         
              

         

         Criminal trials are long, tedious affairs, more paperwork and logistics than dramatic utterances, and by the time Pee Wee Walton took the stand, it was the trial’s seventh day, Thursday, May 27, 1993. When Walton was sworn in that morning, his face was already red, and his eyes, behind clear aviator-style glasses, looked wet. His hair was parted to the side, and he wore a brown blazer over a navy blue, vertically striped, button-up shirt; the top button was undone, so his white undershirt was exposed. He interlaced his hands in front of him.

         “Do you have a clear recollection of the events of that day?” Weiford asked, consulting his notes, which were handwritten on a yellow legal pad and sat on the music stand he was using as a lectern.

         “Yes, I do,” Walton said in a jaunty, eager voice that was a bit at odds with the somberness of the occasion.

         The beginning of Walton’s testimony was unchanged from the story he’d first told Alkire on his lawn, but the ending was different. Yes, he and Ritchie Fowler and Bill McCoy had been sitting at the top of Droop Mountain off Route 219 at CJ’s store on June 25, 1980. Yes, they had spent the morning going to town for liquor and beer, then driving around shooting groundhogs and drinking. Yes, they had a .22 caliber pistol they had been using on the groundhogs. But then, Walton’s story now continued, someone drove by and told him and the other men that there were two girls hitchhiking down on the Renick Flats. Walton didn’t want to go and asked Fowler and McCoy to take him home if they were going to pick up the women. But Fowler, who was driving, lobbied for it and said they could just go and look at the girls—they didn’t have to pick them up.

         “Okay. What did you all do?” Weiford asked Walton. Walton responded:

         
            A: We drove down there in Renicks Valley, and where the girls was at. We slowed down a little bit. And drove by.…We seen two girls standing along the road.…They was standing there just with their knapsacks on the side of the road, waiting for a ride, I think. We drove on down to the next road that turned—secondary road, right below there, and turned. We sat there awhile.…Rich and Bill was discussing picking them up. I thought they was just going to go on by and not pick them up.

         

         But they did turn back and pick the women up, according to Walton. It was McCoy who got out, talked with Vicki and Nancy, and helped them get their belongings inside. Fowler’s van was a ’70s captain’s style with big seats and a plush bed in the back. According to Walton, Fowler told Vicki and Nancy he was headed the way they were going but first needed to stop at his boss’s—Gerald Brown’s—trailer on Droop Mountain to pick up a paycheck. They went there and stayed about an hour. Walton claimed that when they got to Brown’s trailer, McCoy called around to more friends, “Let’s have a party. We picked up a couple of girl hitchhikers.” They then drove on to the entrance of Droop Mountain Battlefield State Park, where they drank more and met up with Arnold Cutlip, Johnnie Lewis, Gerald Brown, Paulmer Adkison, Christine Cook, another man named Larry Dean, and Jacob Beard.

         
            A: I heard something, said that they was wondering where they could take them to.

            Q:…What do you mean?

            A: They was wanting to take them somewhere, to get them off the road by theirself or something.

         

         According to Walton, Cutlip then came over to the van to look at the women, then returned to where his vehicle was parked to discuss potential secluded spots where they could take the women. After that, he said, Cook left with Adkison.

         
            Q: What’s the next thing you can remember?

            A:…Rich and Bill had—said something about they was going to see if the girls would put out for them or something. And they got in the van with them.

            Q: When you say “put out,” Pee Wee, what do you mean?

            A: Have sex with them.

         

         This many men meant several vehicles, and the caravan then proceeded deeper into the state park and then through the park to a popular party spot. Two of the men then assaulted Vicki and Nancy, Walton claimed, pulling their hands behind their backs and feeling them up. McCoy asked Walton for his pistol so he could threaten the women into having sex. When asked what Vicki and Nancy were doing at this point, Walton described “the shorter one”—Nancy—as not putting up much of a struggle.

         “The other one”—Vicki with “the teeth that stuck out”—“was fighting with Bill quite a bit.…She was hollering that she was gonna go to the law.”

         “Then,” Walton paused, stumbled on his words, reddened, and touched his mustache with the index finger of his left hand.

         
            A: I believe, Bill said something like, uh, “we kill people, we’ll kill y’all,” or something.…The girl that had the teeth that stuck out, she come over, got away from Bill some. Bill was with Ritchie towards the other girl. She came to me and she asked me. I was on the [van] bed at that time sitting back in the corner. And she asked me why was we doing this to them. And I told her, I ain’t doing nothing to you. And Bill came back over and got her.

         

         The women continued to refuse sex, according to Walton, and the men eventually gave up on the idea of raping them, which they seemed to regard as no great failure, according to Walton. “Rich said they ain’t gonna put out for us…just party.”

         Soon more men showed up, apparently just cruising around the woods, or perhaps called to the party, and the tension was diffused. According to Walton, Vicki and Nancy were then left unattended while the men talked, drank, and went to check out guns, a homebrew operation, and a camper. Fowler had brought the weed and rolled a joint, which everybody smoked; some people, including Walton, were also drinking liquor and beer. Vicki and Nancy were now standing outside the van.

         Sitting among the other journalists in the Greenbrier courtroom, Susan Strong watched Walton lose his composure as he spoke of what happened next. Walton stayed in the van while Fowler got out of it.

         “What’s the next thing you can remember?” Weiford asked, with great gentleness.

         
            A: Everybody jumping up there in the van, I guess when the first shot was fired.

            Q: Did you hear a shot?

            A: At this time, I can’t, I can’t say if I did or not.

            Q: Do you remember people jumping in the van?

            A: Yes. Everybody stood up and was standing around…

            Q: What’s the next thing you can remember, Pee Wee?

            A: The girl running up into the doorway and backing out.

            Q: What doorway?

            A: The sliding door on the side.

            Q: Can you remember which girl that was?

            A: I think it was the one with the buck teeth.

            Q: Do you remember it clearly or could you be mistaken?

            A: No it seemed pretty clear.

            Q: OK. What do you remember next?

            A: A person coming up into the doorway with a rifle. Like this.

            Q: Do you remember who that was?

            A: I’m not really sure. It had to have been Jacob since he’s the only one who had the rifle.

            Q: You said it would have to have been Jacob?

            A: Well I guess it couldn’t have to have been, I’m not for sure if there was anyone behind the van or not.

            Q: Did you ever see anybody else holding the gun?

            A: Just Arnie, they was up in front of the van.

            Q: Was it Arnie with the gun?

            A: No.

            Q: Was it Gerald?

            A: No.

            Q: Was it Bill?

            A: I don’t know.

            Q: Was it Rich?

            A: He was in the van.

            Q: Was it Jacob?

            A: All I can remember is just seeing the person right there with the rifle in his hand.

            Q: What kind of condition were you in at this point?

            A: Pretty well just about ready to black out I think.

            Q: Because of what?

            A: The whole mixture of things I guess. Drinking and smoking that pot and beer and whiskey.

            Q: Were you afraid?

            A: Um, I think it was a little too much drinking to even be afraid. It I guess scared me, had to.

            Q: Do you remember what you did?

            A: Just sat there, I think.

            Q: You remember what you were looking at, what you were seeing?

            A: Just the girl and the guy and the gun.

         

         During Walton’s cross-examination, which would take the rest of the morning until lunch and then the rest of the afternoon after it, Stephen Farmer paced between his notes on the music stand and the dark wooden chair that served as the witness stand. Farmer pressed hard, asking when Walton first asserted that he remembered being there when the Rainbow girls were killed, and digging deeply into Walton’s mental state.

         
            Q: And you were convinced that over the years on occasion you had dreamed it?

            A: I thought I did, yeah.

            Q: And during those years you drank daily, did you not?

            A: No not daily.

            Q: Regularly.

            A: Pretty often yeah.

            Q: And when you drank you didn’t drink socially did you?

            A: No.

            Q: You drank to get drunk. Correct?

            A: Sometimes, yeah.

            Q: Week in and week out, from 1980 to 1992. Is it so?

            A: Pretty well, yeah.

            Q: You spent a significant portion of your life between 1980 and 1992 drinking whiskey. Right?

            A: (Silence)

            Q: Correct?

            A: Pretty well, yeah.

         

         Nearing the end of the morning session, Farmer pulled out a white piece of standard printer paper and held it in both hands with his finger tips. It was a list of names and facts that the West Virginia State Police officers had shown to Walton on April 15, 1992, Farmer said, the day Walton was interviewed and assaulted by Estep, and the day he made his statement against Beard. Walton stated that one of the officers—he believed it was Estep though he couldn’t be sure—had shown him that piece of paper, which contained the phrase “blue van,” and that it was the officers who had given Walton that detail and told him they knew he had been in a blue van that day.

         
            Q: Now was this before Sergeant Estep beat you up or after?

            A: I’m not sure.

            Q: It was before you gave any statement wasn’t it?

            A: Yes.

            Q: And they told you that they knew you were with Ritchie Fowler. It was not you telling them you were with Ritchie Fowler, it was them telling you that you were with Ritchie Fowler, correct?

            A: Yes…

            Q: And they also said, Jake Beard, Buddy [Adkison], Gerald Brown, Pee Wee Walton, Arnie Cutlip and Bobby Morrison, right?

            A: Yeah.

            Q: Those are the names on that piece of paper that the state police showed you before they took your statement that day, isn’t it?

            A: Yeah.

         

         When Johnnie Lewis settled his beautiful body in the witness chair the following morning, the apprehension in the courtroom was palpable. Lewis was remarkably tall and thin; his cheekbones ran hard from his long, slender nose straight back to his ears, which were so distinctly separated from his jawline that he looked as if he’d lost a part of it shaving. His voice was low; he blinked often and looked down at his hands. He wore a long-sleeved, thick, brown work shirt with a buttoned pocket on each breast. He seemed unable to read or write and could barely sign his name.

         Judge Lobban asked Johnnie Lewis if he understood he was under oath. Lewis responded that he did. Lobban then told him, “Mr. Arbuckle is your attorney, and he is seated at the bench and will be available if you need to make any inquiry of him during your testimony.”

         Lewis acknowledged that he’d heard this, so Weiford proceeded, even more gently than he had with Walton, speaking lower and slower. He asked Lewis his name, and Lewis answered shyly.

         “Johnnie, I just want you to relax,” Weiford said. “You don’t need to be nervous, okay? All of these people just want to hear the truth, okay?”

         “Okay.”

         Lewis was living then with another friend, helping him out on his farm. Before that, he had lived with yet another friend, three or four miles down the road from where he currently lived. When Weiford asked where Lewis had lived during the summer of 1980, he said he could not remember for sure.

         Weiford led Lewis toward the moment when Vicki and Nancy were allegedly standing up against the van.

         
            Q: OK. Now, let me ask you Johnny [misspelling in transcript], were you paying a lot of attention to what was going on?

            A: Yeah. Not much. Not much attention.

            Q: Did you hear anything?

            A: No.

            Q: What’s the next thing you saw?

            A: The girls fall. The gun cracked. The girls fall.

            Q: You heard a gun crack?

            A: Yeah.

            Q: Where did the crack of the gun seem to be coming from?

            A: Jacob.

            Q: From Jacob?

            A: His hand raised.

            Q: Now which direction was he facing?

            A: He was facing, his back to me.

            Q: His back was to you?

            A: Yeah.

            Q: Was there anybody else standing around there?

            A: Bill, Ritchie.

            Q: Where were the girls at?

            A: At the van.

            Q: How close to the van was Jacob?

            A: That table there…

            Q: Now, did you hear the gun crack more than one time?

            A: Three. Two times actually. Two times. Three times all together. I just hear it three times, all I can remember.

            Q: What happened when you heard the gun crack the first time?

            A: (Silence)

            Q: What did you see?

            A: The girls fall. A girl fell.

            Q: A girl fell? Where did she fall at?

            A: Behind the van.

            Q: And when the gun cracked what did you see?

            A: The girl fall.

            Q: OK, anything else?

            A: No. The other one started to run.

            Q: The other one started to run? Did you see anybody move other than the girls?

            A: No.

            Q: Did Ritchie move?

            A: No.

            Q: Did Bill move?

            A: Uh uh.

            Q: Did Jacob move?

            A: No, he stood.

            Q: What’s the next thing you saw?

            A: The other girl fall.

            Q: Did you hear anything?

            A: Two shots.

            Q: Where were the shots coming from?

            A: Jacob, I reckon. As far as I can tell.

            Q: How could you tell that?

            A: His arm raised.

            Q: And after the gun cracked again what did you see?

            A: The girl fall.

         

         Weiford paused, perhaps sensing he was reaching the end, and asked if Lewis knew Walton. “Yeah, I seen him,” Lewis responded, but when asked if he had seen Walton that day, Lewis answered clearly that no, he had not, though he admitted it was possible that Walton had been in the van and Lewis had not seen him there.

         
            Q: Did you drink a good bit at that time Johnny [sic]?

            A: Quite a bit.

            Q: Do you drink now?

            A: No.

            Q: Why did you quit drinking?

            A: Just quit.

            Q: Huh?

            A: Just quit.

         

         Mr. Allen cross-examined Lewis, establishing that Lewis had talked to the state police right after the murders, on July 3, 1980, and told them that he had been with Arnold Cutlip all day cutting locust posts. The defense wanted the jury to see how long the road had been for Lewis, from July 1980 to the spring of 1992 to this moment, over a year later, and how many times he had changed his story during this period of thirteen years.

         
            Q: If you decided to tell the truth, Johnnie, on April 15 and 16, then why after that did you start saying you weren’t there, time and time and time again?

            A: I just scared—reckon.

            Q: You got scared?

            A: Yeah.

            Q: From who?

            A: I thought I was—maybe I wasn’t there or something.

            Q: You thought maybe you weren’t there?

            A: Yeah.

            Q: There was a doubt in your mind that you weren’t there?

            A: Got to thinking I was there.

            Q: So sometimes you think you are there, and sometimes you think you weren’t there. Is that correct?

            A: Yeah.

            Q: So you really are not sure, are you?

            A: Yeah, I am sure now.

            Q: Now, you are sure. Okay. What’s happened between last summer when you were saying you weren’t there, and right now, to make you sure, Johnnie?

            A: Just studying over it. I know I was there.

         

         On Friday, May 28, the eighth day of the trial, the prosecution rested its case. Farmer then rose and asked for a directed verdict of acquittal on all charges—it never happens, but you’ve got to try. But it did happen—partially. Judge Lobban dismissed the abduction-with-intent-to-defile charge, saying that no witness had placed Beard speaking to the victims or conspiring with the other defendants to “defile” Vicki and Nancy.

         With one charge down, Farmer and Allen’s defense strategy was to cast doubt on the integrity of the prosecution’s whole enterprise: they argued that every step of law enforcement conduct, from investigation to evidence collection to prosecution, was tainted by impropriety and dubious conduct, and suggested other suspects with more motive and opportunity than Beard, chiefly Bobby Lee Morrison and, though dead, Gerald Brown.

         The defense called Corporal Michael Jordan and Trooper First Class Dallas Wolfe with the West Virginia State Police, both officers who had come aboard the case starting in the spring of 1992 after the first round of arrests. Alkire needed help with all the interviews, particularly in taking the statements of Walton and Lewis.

         Jordan told about how upset Walton had become when shown pictures of Vicki and Nancy alive, then Vicki and Nancy dead. He cried and cried. Jordan also took Walton on a drive to jog his memory. They drove along 219, south from Hillsboro, up to Droop Mountain, past the parking lot that had once been CJ’s store, and down into Renick’s Valley, where the road flattened and straightened and where Pam Wilson had allegedly seen the blue van pick up the Rainbow girls. Jordan asked Walton to point out the spot where he and the other men had picked up the two girls. There, Walton said, pointing to a spot in the road. It was Wilson’s house.

         Both Jordan and Wolfe voiced concerns about the truthfulness of the testimony Walton and Lewis had given in court. Jordan testified that he felt Lewis had been intimidated by Sergeant Estep and that he doubted the theory that Lewis was present when the Rainbow girls were killed. He also testified about another possible theory of the crime: that a man locked up in a state penitentiary in Illinois named Joseph Paul Franklin had done it. Wolfe said that Lewis had “told investigators what he felt they wanted to hear.”

         Marilyn Thompson, the lawyer appointed to defend Lewis in June 1992, testified next. A young lawyer, having only passed the bar in 1990, she showed an old-timer’s expertise in advocating for her client. She pointed out that on April 15, 1992, Lewis had told police that he had not seen any Rainbow girls and had played no part in the murders, but the next day under duress from Sergeant Estep, and without a lawyer, his story changed drastically. From the point at which she became his lawyer going forward, she said, Lewis denied having seen any Rainbow girls, through five additional police interviews that summer. Only in October 1992, when she was not present, did Lewis again say he had seen Vicki and Nancy get killed.

         That night, Strong drove home to Droop Mountain and put her daughters, then five and nine, to bed. The weekend was Memorial Day, so Monday was a holiday, and one she usually spent with her husband’s family. They were a big clan, the Strongs, an old name in Pocahontas County and specifically on Droop Mountain, and many of their neighbors were in fact their relatives. But on this particular holiday, no one much felt like celebrating.

         The trial was playing out like a mini civil war: two family members testifying for the prosecution and three, not counting Beard, testifying for the defense. Gerald Brown’s ex-wife, Drema, was also Strong’s husband’s first cousin. Drema would testify the following week in defense of Jacob Beard and by proxy her late ex-husband. Roger Pritt, another first cousin by blood to Strong’s husband, would take the stand for the defense.

         Gerald Brown’s own half brother had already testified for the prosecution—saying he saw Fowler’s van at Gerald Brown’s trailer on the night of the murders, and his wife, Brown’s sister-in-law, had been the one to say that she saw Beard parked at Droop Mountain Battlefield State Park and then again at the school board meeting, where he was drunk and aggressive. Technically these prosecution witnesses were also related to Beard as well.

         Strong, given the responsibility of chronicling the facts for the larger community, was stuck in the middle.

         
              

         

         The following Tuesday, everyone reassembled in the courtroom, refreshed from their vacation or not. But they had an urgent matter to deal with: some of the Rainbow people who had been sitting in the back of the courtroom, in particular “the gentleman with the pigtails,” had written and printed up many copies of a tract called “The Haunting of Pocahontas” and, on Friday before the end of the trial proceedings, placed them downstairs in the lobby of the courtroom as well as on many of the windshields of cars parked near the courthouse—including one that belonged to a juror.

         “When I picked it up and turned it over, I seen Bobby Lee Morrison—whatever the guy’s name is—up at the top. I just—I just turned it over and brought it in here to Mr. Miller. I didn’t even look at it,” the juror in question told Judge Lobban.

         Each juror then had to be individually questioned to see if they had read it and if their ability to be impartial had been tainted in any way. “We’re sorry to bother you,” Judge Lobban told each member as he spoke with them. “Unfortunately, it’s a commentary about the trial and the witnesses and the parties and our system of justice in West Virginia.”

         “Now,” Lobban asked one juror, “if the…document is critical of our trial and our witnesses, our lawyers, our system, our state, does that cause you any problem continuing to be a member of this jury panel?”

         “As much as I have criticized all those things myself,” responded the juror, who then quickly added, “No.”

         
              

         

         Later that morning, Gerald Brown’s ex-wife, Drema, was finally permitted to take the stand. She testified that she had been home the whole day on June 25, 1980, except for an hour in the early afternoon, because she was waiting for her mother and sister to arrive from Ohio. She claimed that no men in a blue van had come to their trailer that night, contradicting Pee Wee Walton’s testimony.

         Beard’s wife’s brother, Larry Dean, testified next. Pee Wee Walton had claimed that Dean had also been in the woods the night the Rainbow girls had been killed—he had come in his jeep to “party.” Dean said that he had not been on Briery Knob that night at all and that he rarely if ever drove the jeep Walton had referenced. On cross-examination, however, Dean admitted that when he had first been questioned by police, he said that he believed Beard might have committed the murders.

         Roger Pritt also offered testimony rebutting that of his cousin’s husband’s brother’s wife, Sis Hively. He claimed that Beard had not been drunk or aggressive at the school board meeting but had seemed his normal self and that they left together.

         
              

         

         “It’s up to you; it’s your life,” Robert Allen told Beard when they’d discussed if Beard would testify on his own behalf. On the one hand, an appealing defendant who can offer a coherent story of their whereabouts elsewhere on the day of a crime or a humanizing insight into how their character would not allow for such acts can be a lifesaver. On the other, a defendant who seems nervous, hostile, distant, or otherwise unappealing can make a jury convict faster than any damning evidence.

         In a bright white polo shirt, dark suit jacket, and gold watch, Beard settled himself into the witness stand on the morning of the tenth day of the trial, a Wednesday. Except for an occasional shake of his head, he didn’t move his body at all as he spoke. Once, during his long testimony, he adjusted his glasses, also aviator-style, to sit more solidly below his large, shiny forehead. He didn’t smile or cry. Instead, he frowned and looked straight ahead, answering Allen’s questions with a “yes, sir” or “no, sir.”

         As Allen led Beard through his movements on the day of the murders, Allen drew an elaborate and confusing diagram on the green chalkboard.

         “And where is the valley in relation to this intersection?” Allen asked.

         “About where you have them squiggles,” Beard said, trying to be helpful.

         Beard reiterated his alibi—that he had been at work at Greenbrier Tractor Sales in Lewisburg, then out on a service call in the afternoon, after which he got some groceries, went home, and ate a sandwich with his wife. They arrived together at the school board meeting by 7:30 pm.

         Beard told the jury how defending himself in this case had tanked his health. Allen and his firm now held a second mortgage on Beard’s house, and he had been on a leave of absence from work since February 1993.

         “My nerves got pretty bad,” Beard said, without emotion. “I suffered a couple blackouts. My daughter found me on the floor one Sunday morning, and I was taken to the hospital. They determined that I had had a small stroke.”

         He again said he didn’t know any of the “relevant necessary people” more than to stop and chat with, and some not even that much; he had never even seen Pee Wee Walton until the preliminary motion hearings in mid-April. The only interaction he’d had with Rainbow people, he said, was in late 1980, when he met two of them who needed help hauling a burned van. They told him that “the Rainbows as a whole felt that local people had done [the killings].”

         “Did you kill these girls?” asked Allen.

         “No, sir. Absolutely not,” replied Beard.

         The defense spent the afternoon session calling an expert they’d commissioned to do computer graphics of the bullet paths through Vicki and Nancy’s bodies based on the findings of Dr. Sopher, but it was so convoluted that even Farmer and Allen seemed to have trouble following the expert’s train of thought and its implications, if any, on Beard’s guilt or innocence.

         
              

         

         Closing arguments took place on Thursday, June 3, the eleventh day of the trial. The gallery was clear of most spectators by then—they’d run out of sick days, or money, or interest. Kathy Santomero and her mother had returned home to Long Island; Kathy was getting married the following week and had errands to run.

         “The style of Special Prosecutor Walt Weiford, whose relaxed matter-of-fact statements were delivered in increasingly hushed tones, was compared to defense attorney Stephen Farmer, who delivered his arguments in seeming frustration and increasing fervor,” reported Strong.

         In his closing, Weiford said that the witnesses he presented were imperfect, which made them in fact more credible. “Johnnie Lewis was in a place he didn’t want to be,” Weiford told the court. “He saw things he wishes he hadn’t seen. Now if the state wanted to invent a witness for you, the state might have invented somebody that might have had an easier time testifying than Johnnie Lewis had.”

         He also emphasized the sheer number of Pocahontas County citizens who participated in the prosecution to testify against Jacob Beard. “You will believe Mr. Beard and his relatives,” Weiford told the jury, or believe innocent citizens with no reason to lie. The other theories of the crime—Bobby Lee Morrison, Brown, and the inmate in Illinois were “hardly even worth mentioning.”

         Farmer’s closing was indeed feverish, and frustrated. He delivered it from his music stand, looking at the jury. On Court TV, his face was again caught in profile.

         “Pee Wee lives in Hillsboro with his mother. Sometimes he is employed; sometimes he is not. In Hillsboro, the law is the law. He told the law that he didn’t know what happened. He told the law that…what he was telling them could be a dream. What did the law do? The law made him captive. The people that were supposed to help him and the people who were supposed to be in search of the truth took him captive.

         “They may not be able to do that to me. And they may not be able to do that to you all. But you saw Pee Wee. It’s real. And Pee Wee knows, when this is over, you all get to go home. I get to go home. Everybody in this court room gets to go home. Pee Wee goes back to Hillsboro. And it’s him and the law…”

         “Johnnie Lewis may be the most tragic aspect of this case short of the tragic deaths of these girls.” Lewis, Farmer continued, was “an unfortunate man.…Knowing his capabilities, and the fact that he is not as fortunate as most of us, knowing that he lives out in the woods with a caretaker, is unable to care for himself.…The law…came to see him again. Now, if Sergeant Alkire was in search of the truth…why did he go get Estep to come and see Johnnie?…So they ditched the lawyer, and in October, they bring Estep back in, and it had the desired effect.

         “You see because Johnnie Lewis has to go home too. Johnnie Lewis has to go home where the power is vested in the very people that he told the truth to, and look what they did to him. Johnnie Lewis knows what he has to do to survive. Pee Wee Walton knows, within both of their lives, what they must do to survive. And that was to come here and tell what the state wanted to hear.”

         Farmer ended by appealing to the West Virginia jury’s understanding of how essential it can be for ordinary citizens to resist those with power. “The people that formed this county and this country came here in large part because the country that they were leaving permitted the government to randomly walk on people the way Mr. Beard has been walked upon in this case,” Farmer said. “This country is founded on the premise that it’s people like you that can look at the government and say, ‘No, it won’t happen. It won’t happen.’ Mr. Beard is not guilty. Send Mr. Beard home to try to put his life back together.”

         
              

         

         After just over three hours of deliberation, the jury reentered the courtroom. Judge Lobban had them line up at the front of the gallery facing the judge’s bench so that Beard, Farmer, and Allen as well as Weiford were looking directly at the jury’s backs and butts. Judge Lobban read the verdict: Beard was guilty of the murder in the first degree of Vicki Durian and guilty of the murder in the first degree of Nancy Santomero. Beard did not move his head or his eyes or his face while these sentences were read aloud.

         Strong did not linger at the courthouse. “The thirteen-year-old mystery,” she typed, “of who killed ‘The Rainbow Girls’ has now been solved.”

      
   


   
      
         
            PART V:

            THE COGS DON’T MEET

         

         
            A great truth is a truth whose opposite is also a great truth.

            —Niels Bohr
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         ONCE UPON A TIME IN 1950s Mobile, Alabama, there lived a boy named James Clayton Vaughn. His father left when he was eight, but he had a mother and two sisters and a brother and a house near a woods of loblolly pine.

         Vaughn lived in the Birdville neighborhood, close to the air force base and the water of Mobile Bay and a stone’s throw from the new interstate they were building through town. Most of the homes in Birdville had gone up fast during the Second World War to give temporary shelter to military personnel, and when the officers and their families left, you could rent them for cheap. Later they would become a public housing complex, which still stands today.

         Nearly half of Mobile was black then, but only 275 black residents were registered to vote out of a total of 19,000 voters. Alabama had passed onerous provisions in 1901 requiring voters to own property, be able to read and write an article of the US Constitution, have been employed for at least one year, and have not been convicted of any crime, including vagrancy and public intoxication. This eliminated nearly all black residents of Mobile and many whites too, including Vaughn’s family.

         Because poor communities have their own kind of logic outside middle-class rules, Vaughn’s Birdville was more or less integrated; poor black and poor white kids tossed balls back and forth and hit each other with friendly sticks. Yet if Vaughn left his neighborhood even for a moment, the reality of white supremacy and black dispossession was everywhere. It was in the whites-only restaurants and stores and schools of course, but it was also in the crosses that burned on Highway 90 and 42 and 45 and 43—the only roads into or out of Mobile. A Klansman ran for city commission in 1957 on the slogan “the Negro will be kept in his place” and promoted his candidacy with buttons depicting two black men hanging from a tree.

         Vaughn’s father was mostly gone. His mother starved and beat him and sent him to sleep under the loblolly pines. For reasons that were never clear, Vaughn took the brunt of his mother’s rage. By his teenage years, he was blind in his right eye, and his skull was cracked many times over.

         When he was seventeen, Vaughn stole a copy of Mein Kampf from the Mobile public library and took to carrying it around his house and to the loblolly pines when he was forced to go there. Now instead of waiting for the sky to turn light, he had something to read. He read of Hitler’s poverty and hunger and gobbled the words into his mind. “Our own painful struggle for existence,” Hitler wrote, “destroys our feeling for the misery of those who have remained behind.” To be a poor white boy with the same amount of power as a poor black boy—none—it seemed, was to have the lowest kind of human life.

         Vaughn started looking at Birdville with new eyes. He stopped playing with his black friends. One of his neighbors, a black woman, had always been kind to him, sometimes giving him food while he sat under the loblolly pine; now he pretended he didn’t know her. Vaughn kept reading Hitler and joined the American Nazi Party and the Ku Klux Klan.

         As soon as he was old enough to drive, Vaughn dropped out of high school and took off for points north and east, where, under various fake names, he worked in construction, at a real estate firm, and in a shoe store. At twenty years old, he started hurling insults at interracial couples on the street, then at interracial couples idling in cars. He became transfixed by the philosophy Charles Manson called “helter skelter”—a vague collection of ideas involving anger at being rejected by the world of the rich and powerful, as well as promoting violence designed to create an apocalyptic war between blacks and whites that would end the world as we know it.

         When he visited his sister in Mobile in 1973, he could not stop shaking and yelling when he saw that she had a black woman working in her house as a maid. “He got so upset that it was almost necessary for her to call the police in order to get him to leave,” his FBI case notes read. In Maryland, he worked as a maintenance man at a building complex. It seemed as if he had calmed down emotionally during this time, his other sister told the FBI. But she was wrong. That year, in Atlanta, Vaughn followed a black man with a white woman date, then sprayed them with mace. Then he changed his name, reinventing himself forever. The name he took was Joseph Paul Franklin—Joseph for Goebbels’s efficiency; Franklin for Ben’s ingenuity.

         Bombs came next. In July 1977, and within days of each other, Franklin used a sophisticated electrical detonator to blow a hole through the front of the home of Morris Amitay, the face of pro-Israel politics in Washington, and then pushed fifty pounds of water gel explosives and five sticks of dynamite into a crawl space in a small Orthodox synagogue in Chattanooga. The synagogue was flattened to the ground, but its Torah survived.

         In the month following his bombings, Franklin got it in mind to drive to Wisconsin to kill a judge who had released two black men accused of raping a white woman. But on his way there, in a shopping mall in Madison, he was driving through a parking lot when a car driven by a black man with a white woman passenger, both twenty-three years old, backed out in front of him. Franklin honked and honked his horn until the man opened his door to see what the hell. Franklin shot the man as he approached, then pulled up alongside the car, got out, and shot the woman. He never forgot this first couple, Franklin said. The look the man got in his eyes when he knew he would die and the way the woman turned away and covered her face with her hands. He remembered the bad smell of gunpowder, too, and the way their blood had gotten on his clothes.

         From 1977 to 1980, thanks to the expansion of the interstate highway system that offered travelers much greater speed and anonymity, Franklin roamed American cities large and small and murdered black men, black men and their white girlfriends or white women who might become their girlfriends, and Jews. He kept handguns around but mostly used a sniper rifle to kill, robbing banks to cover his constant need for fresh cars, guns, and bullets.

         He shot and killed a Jewish worshipper exiting a temple in a suburb of St. Louis. He shot a black man and his pregnant white girlfriend as they walked down the sidewalk near their home in northeast Atlanta, killing the man and paralyzing the woman from the waist down. Outside the Georgia courtroom where Hustler publisher Larry Flynt’s famous obscenity trial took place, Franklin tried to kill Flynt because his photographs depicted interracial sex, but he failed, leaving Flynt partially paralyzed and using a wheelchair. In Chattanooga, Franklin waited in the grass outside a Pizza Hut, where a white woman who dated a black man worked, then shot them both in the parking lot. The man, a junior varsity basketball player at the University of Tennessee, was shot first, but he managed before he died to shout a warning to his girlfriend. She lived.

         Franklin grew more associative. He shot and killed the manager of a Taco Bell in Doraville, Georgia, because the manager was black and waited on white women. He shot and killed a twenty-eight-year-old black man for no reason at all, through a plate-glass window of a restaurant in Falls Church, Virginia. He shot another interracial couple outside a grocery store in Oklahoma City, leaving the woman’s ten-year-old son alive. Franklin had sex with a fifteen-year-old white sex worker and then killed her when she said she had had sex with a black man. He killed a twenty-two-year-old black man who was standing at the counter of a fried chicken carryout restaurant in north Indianapolis in early January 1980 and a nineteen-year-old black man who was buying extermination spray at a convenience store on January 14 in the same city. He killed a white college student hitchhiking her way home from college in an isolated state park in Wisconsin who said she had, or would consider having, sex with a black man. He shot but failed to kill civil rights leader Vernon Jordan outside a Marriott Inn in Fort Wayne, Indiana.

         In Cincinnati, he camped out on a railroad trestle with his sniper rifle waiting for an interracial couple to come out of a motel. When they didn’t, he got bored and shot two black children at random instead—cousins, age thirteen and fourteen, on their way to split a dollar at the candy store. They both died. In June 1980, he killed a twenty-two-year-old black man and his white girlfriend as they walked over the Washington Street Bridge in downtown Johnstown, Pennsylvania. That August, Franklin drove around Salt Lake City’s Liberty Park, a bustling public park where teenagers of all races came to roller-skate and flirt and listen to music. When he spotted two black boys, age eighteen and twenty, jogging with two white girls, both fifteen, Franklin opened fire, dropping the two boys to the pavement, where they bled to death. The two girls came away with shrapnel in their skin but alive. Then, as ever, Franklin packed up his rifle, put it back in the trunk, and drove on.
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         IN THE FALL OF 1978, thirty-four state police cadets graduated from the West Virginia State Police academy. Their class was called “the Pioneers,” for it contained, for the first time, five black cadets and three women, including Deborah DiFalco. She had grown up in Maryland but crossed over into Mountaineer territory for college in Wheeling, where she studied political science and made it into the school’s basketball hall of fame. She just liked the idea of being a police officer; she thought it would be exciting. She took the police academy exam while she was still a college student and began training just days after graduation. The six months at the police academy were like boot camp. Military style. You would be in formation; you would be in PT; back in formation, you would march into meals. Classes all day. She loved it.

         DiFalco started out as a field trooper in uniform, stationed in Charles Town, in the Mountain State’s eastern panhandle, famous for its horse racing. She wasn’t the first woman to be a state trooper in West Virginia, but she was the second. The first, a woman named Sharen Deitz, would later successfully sue the West Virginia State Police for gender-based discrimination; a trainer in the police academy called Deitz “it,” she alleged, because she was butch, and the promotion she applied for was given to a much less qualified man.

         Perhaps because DiFalco was femme and pretty, or perhaps for other reasons, this wasn’t her experience. “I was confident,” she says. “I was kind of oblivious to being a woman. I worked with a really great group of guys. They never made me feel like I couldn’t do something—quite the opposite. Love the people of West Virginia. You couldn’t be offended. They defended me. I was small. I was lucky.”

         DiFalco became the first woman to do undercover police work in West Virginia. Drugs, gambling, a lot of narcotics. A lot of work in Martinsburg, Charles Town’s big-city neighbor, where she was assigned to a task force to work an open-air drug market. It was thrilling and scary. She was often alone out there.

         She went into plainclothes, then into investigations as a detective, and was stationed in Randolph County, just up from Pocahontas. Each day DiFalco left the house that she shared with her husband in Buckhannon and drove the half hour to the state police headquarters in Elkins, a three-story building with a cafeteria and barracks upstairs, where officers fresh out of the academy could live for a while until they got on their feet. Detectives might catch an hour nap or so if they were working through the night.

         
              

         

         The office in Elkins was full of jokes. You had to know how to have fun; otherwise you’d die of a heart attack or boredom. Alkire liked to have fun, and that’s what he was doing in March of 1984—after Morrison had confessed, then recanted. The Rainbow Murders case was quiet.

         The phone rang. It was Ernest Smith, special agent of criminal investigation for the state of Wisconsin. We’ve got someone here, he said to Alkire, by the name of Joseph Paul Franklin, and he says he did the murders where you are.

         Franklin’s flesh was peppered with tattoos, but it was the one of the Grim Reaper on his right forearm, done in delicate line work, that got him caught. In October 1980, a Florida blood bank employee recognized it as he waited, sleeves rolled up, to sell his blood at a plasma center. It was Utah that tried him first, for murdering the two young black joggers in Salt Lake City. Franklin was given two life sentences and transferred to a federal penitentiary in Illinois, where he became the recipient of visits from law enforcement agents from multiple states. He spoke to most of them and confessed to his crimes on his terms and on his timeline, except Missouri, which had the death penalty—at that time, he did not want to die. He would spend the next thirty-three years in prison, awaiting trial, being tried for crimes he’d committed in five states, and then awaiting death. He was convicted of eight murders in the courts, though if you include crimes to which he confessed but for which he was not prosecuted—why spend the resources on a man already on death row—you’ll arrive at a count of at least twenty deaths.

         Every state with an unsolved murder of a black man or a white woman had come calling on Franklin at the federal penitentiary in Illinois. Special agents from Wisconsin arranged to visit Franklin to ask about the young white woman who was killed in a Wisconsin state park while hitchhiking home from college. Franklin quickly confessed to that killing, then turned the subject to other crimes. Also, he said, he had killed two women hitchhikers in West Virginia, in “Beckley County.”

         Wisconsin Special Agent Smith said that wasn’t enough; they would need more details. Franklin said he had just come from robbing a bank in North Carolina a day or two earlier and was traveling on an interstate highway in West Virginia en route to Lexington, Kentucky, in the late morning or early afternoon of June 25, 1980, when he picked up two female hitchhikers whom he described as of average build, one with medium brown hair and one with light brown hair, “looking kind of sleazy, hippie type, kind of scruffy looking.”

         He picked the women up, he said, and then took “a road that went off to the side past a gas station,” where he stopped for gas while the women were with him. It took “a couple hours’” driving time from there to the place where he murdered them. He believed the women were into communism and had been friends with, or possibly dated, black men in the past, so he simply decided to “waste both of them.” He said he got the two women out of his car and that neither screamed. He shot the first girl in the chest from the front and the other once “in the face or the head.” Special Agent Smith then asked Franklin to draw a simple map of the area where he supposedly picked these women up, which Franklin did.

         Agent Smith was troubled enough by this confession to call law enforcement in West Virginia straightaway. Alkire thanked Smith and put the phone down, but his mood was not elation. Though charges had formally been dropped against Gerald Brown two months after young Bobby Morrison recanted his confession, Alkire felt that it was likely Morrison had just lost his nerve. All of Alkire’s waking hours were still being channeled toward investigating Brown and Morrison. But Agent Smith would not quit; he faxed a follow-up letter to Alkire four days later, which included the map Franklin had drawn.

         Alkire called Weiford. They turned the map this way and that but still could not make it match the topography they knew so well. Both men felt that Franklin’s map was inaccurate on the whole, putting the gas station where he allegedly stopped on the wrong side of the road, as well as the “winding dirt road.” The Xs Franklin had drawn to indicate Vicki and Nancy’s bodies were only a short distance from 219, when in reality they were a solid fifteen or twenty minutes’ driving time at a minimum. Alkire thought maybe Franklin had read about the case in a crime magazine or watched it on a crime show. Weiford agreed.

         When agents from Tennessee visited Franklin a month later about the bombing in Chattanooga, Franklin again told them he’d killed two women in West Virginia. The Tennessee officer was taken aback. “Have you given that to anyone else?”

         “Yeah, yeah, I told that already to Madison,” responded Franklin.

         “Has Pocahontas County, West Virginia, been in touch with you about it?”

         “No.”

         
            [image: ]Hand-drawn map by Joseph Paul Franklin, 1984
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         In August 1984, DiFalco had just made trooper first-class for working some drug cases and a few murders in the eastern part of the state when her captain called her into his office. There was a case down in Pocahontas County, he said, a couple of girl hitchhikers that won’t solve. Yeah, she said, I’ve heard of it. Well, the captain said, something’s come up. We got a call. Alkire is under water. Can you help him out?

         DiFalco was pleased—it meant something that they would give this to her; it meant they trusted her. Alkire called her on her desk phone. Listen, he said, this guy Franklin has been confessing to every crime this way and that, crimes all over the nation. It’s probably nothing when it comes to him and West Virginia. But go check it out.

         On Monday, September 10, 1984, DiFalco drove the ninety minutes south along winding 219 to Marlinton. Aside from skiing at Snowshoe, DiFalco had never been in Pocahontas County before. She observed that the land was much steeper here than where she lived and that everyone seemed to know each other. Walt Weiford was waiting for her when she arrived at the state police office: an eager man with a round face who had a tendency to follow her around and rock back and forth on his feet from heel to toe.

         Weiford gave her Franklin’s map. On the map, DiFalco saw, Franklin had marked the West Virginia state line, the interstate he had been traveling, the exit road he had taken, the gas station, the winding dirt road he said he had turned down, and the “small dirt road” where he had supposedly left the bodies. Franklin had also written “Rainbow Meeting” along one of the roads, which according to what he had told Agent Smith, “the girls talked about either having just participated in or were hitchhiking to.” Franklin had also told Smith that he used a .44-caliber revolver for the crimes and had drawn a picture of the 240-grain bullet he said he used.

         DiFalco began by tracking down Corporal Gary Hott, the first officer on the death scene after young Tim had found the bodies, and showing him the map that Franklin had drawn. Does it work? she asked. Hott studied the map. Pretty well, yeah, he said, if you take Franklin’s “interstate” to be I-64, the exit road he took to be Route 219 north, the “winding dirt road” to be Briery Knob Road through Droop Mountain Battlefield State Park, and the “small dirt road” to be the lane where they were found. Further, the “gas station” near the interstate could be the Little General store in the hamlet of Maxwelton near Lewisburg, where the initial investigators in 1980 had turned up the cashier that put two hippie women from Arizona in her store on June 25 with a tall, slim, clean-shaven man with light hair who drove a black Nova.

         “Cpl. Hott advised that he felt the map adequately depicts the route to the murder scene and the position of the bodies,” reads DiFalco’s official “Report of Criminal Investigation.”

         DiFalco called the ballistics lab in South Charleston to check if Franklin’s memory matched their findings. The fragments recovered from Vicki and Nancy’s bodies were super small, they told her, but they could check the bullet jacket. They did, and indeed, the jacket appeared to belong to a 240-grain bullet, as Franklin stated. Franklin said that he had used the same gun and bullets in the Wisconsin hitchhiker murder as in the West Virginia ones, but the West Virginia fragments were too small for any conclusive comparison.

         DiFalco kept calling different jurisdictions trying to check Franklin’s facts. Pennsylvania told her that they had a murder of an interracial couple ten days earlier on June 15, 1980, that they thought was Franklin’s, and according to their investigation, Franklin had short, light hair at that time and had been driving a dark metallic Nova. Florida sent her pictures of Franklin in the summer of 1980—short, sandy-blond hair, no facial hair.

         North Carolina police said that there was indeed a bank robbery on June 24, 1980—North Carolina National Bank—and a little boy had seen the suspect getting into a black car. A special agent with the Chattanooga, Tennessee, office of Alcohol, Firearms and Tobacco said he had interviewed Franklin about the Chattanooga synagogue bombing, and, come to think of it, during that interview he had said something about West Virginia. Hold on, the agent told DiFalco. I’ll send you the transcript.

         
            Q: “6/25/80, Pocahontas County, West Virginia, some killings there,” asked the ATF agent.

            A: “Yeah, I did that,” answered Franklin.

            Q: “What did they involve?”

            A: “Couple of race mixers.”

            Q: “Women?”

            A: “Yeah.”

            Q: “What happened on those?”

            A: “I just blew them away with a .44 magnum, said they went out with niggers.”

         

         DiFalco called the federal penitentiary where Franklin was being held in Marion, Illinois. She wanted to meet with Franklin herself, go over everything with him in person, and see if it added up. She wrote to the warden. She called. Finally, in early October, they called her back. Franklin had agreed to talk to her. Could she come next week?

         That Monday, DiFalco and a trooper, Terry Snodgrass, set out on the nine-hour road trip in an unmarked police cruiser, sharing the driving as first signs for Huntington, then Lexington, then Louisville appeared and receded. Snodgrass was quiet, and there was little to talk about. Neither of them had interviewed a serial killer before. The last three hours beyond Louisville were dark, and they got dinner, then separate motel rooms. DiFalco read and reread her notes until she just shut the light off.

         When DiFalco and Snodgrass reached the federal prison in Illinois just before ten in the morning, they were led down through one layer of the facility, then the next. “Just door after door. Seems like we just kept going down and down. Doors clanking behind us,” DiFalco says. “I still tell people about it.”

         Finally they reached the very bottom of the prison and were led into a small square room. Franklin was brought in shackled. His eyes looked strange, off, possibly from the blindness in the right one. Right away he started looking at DiFalco, would only talk to DiFalco, and ignored Snodgrass altogether. Snodgrass put a tape recorder on the table. DiFalco said, Okay, tell us about the girls in West Virginia. But Franklin was “playing around,” she says. He told them that he’d never shot anyone, never killed in his life. He told them that he was being held in prison for his political beliefs and that he had lied to the agents from Wisconsin and Tennessee about having killed girls in West Virginia. Everything I have ever said before is a lie, he said. This is the truth.

         DiFalco and Snodgrass talked to Franklin for more than an hour, but there was no change. Finally, DiFalco showed Franklin pictures of himself in a wig and sideburns as he was robbing the North Carolina bank. He claimed he’d never robbed any bank but seemed interested in the pictures, even fond of them, and rubbed them with his fingers. Then DiFalco pulled out pictures of Vicki and Nancy after they’d been shot. Franklin would not look at them. No, no, don’t show me that, Franklin said, turning away in his chair.

         Finally, DiFalco called for the guard. This was a waste of time; they might as well put Franklin back in his cell, she said. But just after they had left the room and were outside in the corridor looking at Franklin behind bars again, Franklin motioned DiFalco over. He pressed his face through the bars and then lifted his mouth to her ear.

         Let me put your mind at ease, DiFalco says Franklin said. I did it.

         That’s not enough, DiFalco says she told him. They needed details. She asked him what he did with the women’s belongings. Franklin told her that he had hidden them in the woods far away from the murder scene on his way back toward Interstate 64. He told her that one of the backpacks was green. (Both Vicki and Nancy’s sleeping bags were dark blue; Vicki had a bongo drum in a green case.) Franklin said he did not want to see anyone else go to prison for what he had done.

         Back home in West Virginia, DiFalco found Nancy’s missing sandal. It had been in the evidence locker of the Marlinton State Police all that time; she sent it to the South Charleston lab to be checked for prints, but there were none. She combed the original reports of investigation from 1980 and found a composite sketch of the driver of the black Nova given by the convenience store cashier who said she had seen the two women from Arizona get into his car. It looked a lot like the photographs that Florida had sent of Franklin.

         She reinterviewed the cashier, who again said that she had seen women matching Vicki and Nancy’s descriptions getting into a black or dark green Chevy Nova on June 25, 1980, with a tall, clean-cut man who didn’t look to be from around there, adding that she remembered one of the girls made a purchase and paid for it with coins from a green change purse. She bought something from an aisle of the store that held snacks and cans of beans. This was consistent with the fact that a tan, pasty bean fluid was found in Vicki’s stomach after her death, DiFalco noted. But the cashier couldn’t identify Franklin’s photo from a photo lineup. She was an elderly woman, and it had been years.

         On a March day in 1985, DiFalco rose extra early. Her captain at the West Virginia State Police wanted her to present her report on Franklin to him, Alkire, Weiford, and Weiford’s boss, and she wanted to be able to be comfortable enough with the material that she could look them in the eyes as she spoke.

         Before this group, DiFalco presented the results of her labor. “I feel that Mr. Franklin had the motive, opportunity and capability to be the perpetrator of the crimes against the victims, Nancy Santomero and Vicki Durian,” her report concluded.

         The men in the room shifted in their chairs. Then Alkire spoke. He was not convinced, he told the room. He felt the facts of Franklin’s confession were wrong—particularly the errors Franklin made when describing the road where he picked the girls up, the topography of the area, and the distances between where he picked the girls up, the road where he turned off, and the spot where he eventually killed them. Plus he had placed them in “Beckley County,” which did not exist. He still suspected Franklin had heard about the case secondhand. Weiford agreed with him, suggesting that Franklin was talked to by so many investigators from so many different states, who was to say they hadn’t perhaps filled in some of the details?

         “Alkire felt that nothing was right about what Franklin said,” DiFalco says. “He kept saying, ‘It doesn’t fit with what we know to be true.’ He kept saying, ‘The killer has to be local.’”

         Why? DiFalco doesn’t know, and it puzzles, especially considering that many citizens of Pocahontas County didn’t believe Franklin’s confession either, once they heard about it in the Pocahontas Times.

         In the end, most of that 1985 meeting was spent discussing how Gerald Brown might still be the one and, if he was, how to prove it. They couldn’t prove he’d fired the gun, but Weiford and Alkire strongly suspected that Brown had been there when Vicki and Nancy died. They were disturbed specifically by Brown’s cavalier attitude toward the charges when arrested and his cavalier attitude toward death generally.

         Worse, his wife, Drema Brown, had divorced him in 1983 on the basis of “extreme mental cruelty,” and there was also the troubling fact that Brown had given his girlfriend a necklace that belonged to “one of my Rainbow friends” and several times driven her up to Briery Knob to cry.

         At the end of the meeting it was decided that Alkire, DiFalco, and the other officers would continue investigating both Franklin and Brown as suspects. Then Alkire was transferred to Parkersburg, and DiFalco was also reassigned to another county; eventually she moved to northern Virginia to work with US Customs.

         The first time Franklin called DiFalco was on February 14, 1985—Valentine’s Day. He wanted to chat, to tell her about a newspaper article that someone was writing about him.

         “He just took a liking to me,” DiFalco says. “He was a little creepy, a little strange. He would call me, a lot, over the years.” Sometimes during these calls, Franklin would drop into conversation the name of the small city in Maryland where DiFalco’s parents still lived as a way, DiFalco felt, of saying, I know you. But she was not frightened of him, she says. “He mellowed over the years.”

         Okay, so I lied, Franklin said during that first Valentine’s Day call. I did rob that bank in North Carolina. But that’s it, I didn’t kill anyone. Franklin asked DiFalco if she could send him the pictures of himself from the bank robbery. She told him no.
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         THE PRECISE PROCESS WE ARE talking about when we say, “believe,” and where we think it happens—the brain? the heart? the stomach?—are poorly understood. DiFalco believed Franklin when he said he had done the killings, while Walt Weiford and Sergeant Alkire did not. We tend to treat believability as if it were synonymous with truthfulness or akin to solving a mathematical equation, but the relationship between what is believable and what is true and, further, what makes a story believable to one listener but not to another turn out to be some of the murkiest parts of human cognition.

         The twelve jurors who voted to convict Jacob Beard were given the following instructions: “After making your assessment concerning the credibility of a witness, you may decide to believe all of that witness’s testimony, only a portion of it, or none of it.…In making your assessment, you should carefully scrutinize all of the testimony given, the circumstances under which each witness has testified, and every matter in evidence which tends to show whether a witness, in your opinion, is or is not worthy of belief.”

         The instructions also asked them to consider, when determining believability, “each witness’s intelligence, motive to falsify, state of mind, and appearance and manner while on the witness stand.” Yet much of this—“every matter in evidence,” a witness’s “appearance and manner”—leave great room for subjectivity. Judge Lobban several times directed the jury to use “common sense” and to view the evidence “in the light of your own observations and experience in the ordinary affairs of life,” as if this would manifest twelve identical metal compasses.

         For centuries we believed that humans are generally rational beings, applying rational thought and usually achieving sound judgment, except under circumstances where our feelings get in the way. But in the 1980s, just after Vicki and Nancy were killed, a sea change began to sweep through the scholarly community. What if it wasn’t that our feelings were the source of our errors in logic, experts began to ask, but rather that our “machinery of cognition” contained errors in its very design?

         Scholars who studied the processes of mind relevant to civil and criminal trial proceedings took up this idea with gusto. Researchers Nancy Pennington and Reid Hastie at the University of Colorado applied it to studying the workings of the minds of judges and juries and published a series of studies in the late 1980s and early 1990s that advanced a theory called the Story Model. Their theory holds that cognitively, instead of taking in each piece of information one at a time and judging it on its logical merits, humans judge legal evidence en masse, forming a story out of it. We then match the story we have built to the relevant legal term—guilty or not, murder in the first or second degree, and so forth.

         Researchers found that the stories that judges and jury members construct influence their assessments of how credible a given witness is or the importance of a given piece of evidence. They also found that we tend to fill in any gaps in evidence with inferred causes and associations, consistent with the story we’ve built, and omit pieces of information that are unrelated or contradictory to our story. That is, if you’ve already started to tell yourself that the defendant is a good man wrongly accused of murdering his daughter, you will be more likely to disbelieve the ex-wife who takes the stand to testify to his violent temper and find reasons to discount the bloody footprint that matches his shoe.

         The justice process is a war between competing stories and a quest to win the imaginations of the people who matter at every stage—investigators, prosecutors, judges, and juries. But what factors determine why these people choose one story over another?

         Most experts in the field have come to the consensus that it is the “ease of story construction”—that is, the easier it is for the parties that matter to form a story out of the events in the first place, the more likely they are to believe that story.

         According to the Story Model, two characteristics determine how “believable” an average person will find a particular story: coverage, or the extent to which the story accounts for evidence presented at trial, and coherence, or the story’s wholeness, lack of contradictions, and “plausibility”—“the extent to which the story is consistent with knowledge of real or imagined events in the real world.”

         The more familiar the story is, then, the easier the narrative connection forged between teller and listener. At its most basic, many experts say, our brains work by slotting our experiences into molds of classic stories. Each time we hear a new story, we figure out what it means by trying to match it to one of our stored narratives. “We are always looking for the closest possible matches,” write Roger Schank and Robert Abelson, professors at Northwestern and Yale, in their essay “Knowledge and Memory: The Real Story.” “We are looking to say, in effect, ‘Well, something like that happened to me, too,’ or, ‘I had an idea about something like that myself.’”

         In terms of plausibility, it’s not hard to see things from Alkire or Weiford’s perspective. A mentally ill white supremacist serial killer roaming the nation is unfamiliar enough, let alone one who happens to be passing through one of the most rural counties in the United States, miles from any interstate, at the exact same time that thousands of other outsiders also happen to be passing through it. In America, where misogyny and violence against women are rampant, in a county where alcohol use is high, a story of local men fueled by alcohol killing women for no reason may feel strangely and deeply familiar.

         It is also widely known that judges and jury members’ perceptions of witness credibility are seriously influenced by seemingly irrelevant factors and that prepackaged stories from the world affect these judgments too. Jurors tend to see experts offering scientific testimony as more credible if they are attractive and confident. Rape victims who speak loudly or with anger or who do not break down in tears or who once went on a date with their rapist are less likely to be believed, studies show, because these actions deviate from the preconceived stories of rape we know. “When creating their stories jurors rely on their mental scripts that include stereotypes and regular arrangements of events,” writes scholar Katharina Kluwe of Loyola University Chicago. “Accordingly, they use their existing knowledge and beliefs to fill in missing information, to sort out contradictory evidence, and to determine the believability of a story.” Our courtrooms then, are where some of our most toxic stereotypes and flattest truths are made and reinforced.

         This view seems deathly dark unless you think of our brains less as maliciously negligent and more as simply inclined toward rest and relaxation. This is essentially what Daniel Kahneman argues in his acclaimed work Thinking Fast and Slow, in which he writes that we all have two “systems” working in tandem to conserve our mental resources and function efficiently: System 1 is fast, instinctive, automatic, subconscious, and constantly busy generating impressions, intuitions, intentions, and feelings; System 2 is logical, effortful, comprehensive, and slow. System 1 requires little of us and is sufficient for most of our everyday functioning, but it’s not equipped to handle complex processes like long division, deciding which house to buy, or holding two conflicting ideas in the mind at once. Most of our mental questions are ones we do not even know we are asking, and they are answered by System 1, but when there is a question for which System 1 has no reply, System 2 is pushed into action.

         We don’t like this idea that System 1—a force outside our conscious control—exerts such enormous influence over our mental life, but according to Kahneman, it is so. “You believe you know what goes on in your mind, which often consists of one conscious thought leading in an orderly way to another,” he writes, “but that is not the only way the mind works, nor indeed is that the typical way. Most impressions and thoughts arise in your conscious experience without your knowing how they got there.…You know far less about yourself than you feel you do.”

         System 1 is continuously taking in information from the world and spinning a story from it. Your most intimate friend says a single word into the telephone, and you know she is angry with you; a tall man on the subway platform is shouting curses, and you sense a threat and move away. System 1 also identifies incongruity and reacts with surprise; Kahneman offers the example of an upper-class British man’s voice saying, “I have a large tattoo on my back.” Studies measured that the brains of participants had a response to this in just two hundred milliseconds: something is off; something does not make sense; people with moneyed British accents cannot also have large tattoos down their backs.

         “If endorsed by System 2, impressions and intuitions [generated by System 1] turn into beliefs, and impulses turn into voluntary actions,” writes Kahneman. “When all goes smoothly, which is most of the time, System 2 adopts the suggestions of System 1 with little or no modification. You generally believe your impressions and act on your desires, and that is fine—usually.”

         There is just one problem: System 1 is a blunt tool—it has so much work to do that it cannot afford to wade into the fine print every time—so it operates from the perspective of categories—the most typical case, the most plausible meaning—and thus produces the best story possible out of the information available. It tends to minimize ambiguity, suppress doubt, and exaggerate coherence—the degree to which the elements of the story go together, cause each other, and add up to a meaning or message—in order to tell stories that reinforce our existing judgments and beliefs. We are evolutionarily programmed to make links between our perceptions and their most likely meanings. “Coherence means that you’re going to adopt one interpretation in general. Ambiguity tends to be suppressed. Other things that don’t fit fall by the wayside, Kahneman instructs: “We see a world that is vastly more coherent than the world actually is.”

         Can such errors in thinking and judgment be overcome? Kahneman says, essentially, no.
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         AT THE FEDERAL PRISON IN Marion, Illinois, where DiFalco visited him, Joseph Paul Franklin lived in a special semi-isolated section called K Unit, which housed, in solitary confinement, celebrity prisoners and those who had committed the kinds of socially condemned crimes that made them vulnerable to attack. Franklin was both. He was sure the government wanted to kill him, that the guards were poisoning his food and mail. He threw away his letters and refused to eat. Then the K Unit was dissolved, and Franklin was moved into a prison unit that offered less protection. His delusions turned to hallucinations.

         On a dark winter night in October 1994—he’d been locked up fourteen years—a “Spirit Guide” appeared to Franklin. It helped him, he said, and told him how to feel about what had become of his life. “Most of the time my Spirit Guide comes to me in dreams,” Franklin told a reporter. “Sometimes I see my Guide in a dark corner of my cell, sometimes in the day, sometimes at night.” His Guide told him that even though Missouri had the death penalty, in the case of the Jewish man exiting the St. Louis synagogue, it was time to confess, for it was fundamentally immoral to kill a person exiting a place of worship. Franklin spoke to an FBI agent and was soon whisked off to a Missouri jail. Other death penalty states came knocking once more about cold cases.

         Melissa Powers was two years out of high school when cousins Dante Evans Brown, thirteen, and Darrell Lane Brown, fourteen, were murdered in that Cincinnati street under a railroad trestle. “This is one of the most horrible crimes that has ever happened in our community,” Cincinnati prosecutor Joseph Deters said in a 1998 TV interview. “The nature of it was so cold-blooded and senseless.”

         Growing up in Cincinnati, Powers had wanted to be a fashion designer and had the genes and the blond hair for modeling, so she posed for fashion snaps and competed in runway competitions to pay for design school. She graduated, met a guy, had a son, separated from the guy, and went to law school while still modeling during her off hours, ending up in the Cincinnati district attorney’s office. Her job was to do research for Deters, write briefs, and occasionally to argue a case—mainly traffic tickets and drunk and disorderlies.

         Franklin had been a suspect in the Cincinnati murders of the two young boys after his capture in 1980; Cincinnati police could put him in the city at the time of the crime but had nothing more. To convict Franklin of the cousins’ murders, a confession to a certified law enforcement official would be necessary. But Deters had had no luck—his requests for interviews with Franklin had all been rejected. Word had spread among law enforcement agencies who needed confessions from Franklin that he preferred women investigators and reporters, particularly if they were “attractive.” Powers had heard this, too, and her ambition to solve the Brown murders had only grown as she researched and studied Franklin’s crimes.

         In the winter of 1997, Deters called Powers into his office, said he had something to show her, and popped a VHS tape into the player. In the taped interview, given a year earlier, Franklin’s hair was lank and shoulder length, and the camera stayed tight on his face. “I am a natural born killer,” Franklin said in the video. “You know what I’m saying?”

         Deters asked Powers if she would be willing to journey to Potosi Correctional Center near Mineral Point, Missouri, where Franklin was then being held on death row.

         “We told [Powers] flat out, I’m only asking you to do this because of the way you look,” Deters said.

         Powers agreed to try. When she contacted Franklin, she sent a picture of her prosecutor’s photo ID card.

         That April, Powers drove to Mineral Point for the meeting. Franklin freely admitted to killing the two young cousins. Why? Powers asked, recording the interview. “I was trying to get rid of all the ugly people in the world,” he said. “I considered the blacks the ugliest people of all.”

         In an MSNBC documentary about these events, Powers says she felt that she had spoken to “somebody extremely evil, someone that is very much the devil walking on this earth.” She also told the Cincinnati Enquirer, “He’s evil and he’s a weak person. Killing was his way of feeling powerful and important. This is a person who is alive when he is killing.”

         Three days after meeting with Powers and thirteen years after meeting DiFalco, Franklin called the Cincinnati prosecutor’s office, asked to be connected to Powers, and told her that he’d killed two women in West Virginia and wanted to confess to that too. He’d heard that some guy in West Virginia was locked up for it. “The only thing I can say is he was convicted just due to the sheer number of people lying about it,” Franklin told Powers.

         He described the women and their clothing, said that he had stopped at a convenience store with them, that he had placed their bodies in a field after he shot them, and that he dumped their belongings—which he remembered as army military duffels—off the highway he took toward Lexington, Kentucky. He now said he’d shot the women inside his car while one sat in the passenger seat and the other in the backseat. He said he thought he had fired three shots—the actual number is five—but was sure he had been driving a Chevy Nova then. He said that his bullets went through their bodies and that the shots had maybe shattered the passenger-side window, which he had rolled down. He said he had killed the “dirty-hippie-type broads” because they admitted that they were “into race mixing.” He asked Powers to contact the authorities in West Virginia and also to return and see him again, if she wanted another sworn confession.

         Powers drove back to Potosi the following week.

         “Did you get any emotional satisfaction out of killing either one of those girls or both of the girls?” she asked him.

         “What do you mean?”

         “Was there any—emotional, did you get, I guess, what was your feeling afterwards? Or during?”

         “I’m not really sure, you know. It’s not that you get emotional satisfaction. It’s just that you, you know, it’s someone you think should be wasted, you know. So I just went ahead and wasted them. You know?” Franklin said. “To me it was just, you know, something I had to do. It’s a nasty job, but somebody had to do it.”

         “Can you see their faces in your mind? Can you see them?” Powers asked.

         “Basically yeah, I can see them.”

         Newspaper reports exploded the next day with headlines like “Prosecutor Face to Face with Monster,” “Former Model in Peril,” and “High Fashion Prosecutor Gets Her Man.” The MSNBC documentary produced later was dubbed Beauty and the Beast.

         This title may speak to a truth about how many understood Franklin at the time, as well as his crimes, and the events that drew Powers into his orbit. Though we in the United States have adopted an eighteenth-century French version of Beauty and the Beast as our own, variations on the story of a young girl forced to marry a hideous animal because of her father’s crimes exist in language traditions and countries all over the world, including Italy, Spain, Germany, Denmark, Switzerland, Romania, Ireland, Scotland, Norway, Russia, India, China, and Greece. A 2016 comprehensive that used two thousand “types” of stories from more than two hundred societies found that only fourteen stories could be traced all the way back to a time before languages split into their current branches, somewhere between twenty-five hundred and six thousand years ago. This story is one of them.

         There was no animal and no father and no marriage in the real world of course, but the media comparison of Powers and Franklin to this tale tells us something in the language of story truth: people don’t kill other people for no clear reason, we say; only animals do. Fathers rack up the balance. Daughters pay it.

      
   


   
      
         
            5

         

         THE WEST VIRGINIA STATE PENITENTIARY at Moundsville was under a state order to close when Jacob Beard stepped off the bus there in 1993. During a riot several years earlier, prisoners took control of the facility—guards were handcuffed with their own handcuffs, and three inmates were killed—earning the place a spot on the list of “The 10 Most Violent Prisons in America.” Prisoners picked some of their cell locks easily; other locks hadn’t worked in years. The cells didn’t have solid walls or doors but were only bars facing the catwalk. It was common for inmates to smuggle flammable liquid out of one of the job shops, reach through the open bars of their target’s cell, and throw it on the sleeping inmate, followed by a lit tissue. There were roaches in the food, and fat rats ran through the cells.

         Beard had been given two life terms without the possibility for parole.

         “I maintain my innocence,” Beard said at his sentencing a month after his trial’s conclusion, on July 16, 1993. “I was wrongly accused, and I was wrongly convicted. This past year has been a tragedy for myself and my family.” His daughters were in the courtroom and intertwined their hands as he spoke, then hugged him and each other before he was taken away.

         In prison, Beard’s health plummeted. At the time of his sentencing, he was experiencing high blood pressure at near stroke-causing levels. “His blood pressure is so high I would consider it critical,” his doctor wrote. “To my knowledge he had none of this medical problem until the present legal problems arose.” Decades of heavy alcohol abuse had tanked his liver and his stomach. “Mr. Beard reports that he has not consumed alcoholic beverages since September 1990, but readily admits an alcohol problem,” wrote his counselor.

         He was also taking Tofranil, a drug indicated for major depression and suicidality. Prison medical records reveal Beard was struggling with severe anxiety episodes at first believed to be heart attacks. “This patient has a major stress syndrome and needs, very likely, hospitalization,” a report noted. Beard had exhausted his finances. “He is so distraught over the legal matters he is unable to sleep or function.”

         Moundsville sits in the thin northern panhandle of West Virginia, which extends into Pennsylvania, and it was hard for Beard’s family, split between Florida and Greenbrier County, West Virginia, to get there even if they had wanted to. He spoke to his daughters on the phone sometimes, but things were still strained with Linda.

         Then in February 1995, Beard was on the bus that took the first forty prisoners to the new and more modern Mount Olive Correctional Complex in southwest West Virginia, which at least had solid cell walls. These early arrivers were to get the prison ready to open—clean, move tables and chairs—and got better cell assignments as thanks. Slightly improved, Beard could now participate in his appeal.

         At the jump of Beard’s trial, Weiford had made a motion to bar the defense from presenting testimony that suggested Franklin killed Vicki and Nancy, arguing that any such testimony would be unreliable hearsay. Beard’s lawyers had wanted to bring Franklin in person to testify at the trial, but by 1993, nine years after Franklin whispered to DiFalco that he had done it, something had shifted in him again, and he was unwilling to cooperate, ignoring letters and calls from Beard’s lawyers and refusing even to give a deposition that could be read as a sworn statement in court. Undeterred, Beard’s lawyers planned to introduce into evidence Franklin’s March 1, 1984, confession to Wisconsin agent Smith and to call DiFalco to the stand to testify about the hand-drawn map and her investigation.

         “These statements have sufficient guarantees of trustworthiness and should be admitted by the Court,” Farmer had written, adding that “the admission of these statements is in the best interests of justice.”

         Weiford argued that they were not. He reiterated the reasons why he felt Franklin’s confession was not believable—the lack of route numbers on the map, the faulty distance estimations, the wrong name of the county where he had supposedly killed them.

         Farmer cited Federal Rule of Evidence 804(b)(3), which states that a confession from someone other than the defendant “offered to exculpate the accused is not admissible unless corroborating circumstances clearly indicate the trustworthiness of the statement”; the map that Franklin drew was clearly corroboration, Farmer argued.

         But Franklin had since gone back on the confession he gave to Wisconsin agents, Weiford countered, when he refused to talk on tape to Debbie DiFalco. Perhaps he was simply trying to snatch credit—build his murder portfolio?

         Judge Lobban agreed and granted the prosecution’s motion—mostly. “I propose to let our officers say what they did in the course of the investigation, but not say what he said specifically,” Lobban stated, “other than he made statements that ‘I did it,’ and he made statements ‘that I didn’t.’” Invoking the four life sentences Franklin was already serving for crimes in other states, the judge called Franklin “a four-time loser” with nowhere further down to go.

         
              

         

         In 1994, Beard’s lawyers submitted his case to the West Virginia State Supreme Court of Appeals, raising as grounds the use of hypnosis techniques, the lack of competency hearings for Walton and Lewis, the state’s use of witnesses who gave knowingly false testimony, and Judge Lobban’s refusal to allow the defense to present evidence that would support a Franklin theory of the crime. Farmer, now a more established attorney in the firm, was the one to talk to Beard on the phone, visit him in prison, and prepare the briefs.

         The court denied the appeal on most grounds, except for a legal technicality that acknowledged the police might have erred by using information Beard gave them at the meeting when he had been given immunity for “the cat thing”; it threw the decision on that back to Lobban. After reviewing all the evidence, Lobban ruled against Beard on this matter as well—he felt Alkire and Weiford had not erred and that the outcome in the case would have been unchanged.

         Stephen Farmer stayed on Beard’s case long after the money was gone. He felt the appeal process had given Beard only one option: to appeal Lobban’s ruling on the technicality back up to the state supreme court. But Farmer also felt strongly that this was a fruitless path. Instead, in 1997, he filed a motion for a new trial based on the sworn confession Franklin had made to Cincinnati prosecutor Melissa Powers.

         In Pocahontas County, Walt Weiford was no longer any kind of prosecutor but rather a regular lawyer in his own practice. Alkire had retired from the West Virginia State Police in 1994 and was now pursuing a political career running for county sheriff. Yet they both appeared for the hearing on Farmer’s motion for a new trial, reprising their old roles. Weiford argued that Franklin had already confessed to the killings before Jacob Beard’s 1993 trial and his statement was not newly discovered evidence; if the defense had wanted to use Franklin’s testimony, they should have done so then. But Farmer reminded the court that Franklin had been unwilling to cooperate at the time, refusing all of Farmer’s requests for an interview.

         Well, Lobban said to Farmer, call your witnesses. Let’s see what they’ve got to say that we haven’t already heard.

         Farmer called Powers first, then Deborah DiFalco.

         “He was really disturbed after he found out someone had been convicted of these murders and was in jail. That seemed to bother him a lot,” DiFalco testified. Franklin had kept calling her after Beard’s conviction. “He would be talking about some idea, some philosophy he was reading, and then he would say, you know, I just don’t understand why [the people in West Virginia] don’t believe me.”

         “Do you believe him?” asked Farmer.

         “I don’t believe that he is lying. I don’t know where he would get his facts from if he didn’t have some knowledge about it.”

         Weiford called Alkire as a rebuttal witness to show that Franklin’s facts—that he had fired three shots total, for example—were fundamentally flawed.

         Farmer then cross-examined Alkire. “That’s happened to you in other cases. When the guy says I shot x amount of times, and the physical evidence is different from that, right?”

         Alkire agreed that this sometimes happened. “They usually shoot until the gun is empty.”

         Judge Lobban reminded those assembled that five conditions had to be met for a new trial to be granted on the basis of new evidence. First, he said, the evidence had to have been discovered after the trial, based on the affidavit of a new witness. Second, Beard and his legal team had to have been diligent in “ascertaining and securing” the evidence, and it had to be proven that such diligence “would not have secured it before the verdict.” Third, the evidence “must be new and material,” not “cumulative,” that is, “evidence of the same kind to the same point.” Fourth, the evidence would have to be sufficient to produce a different verdict at the second trial than at the first. Fifth, the “sole object of the new evidence” could not be to “discredit or impeach a witness on the opposite side.” In order for all of these conditions to be met, Lobban needed to hear from Franklin himself. He ordered that Franklin be deposed and charged Farmer with doing it.

         Farmer would not have to travel to see Franklin alone—members of the media wanted to go too. Thanks to Powers and a local Cincinnati journalist, Charlie Rose had heard about the case of Jacob Beard and the strange serial killer named Joseph Paul Franklin. In November 1998, a crew from 60 Minutes II traveled to Potosi. Franklin wasted no time in front of the expensive camera setup. “I did it,” he said.

         Next stop: Pocahontas County. CBS’s Charlie Rose spoke to Arnold Cutlip, who again reiterated the same version of events he’d been telling since 1980—he and Johnnie Lewis were together all day, cutting locust posts. Farmer took a statement from Cutlip to use in court: “At no time on that day did Mr. Lewis or I see the Rainbow Girls, Ritchie Fowler, Gerald Brown, Billy McCoy or Jacob Beard. At all times on June 25, 1980, Johnnie Lewis was with me, and at no time were we with the Rainbow Girls, Ritchie Fowler, Gerald Brown, Billy McCoy or Jacob Beard.” Farmer filed Cutlip’s affidavit as support for his motion for a new trial—if what Cutlip said was true, Lewis could not have witnessed Beard commit the killings.

         On Friday, January 22, 1999, Judge Lobban came into the courtroom, called the parties to order, and without much fanfare announced that he was granting Beard a new trial.

         Weiford took off his glasses and sat down. He didn’t look well. Would Pocahontas County really seek to retry Beard a second time? Lobban asked. Without hesitation, Weiford stated that it would, though it would cost the county an estimated $100,000.

         In a strange and nearly unprecedented move, Judge Lobban then set a bond amount for Beard. If he could pay it, he could walk free and stay free until his new trial began. Beard posted his bond with help from a bonding company, and two hours later, after being incarcerated for nearly six years, he boarded a plane to Florida.

         The Putnam County Courier Journal, published in Crescent City, Florida, ran a front-page photograph of Beard being greeted at the Jacksonville airport by his two daughters. A bold one-inch headline proclaimed “FREE!” In Pocahontas County, there was mourning. The Pocahontas Times simply proclaimed, “Beard Out on Bond.”

         “The Case Against Jake Beard” aired on CBS on February 3, 1999. Franklin had gotten a haircut for television, his chin shone, and light reflected off his small round glasses. Cutlip appeared in front of a vaguely golden nineties background to tell his story, emphasizing that they were just regular Joes who cut posts and sold them for a dollar each, not murderers. Beard appeared in an orange jumpsuit to assert his innocence once again. Prison had not been kind to his body—he was pale, bloated. His heart was failing; also his kidneys and lungs.

         While Beard was driving a tractor in Florida and attorneys were filing motions and going to court in West Virginia, Alkire, West Virginia State Police investigators, and the Pocahontas County Sheriff’s Office launched yet another investigation. Weiford had been a hero in Pocahontas County after he’d convicted Beard the first time; now people touched him on the arm in Foodland and asked him how he was holding up. Both Weiford and Alkire came out of retirement to completely reconstruct their case against Beard—everyone who had been interviewed the first time around and was still alive was reinterviewed.

         In May 2000, in a trial held an hour outside Charleston that took two weeks, all the original parties reconvened. All the prosecution witnesses from the first trial were present and told the same stories, even Johnnie Lewis, despite Cutlip’s affidavit. Bill McCoy, the third alleged passenger of the blue van, was transported from Las Vegas, where he was incarcerated, to give testimony. But this time, to cast additional doubt on the testimony of Walton and Lewis, the defense hired a professor of psychology named Elizabeth Loftus as an expert witness.

         In the late 1980s and early 1990s, a phenomenon called “repressed memory” rose to the public consciousness when a series of therapeutic patients, mostly women, experienced old memories of physical or sexual abuse surfacing with the help of their therapists, then sought to prosecute their attackers. One such case was that of Eileen Franklin-Lipsker, a young woman in suburban California who, in 1989, came forward to say that she had recently become aware of memories of her father molesting and murdering her best friend twenty years earlier. Her childhood friend’s case was reopened by the prosecutor for San Mateo County, and Franklin-Lipsker testified in detail about riding in the car with her father when he committed the crime, and even recalled the ring her friend had been wearing when she died. The father was convicted of murder and sentenced to life in prison without the possibility of parole.

         Similar cases followed, and approximately half the states passed laws allowing for repressed memory witness testimony. Franklin-Lipsker’s father’s sentence was later overturned, however, when it came to light that she learned the details of her testimony from a TV special that showed her friend’s crime scene; many of the other cases also turned out to be flawed, and costly civil lawsuits accusing therapists of planting memories and prosecutors of using shady statements multiplied.

         Elizabeth Loftus was something of the reigning queen in the field of repressed memory and its legal implications for eyewitness testimony, particularly when it came to disbelieving it. She had consulted or testified as an expert witness on hundreds of cases—the trial of the officers accused in the Rodney King beating, the Michael Jackson case, and the Oklahoma City bombing case among them—and advocated that the wording of the swearing-in of a witness be changed to: “Do you swear to tell the truth, the whole truth, or whatever it is you think you remember?”

         “There is virtually no credible scientific evidence that memory of traumatic events can be massively repressed for prolonged periods of time and then reliably recovered,” Loftus writes. She argued that memory does not work like a tape recorder, passively storing true observations that can be retrieved later. Rather, she believed, human memory is very fallible, susceptible to making mistakes in its recording and regurgitation as a result of many environmental factors—leading questions, the perceptions of others present at an event, “expectations of the self or others,” and even small differences in language.

         In one 1979 study, Loftus asked participants to view footage of two cars colliding and then prompted them to estimate the speeds at which the two cars were moving. She found that they gave much higher estimates if asked how fast they were moving when they “smashed into” each other than if the word “hit” was used, and that if prompted to discuss a broken headlight that didn’t exist, participants were more likely to say it did if asked, “Did you see the broken headlight?” versus “Did you see a broken headlight?”

         Another study by Loftus’s colleagues found that 36 percent of participants claimed to have seen footage of a fictional news event called “the explosion in the Bali nightclub,” and of these, all but one (97.2 percent) were “willing to provide details of where they were and who they were with at the time” when they watched the footage. Loftus coined the phrase “the imagination inflation effect” to explain the phenomenon of why people claim to have seen actual footage of highly traumatic public events that were never captured on film—the death of Princess Diana in 1997, for example. “The widespread news coverage of such events is bound to lead people to imagine the scene in their mind’s eye which in itself may lead to the formation of false memories,” the researchers concluded.

         Loftus also set about to show that false memories can be implanted into the minds of subjects. Her studies successfully created false memories for impossible things—meeting Bugs Bunny (a Warner Brothers character) at Disneyland, for example, or experiencing fictitious medical procedures. Loftus found that many people could not differentiate between having memories of things they had actually done versus things they had imagined doing.

         “If a person remembers that a trip on a ski lift badly scared him, he may choose to go cross-country skiing rather than downhill skiing next time,” writes Loftus. “If a child remembers that she got horribly sick after eating chili last summer, she may find chili inedible in the future. However, do false memories have these same sorts of consequences for people’s lives?” The answer is yes.

         Studies further showed that social or interpersonal factors can have profound results on the production of false memories, like an interviewer with “high status” and a participant with “low status,” or an extroverted interviewer and an introverted participant. Individual factors also matter. One study found that more aggressive people were more likely to form false memories for having perpetrated acts of violence or aggression.

         In a 2013 study, Loftus and her team had college students undergo routine medical checkups performed by research assistants whose practices were videotaped and found to be free of any impropriety. The students were then called up and told that several other students had accused the research assistant (RA) who had examined them of inappropriate behavior, and then (1) asked about their experiences with the RA and (2) asked to sign a formal complaint against the RA; the interviewer, participants were told, “just needed a few more students to sign on” so they could fire her.

         The study found that 17 percent were suggestible and suggestible participants were more likely to make a false accusation, but an additional 27 percent of participants agreed to sign the complaint even “after repeatedly denying that the accused research assistant had behaved inappropriately during their own encounter.” Like a Venn diagram, then, two groups emerge with an overlapping portion in the middle: those who are genuinely “suggestible” and believe the false information to be true, and those who don’t but are willing to tell a false story anyway because of social pressure. The result, of course, is the same.

         
              

         

         Beard’s defense team sent Loftus copies of Lewis and Walton’s testimony, which she read and annotated.

         “In the testimony of both of these persons, they claim to have lost and then subsequently recovered memories of the events of June 25, 1980, involving the death of the victims in this case,” she writes. “The claims of both Mr. Walton and Mr. Lewis with regard to their lost and recovered memories are contradicted by generally accepted scientific studies regarding the working of memory. Consequently, the validity of their memories is highly questionable.”

         As citizens of Pocahontas County who had read numerous newspaper accounts of the crimes, including from the Bobby Morrison and Gerald Brown era, Walton and Lewis were steeped in case details and speculation. There was also Walton’s dream and the hypnosis treatment he had been subjected to.

         “Numerous scientific studies of memory demonstrate that such suggestive techniques can create the illusion of memory—that even the act of imagining an event can create a ‘memory’ of an event that never occurred.”

         Yet at the first trial, both Walton and Lewis seemed very sure that what they remembered was fact. “Did these events that you’ve told the grand jury, did they happen, Pee Wee?” Weiford had asked in 1992. “Yes,” Walton responded. “Are you sure?” “Yes.”

         Yet, Loftus says, the degree to which a witness is convinced of the truth of their memories is not always an accurate predictor of their actual basis in fact.

         “I have little doubt that Eileen Franklin believes with every cell of her being that her father murdered [her friend],” Loftus writes. “But I believe there is a very real possibility that the whole concoction was spun not from solid facts but from the vaporous breezes of wishes, dreams, fears, desires. Eileen’s mind, operating independently of reality, went about its business of collecting ambiguities and inconsistencies and wrapping them up into a sensible package, revealing to her in one blinding moment of insight a coherent picture of the past that was nevertheless completely and utterly false. Eileen’s story is her truth, but I believe it is a truth that never happened.”

         
              

         

         Loftus’s flight from California to West Virginia for Beard’s retrial got delayed by a bad storm, and she had to be driven through the night in a taxi from Washington, DC, to Braxton County—a change of venue motion was also granted for the retrial—to make it in time to testify. Franklin’s deposition was read into evidence.

         On the stand, Weiford prompted Bill McCoy through his movements on June 25, 1980. McCoy finally gave Weiford the statement the prosecution had long been seeking—that he was there in the blue van when he, Fowler, and Walton had picked up Vicki and Nancy and driven them to the mountain, and that he’d seen Fowler cleaning out the inside of the van later that night and noted bullet holes in its side.

         Farmer rose to cross-examine McCoy.

         “Did you see Jacob Beard?” Farmer asked, of the day in question.

         “Don’t know. Don’t think so,” McCoy said.

         “Did you see these girls?”

         “Definitely not.”

         McCoy had gotten addicted to heroin in prison and was hallucinating and vomiting from the withdrawal when Alkire contacted him again, McCoy told the court. He agreed to testify when Weiford offered to get him into a methadone program, and he took the information in his testimony from information Weiford and Alkire told him.

         “I was just wanting to get out to get what I needed,” he admitted.

         Alkire took the stand for the prosecution, once again carrying his large black binder.

         Weiford asked Alkire a few preliminary questions, establishing the early years of the investigation, and then turned the witness over to Farmer. Weiford thought he would have the opportunity to ask Alkire many more rebuttal questions once Farmer was finished, as had been the case at the first trial. But Farmer did not even rise. “I have no questions for this witness,” Farmer said. Both Weiford and Alkire were stunned. The judge had to repeat that Alkire was excused several times before he stood to leave the stand.

         The morning of closing arguments, May 30, 2000, Weiford was getting ready in his hotel room with his wife when he collapsed. He was rushed to Charleston Area Medical Center with one of the worst cases of walking pneumonia physicians there had ever seen; he also suffered from severe dehydration and kidney problems. The jury was sent home for the day while a solution was found. Weiford’s young assistant Steve Dolly agreed that if given the afternoon and all night, he could be prepared to act in Weiford’s stead. He and Stephen Farmer delivered closing arguments the following day.

         In under three hours’ worth of deliberations, the jury of nine men and three women found Jacob Beard not guilty. Again, Beard sat stock-still when the verdict was read, but this time his eyes did wet with tears afterward, and he turned to look at his wife, Linda, who winked at him.

         Interviewed by Susan Strong, one juror said that the prosecution’s case lacked sufficient evidence—“We looked at all the points of contention. We went on the basis of the evidence. We felt the defense was correct and certain things were not convincing enough from the prosecution to merit a guilty verdict.”

         “Truth wins in the end,” Beard told Strong. “I don’t know that this will prove it to everyone, people who know me know I didn’t do this. My conscience is clear.”

         “The system we have is the best system in the world,” Alkire said. “You’ve got to accept what the jury says. There’s still one more judge Mr. Beard has to go through.” But Alkire was also relieved, he told reporters. The case was finally over.

         “Over for Beard,” wrote Strong, “but not for two families still grieving after 20 years and still looking for answers about the brutal murders of their daughters and sisters.” Nancy’s mom and sister Kathy had come again, but only for the first week of this trial; Vicki’s sister Mary and cousin had declined to return.

         And perhaps it was not over for Walton or Lewis, whose memories had been the subject of much testimony. “Some things you just don’t forget,” Steve Dolly told the Charleston Gazette. “Some things live on in our minds long after the event has passed.”

         Strong called her boss, the aging McNeel, at the office of the Pocahontas Times and reported the verdict. It was Wednesday, too late to get the story into the paper—it would have to wait. The Gazette would scoop them—their own hometown saga.

         But the following week, people in every part of Pocahontas County read Strong’s news: “The 20-year-old Rainbow Murders are once again officially unsolved.”

      
   


   
      
         
            PART VI:

            JESSE IN THE QUIET ZONE

         

         
            I believe that the normal human heart is born good. That is, it’s born sensitive and feeling, eager to be approved and to approve, hungry for simple happiness and the chance to live. It neither wishes to be killed, nor to kill. If through circumstances, it is overcome by evil, it never becomes entirely evil. There remain in it elements of good, however recessive, which continue to hold the possibility of restoration.

            —Pearl S. Buck
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         THAT WINTER OF 2009, IT snowed more than any year on record, and the Director sometimes called to tell me her dreams. She dreamed of making Mountain Views a boarding school so girls could opt out of the public school system if they wished and roll into classes at the Mountain Views office in smiley-faced pajamas, even in snow.

         I had moved again and was living in a historic one-room schoolhouse that sat right off 219 on the crest of Droop Mountain. The schoolhouse had belonged to a long line of VISTAs before me, most of them women, most of them also placed with Mountain Views. It had beige carpeting and faux wood-paneled walls and furniture that previous girls had plucked, plopped, and left. One such item was the phone. It was pale and square with a ringer so powerful it vibrated the plastic shell and shocked me awake. There was no cell reception here, so to talk to the Mountain Views girls or anyone else, I sat in the small office and held the phone’s spiral cord.

         My landlords were an elderly couple who treated me more like a guest to take care of than like a tenant with whom to transact business. They lived a little ways down 219 in a neat ranch house and were retired, though they still worked every day tending their chickens and sheep. They stopped in to check on me, invited me over for Sunday dinner, and showed me how to cook ramps, that flavorful cousin to the onion that grows only in patches of shade in the Appalachian mountains. After a particularly big snow, the husband got his John Deere out of the shed and moved a white mountain from in front of my house so I could see the road and feel a part of the world again. The orange cat, whom I’d brought with me from the farmhouse, tread and retread the windowsill when I kept him inside, and courted death by writhing around in the middle of 219 when I didn’t.

         Peter and Dan, a DMHB recently back from living abroad, hitchhiked occasionally, just from Droop to Lewisburg if they were short on cash, and my house was a good place to park and catch a ride or to leave a truck in favor of a carpool. They knocked sometimes on my storm door to ask permission or tell me of their plans, to ask for a glass of water or see what I was baking. Trey was rarely with them; he and I had split, and several months passed without me seeing him.

         Then one night, he and I both ended up in a ten-person crew of DMHBs and friends who were squatting in an abandoned house after a night of drinking in the Lewisburg bars. Everyone seemed to be pairing off, but I found a quiet upstairs room and went to sleep in a sleeping bag on the floor.

         I woke to a heavy weight bearing down on my chest. It was Trey. My sleeping bag was down around my waist and he was lying on top of me, kissing my mouth. I can’t be certain what I said; the word or words, if I said any, are gone now, but I feel sure I made some sound, something low and wincing.

         What? Trey said, pulling his face back from mine.

         I looked at his face in the light streaming in through the window, and I saw that he knew what, and his face changed from looking outward to looking inward, reflecting a kind of fear—fear of himself I think, and of what he had been doing. He rolled himself off of me.

         It wasn’t a huge boundary crossing—for that, I suppose, I should count myself among the lucky—but it felt like a crossing nonetheless and the first one, and something in me was never quite the same again. There was the person of before this night and there was the person I became after it.

         When I woke in the morning, I saw that the hardwood floor we had slept on was covered in black ash. It was in my sleeping bag, my hair, my eyes. Trey was curled up against a wall in the fetal position. I left him there.

         
              

         

         Deeper into winter, I was supposed to meet Ruth, a VISTA worker from Kentucky and the best friend I had then, at the restaurant in Hillsboro for a special Valentine’s Day dinner and movie event, but she didn’t show. I looked at the walls, which Ruth and Trey and Peter and I had painted in exchange for pizza and beer, until the lights in the restaurant began to flicker, and the waitress who’d given me extra mashed potatoes on the house came over to say they were closing early. When she and I stepped outside, I could hardly see the café’s wooden steps before me—the wind was blowing the snow sideways. I was stalling in the parking lot with the heat on, hoping the storm would let up a little, when I heard a honk. I rolled down my window. It was the waitress.

         Where do you live? she called.

         Top of Droop, I said.

         Follow me, she said. You can follow my lights.

         I was thankful for her then and even more so as we wound our way up the mountain going five, maybe eight miles an hour. It was a total whiteout, impossible to tell which lane I was in or if I was even on the road at all. When we finally passed the sign for Droop Mountain Battlefield State Park, she honked again, accelerated into the snow, and was gone.

         The light was on at my house—odd. When I opened my front door, Ruth leapt into my arms in her snow pants, and we hugged each other and danced, rejoicing in the other’s safety. Thus set up with bowls of Corn Chex and something stupid on TV, we killed that blizzard and several more. Ruth was living in a house at the end of a two-mile road on land that its owners had turned into a Christmas tree farm, but when it snowed, it was a half-hour walk to her front door. She lived with me for most of that winter. She was still dating Peter, who lived with his parents, so soon Peter was there most nights too. My house was so close to the road that there were only two places to park, so Peter usually parked his truck across the road by the mailboxes, annoying the mailwoman and leading to some speculation about what the doctor’s son was doing with two VISTA girls every night up on Droop Mountain.

         I gave Ruth and Peter the small back bedroom that had a door you could close. My own bed was separated from the yellow kitchen by a curtain only, and the cat, still a kitten really, had a habit of waking me once an hour with his nose and claws. When pushing him off the bed gently with my hands failed and doing the same with my feet only turned the volume up on his madness, I grew frustrated and then enraged. One night, I threw him across the room so hard and fast that when he scrambled to his feet on the carpet, he spent several minutes looking at me and cocking his head from side to side, stunned. On more than one occasion, I locked him in the cold laundry room away from his food for hours, prompting whimpers of betrayal or hunger or both.

         
              

         

         Sometimes, particularly when Ruth and Peter were out, a feeling came. It wasn’t a new feeling, but I was surprised at its return, so soon, here in this new landscape. In college, I’d be getting dressed in some kind of shirt contraption that tied behind my neck, and I’d feel fear and energy surge up like two dolphins rising in sync and know that a tide of alcohol was coming and that I’d lose the night tomorrow.

         I tried to put this feeling into shoveling snow. It snowed continuously, so I had ample opportunity. I dug my car out in the morning before work, and again in the afternoon to drive to a meeting, and sometimes again after the meeting, or again in the evening to make the drive home. I had been catching rides to Mountain Views with a coworker who had a four-wheel drive, but even still we were obliged to park at the foot of the steep driveway and hike the rest of the way up on foot. Somewhere around the twenty-second school day missed, the Director called and told me not to come to work until spring.

         I had already read all the books I had and watched every even slightly gay television show available on the internet. Some evenings I stood at the living room window with the cat and counted the number of individual revolutions made by the tires of cars driving carefully over the fresh powder. They honked sometimes if they knew me, just to say hello. Sometimes I talked to people from my old life on the beige phone—my college roommate, my mom—but the once-cute question “Where are you again?” became aggravating and then intolerable. I let that phone ring and ring.

         
              

         

         One white Friday afternoon, when winter’s volume had gone down, I was just finishing up digging out my car when a squat black Honda hatchback I had often seen at pool night slowed on 219, then stopped near where I was sweating. I knew the driver; we’d chatted and laughed together. He was the one who’d worn shorts with wool socks even into late October. He rolled down the passenger-side window.

         Need help?

         Actually, I just finished, I said. Perfect timing.

         The driver laughed. He said his name, then my name, then thumbed toward his passenger.

         This is Jesse, he said, and Jesse bobbed his head in acknowledgment. His shape was familiar. I knew he too had been there some Friday nights, but I couldn’t place him in the center of any particular scene, couldn’t call up any joke he’d made or song he’d played.

         Six hours later, I was back at my house, only this time it was dark, and I was looking at it from the other side of the road as I passed, seated inside a white sedan with dark tinted windows driven by a man who played the mandolin. There was bluegrass music every Friday night at the restaurant in Hillsboro, and while there I’d run into the driver of the black hatchback again and this mandolin player. We stood around together, having a few beers, and they asked me if I’d like to come to Lewisburg with them to keep the music and the fun going. My old landlord and coworker Sam’s stepfather, Don, was playing a show there.

         Ever since Sam had knocked on my door one day the previous summer, I’d been going to all of Don’s shows. Don was a banjo player and the front man for a band that was sort of famous around the county, Sam had told me. Later I would find out this was an understatement—Don’s band was notable throughout West Virginia and many other places where bluegrass music is revered.

         The first time I’d seen him play, his band had stood on the wooden portion of a flatbed truck, shaded by a white pop-up tent. He tapped the microphone and smiled. He did not pander, but the crowd paid attention. I didn’t know the songs yet, but I knew they were being played very well. The sound a bluegrass banjo makes when it repeats itself—metal up, metal down. They seemed to throw the song around to each other. Don would sing the verse and then step back from the mic. Then all five men would lean together for the chorus.

         When you encounter for the first time a thing that will change your experience of living, something like an alarm bell goes off. The tall woman who did not love me was like that. Her shaved neck and the backs of her ears and how she turned them to me when she danced and the light that bounced off the skin there—very pale. Also, bluegrass.

         
              

         

         I sat in the back of the sedan. The mandolin player was driving, and a man who worked as the chef in the gourmet cafeteria that served the scientists who worked on the famous Pocahontas County telescope sat shotgun. He drank from a can of Nattie Light nestled in a yellow coozie.

         So you’re gonna DD? he said to the mandolin player.

         Well, the mandolin player said, within reason. He made a gimme gesture, and the Chef took a beer from a twenty-four pack at his feet and handed it to the mandolin player, who opened it with one hand and plopped it into the driver’s cup holder. I had been around the proverbial block long enough by this point to know that drinking in a moving car was a thing not infrequently done here and not necessarily cause for extreme alarm, but not long enough to let my sense overcome the thrill.

         We stopped at a green double-wide set back from the road. The thin man from that afternoon—Jesse—got in the back with me. He had to fold himself to fit, then hunched low and forward. He took off his bright yellow West Virginia Mountaineers hoodie to reveal a T-shirt that bore the name of Don’s band. The faces of its members hung loose on his body.

         You’re a big fan, then? I said.

         Yeah, Jesse said. They’re cool as shit. Don’s my uncle.

         The Chef passed back two silver beers, and Jesse and I took them and opened them in twin pops. Jesse fished an Altoids box from his deep jeans pocket, opened it, and withdrew a joint. He lit it and passed it around without hitting it himself. When it returned to him, Jesse pulled on it a long time, then slumped back against the sedan’s leather seat. When the mandolin player prompted him to pass it forward again, Jesse snapped to attention. He had been somewhere else.

         We wound our way down the south side of Droop Mountain. The mandolin player talked. I learned he had a male roommate he took care of and that he drove race cars. It showed—he drove the curves of 219 with a speed I’d never known and let the car drift over the center line into the other lane to keep from braking, even when we went around a blind curve.

         If someone’s coming, I’ll see their lights, he said.

         Route 219 widened and flattened as we cruised into Lewisburg, where I went every week for Kashi cereal and fresh grapefruits, purchased with food stamps issued to me by the US government. Buoyed by funding for the nearby women’s prison and the osteopathic medical school, Lewisburg had been recently reborn as a prosperous college town, drawing cool young Appalachians and DC summer people. There was an Irish pub for craft beer and folk music. Teenagers stood on corners sipping smoothies from bubble-topped plastic cups, and young men in khaki pants and institution-bearing sweatshirts held glass doors open for their skirted dates.

         The mandolin player turned the car down a little side street, then maneuvered it through an alley, where we parked in a special, semi-legal spot behind the bar where Don’s band was playing. My companions scooped ice cubes into red Solo cups and fixed themselves Old Crow and Sprites. I accepted mine with thanks. I appreciated that drink, the way it fizzed and popped carbonation into my nostrils, the way I appreciated the whole night—it was free, something gotten for nothing.

         Don’s band stood with their backs to the bar’s plate-glass front window, so that a passerby outside would get just the butts of their baseball caps. Inside we were luckier. If old-time music is sweet, all strum and pluck, bluegrass is salty. A banjo made for bluegrass has a metal resonator and is played three-finger style with metal finger picks so that its sound is one hundred times louder than a drum skin alone, either plucked or strummed.

         The sign above the liquor bottles behind the bar was red, the tips of the crowd’s cigarettes were red, and Don’s Converse sneakers were red. The sparked ends of fifty cigarettes went down every time Don thunked on a melody note with his thumb pick, then up again with every whirring of his index and middle fingers over the drone notes. This happened freaky fast—cigarettes twitched to keep up; people jangled their limbs with the same energy they might use to appreciate a rangy electric guitar solo. I perceived the low-down power of the upright bass, played by a billiard bald man in a Hawaiian button-down shirt, almost subaudibly—felt in my throat more than heard in my ears.

         This is good, I said aloud, to Jesse apparently, as he was suddenly the only person within spitting distance I knew.

         Jesse had a beer to his lips, but he was looking hard at the band over its rim. His eyes were open. He barely moved, but he did move. His breath filled his small chest and then left it; his throat, white beneath a puff of goatee, glugged. Little whiffs of vitality—he emitted them like a star, first in blasts, then in a steady, gentle pattern to match the song’s rhythm. He seemed to plump, turn redder, perhaps trying to match the bar’s color. Jesse let the beer can fall and looked down at me. I arranged my face to show him that I was serious about what I had said about the music, that it was meant to be truer than a thumbs-up. Jesse lifted his eyes back to the band, but I felt him see me too, felt him register my greeting and reply in kind. The extra fabric of his jeans, loose on his body, tented ever so slightly in my direction.

         
              

         

         Jesse was a frequency you had to tune into. Once I tuned in, I started noticing things. If you asked him a question, he’d say, “Ummm,” or “Hmm,” and think about it—really think about it—a long time. He asked me questions and listened to my answers. Questions! It’s such a small thing, the construction of a sentence and its intonation, ending high instead of low, but it was huge to me, a quiet and obedient child; it created a space for me to move into. What did you study in college? Jesse asked me. Do you miss your family? Why did you come here?

         I bought Jesse a shot. He went down to it instead of lifting it up to him. He bought me a shot and a beer. I drank them. Girl can drink, he said. I could; I had the genes for it—an alcoholic’s tolerance and ability to stay upright even when blitzed. We went back to the sedan and made ourselves another drink, except with less Sprite and more Old Crow. We sat on two cement parking barriers. He told me that he had grown up listening to his uncle play, but that now he had his own band, in which he played the upright bass.

         They don’t want to practice like I want to practice, he said.

         I think I might be a writer, I said.

         I remember coming back up Droop Mountain, Jesse’s hand up my shirt, the lights of an oncoming car lighting up his neck, his mouth on my neck, the Chef turning around to look at us, the mandolin player watching in the rearview mirror. I remember waking, dry-mouthed, naked, and on my back, as I never slept, my big breasts lolled out across my stomach, Jesse’s spine to me, his white ass, my white comforter, my cat trotting around the bed wanting to get fed. The light shifting; Jesse shifting to face me.

         He got up and rooted around in my cupboards until he found the coffee. Sitting stock-still in bed, I listened to him place the filter, scoop the grains, and pour the water. He brought me some in a yellow mug.

         Jesse pointed to a cowboy hat hanging from a peg on the white wall, another thing left by a previous VISTA girl.

         You’d look good in that cowboy hat, he said.

         Yeah? I said.

         Yeah, he said.

         We talked like that from the beginning—easy.

         I drove him back to his parents’ house, which had a pretty wooden fence I hadn’t noticed when we’d picked him up the night before. He kept his neck slotted through my open passenger-side window a long time before he said good-bye. He told me about what he was going to do that day—help his mother around the house—and asked what I would do.

         Work, I said. I had girls to call, and I wondered what I could possibly say to them now. I felt damaged, unfit for consumption or dispensation of counsel. I knew I had a prescription for Plan B somewhere in my house, in one of the boxes of books I’d lugged from Philadelphia. Finding it would take some time, a couple hours maybe. I drove away, turned onto a side road, opened my car door—ding ding ding—bedded down in the snow like a deer, and sat there for a long time.

         
              

         

         Jesse began inviting me to the Tuesday music nights he hosted at the white board-and-batten house near the Greenbrier River that his grandmother had roamed until she died. At first, I used the truth that Tuesday nights were tutoring nights at Mountain Views as my excuse; the way that night had gone down with Jesse gave me an unsettled feeling I didn’t want to linger over. The red-haired girl continued to struggle over the algebra problems I gave her. She was razor smart, that much was clear; she just got the order of operations mixed up.

         When tutoring was over, I drove my Nicholas County charges up to the crest of Cheat Mountain, battling snow or rain as the altitude rose, to where their parents would meet my car. There was often comedy in those rides—How old are you? one girl would ask cheerfully as she scrolled through my iPod looking for Rihanna or Lady Gaga, anything but the pop country played by the only reliable radio station—and there was often joy: snacks and pumping the music loud against the cold night and just being together, people of not so different ages but very different origins, swapping stories of fish not caught and insults not internalized. There was sometimes something else—what is it about being in a moving car at night with music playing that makes questions that have long been burning in silence finally break into speech?

         Usually after the students slammed my doors and climbed into their parents’ cars, I turned around and drove the curves back down to 219 and then to my home on Droop. But one Tuesday night there was only one girl for me to drive up the mountain, and she told me a story so long and so good about how generous she and her parents had been to each other through a medical situation involving the failings of so many people who are not supposed to fail you, and then we sat in silence listening to Rihanna for the rest of the ride. Her resilience and her ambition and the weight of her responsibilities rolled off of her in waves, a smell I could have kept smelling forever. That night when I got back to 219, instead of cruising on into Hillsboro toward home, I took the left at the church with the slender white steeple and parked beside Jesse’s house.

         That house was kitchen—ancient black cast-iron stove, washing machine that served as counter space, Tweety Bird highball glasses—and it was living room—pink couch, ruffled curtains, trays of cigarette or weed ash stuffing the air. It was always the mandolin player, Jesse on bass, the Chef on guitar, and a bearish, good-natured blond man on banjo—clawhammer for old-time, not three-finger for bluegrass, but he was Jesse’s friend, and even the wrong kind of banjo was better to Jesse than none at all. Other people often stopped by—Ruth, Peter, the boisterous DMHB brother, the driver of the black hatchback.

         The mandolin player would call a song—“How Mountain Girls Can Love” or “This Weary Heart You Stole Away” or “Little Maggie”—and they would all sing. I wait for you dear all night long, It seems you never do get home, I fall asleep at the break of day, Just to drive these awful blues away. These songs are mostly about heartbreak, cheating on someone and being cheated on, leaving home, or death. Oh yonder stands little Maggie, With a dram glass in her hands, She’s drinking away her troubles, She’s a courting some other man. There was almost always longing, there was almost always sorrow. I recognized myself in them.

         Music nights were long. They began for the men around 7 or 8 o’clock with dinner, usually hot dogs or a pot of sautéed meat that Jesse would fix on the cast-iron stove and that he and the band would eat together around the darkened TV. I usually arrived during the beer phase, Budweiser or Nattie Light in twenty-four-packs that sat front and center in Jesse’s fridge and that I sometimes brought myself, stopping first at the Marathon gas station. Playing music and drinking were yoked together, and if in the pause between one song and the next there was not a beer ready and waiting, the men and I turned around looking at each other, confused, until someone—usually Jesse—got up to toss another round.

         Generous does not approach what Jesse was—he would give you a ride home and a can of Natural Light and thank you for it. He put in ten-hour days hanging drywall with Peter and Trey, and then liked to sit quietly watching television or drinking a beer. I believe he was happiest in this way, when he could be quiet, when he could look out from behind his eyes at a room full of people and watch them and not be expected to do anything. He liked for the party to be big; he liked for people to have a good time.

         Unlike many bass players who lean into the mammoth instrument and work it over with bopping shoulders, when Jesse played, only his fingers moved. His left hand went high, fretting the chords, and his right hand went low, plucking at the bass’s great ropes. He didn’t hit the string with the long sides of his fingers, but rather hooked each string with his fingertip and pulled it, with insane gentleness.

         Liquor came later in the night—plastic handles of Old Crow mixed with soda. A certain mood took over then. We might make necklaces from Froot Loops and licorice strands, or duct-tape beer cans together like scepters and pronounce each other knights. It was delight; it was camp—the sensibility that Susan Sontag wrote about.

         There was no end to how long I could sit and listen to Jesse and his friends play. More, I would say at midnight, when I had to be at work at nine the next morning. Then, later: More, I would say at four in the morning, when I had to get up at eight to take the girls on a college trip to North Carolina.

         Eventually, they would all put down their instruments, too drunk to play. There was a feeling at that point in the night of approaching a tight rope and choosing, masterfully, to walk across it. You could begin to feel triumphant, like a victor in your own life, a victor in your own story. Perhaps it was the Quiet Zone or perhaps it was the quiet hills around this electric white house, but there was a sense here that whatever you did could not possibly count, that no one was watching and no one was keeping score. No one in the life I’d known before knew where I was or could imagine it.

         
              

         

         One evening in May 2010, Jesse let me and Ruth host a full-on, flowered-hat-wearing, mint-julep-drinking, Kentucky Derby party at his grandmother’s house. It was Ruth’s idea—she was from Kentucky and knew all the real things to do. We came to Jesse’s house early, and Jesse played sous chef, watching dutifully as Ruth demonstrated how to crush the fresh mint with powdered sugar into each glass for the perfect julep, then repeating her instructions with his own hands in glass after glass.

         I felt glad to see Jesse in a new way that night: something was growing there, but I didn’t know what. It wasn’t sexual exactly or romantic; after Jesse and I had slept together, I’d told him it was a onetime thing. He said he understood, that being friends was fine with him.

         I had the sense that some of his friends thought Jesse was, on the whole, a weak man. They teased him a good bit and sometimes spoke over him, but it was his usually gentle demeanor, I think, that drew me to Jesse. We could sit next to one another on a couch on a porch and talk all night about nothing in particular. We had no shared experience like these words might suggest, but we shared something else—a drive, maybe, or an obsession, deep down at the bottom of our quiet selves. We both wanted to say something, I think, something we had each long been keeping inside—but what?

         Peter came that night, and his sister who was in town did too, and a few VISTA girls who were new, working at sites in Marlinton and Lewisburg. Trey and Bill and the other DMHB pulled up in their Subarus and Tacomas and hatchbacks. After we’d bet on our horses and watched the races and lost, we sat on the roofs of our cars in floppy hats. As the light died across the field behind Jesse’s house and the clouds moved fast over the valley, we flew kites and played ultimate Frisbee. The Chef and the mandolin player showed up, and the men of music night played outside in the cool May air, and we drank the last of the mint julep syrup. When that ran out, we drank straight bourbon, and when that ran out, Old Milwaukee, and when that ran out, Natural Light, and when that ran out, we piled into Bill and Peter’s pickups and drove the miles down to the Greenbrier River, where the drivers turned the trucks around and backed them straight down the embankment, and we fell out into the water and floated on our backs in the dark.

         My clothes were wet, and my throat was dry, and it was maybe two in the morning. Several couples had already taken the bedrooms on the first floor, and I knew there would be more Frisbee and fun in the morning. Jesse told me I could stay in the attic—there was an air mattress there—so I made my way up the narrow stairs to the stuffy attic and climbed aboard. Before I closed my eyes, I saw a pink tube jutting out of the attic closet, and I stood to see what it was. It was an inflatable blow-up doll of a woman with voluminous breasts that fell out of her string bikini top. Her mouth was open, and her eyes were dumb. I put her back in the closet.

         I woke to the sensation of the sheets moving, and the blanket being lifted.

         Can I sleep here with you? Jesse asked.

         Okay, I said, and turned away from him onto my side. I fell asleep again. I woke.

         Sweetie, he said. It was the name my mom had called me as a child. Jesse ran his hand down my arm, then onto my hip and thigh.

         I just want to sleep, I said.

         Come on, he said.

         We continued. An hour, two. I’d fall asleep, wake, say something neither encouraging nor clearly rejecting, fall asleep again. Eventually, the sun was nearly up, and the attic filled with heat.

         I had power in that moment, and I didn’t. Jesse had power in that moment, and he didn’t. I wanted to want to have sex with him—I liked spending time with him and being in community with him and getting to sit in his house with his friends and his music, and I knew that sex with me would make him feel good, physically and generally—but I did not want to have sex with him. I looked through the window to Jesse’s back field and the mountains beyond it and knew already that I was bound to this place with a ferocity I had no words for and that I likely would be all my life. I could hear our friends downstairs already, clinking spoons in coffee cups. Someone, the Chef maybe, turned on the boom box releasing rock music, fast and bright.

         Jesse’s hand moved lower. Come on, he said again.

         “When you are twenty-two or twenty-three,” writes Joan Didion, “you figure that later you will have a high emotional balance, and be able to pay whatever it costs.”
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         THE GIRLS OF MOUNTAIN VIEWS were disappearing. One week they were there at Tuesday night tutoring, and the next they weren’t. I’d see them at the Marathon gas station getting into a Chevy S-10 with a bear dog rack in the bed and a guy with a beard in the driver’s seat. I’d see them at Rite Aid, adorned in that franchise’s signature blue vest, in the middle of the day. Or I wouldn’t see them for months, and then I’d catch sight of them in a group of bodies by the low-water bridge, stomping an empty beer can into a disc, as I drove home from some party of my own.

         What happened to Tina? I’d ask. To Cecilia? To Heather? To Ashley?

         The other girls would shrug. Haven’t seen her in school, they’d say.

         Feeling this specter of loss, I felt myself clutching at the girls who continued coming to our programs ever more tightly. I wanted the red-haired girl to answer the math problems I gave her. She could do them, I knew, so why wouldn’t she?

         Come on, I said, one Tuesday night, then repeated the phrase.

         I don’t want to, she said finally.

         Why?

         You make me feel dumb, she said. No one’s ever made me feel like that before.

         My whole body felt jerked; I flushed and flubbed out a sorry reply. But later that night, I drove faster than I’d ever driven to Jesse’s house, flooring the gas along the straight stretch of 219 just to see if I could.

         
              

         

         I kept going to Tuesday night music nights at Jesse’s house, and Jesse and I went to other parties too—parties at the low-water bridge, parties at his cousin’s house, parties in the woods. At one such party, there was a metal band who wore black T-shirts with neon green writing and wore glow-in-the-dark necklaces. Jesse got two paint buckets from a nearby basement and set them on the ground for us to use as seats. I told him I was queer and that my most recent relationship had been with a woman. That’s cool, he said. He asked me what kind of girls I liked. I told him. He held my hand. He broke open one of the necklaces and rubbed the glowing chemical liquid between his finger tips. When it began to rain, we ran to my truck with its snug-fitting camper shell. In the muddy field, we maneuvered Jesse’s bass out of the truck bed and into the cab. It fit, except for the bass’s curled head and tuning pegs, which Jesse covered with plastic bags and cranked the driver’s-side window up to hold them in place. The sound the rain made on the aluminum camper top, as Jesse and I lay inches underneath, was tremendous. It can’t possibly rain any harder, I thought, and then it did.

         But the best parties were always at the Homeplace, a big square house where Jesse’s uncle Don had grown up. Fourth of July fireworks, Labor Day picnics, birthday Scrabble parties. Always there was pepper jelly and hugs and croquet; always there was the music. I brought my banjo but, afraid to bring it into the Homeplace, usually left it in my car. Eventually Don spotted it and began cajoling me to play. He wanted me to learn and wanted me to play it well. You have good rhythm, he told me at one of those parties, when I was strumming along quietly and trying to catch the chords being played. Come by the house sometime, and I’ll teach you a few things.

         I did, and he did. He told me how there was a very small canon of music he considered “real” bluegrass—Bill Monroe, Ralph and Carter Stanley, Earl Scruggs and Lester Flatt, also known as the Foggy Mountain Boys, end of list—and how he had learned to play bluegrass by listening to Flatt and Scruggs on the radio during the years his family had been forced to leave Pocahontas County to find work. Later I would learn that this had also been the way of so many of the musicians—the Stanley Brothers chief among them—he considered real.

         I had gone to some parties at the Homeplace before as Sam’s tenant and friend, but now I came with Jesse as his girlfriend. Family members smiled at us, patted my knee, made comments about what it would be like when Jesse and I married, and I let their comments, sometimes made in front of Jesse himself, stand without correction, though I knew such a thing would never come to pass. These were acts of cowardice, and they were acts of cruelty. I felt for once in my life that I’d been taken into something more than a family—this was a clan; this was a tribe. If we can give back real meaning to the word, instead of its general usage as a platitude, this was a community—to make common, to share. Yet my membership in it felt predicated on me being Jesse’s girlfriend and on me performing that role in specific ways.

         Jesse’s favorite song, his trademark and the one that the other men would look to him to sing, was “It’s Just the Night” by the Del McCoury Band. Jesse had a good voice made for bluegrass, tenor and nasal, but he was shy about using it; it usually took him several beers to get there. Once at a party, when everyone else was calling for him to sing and he was demurring, the wife of one of the other musicians leaned over to me and said, “He hasn’t got good confidence, does he?” “No,” I said, “not too good, I don’t think.” “Aw well,” she responded. “My husband used to be the same way, but he’s better when I’m here. That’s what we women are for.” I said nothing, a thing I’d found myself doing more and more in moments when I felt judgment or fear or sadness surging up against my own discomfort and shame that I was feeling those things in the first place. I remembered the words I’d read in college about not imposing your own culture and values on a different place.

         My membership in this community I loved now also came to feel predicated on sex. I know that I had to get very drunk to have sex with Jesse, but I did have sex with Jesse, most nights, for about five months. This was not something that Jesse did to me, nor something I did to him, but a complicated stew of both of our fumbling actions and ambivalent needs. Alcohol came to be like the third member of our relationship, the center crux without which our connection would have shattered. In her report back from the field on the ways alcohol abuse and sex became intertwined for her, Sarah Hepola writes that the consent issues at stake in these moments are anything but simple. “I knew why the women writing on these issues didn’t want to acknowledge gray zones. Gray zones were what the other side pounced on to gain ground,” she writes. “Activism may defy nuance, but sex demands it. Sex was a complicated bargain to me. It was chase, and it was hunt. It was hide-and-seek, clash and surrender, and the pendulum could swing inside my brain all night: I will, no I won’t; I should, no I can’t. My consent battle was in me.”

         Jesse and I saw each other alone now and on nights other than Tuesdays, sometimes at his grandmother’s house, sometimes at my house on Droop Mountain. He’d fix me a drink, and we’d watch a little television, and then I’d fix myself another drink. He would take off his shoes and line them up neatly at the foot of his bed, then his shirt and pants, and hop into bed. “Sweetie,” he’d say, pushing the hair away from my ears. I made sure all the lights were off, and in the dark, he touched me the way I liked to be touched. Sometimes it was a great relief not to be seen, to pretend to be just a body devoid of any feeling but nerve sensation, a pink plastic skin made up of nothing but breasts and air.

         I felt caught in a bind—I wanted to belong to a place, really and truly, for the first time in my life, but I felt that these nights with Jesse were the tax I paid for it. I never told Jesse this. There were many other things we did not speak about. I had a credit card that I could swipe anytime I wished and fly away from there. I had a four-year education and a privileged upbringing in New York. Jesse would not have called himself poor, and I don’t think I would either—he always had the cash he needed—but I know he thought and worried about work and money most days that he was alive. Neither of us had what wider America would consider real jobs, but for me this was a choice.

         There was another way to belong to this community: to do the job I was brought there to do, to “alleviate poverty” as per AmeriCorps VISTA’s proclaimed mission, and to do so via “empowering” the girls of Mountain Views, but I was failing at it. I could not empower myself, and yet I was expected to be a role model for others, for girls from a completely different context. The Director seemed to have endless confidence in me to do everything from organize a meeting with parents to talk about college access to set up and staff a community drop-in center for youth, and sometimes her confidence did lift me and give me strange and magical fortitude. There were moments of triumph—a full sign-in sheet of names and phone numbers of parents who wanted to talk more about how to fill out the FAFSA—and there were nights at Mountain Views when I was able to sit down at a long table of teenage girls and be that person for them, a powerful adult woman with hope in her heart and wild laughs in her stomach.

         The red-haired girl did eventually stop coming to Tuesday night tutoring, too, but she did not disappear. She lived with her family in a trailer just down 219 from the schoolhouse where I lived, so I’d see her each day as I drove past their house on my way to work and again as I drove home. Sometimes she would be jumping on the trampoline that sat in their yard or riding a four-wheeler with her sisters. Nothing seemed wrong. And yet, when she’d wave to me as I drove past, something felt wrong.

         Then one day I saw her gun the four-wheeler toward a pile of extra doors and drywall her dad was using to build an addition on their house and lean into the crash, her eyes still open, and I realized what was wrong, if you can call a sensible response to a senseless state of affairs wrong. She was enraged, I think. Enraged at me and at Mountain Views and at her family and the whole town, that whole swath of land, at a state of affairs in which she had a few different options, but none of them seemed liable to give her a good outcome.

         
              

         

         I was getting better at the music, but I still wasn’t good. I learned to watch the Chef’s fingers move over his guitar’s neck and learned to take my chord from him. Jesse was always kind to me, asking if I needed help following the chords and encouraging me to take my banjo out of its green case and play it. But often, and especially later in the night as we all got drunker, I mostly sat and watched the men play.

         I thought I was being respectful of the bonds these men had built and their artistic process—after all, these nights were ostensibly band practice, for Jesse’s band was booked every now and then to play at a festival or anniversary party. Intimacy with women is my literal lifeblood now, but even though I worked with women and girls all day, it was hard for me then. The only kind of closeness I saw was closeness between men, and I wanted to be inside it.

         I see now how much of my free time “and a great amount of time that was not free,” as the writer Claire Vaye Watkins puts it, I spent prizing the movements of men over those of women, and how much time I spent watching men do stuff that I could have spent moving my hands or my mouth or getting to know the Chef’s girlfriend.

         I’m so bored, the Chef’s girlfriend said to me one night when we were the only two women in the room. Aren’t you? She motioned me to follow her outside and pointed to the sky. She taught me constellations beyond the Big and Little Dipper, and told me how she and the Chef had met—in a college poetry class—and why they had never bothered to marry until now—who cares? But even then, I was itching to get back inside.

         Peter and Ruth split; the blond banjo player and the VISTA girl he had been dating split. The blond banjo player had a special love for the word “faggot,” and one night I got fed up or brave enough to say something about it. We had what I thought was a tough, deep, good conversation about it on the screened-in porch of Jesse’s grandmother’s house, me on a wicker chair and him sitting in the doorway, smoking into the night. Why can’t I say “fag” if hatred isn’t what I mean? he asked. You just can’t, I said. The word carries so much pain. I get it, he said. I won’t say it ever again. He was mostly true to his word. Then one night he wasn’t. Uh-oh, he said, laughing, when he saw my face.

         I got a part in the county play that required me to kiss another actor onstage, and when Jesse and his friends came to see it, they got loud during and riled up afterward, pointing at my costar and yelling at Jesse to “simmer down” and “let it go—he isn’t worth it.” For his part, Jesse didn’t seem to care much, but the message from his friends was clear: Jesse owned me.

         The mandolin player looked roughly at my body but wouldn’t meet my eyes. One night at my house, the beige phone clanged, and it was for Jesse. It was the man who booked shows up at Snowshoe Mountain, asking after Jesse and his band. They would put him and the band up overnight, the guy said, plus dinner, drinks, whatever.

         The day of the show was sunny and clear, one of the first bright days of summer when you can sit outside without a jacket, and everyone looked rumpled and surprised at their own bodies. The guys—Jesse on bass, the mandolin player, Jesse’s cousin on banjo, and the Chef on guitar—took the stage.

         Don’t they look handsome?, Jesse’s mom leaned over to me and said. They did. I felt a twinge of pride, a good feeling that spread knowing that Jesse, a person I loved in my way, though the exact nature of that love was unclear, was doing the thing he loved most in the world.

         The mandolin player and the Chef switched off singing lead, but the mandolin player did most of the banter between songs. He called Jesse up to sing, “It’s Just the Night,” and after introducing Jesse to the crowd, he leaned into the microphone: Now, don’t embarrass this guy, okay, because his girlfriend is here today, the mandolin player said. He’s never had a girlfriend before, so it’s extra important. That’s her, right back there. The mandolin player pointed at me then and kept his index finger in the air, and though surely they did not, in my memory all three hundred people seated in lawn chairs turned to look at me. Isn’t she pretty?, the mandolin player asked. And then they played.

         That night after dinner, the band, minus the Chef, who had gone home with his girlfriend, and I went to our hotel. I’d wanted to go home, but Jesse had asked me very sincerely to stay; he was on a high after the day, I think, and wanted to hold my hand all afternoon and I cared for him and wanted him to be well. We sat around the white box room drinking for a while and telling jokes. It was fun at first, then less so. The mandolin player stumbled into the bathroom, then stumbled out of it. He made a joke, I think, something about wondering what kind of underwear I wore and how only Jesse would know the answer. I went into the room where I thought Jesse and I were to sleep, then closed the door. Soon Jesse was there too, and we lay together in bed with our clothes on, just talking over the day.

         The mandolin player began to pound on the door. His speech was slurred.

         What’s he saying? I asked Jesse.

         Ignore him, Jesse said, rolling onto his back.

         But the pounding continued. He wanted this room—Why had we taken the only good room? Then, unmistakably, through the door, the mandolin player said, Fuck her good for me.

         Something broke in me then that was about the mandolin player and not about the mandolin player, that was about the girls at Mountain Views and not about them, and like a character in a movie, I turned to Jesse and said, That’s it.

         I got up and hurled open the door and can’t say what I might have done had Jesse not leapt up after me and gotten between us. Jesse was not like the mandolin player—I know that now, and I knew it then. But what kind of man has that kind of man for a friend? In such a small community and with ties that run deep and in every direction, every person is bound to every other in ways that may or may not feel optional, I know, and it is more difficult than it may seem to avoid or cut ties with someone. Yet we never spoke of that night again, a thing that pointed to the fact that both Jesse and I would rather let the lies we were telling ourselves stand than grapple with the specific facts of that situation.

         Jesse knew the mandolin player’s behavior was fundamentally unacceptable, but he felt bound to the mandolin player and also to each of the DMHB, Trey included, in a way that was stronger than he felt bound to me. And why not? He was. I knew continuing our relationship meant keeping quiet about a great deal of what I thought and felt to be true and that I would not be able to stay quiet forever.

         If I began my relationship with Jesse feeling like I was a victim of some violation, I did not end up that way. It became clear to me that what we had in common, underneath our quietness, was an ambivalent relationship to power, influence, mattering. We both wanted these things, I think, and were afraid of them.

         I came to have a power over Jesse, a different kind than is the inevitable result of loving connection. There came a point when whatever power we had been playing with fumbled, flopped, and then finally flipped. It happened one night, one ordinary Tuesday night, when I was standing in the middle of Jesse’s living room leaning on his dead grandmother’s curio cabinet. The Chef took a guitar break, a bluesy run that didn’t quite fit with the song and then somehow did, and then they sang the chorus again—everybody I met, everybody I met, everybody I met, seemed to be a rank stranger—and the song ended, and Jesse sat down on the pink couch and looked over at me out of the bottoms of his eyes in this way, this troubling and electric way. The look seemed to say, Take my life and do anything that you want with it. I let my gaze creep through the alcohol in my blood and down the bridge of my nose and over the space between us and then up Jesse’s baseball cap and onto the crest of his head. Something very old in me, something that had been kept down too long, some desire to dominate and win in a struggle, boomed alive.

         I sat down next to him.

         What was the name of that song? I asked.

         Rank Stranger, he said. It’s real.

         
              

         

         Will you stay?, the Director asked me. We were on her porch, she in one wooden Adirondack chair and me in the other, twin glasses of Diet Coke and Old Crow in our hands, and passing a cigarette back and forth between us. We’d been talking about work and all the things we had left to do that week, and about a Mountain Views girl who had called to tell us she was pregnant.

         She wanted to be a lawyer, I said, and she won’t get to do that now. It’s just too bad.

         Not necessarily, the Director said. I’ve seen kids for whom getting pregnant was the thing that really helped them ask the deep questions and make the big, good choices. There are all kinds of ways to live a life, you know.

         I know, I said. But I didn’t.

         As we drank, the talk turned to Jesse and Trey and the other DMHB. The Director said that she had another dream. She’d dreamed that we had started a Mountain Views for boys and her son had gone to it.

         That would be so beautiful, I said, because it would.

         We could do it, she said. And you could help run it!

         I don’t know, I said.

         Why not?

         I wanted to tell her that I was failing with men like I was failing with girls and I was failing to bridge the space that seemed to separate them like a river that was running very fast. I wanted to tell her that masculinity, as we have traditionally conceived of it, was a disease that was killing people. Mountain Views was an important part of treating it, but it was not enough. You cannot treat women only for a disease of which men are the main carriers. Nor, I knew, could you punish every man who fell ill.

         I passed the cigarette back to her and drank from my glass.

         I need you here, she said. I need you to stay.

         More and more young people, I knew—the DMHB and their sisters, the Mountain Views girls who were graduating—were staying in West Virginia on purpose or coming back after years away to build lives for themselves. They were joining organizations and starting organizations and trying to do all the things that would make staying possible.

         I felt the old urge—comply comply comply—and its opposite—flight that would make me free free free.

         I’ll try, I told her.

         The end of my one-year term came and went, but I stuck around, racked with indecision and guilt about whether I should renew for a second year. If I left after only one year, I would be a quitter, I knew, a stopper through Appalachia, another VISTA girl from somewhere else who didn’t stick around.

         I went as Jesse’s date to the wedding of the Chef and his girlfriend. The ceremony was quick and without extended vows or testimonials from the couple’s friends; they had been together so long and loved each other so well that the wedding itself was a foregone conclusion. The redheaded girl was there, and I watched her face change as she realized that I was there as Jesse’s date. She looked at me hard and directly. “You have lipstick on your teeth,” she said, in a hostile way I still don’t understand—did she know something about Jesse and his friends that I didn’t? Did she know something about Jesse and his friends that I did?—then walked away toward the buffet.

         At some point late in the night, Jesse and the Chef danced, arms around each other, the Chef dipping Jesse nearly to the floor. Jesse was so happy all that night and even into the next day. They’re married now, he said, taking my hand. I’m so glad.

         
              

         

         A darker side to Tuesday night music nights began to show itself, and so did a darker side to my character. The boisterous DMHB brother and the blond-haired banjo player came to blows one night, then hugged and cried and called each other brother. My drinking got bad, then worse, then dangerous. I matched the men shot for shot and asked for more. Sometimes we drank and threw up and kept drinking. One night, a VISTA girlfriend of mine wanted to go out, and we did. On the way back from Lewisburg, I made an illegal right turn on red, and the lights of three West Virginia State Police cars whirled to life behind me, pulling me over into the Walmart parking lot.

         Blow, one of them said to me, shoving the hard plastic Breathalyzer in my mouth. I can’t, I said—I have a natural distrust of authority and a hustler’s instincts for crime and evasion—but I really couldn’t; the machine was too far down my throat, and I kept gagging on it. Blow, the policeman said again, the light reflecting off his gun. It took twenty minutes for them to get a reading from me, minutes that may have been crucial—I blew a .07, just .01 from the legal limit to drive, and a hair away from losing my license.

         At a local music festival that summer, I had sex with Jesse in his car while it was parked in a parking lot that was not dark enough nor far enough away from a gathering of community members, Mountain Views girls among them. To the array of pictures of their futures as young women from which the girls could choose, I added this one: the searcher who had gone too far.

         One night not long after this, I worked late, and Jesse said he was coming over, and we ended up entering my house from my dark porch together. I asked him to turn the light on. He didn’t, and I didn’t reach for the switch either. He took off his sneakers and lined them up by the door and then sat on the couch. Every so often a car passed my house lighting up the room, and I could see Jesse, his eyes open, one hand on the armrest and the other on his knee. I was down on my knees on the beige carpet, though I do not remember why I was down on my knees on the beige carpet. I want to say it was because I was making a fire, but that can’t be right because my landlords didn’t install that woodstove until after I moved out.

         Every so often I said, What do you want?, and he said, I don’t know. After a while he started saying, What do you want?, and I started saying, I don’t know.

         I was asking him to want anything—the music, a job, school, his life.

         I want you, he said.

         Something else.

         Then it was winter again, 2010. I sat with Ruth in her car in a dark field, car lights on, windows rolled up, taking a quiet moment away from a party that pumped in a nearby house. Ruth used her thumb to slide the heat to its highest notch, but it did little good. We watched people stand in the window of the house or dance past it; inside were young people who were both from and not from West Virginia. It was such a good party—there was cider and a jukebox and everyone I cared for—that I couldn’t stand to go to it.

         I loved Jesse in a way that I knew was doing damage both to him and to me, and I knew I could not be to the Director or to the Mountain Views girls what they wanted or deserved; these things had been revealing themselves to me slowly but with increasing gravity, and I felt them now as a sudden image of revelation, the red velvet Broadway curtains of my childhood drawing back fold by fold.

         
              

         

         The last object I touched before I drove away from Pocahontas County was the phone. I pulled my truck over onto the shoulder of 219 a few meters down from Jesse’s family’s mailbox, put the phone in, and closed the little tin door. It had belonged to Jesse’s mom, it turned out, and it was time she got it back. I put my truck in drive and stepped on the gas. I could drive now, with confidence and trust and with my back touching the driver’s seat and only one hand on the wheel. My landlord, parked by his sheep pen, honked his powerful horn as I went.

         It’s strange that we talk about leaving a rural place as happy, a bursting forth from black and white into color, though for some this may be the truth. “Why don’t they just leave?” many of my friends from cities had asked me of the DMHB and the Mountain Views girls and their families. But here is what they don’t know: Pocahontas County was the color. The world I was seeing now—I-64 heading west—and that I would be seeing for a long time was the gray.

         That first night in Asheville, North Carolina, I tried to insert slices of gourmet pizza into my mouth, but they would go in only as far as the back of my throat, then stop. I could not bite or chew or swallow, on account of all the crying. I drank the beer that was set before me—markedly more hoppy than the American lite beers I’d grown accustomed to—and I watched the college kids in their prosperous backpacks and the artists busking in their feather caps. My cell phone made satisfied little beeps, reveling in all the service. I had come back. I was a citizen of society now, I supposed, with all its proper tools.

         I found the little green house that belonged to Tim’s daughter and Peter’s sister, a woman who lived here in this cool and prosperous town. The house had dark wood floors and light wood walls, and I got into her bed with my clothes on. I looked up then and saw, pasted to the underside of a shelf, several small lithographs of the mountains of Pocahontas County. For years, I knew, this woman had been trying to get home.
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         MILES PASSED. I DROVE MORE than ten thousand of them in three months in my white Toyota Tacoma with the wooden platform bed in the back. Years passed. Philadelphia, with trips back to West Virginia. Virginia with trips back to West Virginia. Philadelphia again. I took jobs and did them. I bought books and read them. I drove up and down I-95 and I-76 and I-81 in every season and in every kind of weather. This was living.

         I could hear voices talking calmly on the radio and voices yelling, trying to convince one another of something. I could eat and I could sleep and I could fuck and I could dream. I could look but I could not see. Not the orange cones, not the lawns that ended in softly sloping curbs, not the paved brick pedestrian malls or the wood and chrome coffee bars, not the classrooms in which I sat and then in which I taught. I focused my eyes on a point in the back of the room, safely above every human head.

         One June, on my way back to Pocahontas County to work a few weeks at Mountain Views, an SUV collided with the corner of my tailgate, and my truck did two complete revolutions on 1-76 going eighty miles an hour before colliding with the concrete median. I’ll always hold the sensation of spinning in my body, how strangely slow it felt, and the ripping sound that rubber makes when it is dragged. The truck with its West Virginia wildlife plates was totaled, but aside from bad whiplash, I was not harmed. Then the West Virginia barn cat that had adopted me when I lived on Lobelia Road was run over by a passing car during one of his romps outside. He’d died as he lived, I felt—hard. I did not know what, if anything, these things meant.

         In the winter of 2013, the Chef called down to the restaurant of the observatory where he worked, gave the menu for the following day, hung up the phone, and put a bullet through his brain. He had separated from his wife, or he was a sensitive person with depressive tendencies, or there is never any reason.

         Not long after this, the boisterous DMHB called a friend. He didn’t have much money, he told the friend, but he could pay fifteen dollars plus a carton of cigarettes in exchange for the heroin. The friend did as he asked and came to the house. The younger brother, the quieter DMHB, was there too. The three men ground the heroin and injected it. I found a vein, the boisterous DMHB reportedly said, then dropped to the ground. His brother and the friend drove him down I-77 to the nearest hospital, where they left his body outside the emergency entrance.

         
              

         

         I felt ruined by my time in Pocahontas County—no other place would ever be so good. I felt harmed and also that I had harmed others with my weakness and my silence and my actions, and I didn’t know how to make those two feelings stay together. Every time I grasped one of them, the other seemed to fade away.

         Things kept returning to me and knocking, demanded to be heard. For one, I remembered that when I lived in the farmhouse on Lobelia Road with Bill, calls came in for him at night from men, older men who lived along the road and had known him since birth. Man, they would say, sometimes slurring his name into our answering machine. It would be 3:37, 4:28, 1:11 am, and I’d sit up in the night, disoriented, listening to their voices roll in downstairs. Man, I’m hurting real bad, they’d say. I never knew exactly what kind of hurt they meant, only that they had to wait until it was 3:37 and they were loaded to talk about it.

         For another, the waitress at Hillsboro’s only restaurant who had helped me home that night of the whiteout had likely participated in the spray-painting of “NIGGER LOVER” across the restaurant’s north-facing wall. I thought a lot about the kindness in the waitress and also the cowardice and cruelty it took to write those words—both.

         And then and always, Jesse. I’d see a station wagon that looked like his making a wide turn around the statue of Lewis and Clark and Sacagawea in the Virginia town where I now lived and be smacked again: What had happened to me in Jesse’s house, where we played music all those nights and drank until we could no longer feel the parts of our bodies that were most private and the blow-up sex woman peeked out from the closet?

         And what had I brought into or out of being for other people? The withholding of true feelings and information from people with whom you are intimate can be its own kind of weapon. The redheaded girl’s words: you make me feel dumb. I was most haunted by my own actions, the ways I let my appetites for belonging and alcohol get out of control, for I was not just a witness but a part of all of it, a person who wanted oblivion for my own reasons.

         What did it mean that I had been employed to better the lives of girls, and all around me it seemed, grown men were dying? Could women and girls and men and boys truly be together in mutual community, or could they only hurt and wound each other? And how did poverty and class play into all this? Didn’t know.

         I reread my journals from my time there and found the entry about the writers’ group and about how Tim, Peter’s father, had found two women’s bodies up on Briery Knob. What had all that been about? I had camped with Jesse up on Briery Knob, I remembered.

         There we were, Jesse—rail-thin and gentle in a West Virginia University hoodie, pale hands on the wheel of his station wagon, and me, the feral girl from somewhere else sitting shotgun. We were on our way to camp with Ruth and Peter, a new VISTA from California and her boyfriend—a boy from the northern part of the county—and the blond banjo player.

         Briery Knob was a reclaimed surface mining site. We knew it had been reclaimed because plants were growing there again, but they were gray-green, spongy, and all the same height. We might have been on the surface of the moon. When we stuck our tent poles into the dirt, it wasn’t dirt but chalky ash. The poles went in an inch, hit rock, wouldn’t budge.

         It was June probably, because the VISTA girl from California has already gotten her dog from the pound, a brown mutt who kept sniffing the perimeter around their tent, but Jesse and I hadn’t had our joint birthday party yet, the one where we wore newspaper hats that looked like boats and the Director and her husband got a babysitter and came and danced with Jesse and me, holding our hands. It could be July if it were early.

         We pitched our tents in a flat spot surrounded by steep wooded embankments. Maybe fifty feet away, someone had dumped a blue corduroy couch. It looked strange in this moon place, but it was less foul than you might think, just damp. Some of us touched it; some of us didn’t. I touched it; Jesse touched it. When I climbed the embankment to the ridge, I could see the white wind turbines over in Greenbrier County turning slowly. On the way back, I found a pair of sunglasses in the shaded path. Bear hunters, Jesse said, and put them on.

         Later, we lit the fire, and the banjo player played a few tunes as the dark shrank the space. Jesse hadn’t brought his upright bass and kept looking around for it, his fingers twitching. When the temperature dropped, Jesse and I and Ruth and Peter chickened out and slept in our cars. But the girl from California and her boy stayed out, perhaps comforted by the noises her dog’s paws were making as he did slow circles in the dark. I thought for sure she was the tough one who would last—she wore brown Carhartt pants and thick knitted caps and learned how to change the oil in her car—but that isn’t the way it turned out. She went back to California, took some other man’s name, and I don’t know her now.

         I remember being cold, the cold that moved across that plateau, and then being warm from the heat coming off Jesse’s body. I remember drinking water from a jar we filled at a spring on the way up, taking a bite from a block of white cheddar cheese in the night when I woke up starving, wearing two pairs of thick Smartwool socks, Jesse’s hands on my face. Laughing—roll over, roll over, three in the bed and the little one said, roll over.

         
              

         

         I hadn’t known that Vicki and Nancy died in that spot when we camped there; now I did. Story speaking, nothing happened; it was just another night we slept in the woods as men and women from there and elsewhere. But I began to think about it all the time. I felt if I could understand what we had done up on Briery Knob and what had happened to the two dead women up there and if these things were the same thing or different things, I could answer some of the big questions that were choking my life and blocking my eyes.

         I started staying in my car a long time after returning from getting groceries or seeing a friend. I looked through the windshield out at my dark Virginia street and left the engine running so I could listen to bluegrass. Before I’d left Pocahontas County, Jesse had made me three CDs: the Foggy Mountain Boys, the Stanley Brothers, and his own pick, Jimmy Martin. There they sat in their neatly layered CD case, labeled in Jesse’s black Sharpie hand.

         I knew I’d have to turn the car off and go back to my apartment and my life eventually, but there was nothing in me that was ready to do it. The car was an in-between space, a temporary container, and I could put my most curious and strange feelings into it. I did my best thinking and messaging and Googling there.

         I read the 1992 and 1993 coverage of the arrests of the seven men and about the first trial of Jacob Beard in the Pocahontas Times and elsewhere. I read the words “culture clash” and “they weren’t the slimmest, trimmest little things” and “hicks versus hippies” and “he goes to parties with axes and chainsaws” and “culture of silence,” and I smelled something off, something wrong. Something false had hardened into a story, I suspected, that people both from the county and not had heard over and over and then began to tell. I wanted to know how and why.

         Jesse’s parents, I learned from messages I was exchanging with people in Pocahontas County, had been friends with Ritchie Fowler, the alleged driver of the blue van, and had believed strongly in his innocence. The redheaded girl was a relative of Fowler’s too, and Bobby Morrison was tied to a Mountain Views employee by marriage and friendship. Jesse had recently taken a job at the hardware store in Marlinton, a job that allowed him steady hours, a good paycheck, and colleagues he liked—including Pee Wee Walton.

         If I had been harmed by Jesse or some other invisible force in Pocahontas County, and if I had harmed him or Mountain Views in turn, what did I want now? I wanted justice. And what was that? Didn’t know.

         “A crime creates a debt; the criminal becomes a debtor, the victim his creditor,” writes Lacy M. Johnson. “One primary meaning of the word redemption was the sense that one could buy that debt back—every injury has some equivalent of pain or sacrifice.”

         The idea that I might buy back my debt to Pocahontas County and to myself by writing about the deaths of Vicki and Nancy on Briery Knob did not come all at once. It came on hot afternoons when I fell off my bike and my knees ground against loose asphalt. It came at night when the light through the bars on my window fell in stripes across the face of some kind sleeping woman or man. It came in the morning when I woke looking at how those iron bars stood between me and the hostas I had just planted in my backyard, and it stayed with me, even after I had finished graduate school to become a writer and moved back to Philadelphia. Why did it make sense to put the story of Vicki and Nancy and the nine local men who had been implicated in this crime over the years up against the story of me and Jesse and the Mountain Views girls and the DMHB? Didn’t know. But it made sense.

         The idea to write about both the Rainbow Murders and my own time in Pocahontas County, together, came most perhaps when I found out about Liz—a woman who was both a part of this story and not a part of it. I cared about the women who died, I knew, and I cared about the men who suffered because two women happened to die where they lived, in a place America prefers to forget exists. Writing this story became real to me when I realized a story could—must—encompass both.

      
   


   
      
         
            PART VII:

            THE THIRD RAINBOW GIRL

         

         
            Have you had enough darkness yet?

            No, I haven’t had enough darkness.

            Have you had enough fire?

            Maybe…

            Enough water? No, not nearly enough.

            Enough dirt to walk on?

            No. Never, never.

            —Irene McKinney
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         I DIDN’T KNOW WALT WEIFORD when I lived in Pocahontas County, but I knew his daughter. She was married to a man Jesse had grown up with, and sometimes she and her husband would come to Tuesday music night. She played the bass—acoustic for when she was playing bluegrass, electric for when she wasn’t. Jesse showed me videos of her from high school—head banging, hair swinging, T-shirt riding up, her face—rocking out. Girl can play, he said.

         I saw Walt Weiford’s back before I saw the rest of him. It was August 2013, and he was waiting for me at Marlinton’s gourmet coffee shop that doubled as a bike shop in a Shaker-style wooden chair; his back a beige square, his hands clasped on the café table in front of him. He was bald-headed and khaki-panted.

         “There was a time probably not terribly long ago that I would’ve said, ‘No, that’s in the past for me,’” he said, smoothing his hands over a knot in the table’s wood. His dress shirt looked like his face—pale peach, soft, and a little shiny. “At some point I let the Rainbow case go. I was retired for Christ’s sake, and the case was done. But then, I don’t know how, but recently it all came back. I started wondering about it again. And then you called.”

         An oval of men on their third refill were klatsching in the cushioned seating area near the front window and spilling out the door into the sunny afternoon. It was the tourists who mostly took advantage of the bike-shop part of this business, renting cruisers or mountain bikes to take down the gravel rails-to-trails route or up into the Monongahela National Forest. The food was wheat wraps and health cookies but also pizza and milkshakes, a solid compromise. It was the only place to get a latte in forty miles, but you could still pay for the self-serve house blend in quarters if you wanted.

         “It was a lot like putting a jigsaw puzzle together,” Weiford said as we ate our Reubens and potato chips from yellow plastic netted baskets. His eyes were small and quick; he smiled with his mouth closed. “You couldn’t put it down.”

         I agreed, and said that I felt that already. I’d been staying up most nights reading all the case documents available online or making arrangements to get the ones that weren’t. I said that I thought part of the case’s puzzle quality came from how many stories have been told about what happened to Vicki and Nancy that night—all the statements that contradict each other, all the confessions that contradict each other, all the testimony. “None of the facts seem to be facts,” I said. There was hardly anything that everyone agreed on.

         “That’s true,” Weiford said. “There were so many people there. And of course everybody is drinking, and all that. You can’t fit what Franklin says around the facts that we know. But the same is true with our theory. All the cogs don’t meet exactly, in places. That’s why we build courthouses.”

         I envied his certainty in Beard’s guilt. I asked him to convince me. Weiford took another bite of his sandwich, then rubbed his hands together to wipe off any traces of Thousand Island dressing, and when he did so, I saw the drive for this case in his face, the energy that had propelled him through the twelve-day murder trial in 1993 and then the eleven-day retrial in 2000. For him, he said, Beard’s guilt came down to that phone call.

         “If [Beard’s] intentions had been sincere,” Weiford said, “why didn’t he say, ‘Mr. Durian, this is Jake Beard, and I’m really sorry about what happened to your daughter, and in my opinion they’re not working on it, and I wish there was something I could do to help you’? But why do that anonymously and then follow it up with another call? It was almost like Jake was taunting [Mr. Durian], and the police.”

         “And why would he do it if he were guilty?”

         “I think there was a part of him that kind of wanted the notoriety, wanted to be caught. You know you read about that all the time and see it on TV—same kind of thing. Though I can’t say I’m completely comfortable in saying that’s why he did it.”

         And what of Bobby Morrison and Gerald Brown?

         “I think Gerald Brown may have been there,” Weiford said. Morrison still lived in Pocahontas County, Weiford said, though he and his ex-wife had run into some legal trouble, he for drinking and driving, she for selling drugs. “[Morrison] was very young then, just kind of an itinerant farm worker, that would go from one farm to another putting up hay and things like that. The older Bobby got, the more courage he had.…He got a little more gumption, eventually accusing Jake Beard right to his face.”

         Morrison’s statement incriminating Brown was so detailed, I remembered, full of precise details that set the scene and were immaterial to a criminal statement—“we talked about partying and how much we used to drink.” Why, then, all those details?

         “He wanted you to believe him?” I asked Weiford.

         “Yes,” Weiford said.

         “But he confessed!” I want to say. My attachment to the idea of confession may be a function of the word—religious, flavored with morality; the stakes of talking about murder seem so high that my first thought is that everything people say in relation to it must be factually correct. “False confession” feels like a contradiction in terms, a paradox that undermines the whole idea that what people say can be believed.

         But Weiford made his living inside this paradox. “It’s not uncommon,” Weiford said, unfazed, and he was right. It turns out that false confessions are not uncommon at all, especially among people under eighteen; Morrison was seventeen at the time. Children, or adults with the mental capacity of children, are at the highest risk for professing responsibility for crimes they did not commit. Police misconduct, wishing to please authority, or the misguided belief that going home in the short term is better than sticking with the truth and waiting in jail in the long term are all factors. In 2013, 38 percent of exonerations for crimes allegedly committed by people under eighteen in the last quarter century involved false confessions.

         Richard Fowler is dead today, but he was still alive when I met with Weiford. I’d called Fowler from my house in Virginia, but his wife had answered. I told her who I was and my aim.

         “We’re never talking about that again,” she said, growing heated when a few moments before she’d been bright. “Never, never. Not him, not me. That Rainbow thing. It ruined our lives.”

         Pee Wee Walton was still alive, living in Pocahontas County, too. I had begun to develop a feeling about him, a feeling that he was the key to understanding this whole case, and said so to Weiford at our lunch.

         Weiford allowed that Walton could have been wrong about certain things in his testimony.

         “I think Pee Wee tried really hard to remember this event,” Weiford said. “And of course one of the problems I later had to deal with was that he was abused by Sergeant Estep, the police officer who interviewed him. And of course Pee Wee’s take on that was what I told you was true. It wasn’t voluntary, but it was the truth.”

         Weiford claimed that he wasn’t at the state police barracks until after Walton’s interview had concluded.

         “I can remember Alkire telling me something about it—Estep was getting it out of Pee Wee now. Finally getting it out of him.”

         I nodded. “I suppose I can guess what you think about the Joseph Paul Franklin theory,” I said.

         “Well, you know, anytime somebody says, ‘I done it,’ you got to pay attention to that,” Weiford said, leaning back in his chair. He told me about DiFalco’s trip to Marion, Illinois, in 1984 and how Franklin denied any knowledge of the murders at first. “DiFalco was a really pretty girl. She was a,…she looked kind of like, well, kind of like you. Olive skin, dark hair, dark eyes, very shapely. But she was hard as nails too; she could kick the ass of any guy,” Weiford continued. “Franklin sort of took a liking to her, and Franklin liked attention—a lot. I’ve talked to Franklin myself a couple of times. He called me collect and just wanted to talk.”

         “From death row, you can just make a phone call?”

         “Yep. But I think I pissed him off the last time he called me. Maybe the last several times he called me. I haven’t heard from him in a while. I thought about getting in touch with him again and just saying, look, whenever they give you the shot, I’d like to be there just to see if you change your mind. Of course, now it’s not that important to me.”

         Why, I pressed Weiford, could he not believe in Franklin’s guilt? What was it about Franklin’s story that felt fundamentally not believable?

         Weiford told me that he thought Franklin was “an attention seeker” and that the holes in his initial story were too hard to overlook. “Nothing was right about it. It just didn’t conform with what we knew had to be true.” Weiford felt Franklin’s statement became more believable as time passed because of all the investigators from different states who interviewed him over the years.

         Our conversation drifted back to 1980 and the Gathering itself. He told me how the arrival of the Rainbow people, the run-ins between local people and Rainbow people, and the county making national news, set a somber mood.

         I asked him what the source of the feeling toward the Rainbow people was. Just a knee-jerk human reaction to difference?

         “I think initially it was just suspicion—these folks are so different; we don’t know them from a load of coal.” For the most part, the people who came were peaceful and law-abiding. “But there were also some who were traveling so light they had no money and nothing to eat. They stole. They were right here at the Greenbrier River, yet made no attempt to clean themselves. They were pretty unappealing to a lot of folks. It seemed like some of them would take some pleasure in the shock value associated with them, nudity and things like that. People just didn’t get that, couldn’t understand it.”

         My experience as a person from somewhere else coming into Pocahontas County was so different, I said. I felt deeply taken in.

         But it was a different time then, more than thirty years ago, he reminded me. “And the fact that the Rainbow people were here, and that they’ve been here three or four times since the murders actually,” Weiford said, “and the murders themselves may have opened some doors for folks. And you may have gotten some benefit from that.”

         I let that sink into the air a moment.

         “There’s a lot of things about this case that I would like to know that I don’t know,” he went on. “There’s a lot of suspicions that I have that I’m not really happy to have.”

         The impartiality of Judge Charles Lobban, who presided over both trials, for one thing, Weiford said. Before the first trial, Weiford felt that Lobban wasn’t convinced by the state’s theory and was not pleased to be presiding over such a high-profile case. “When the jury came back [and delivered the guilty verdict] and before I left the courtroom, he called me up to the bench and said, ‘Walt, you made a believer out of me.’”

         Yet Lobban granted the motion for a new trial, a thing that Weiford had never understood. He felt it had something to do with politics, optics, and all the publicity surrounding the case in the years 1998–1999, particularly the 60 Minutes II special. “There were CBS cameras right up in his face when he made the ruling. I always thought CBS had something to do with getting Jake Beard a new bite at the apple.”

         He paused then, rubbed his hands again, then put them back on the table. I asked him what was on his mind. If I had known then that he would die of a sudden heart attack at age sixty-one just months after this meeting, I would have asked him much more.

         Weiford stumbled over the starts of a few different sentences, paused, then spoke again. The friction around the Gathering and then ultimately the murders and the immediate suspicion that the killer had been local, he said, the whole sequence of events that began before the Gathering and lasted more than twenty years cast a shadow on the county that was larger than the facts of the case—it was emotional in a way he couldn’t quite name.

         “It all created a sense of foreboding and just—something wasn’t quite right,” Weiford said. He needed to set it right. That’s what his prosecution had intended to resolve.

         “I was a big hero at one time,” Weiford said. “But I gave it away.”

         
              

         

         When West Virginia police sergeant Robert Alkire retired from investigating crimes and being the sheriff of Pocahontas County, he turned to making art. He built chairs with dark square legs, benches with curlicue-shaped holes, dressers with star designs ripped into the grain. His glassed-in showroom sat just off Route 219, surrounded on two sides by a defunct motel and on the third by a field that in the summer became sprawling seating for a DIY drive-in movie theater. His hours were few and changeable; he traveled often with his wife to see his grandchildren. I had been calling his unlisted number and shoving letters under the showroom door for a year. But after Weiford and I finished our lunch and stepped out into the street, he told me to try Alkire one last time, and I did, and—whammo—there he was. His Ford truck was parked in the gravel by the door of his showroom, and the lights were on.

         Alkire didn’t get up when I came in, but he called to me from a corner, where the wall was wood paneling and the light was dim. He sat in a straight-backed chair next to a stone fireplace—cool, empty, and swept out. His hair had turned pigeon white but was still thick and swooped. On his desk sat a clamshell phone, a large calculator, and his hands—fingernails very clean, knuckles smooth. He wore a snap-up shirt like a cowboy.

         “Oh well,” he said, when I told him why I was there. He took his hands from the desk and put them on the knees of his dark jeans. Outside on Route 219, a car with a loud muffler passed, clanking.

         “They’ll sue you, and I’m too old to be sued again,” he said. “I feel I gave that case what I had to give it. Thirteen years. That’s a long time.”

         Alkire still had all his notes in two binders and a book in which he kept a clipping of every newspaper article ever written about the killings. He had the Court TV tapes. But when I asked to see them, he was vague, noncommittal. He preferred to tell me about how long it takes him to make a table—six months because he’s slow.

         He pulled over a small bench with a rhododendron—West Virginia’s state flower—carved into its face. The price tag read $250. “You can sit there,” he said, “if you like.”

         “I can see them right now,” Alkire said then, “just as good as I could when I went in there. The thing that got me the most was both of them had their eyes open. No matter where I walked around the table, it looked like they were looking at me. Never had that feeling before.”

         I asked him about the Franklin theory of the crime and why he didn’t believe it. He said that he didn’t get “tunnel vision,” as Beard and others have accused him of having; he was open to the possibility that Franklin did it. He listened to DiFalco read from the report of her investigation, and he listened to the tape she had made in the Illinois prison.

         “I could hear DiFalco say on the tape, ‘What we want to talk to you about is the death of two girls in Pocahontas County.’ Then there was a silence. And then Franklin said, ‘I don’t know nothing about that.’”

         Alkire did his own investigation and was willing to have his mind changed. “I still hadn’t gotten Franklin out of my mind. I wasn’t going to be satisfied until I talked to him myself.” He drove to Chattanooga, where Franklin had been transferred to stand trial for slaughtering the black man and white woman outside the Pizza Hut. “If you can’t prove that somebody did something, then you can back up and prove that he didn’t do it.”

         But Franklin wouldn’t see Alkire. He tried to call Franklin, but Franklin wouldn’t take his calls. He listened to tapes of interviews other law enforcement agencies had made of Franklin. “He would just ramble,” Alkire told me, “like I am doing now.”

         Alkire asked me if I minded if he chewed a little tobacco, that he knew it was gross but that it was his only vice, and when I told him I didn’t, he loosened the pouch, pinched a tuft, and inserted it into his cheek with a finger.

         “I got the right guy,” Alkire said, after a while, of Beard. “I presented all the facts that I had. I presented them to the grand jury. They indicted him. They found him guilty. To me, I did my job.”

         Alkire was still calling Beard “Jake,” I noticed; there was still that chain that connected them. It’s important that I understood who Jake Beard was, Alkire said, many times. How involved, how changeable, how mean, how strange. If Jake hadn’t been that way, if he hadn’t been who he was, Alkire said. But there was no end to that sentence, and Alkire would refuse to talk to me anymore after this interview.

         “I guess there’s still some people around here who don’t think Jake did it. But I want to tell them about how he was. That third-girl thing.” Alkire stopped, chewed, smiled. “It was 2 o’clock in the morning, and the phone rang,” he remembered, though the official report has Beard calling the Marlinton office rather than his home directly. “And it was Jake Beard. He said, ‘Bob, I got some information for you.’ He said, ‘I know what happened to that third girl.’ I said, ‘Jake, there is no third girl.’”

         
              

         

         Bobby Morrison’s ex-wife was on house arrest but serving her community-service hours that night at the Pocahontas County Animal Shelter office. She’d dealt weed and later heroin, she told the Pocahontas Times, as a way to support her children as a single parent because she did not qualify for government vouchers at the time. She started using opiates after her doctors prescribed them for a spinal injury she suffered in childbirth that dislocated several of her vertebrae. “I don’t blame any of the doctors for me being an addict by no means,” she said, “but it certainly didn’t help.”

         The shelter was in a corner of a Marlinton warehouse the size of a cruise ship that held secondhand furniture and antiques. I could hear the river running just on the other side of the parking lot. There were two boys skateboarding in the rain near the door and I walked around to the back corner, where I could see cages of animals. They barked and jumped in the air all at once, a forest of dog sounds. The door opened, and a man’s head stuck out. “Get in here!” he called. “I heard you coming.”

         Inside, the walls were also concrete, and the only light was coming from a rectangular fluorescent panel. Most of the cages inside were empty. In a small clearing in the center of the room was a foldable table with two chairs, one of which the man took again. In the other was a tall woman with dry, tan skin. Powerful shoulders, indigo denim, and white sneakers. Hair worn up in a ponytail with short bangs. She raised her hand when I said her name—Teresa—then said we could talk in the back.

         We settled into the back room, which was a bathroom with two stalls. “Oh Beard did it,” Teresa said, “there’s no doubt in my mind.” I leaned against a scrub sink; she stood next to a metal shelf of towels and detergents. She lit a cigarette and ashed it into a red plastic cup that sat on the shelf for this purpose.

         She said that Beard would come to the house where she was living with Bobby after he separated from his child’s mother just to scare them. “That guy Franklin, he doesn’t know what he’s talking about. He’s never been here. It sounds convincing to you when you read about him, but I know. We lived through it.”

         I’d already called all Morrison’s numbers and written letters to no answer. I gave Teresa the newest letter I’d written and asked her to give it to him. She said she would try to get Morrison to talk to me, but she didn’t know. He was in his early fifties; they’d been divorced for years but were still good friends. “For a long time he wouldn’t talk to anyone. So mad, so mad, so mad,” she said. “I think, also, ashamed.”

         “Why?” I asked.

         “I don’t know,” she said. “That’s what I asked him.”

         In the cage room, the phone rang. The voice of the man who let me in the door, then his footsteps. He appeared and handed the cordless to Teresa.

         “I’ll be there, sweetie,” she said into it, “anything you need. Just as soon as I’m off work. But what did they say about the follow-up? Which medications? Shit.”

         
              

         

         Past the Little General store and straight through the intersection is the building supply store where Jesse and Pee Wee Walton worked. The building supply store was low and wide but too small for the vast acre of wet gray pavement on which it sat. Mine was the only car in the parking lot; Jesse’s wagon was probably parked behind or somewhere special. The automatic doors slid apart, and the entryway to the store was wide and decked with straw tiki torches. I wandered down the center aisle, then turned left at the paint and paintbrushes, and followed the aisle all the way to the wall. A few aisles down, there he was, filling a shelf on the end of the aisle with rolls of duct tape.

         Whoa hey, Jesse said. He wore his navy West Virginia Mountaineers hat as usual. He had filled out a little, and looked more solid somehow. I knew about his recent wedding, had heard that his wife was a cool outspoken woman his family loved.

         I asked him about music night, if it was still that night, Tuesdays. No, he said. They had to move it because the mandolin player was racing cars again.

         Oh yeah?

         Yeah, he said. You should come by.

         I will, I said.

         Cool, he said.

         It was very quiet in the store—no music.

         Well, he said. I’ve got to go check something outside, but you can come if you want.

         Jesse got to work in his sweatshirt, moving boxes around underneath the cover of a small outbuilding, but the rain was coming in sideways. He never did own a rain jacket. Or rain boots. Always only those gray sneakers.

         I was afraid, I noticed. But of what? Of myself and my own desire to know. And yet something pushed me forward—a smell, or a Spidey sense perhaps, that what there was to know would hurt but in a way that was necessary.

         I’m writing about the Rainbow Murders, I said to Jesse then. I think I need to talk to Pee Wee Walton.

         He’s not here today, Jesse said. It’s his day off.

         Another time, then, I said. Will you help me?

         Jesse looked straight ahead at the corrugated tin walls of the store. For once he kept his head still, no bobbing. I wanted to reach through everything that had happened—my sudden departure, the Chef’s death, the boisterous DMHB’s death, every mile and every minute—and say something that wasn’t an apology and wasn’t an accusation, something that was just true. But my language was language, and his was living. I saw that he had survived, not just growing up in a place where the roads and the trees and the weather can become weapons, but also growing up in a place where his form of masculinity was often reviled, and that his survival, though complicated, was no small feat.

         Hmm, I don’t think so, Jesse said, rain dripping down the brim of his hat and onto the ground. He doesn’t want to talk about all that mess.

         Jesse had never refused me anything before—not a drink, not a ride, not anything. I was, almost, proud.

         
              

         

         Pee Wee Walton’s mother had answered the last few times I’d called, but this time it was Pee Wee himself. I told him who I was, and we spoke for a few minutes about the weather and the roads I’d lived on when I lived in the county.

         Then I told him that I knew the truth was more complicated than what had been reported and that I suspected he had been caught in the middle of two versions of events, neither of which were exactly true. I told him that so much time had passed and no one could be prosecuted anymore, and was there anything he could tell me, anything he wanted to say?

         Pee Wee Walton was silent on the Hillsboro end of the line, but he was there, breathing.

         Then he said one word—“No”—and the line went dead.

         
              

         

         I returned to Pocahontas County many more times after that and asked many more questions. But before I drove away that time, I went down to the low-water bridge to see how it was faring after the 2016 flood. During the flood, it had been under feet of water—mud marks on the concrete and the grass showed how many. But the small beach of pebbles was beginning to show again, and there was a black pickup parked there and a few young people having a small party. One of them was the redheaded girl.

         She was just as thin as she had always been, but now she was taller and more elastic, as if her whole body had been stretched. She wore a black string bikini top and a jean skirt and had her hair in a low ponytail. I slowed and watched her open the door to the pickup, pull out a hoodie, and put it on. Our eyes met, and I waved and tried to decide whether to slow enough to speak and if so what to say, when she turned and picked her way over the rocks to the water. I watched her drink from a can of beer, and I watched her get picked up and tossed over the shoulder of a tall tan man who wore nothing but shorts and a West Virginia Mountaineers baseball cap.

         I drove away, through the state park and past Jesse’s grandma’s house to the place where the road comes to a T with 219. There was a time when seeing her that way would have made me think that she had disappeared, was disappearing from women and from herself, heading for things that would bring her mostly pain. Also, there was a time when I would have told myself no—think nothing, say nothing, be nothing.

         But this time I thought: both things were possible and were likely happening at the same time. I had made a mistake thinking I knew what it looked like for myself to disappear or what it looked like when someone else did, and I had made a mistake thinking that hiding my truths from other people could keep me from doing harm.

         This woman—she wasn’t a girl anymore, I saw—may have just been a person who was loving the taste of a beer and the feel of her own body with many twisty years left to make the important mistakes and stay alive.
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         DEBORAH DIFALCO—DEBBIE, AS SHE signed her emails to me—was waiting for me outside a Starbucks at the end of a brightly lit shopping plaza in a suburb of Washington, DC. Her Frappuccino was half empty before her on the slatted iron table, and she was older than I expected her to be, softer and more blurred, in a blue rain jacket and jeans. I understood her neck and her shoulders before I understood her face—dark eyes, dark eyebrows, dark thick hair past her shirt collar that looked as if it had been straightened, today or recently, and then frizzed. It was going to storm. I’d promised not to make her late for her daughter’s basketball game, where she was the coach.

         DiFalco had left the state police and began working for US Customs doing special investigations. “If anything other than people was crossing the border, it was ours.” Drug smuggling, weapons, fraud, cargo ships. “Eventually we got into investigating child pornography, or cybersmuggling,” which is what brought her to northern Virginia and this Starbucks landscape. She worked on drug cases and spent three months in Bulgaria enforcing sanctions against Serbia Montenegro; she became the deputy director of her task force and the director of the cybersmuggling investigation. She was retired from law enforcement, now, though she still did investigative work.

         “There is no doubt in my mind that Franklin did it,” DiFalco told me bluntly.

         I’d like to have what she has—no doubt. I told her about my sense of being caught between two stories, each with their believers. I asked her how she could be so sure.

         “Emma,” she said, “there was no evidence that ever pointed to Jake Beard. That’s the bottom line.” Whereas when it came to Franklin, “the evidence matched.”

         She rejected the idea that Franklin might have read about the case in newspapers or a true crime magazine, as Alkire and Weiford have alleged over the years. I had spent hours myself on this line of thinking, even engaging the services of a professional archival researcher and research librarian to try to find a detailed article on the Rainbow Murders published before Franklin first confessed in 1984, but to no result.

         “He could not have read about it,” DiFalco said. “Everyone always says, ‘Oh he read that,’ but where, I would like to know? He was locked up right after the murders.” She also disputed the notion that the police made details of the crimes available to the public and that his story changed over time. Every agency that interviewed him—the Wisconsin State Police, the Illinois State Police, the FBI—believed him, she reminded me, except the West Virginia State Police.

         I didn’t know Alkire, I said, but I knew Weiford a little, and I believed he was a good person. If Weiford was good, how did he go so wrong?

         “You can’t put blinders on,” DiFalco said. “You can’t believe one thing absolutely.”

         The wind picked up, and the umbrella in the middle of our metal table threatened to take off.

         “Emma,” she said, “show me some evidence against Jake Beard.”

         “Well,” I offered, “there are the eyewitnesses—Walton, Lewis, and also all the citizens who gave testimony about that day. Why would they lie?”

         “They were talked to so many times,” she said. “When you’re talked to so many times, you develop a story; you develop a story with the police who talk to you.”

         “Beard simply made a mistake, albeit a big mistake,” she said, in calling Vicki’s father.

         “Beard made a lot of mistakes,” I said, reminding her of the false statement he had given to police implicating Arnold Cutlip for killing the “third Rainbow girl.”

         DiFalco dipped her head, agreeing. “I’m not sure anyone will ever truly know what happened with that.” She was quiet another moment. “In a community like that, you have to understand. We would get calls all the time. On a rainy day, we would get calls. ‘Trooper, the TV man says it may rain, but I trust you more than I trust him. Should I take an umbrella?’”

         “Wow,” I said. I had been thinking of Pocahontas County in 1980 as a community that did not trust the police much, but this may not have been so.

         After Beard’s conviction, DiFalco said, she was trying to help the Beard family. She says that Beard seemed like a normal guy with a family; he didn’t creep her out.

         “I was a police officer. I took that serious. An innocent man was sitting in jail.”

         After his conviction was overturned, she went out for coffee with him. “I said to him, ‘Nothing can happen now, you can’t be retried, so did you kill those girls?’ And he said to me, he said, ‘Debbie, I absolutely did not.’”

         So she did doubt, I think. To ask is to doubt.

         “And you believed him?”

         “It is one of the things I have prized in myself over the years,” DiFalco said. “I have developed a way of knowing people, of judging their character. And what’s the motive? If it were Beard, what would be the motive?”

         No motive, I conceded. I asked if she had other cases before where there was no motive.

         “Never,” she said. “There was always a motive. Franklin had the motive; he had the means, and he had the opportunity.”

         DiFalco said that Alkire had insisted over and over that it had to be somebody local, that people just don’t come through Pocahontas County. “Well, they do.”

         Further, the case had divided the state police, officer against officer, she told me.

         “People were on one side of it, the Beard side, or they were on the other side of it.”

         If I really wanted to know about how much the state police was split, DiFalco said, I should talk to Michael Jordan, who served with her. Then she rose and wished me luck. She looked toward her silver Toyota minivan, an older model but well kept. “The traffic here,” she said. “I never wanted to end up in a place like this.”

         
              

         

         I looked back at the index of witnesses for Beard’s trial and found him, as Weiford noted, testifying for the defense: Corporal Michael Jordan—his real name. I called him.

         He spoke well of Alkire, which surprised me, called him Bob, and seemed to feel the loss of their friendship acutely. “I have had no contact with Bob whatsoever since the early ’90s,” Jordan said into his landline phone and then his cell phone on his way to work security with the college near his home in Elkins. “When this case kind of blew up, I went my way, and he went his.”

         In the mid-1980s, Jordan worked in the plainclothes division of the West Virginia State Police out of Elkins. His boss was Alkire. This was during the time when Alkire had been assigned away from the Rainbow Murders in order to pursue other cases but had, according to Jordan, never truly stepped away. Jordan, alongside DiFalco, worked under Alkire in the major crimes division, and their load was mostly drug cases. They were discouraged from socializing with the officers in uniform, so they often hung out with each other. Dinners and picnics and the Fourth of July.

         “Everybody got along,” Jordan said. “The wives got along well; the men got along well. It was kind of like a little clique. The ladies would cook; the men would play cards, smoke cigars, do what guys do.”

         Jordan described Alkire as a mellow, even-tempered officer and boss who didn’t micromanage and always signed off on Jordan’s investigation reports and receipts with a joke or two. Jordan’s then-wife was close with Elaine Alkire, and Jordan watched Alkire be a caring and present father to his two sons. “That’s what also made this very hard,” Jordan said.

         Sometimes when there was a significant crime, such as a murder that wouldn’t solve, detectives from their twelve-county area could request major crimes officers to come in and assist. “That’s how I got involved in the Jake Beard aspect of the Rainbow case,” said Jordan. In the hallways and over the coffeepot, officers told each other that Alkire was holding steadfastly to the idea that local people had killed Vicki and Nancy.

         Alkire got a promotion in the late 1980s to sergeant and then first sergeant and took a transfer back to Pocahontas County. One day in the early ’90s, after they had already arrested the “relevant necessary people,” Jordan said, “Bob came to me and said he wanted me to help him put this case together.”

         “When we sat down initially, the Franklin issue came up, and I said, ‘What are you going to do about this?…It’s discoverable, I mean, you know it’s gonna come up.’ And he said, ‘We’re going to investigate this case to the fullest, and if Franklin did it, then Franklin did it.…If you want to look at the Franklin aspect of that, that’s fine.’ And he gave me full leeway to do that. And I did.”

         Jordan retreaded much of DiFalco’s investigative territory from the early 1980s, and was involved in many of the actions in 1992—taking statements from the witnesses who still lived on Droop Mountain as well as interrogating Pee Wee Walton and Johnny Washington Lewis.

         He reported on his work daily to Alkire. “To me, the further the case went, the more the Jake Beard aspect of the case fell apart, and the further the case went, the stronger to me it looked like Joseph Paul Franklin had committed the crime,” Jordan said. He was persuaded by the sum of the facts in support of Franklin’s guilt. Plus, simply, that Franklin was an established killer with a modus operandi and Beard was not.

         “I think Jake is a detective wannabe. I think he wanted to be the hero of the case and crack the case—he has an ego thing going. I think he wanted to be some sort of little local hero.”

         In contrast, Jordan said, “[Franklin] is a psychopath. I get that part. Not everything that comes out of his mouth is truthful. But when you look at Jake Beard, you take a man that has no real criminal history…to brutally murder two girls in cold blood and not just kill them, but shoot them to pieces for apparently nothing. Then you have Franklin, who has all kinds of issues and upwards of thirty confirmed kills [this number is in dispute], and I mean just that within itself.…I believe [Alkire] is sincere in his belief [in the Beard theory]. But I personally don’t see it, and didn’t at the time, and made that known.”

         Jordan cited one incident in particular that precipitated his split with Alkire—the interview of Johnnie Lewis on June 12, 1992. Lewis had just been brought in to sign an agreement that offered him immunity in exchange for his testimony against Beard, and there was, Jordan said, a plan to interview Lewis the following day to hear whatever information he could offer now that he was legally protected. Jordan was supposed to be part of the interrogation team. He was still living in Elkins at that time and commuting the nearly two hours back and forth to Pocahontas County every day and was in his car heading to the Buckeye West Virginia State Police office when a radio operator contacted him and told him there was no need to come to Pocahontas County that day—the meeting with Lewis had been cancelled.

         “I find out that that was the day that they did interview Lewis, and I personally believe they intentionally did not want me there,” said Jordan.

         That night Alkire and Jordan spoke on the phone, and Alkire delivered this news. Jordan said he understood but asked if Alkire would mind if he interviewed Lewis himself, in the presence of Lewis’s attorney. Alkire agreed, and Jordan did so. “I started asking [Lewis] some very direct questions. In his original statement [to Estep and Alkire], there were things that I thought were very strange. He described the girls as ‘the tall one’ and ‘the short one’ and if you look at it I think there was a one-inch difference, a very small amount of difference in [Vicki and Nancy’s] heights. And when I started asking [Lewis] some very direct questions, and which one was which? And which one had on this clothing? And which had on that clothing? This guy maybe had a first-grade education. I mean, he was very, very not smart. Very. I don’t know if you would consider him—whatever. So when I’m asking him these questions, he eventually just kind of gave it up and said, ‘I didn’t see any girls,’ he began to say, ‘I didn’t see any girls. I was threatened; I was throttled; I was assaulted.’”

         At that point, Jordan alerted his boss, who alerted others higher up in the state police. Then Walton told his attorney he’d been assaulted too.

         A great deal happened very quickly after that. Weiford was forced to dismiss the charges against all of the arrested men that summer, and the state police brass called a meeting to discuss the whole mess of a situation at the state police headquarters in Charleston with all the involved players—Alkire, Weiford, Estep, and Jordan. The superintendent himself presided over the meeting.

         “And that was the last contact I had on the Rainbow case,” Jordan said.

         “So did they say to you, ‘Thank you very much, you’re no longer assigned to this case’?”

         “They didn’t say, ‘Thank you very much,’ no.” Jordan laughed. “They said that they were going to continue to investigate the case against Jacob Beard but that I was not going to be involved in it.”

         “Did you feel that you were a whistle-blower and they were mad at you for having spoken up?”

         “Very much so,” he said.

         I told Jordan I couldn’t believe that any person, and definitely not Alkire, who made that wooden bench I loved sitting on and was a friend and card player to Jordan, meant to put an innocent man in prison for six years. Jordan didn’t either.

         “I don’t think [Alkire] was that type of a person [to get violent]. I don’t think he was that type of person in this case.…He’s a good person. To me, good people make mistakes. I do it every day. I am a good person, but I make mistakes. I think with this case…it got personal. Everybody wants to protect their beliefs and their interests. I believe that Bob will go to his grave believing that he had the right person.”

         I wondered aloud what made Alkire so convinced of Beard’s guilt. Did he give Jordan any sense of that, or any sense of why he truly couldn’t believe in Franklin’s guilt?

         Jordan went silent on the phone for the first time. “No,” he said after a time. “He felt like they still had a provable case, like they had the right people. Sometimes police are just like anybody else: they get blinders on. They get tunnel vision. I’m not accusing him of that; I’m just saying that sometimes—I probably did it at some point with Franklin. My belief was that he committed the crime, and maybe I began not to be able to see the Beard theory any longer. I don’t have any evidence of [Franklin’s guilt]. I don’t think there’ll ever be any evidence of that.”

         Jordan continued, “I’m not saying he’s a perfect witness; I’m just saying compared to the Jacob Beard aspect, I thought there was a lot less holes in the Franklin stuff than there was with the Jacob Beard stuff.”

         “We want the story to be perfect,” I noted, “and the minute it’s not perfect, we’re like, it’s a lie!”

         “Right.”

      
   


   
      
         
            3

         

         THE STATE OF MISSOURI SOUGHT the death penalty against Franklin for the murder of the Jewish man outside the St. Louis synagogue, but first it would have to prove that he was sane enough to stand trial.

         Malcolm Gladwell’s 1997 New Yorker article “Damaged” depicts the 1994 hearing to determine this very issue. In Gladwell’s words, the object of the hearing was whether Joseph Paul Franklin “embarking on a campaign to rid America of Jews and blacks was an act of evil or an act of illness.”

         No one disputed that Franklin had suffered astounding physical abuse at the hands of his mother, and many signs pointed to mental illness, but his crimes were so many and his hatred so extreme. To gain insight, the defense brought in Dorothy Lewis, psychiatrist to the criminal stars, who had consulted on the trial of Ted Bundy among others, and her colleague, the neurologist Jonathan Pincus.

         Lewis, a doctor at New York’s Bellevue Hospital, is the pioneer of a theory that brain injury, when combined with psychosis and physical abuse as a child, results in a superstorm that is an almost sure predictor of becoming a repeat murderer. According to research she and Pincus conducted on scores of America’s most violent offenders, when the frontal lobe of the brain, which houses impulse control, is damaged, the consequence is that the person cannot tell the difference between an everyday mishap and a threat to life. When your car is cut off in a parking lot, for example, you might perceive it as a fatal attack requiring a defense of lethal force.

         Lewis spoke with Franklin for six and a half hours and concluded that Franklin was a paranoid schizophrenic unable to determine what was real and what was not. He had also suffered head trauma and likely traumatic brain injury as well, though Franklin refused to let Pincus examine his brain. Taken together, these truths meant that in Lewis’s opinion, Franklin was not responsible for his actions. In short, wrote Gladwell, “she didn’t feel that Franklin’s brain worked the way brains are supposed to work.”

         “I just don’t believe people are born evil,” Lewis told him. “The deed itself is bizarre, grotesque. But it’s not evil. To my mind, evil bespeaks conscious control over something. Serial murderers are not in that category. They are driven by forces beyond their control.”

         Franklin represented himself at his 1994 capital trial and lost. He then asked the judge to give him the death penalty. If the judge demurred, Franklin threatened, he would kill again inside prison.

         Franklin was put to death in Missouri in 2013, but in the intervening time he’d changed his mind and launched a series of bids for stays of execution. In the last years of his life, he liked to read the Bible, as well as the Koran and the Bhagavad Gita and other Hindu writings. He meditated. When he had exhausted the prison library’s supply of meditation tapes, he sent away for more. He had also profited from the effects of antipsychotic medication to treat his schizophrenia. When interviewed weeks before his death, he seemed profoundly changed from the man Melissa Powers had spoken to in 1998.

         “I was so mentally ill and crazy,” Franklin told a local Missouri reporter. “I was like a totally different person. You would think it was somebody else except for the name.”

         He said that when he read Mein Kampf, he was a child, impressionable and starving for words that would help him. “I would get a real funny feeling after reading [that book],” he said.

         At the end of the interview, the reporter asked Franklin if he thought he deserved to die for everything he’d done. Franklin thought about it a long time before he answered: “I do, yeah.”

         
              

         

         Franklin had one child, a daughter—a fact I did not know until she contacted me on hearing about this book. Her name is Lori, and in several online profiles she favors a quote from Jane Austen: “I was quiet, but I was not blind.”

         Franklin met Lori’s mother in 1978 in Chisholm, a community in the northern part of Montgomery, Alabama, and Lori’s mother raised her there. Lori was a year old when Franklin went to prison in the fall of 1980, but she was always in close touch with him, sending letters and pictures back and forth and talking on the phone. “He acted like my daddy,” she wrote to me in a series of emails, “always telling me things I needed to do. Stay in school. Go to the library, study, no boyfriends, learn karate, self-defense.”

         Since Lori was old enough to know she had a father, she also knew that he was a person who had killed many people, most of them black people. At school, she was scared someone would find out who her father was and what he had done, especially her black classmates. Whenever anyone asked about him, Lori would lie and say he was a businessman in Chicago.

         Her mother and maternal grandmother talked about Franklin all the time—how he had seemed like such a nice guy, how it had all come as such a surprise—and later would echo these sentiments about the other men who came into Lori’s family.

         “I had an alcoholic and physically abusive stepdad,” Lori wrote to me. Her messages were short and staccato, the result of a liberal relationship with the return key.

         When Lori was fourteen, her mother remarried, but the new choice was no better, she said. As is often the case when girl children are abused by adult men, she said she was not believed when she tried to tell her mother about the abuse, and her mother kicked her out later that year. “I was glad to go.”

         She lived with aunts and cousins until she got pregnant, and then she moved in with her boyfriend, whom she later married, and his parents. But trouble—family, legal, emotional—seemed to follow her. Lori, too, had been through the criminal justice system, for drug possession and public intoxication. At last contact, her child was not living with her.

         “I’m pretty much a lone wolf,” she told me. “I stay to myself most of the time. I tried hard to interact with society around me. It didn’t and usually doesn’t work out too good.…My mind stays busy. It never stops.”

         On social media, Lori was partial to posting full-screen pictures of quotes written in white script on black or pink backgrounds. Another one she liked was from the Dalai Lama: “If human society loses the value of justice, compassion, and honesty, the next generation will face greater difficulties and more suffering.”

         “I feel cursed in a lot of ways, for his sins,” Lori wrote of Franklin. She felt there were dark parts of him that were also in her. He struggled with addiction; she has struggled with addiction. Other things too, she said, but did not elaborate. I could not help but think of the story of Beauty and the Beast again and the idea of intergenerational trauma, that the wounds of the parent are transmitted to the child through the way the parent presents what the world is, what a person is, what is safe and what is dangerous. “Surviving,” writes social worker and researcher Sue Coyle, “does not mean coming away unscathed.”

         Lori never told her father about the abuse she says she suffered at the hands of the men in her mother’s life or about her own run-ins with the law because she felt it would drive him crazy. After all, he was stuck in prison for life, and there was nothing he could do about it. But Lori harbored fantasies that he would get out and return to her.

         “I’ve always loved him. I needed him out and taking care of me. I knew he would never be. I never had false hope on that. I wished. But I knew better.”

         
              

         

         In the northwest corner of Liberty Park in Salt Lake City, equidistant from the two stocky oak trees that face the crosswalk, there is a small brass marker engraved with the names of David Martin and Ted Fields.

         In the late 1970s, if you walked anywhere around the southeast side of Salt Lake City and heard music, it was usually coming from Liberty Park. This was the poor side of town, and the park was a favorite with teenagers, black and white. When the sun went down, they came out on foot and on bicycle and on roller skates, and they talked and skated and danced together.

         Martin, eighteen, and Fields, twenty, were friends and neighbors who decided to go out for a jog on the evening of August 20, 1978, with two girls—both fifteen—whom they knew from the park. Martin had just graduated from high school and was taking some time that summer to think about what he wanted to do next. Fields was about to begin his sophomore year at the University of Utah studying chemical engineering. His father was the pastor of the Baptist church where Martin’s family also went, a ritual that made the Martins feel closer to Mississippi, where they were from; they had moved to Utah when Martin was in elementary school because they feared the effects their home state’s virulent racism might have on their son’s future.

         Earlier that night the boys, both black, had played a prank on the two girls they were jogging with, both white: they jumped out from behind a bush to scare their friends, who had fallen behind. But at around 10 o’clock, when they were crossing the street to return from the park, the friends were four abreast, and all keeping the same pace. Cracks of gunfire came fast then—pop pop pop. Martin was shot first and fell into the street. Fields tried to drag Martin from the crosswalk to the safety of the park, but he was shot before he could do so. “Run,” Fields told the two girls, one of whom was Terry Mitchell. She did.

         Mitchell is not exactly white, it turns out—her mother is Mexican American—but she passed. The night her friends were killed was the first time she had ever been jogging in her life. She was not hit by Franklin’s bullets but was hospitalized for shock and wounds from shrapnel that passed through Martin’s body, and scarred her arms, legs, neck, and stomach.

         Martin and Fields were handsome young men with bright futures and churchgoing families. No one appeared to have any motive for killing them. Later that year, when Joseph Paul Franklin was arrested in Florida, he said that when Martin and Fields came around the corner with two white girls, he decided to shoot them just because they were black and white people together, moving their bodies in the same space.

         Mitchell quit school after the murders—she was getting beat up and jumped; people were writing “NIGGER LOVER” or “RACE TRAITOR” or “SPIC” on her locker. Eventually she got her GED. She worked long hours at many different jobs to provide for her mother and sisters, married, and had children. In the decade after the murders, she returned to a classroom a couple of times, but it didn’t stick until she earned her degree at forty-eight. It was that stint in college that gave her the language to talk about race and gender and trauma that she didn’t have before.

         She began to look back at Franklin’s crime and the ways her life had been shaped by it. Newspaper articles after the events had printed her home address, accused her of setting her friends up to die, and questioned why she had lived when they had not. Inspired by a class assignment that asked her to create a mask about the parts of herself that people don’t normally see, Mitchell put on her own art exhibit in June 2013 and decided to create a piece that would have a component in which she drove to the mountains outside Salt Lake City and recited words forgiving Franklin. “I did this meditation, and I just said, ‘May his suffering be eased,’ because I understood that in his childhood there was nothing else that he could be but what he was. Nobody showed him kindness. Nobody tried to help this child,” she said. “Because this whole village saw his suffering. They didn’t help him, so he took vengeance on the village in his own way. And I got it. There was nobody who could get it that deep like I got it.”

         When Mitchell left the mountains that day, she said, she felt completely at ease. Then the next week, she saw an article on Facebook chronicling how Franklin had denounced racism and was asking for his victims’ forgiveness.

         “Seeing that was so shocking.…I just couldn’t stop crying; I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t believe that he was finally going to be released from his suffering. And maybe I would be too.”

         At Franklin’s request, one of his lawyers contacted Mitchell. “Everybody’s saying, ‘He wants to talk to you.’ And I’m like, ‘I don’t want to talk to him; I forgave him; let’s just leave it at that and be done.’” But Franklin was insistent—he wanted to be forgiven before he died, and he wanted to be forgiven by Mitchell. Eventually, she agreed to speak to him by phone.

         
            When we talked, we had two conversations, that one and one the day before his execution. It was one of the most intense experiences of my life because I never expected to deeply forgive him. He wanted me to fight for him not to be executed, and I told him, ‘No, I think you should be executed. You’ve been a prisoner from womb to tomb, let it be done.’ He was trying to avoid accountability in the first conversation, like, ‘Oh sorry about what happened with your friends and all,’ so I knew he wasn’t sorry.…To this day I feel strongly about this, that when he dies his energy goes somewhere. And I did not want it to bind with more dark energy; I wanted it to bind with light.

            I talked to him again, and it was very different. He was a very different person at that point. The day before the execution, they put him right next to the room where they were going to kill him. And he goes, ‘So what are you doing?’ And I go, ‘Nothing, what are you doing?’ And he goes, ‘I’m watching TV.…I turned the TV on and the very first thing I see is the KKK rally. With these two blond girls holding this banner.’…and I go, ‘What do you think of that?,’ and he goes, ‘Those poor girls don’t know how they’re ruining their lives. I wish I would have known how much I would ruin my life.’…He told me the only people that ever were good to him were black people, and I’m like, ‘I don’t understand why you hated them so much,’ and he was like, ‘Terry, I was really messed up.’ He described when he was accepted into the KKK, and he said there were a thousand hoods. I could smell the smoke. I could see the fire, the way he was describing it to me.

         

         Mitchell told Franklin to stop. She could not bear to hear any more.

         I brought up the white supremacist rally in Charlottesville, where I had lived during graduate school, and the ways racist hate seemed to be ever-growing lately. “Yes,” Mitchell said. “Everything [Franklin] once wanted to come true is coming true now.”

         I asked Mitchell what it was like to speak to someone she knew was about to die and if she felt called to offer him anything.

         “I said, ‘When you die, choose light, and then come to me, and let me know you chose light.’ And he did. I swear to God, it was incredible.”

         The day Franklin was executed, Mitchell said, she woke early to go to class and was protected all day from reporters by her fellow students. “And then I came home that night after class, and I told my husband, ‘It’s so weird—I feel like this weight has been lifted off my chest; I can breathe a full breath.’”

         Later, Mitchell was in bed, and her husband was in the living room, but she says she felt a presence in the doorway. “You’re looking at your child sleeping like, ‘Oh my God, she’s so beautiful—I can’t believe that’s my child,’ and you just can’t not look at them. You just stare at them and lose time? It felt like somebody was doing that with me.” In that moment, she felt a burst of energy, more full of gratitude and joy than any other feeling she’d had in her life. “I know it was [Franklin] choosing light. There’s no doubt in my mind.…And I slept for the first time in months all the way through the night.”

         The morning of the execution, Mitchell had received two emails confirming that Franklin had been executed. The emails were signed “from the Honorable R. Roberts,” a name that Mitchell recognized but could not immediately place. “And I’m like, who is that? I swear I know that name. And then I remembered.”

         Utah had come early in the list of states that wanted to prosecute Franklin, and he was scheduled to stand trial for the murder of Martin and Fields in the winter of 1981. Utah’s attorney general decided to prosecute Franklin for the additional crime of “depriving Martin and Fields of their civil rights”—a charge that reflected Franklin’s motive to murder them specifically because they were black. But Utah local law enforcement was inexperienced in prosecuting a federal civil rights hate crime case. To help, they asked the US Department of Justice to send in a seasoned attorney who could take over the civil rights trial against Franklin, due to begin in February 1981. Twenty-seven-year-old Richard Roberts, a young black attorney and rising star in the department’s Washington, DC, office, soon landed in Salt Lake City.

         It was Roberts’s job to prepare Mitchell to testify that she had been with Martin and Fields and seen them get gunned down by Franklin. She testified. Franklin was convicted and given multiple life sentences. This seemed like justice, and the families of Martin and Fields gave statements to the press saying they were satisfied with the outcome.

         In 2014, Terry Mitchell reported allegations of criminal misconduct about Richard Roberts, by then the chief US district judge for DC appointed by President Bill Clinton, to the Utah attorney general’s office, alleging that Roberts sexually abused her many times while he was prepping her as a witness for Franklin’s trial.

         “I did whatever he said because he told me Franklin would be let out on a mistrial and he would be free to kill again and it would be my fault,” Mitchell said.

         Roberts admitted he had a sexual relationship with Mitchell in 1981—his sixteen-year-old witness—but called it “a consensual affair, a bad lapse in judgment.”

         After Mitchell received Roberts’s email about Franklin’s death, she started having nightmares. “And I’m thinking to myself, I’m going crazy. Right? This can’t be real; this didn’t happen; that was my fault.” A few weeks later, Mitchell formed a plan to kill herself with the gun her husband kept in his bedside drawer. “I was going to go drive up to the mountains and just be done because I couldn’t take the pain anymore and I didn’t want to be a burden to my family.…I’m gonna add this too and tell everybody? And who’s gonna believe me?”

         Mitchell found some solace in her community, and her will to be alive returned. But the investigator for the Utah attorney general recommended that their office not take any steps toward a criminal prosecution. Sixteen was the age of consent in Utah in 1981, and so much time had passed.

         “In some theoretical sense, [Mitchell’s] description of the events…could arguably fit the elements of the crime of rape,” reads their report, “but in terms of a real world criminal prosecution, the case would be impossible to prosecute.”

         Roberts has never been arrested or charged for any crime in relation to Mitchell. She decided to file a civil complaint against Roberts, the outcome of which is, at the time of this writing, still pending. Roberts announced his retirement because of an undisclosed illness on the same day Mitchell’s civil complaint was filed, and he will receive a generous pension from the US government until he dies.

         
              

         

         Trauma is cumulative, argues Lovie Jackson Foster, an assistant professor at the University of Pittsburgh. “You don’t get through one trauma and then it dissipates. They just keep building on top of each other.”

         Foster specifically studies the effects of American slavery and racism on mental health in the black community and is part of a broader conversation about the idea of “historical trauma,” a kind of extension of the familial intergenerational trauma logic.

         “Historical trauma is related to a genocide of a people, where some major event is aimed at a particular group because of their status as an oppressed group,” says Mary Ann Jacobs, chair of American Indian studies at the University of North Carolina at Pembroke. “It could be a war; it could be cultural, such as when a people’s language is banned and they are not allowed to speak or print it. It could be the desecration of monuments, such as graveyards and other sacred sites. Any of those events that have to do with ignoring the humanity of a group and having that part of social policy, be it formal or informal.” When a traumatic event is inflicted on a community or social group, the descendants of that group will always carry its effects.

         In the middle of Liberty Park in 1980 was a long wide street, and in the middle of the street all the teenagers would park their cars and play their music, and everybody would dance or roller skate. But after Franklin murdered Martin and Fields, the city closed that street and filled it in.

      
   


   
      
         
            4

         

         JERRY DALE’S FATHER HAD JUST taken a bad fall when I reached Dale on his cell phone. As we talked, he looked for, located, and then offered his father painkillers. In addition to being Pocahontas County sheriff from 1985 to 2000, Dale has been teaching college students since 1983 at Marshall University and elsewhere. He told me he has taught many Mountain Views students over the years and has nothing but respect for that organization. It was Dale who arranged for the judge to order that the Mountain Views land be cleared so that it could become the campground.

         He is years younger than Jacob Beard, and the two didn’t grow up together, but he has formed an opinion of him over the years through the interviews he conducted with people who did grow up with Beard. It was Dale—who told me he studied behavioral science along with criminal justice—who offered the comparison to Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde: “Split personality. The psychologist in me looks at him too as someone that was born later in his parents’ life and did not have any siblings that were close to his age. He kinda ended up being almost like an only child, somewhat pampered and somewhat spoiled.” One side of Beard was kind, attentive to his family, and successful in business. The other side was, Dale said, “crazy. He abused alcohol a lot, and I don’t have to tell you how people who use alcohol to the extreme can be unpredictable and somewhat violent.”

         Along with Weiford and Alkire, Dale was still sure that Beard had been the person who killed Vicki and Nancy. His confidence was mostly based on the ballistics evidence—he believes that one of the women was killed as she sat on the bumper of Ritchie Fowler’s blue van, and the other was shot as she ran along the lane that sloped sharply downward. The idea that Franklin might have shot them from above as they sat in his Chevy Nova seems preposterous to Dale—there would also be a great deal more paraffin, or gunpowder residue, if that were the case, Dale said, since a car is such a small enclosed space and they were shot at such close range with such a high-powered gun.

         Dale felt that Beard was found innocent at his second trial in large part thanks to Walt Weiford falling ill. Assistant Prosecutor Stephen Dolly did his best, as Dale sees it, but he didn’t understand the case from the inside as Weiford had.

         “We lived and breathed that [case] for years, and we knew more about it than anybody.…When you work a case as long as we did, there wasn’t anything that the three of us weren’t knowledgeable about.”

         This knowledge could feel like too much at times, Dale said, like a pressure bearing down on his body and those of Alkire and Weiford. When Franklin confessed again and again to the crimes, it upset Dale, who felt that he knew what had happened to Vicki and Nancy, and Franklin’s version of events wasn’t it; when Beard was acquitted, the whole world seemed to believe it.

         “But that’s the way it is—that’s the way our criminal justice system is,” Dale told me. They had gotten six years from Beard, and that was pretty good for a case that so many had thought was cold. “The criminal justice system is never absolutely ideal; it’s usually a compromise someplace in between.”

         I asked Dale to expand on the pressure that he, Alkire, and Weiford had been under. What was the source of that pressure? Politics, as had been suggested in the media over the years?

         “No,” Dale said. “It was the pressure of being a human being and knowing what was right and wrong.” Dale strongly disputes the idea that he pursued a conviction for Beard so he could get reelected or that there was any pressure in the other direction from locals telling him to stop putting so many resources toward the investigation of two “hippie girls.”

         “I know this is hard to believe in this day and age with as corrupt as our politicians are, but all we wanted to do was put the person responsible for this crime behind bars,” Dale told me. “It wasn’t right what happened to these girls.”

         Years after Beard’s retrial, Dale lost his youngest son, and he felt that now he truly went to the place where the Durians and Santomeros had been. “I thought I knew what it was like to deal with death, having a parent die or a cousin,” Dale said. “But you lose a child—that’s an altogether different thing.”

         
              

         

         I put off calling Jacob Beard many times. When I finally called him in April 2015, he answered just like any other human person, but my name in his mouth, which he uttered often at the beginning of a sentence like a man trying to sell you a car, felt threatening in a way that was hard to articulate, perhaps portending something he might want in return. In those first phone calls, I still thought he might be guilty, and he sensed it, and it made him pushy—he had an evangelical drive to convince me. By the time I was arranging to meet him in person, I believed he was likely innocent, but that didn’t mean I liked him. I booked a flight to Gainesville.

         I was already late, and he was frustrated with how long it took me to find his apartment complex, which looked identical to all the other apartment complexes in that vast asphalt development soaked in sun. He wore glasses, a gray T-shirt, khaki pants, and orthopedic black sneakers. His head was bald and sunspotted; his back was large as a pillow. He wrinkled his face into the light and shook my hand.

         When I asked to use the bathroom, I found it was equipped for the needs of both the very old—Preparation H—and the very young—bath toys; he and Linda often watch their only granddaughter. I was surprised when he said that he and Linda had been renting this apartment for eight years. The walls were white and bare but for the most perfunctory decorations. A hard sculpture of apples decorated with red berries floated precariously on the wall above his head when he took a seat at the small round table.

         I could see his den/office, where there was a computer and a shelf of plastic John Deere tractors. He used the computer to go on Facebook (he had gone through all my Facebook friends, he told me, to see which side I was on) and make what little money he needed brokering deals for farming equipment online.

         “Farming is my first love,” he said, clasping one hand with the other.

         He told me that shooting groundhogs, as Pee Wee Walton and Bill McCoy were doing on the day Vicki and Nancy were murdered, is in Pocahontas County not just a way to pass the day but in fact highly utilitarian. “There’s nothing I’d rather shoot than a groundhog. They root up the fields.”

         Beard filed a lawsuit against the West Virginia State Police, the Pocahontas County Sheriff’s Department, as well as Alkire and Weiford specifically, alleging malicious prosecution and police misconduct, and in 2003 he was awarded nearly $2 million to be paid by the West Virginia Board of Risk—supported by the state’s taxpayers. Most lawyers take a third of this, Beard told me, but Beard and Stephen Farmer agreed that Farmer would take 50 percent, since he’d been handling Beard’s appeals pro bono for so long. After taxes, Beard ended up with $640,000, of which he used $140,000 to pay off his debts and buy a new pickup. He estimated he paid about $600,000 in total defending himself against the charges of having killed Vicki Durian and Nancy Santomero; $7,000 alone went to purchasing the transcript of his own first trial. The remainder of his settlement remained in a complicated annuity, which pays him $2,174.75 a month for the rest of his life. If he died tomorrow, which was possible since he was fresh out of the hospital for a heart attack, Linda would receive his payment in his stead until the year 2023. Linda declined to participate in the interview, even calling Beard several times to see if I was still in the apartment or if it was safe for her to come home.

         Beard jumped right into talking without many pleasantries or gestures of hospitality.

         “They weren’t the kind of people I ran around with,” he said, of the men with whom he was arrested. “I didn’t want to be friends with them. And I didn’t have to. I’d speak to them if I saw them, but they weren’t people I’d sit down and have a drink with.” Beard attributed this to a difference between him and these men, a difference in “quality.” “You might say that there was a little bit of a socioeconomic difference.…I didn’t go around telling people that I was better than them. I just avoided them.” As for the Rainbow people and the Back to the Landers, Beard said he got along with them. “It didn’t matter to me one way or the other.”

         The day heated up, and Beard’s air conditioner blasted. I could ask a single short question, and Beard would talk for many minutes uninterrupted.

         “I don’t think Gerald Brown did it,” Beard said. “And there’s two reasons to this. Where the darn backpacks were found. Gerald Brown would have never driven all the way over there. If he’d have driven on Briery Knob with them, he’d have thrown them over the hill and thrown their backpacks over the hill and nobody would have probably ever found them.”

         I reminded him that Brown would go around saying, “I’m a hippie killer,” and that he took his girlfriend up on Briery Knob and cried, even gave her a necklace that he claimed “belonged to one of his Rainbow friends.”

         “[Brown] was just like that,” Beard said. “When he was sober and hadn’t had a drink all day, he was just fun-loving and hardworking, hard at work at his logging business. When he and Drema lived there on the mountain, he got to drinking real bad and started losing his equipment. And she left him. It was bad. But other than that, he was just a happy-go-lucky somebody who would show up at dinnertime, eat supper, and then go on to somebody’s house to party.”

         I told Beard that I found a lot of the ways the nine men talked about women in their statements very ugly. “Brown, Walton, McCoy, Morrison. It seems like they didn’t like women very much.”

         “No,” Beard said. “I don’t think they did.”

         I asked him about the comment he made to Newsday in 1992 that most shaped my impression of him. When confronted with pictures of Vicki and Nancy as they would have been before they died, he had looked at the pictures, and, as a way of denying that he had been the one to kill them, he said, “They were definitely not the type of women I’d want to have sex with. They weren’t the slimmest, trimmest little things.”

         What did he mean by that? “Well, if you said I said it, I said it,” he said, and left it at that.

         Beard, too, thought the perpetrator was most likely Franklin. “There’s two or three things that Franklin said that are absolutely true, as far back [as when he first confessed in 1984]. I-64 wasn’t finished [west of Pocahontas County]; you’d get back on Route 60. When he describes it in one of his interviews, he said, ‘I was on the interstate, and I found myself on a two-lane road going through town,’ and he got worried about having [the women’s belongings] in his car.”

         He told me that he also saw on Facebook that I was friends with Susan Strong, former editor of the Pocahontas Times.

         Beard thought Strong’s articles, which made a stronger case for his guilt than his innocence, were a part of why everyone believed he was guilty over the years and why some believe it still. “She was biased before the trial ever began,” he said. “All through the first trial, she tried to get ahold of me in the evenings for comment, but I always told her no.”

         I asked Beard about his life now, his life in Florida, and what it was like to live in America within the law after, for six years, being unfairly punished by it. “I am more skeptical when I see police,” he said, and extra careful driving. “It’s a shame that there’s a few people like Alkire out there. And I know there are.”

         Beard, too, is bound to Alkire, forever probably, in his anger and his contempt. In Beard’s opinion, Alkire is fundamentally evil and made unethical choices in order to implicate Beard to the exclusion of other suspects. “He had this cocky little smile that he would give you,” Beard said. “It just irritated the hell out of me. It made me feel like, ‘I’m your best friend; you can tell me the truth.’ You told him the truth, but if it didn’t line up with what he thought was the truth, he’d disbelieve it.”

         Steve Farmer, too, said that he believed Alkire was “a deeply dishonest person” who was motivated by a profound desire to matter, to be at the center of things. “He wanted to be part of the story,” Farmer told me of Alkire’s insistence that the killer was local. “That let him be a starring character instead of a bystander.”

         Farmer says he didn’t continue to represent Beard over the years because he felt he had to, but rather because he felt Beard was innocent of the murder charges, and Farmer was young and had the space in his life to listen to his convictions. He felt that Beard was a vulnerable target because he was a figure about whom people had strong opinions, even if those opinions often didn’t agree. Some knew him as a heavy drinker and partyer; some knew him as an exceptionally skilled mechanic who had fixed a piece of their equipment. “There were two stories about Jake,” Farmer said, “and the story you got depended on who you asked.”

         
              

         

         To Beard, I wondered aloud about the years he spent in prison at Moundsville and then Mount Olive. I asked how he coped with the feelings of anger and despair, if he ever thought about killing himself.

         “A few times in the beginning there, yeah. I would call [his lawyer, Robert Allen], and he just said, ‘You can’t call in here every day like this!’ I had no idea what the appeal process was and how long it was going to take. I thought, You do an appeal, and you’ll be out in two months. No. I was angry, and I was hurt that the justice system could do that to me. But I always believed in the justice system, or I’d have slit my throat when I was sentenced.”

         Reconciling with Linda helped. Mount Olive was only an hour away from Beard’s old house in Greenbrier County, and Linda decided to move back there and take an apartment to be closer to her family and to Beard, but their daughters—one grown, one almost grown—made their own choices; one moved with Linda, and the other stayed in Florida.

         Beard teared up when he described the second trial and the moment he knew he was free.

         “Judge Lobban did this little speech after the jury gave their verdict,” Beard said. “He said, ‘And you may go forth hence!’ I went over to him, and he turned around in his chair, and he shook my hand. He was smiling ear to ear. And I said, ‘Can I go back into your office and call my daughters?’ We were both crying now. And he said, ‘You go back and call whoever you want.’”

         He flew back to Florida, tried to find work on the land, and moved into a two-bedroom apartment that belonged to his older daughter, Teresa, where his younger daughter, Tammy, was also staying.

         In newspaper articles covering Beard’s successful wrongful prosecution suit, Beard was quoted as saying that there was no amount of money that could make up for what had happened to him and that he planned to live out the rest of his life far away from Pocahontas County. But he didn’t. After he was liberated, Linda remained in West Virginia. She was close to retirement at her nursing job and didn’t want to leave it until she reaped the benefits. Before long, Beard moved back there to join her.

         Beard had little to say about his drinking, calling the period after his father’s death in 1983 “the only time I ever drank much.” Beard was arrested outside Lewisburg in the fall of 2006 for yet another DUI, just blocks away from the courthouse where he had been convicted of murder. The sheriff’s deputy “observed the defendant cross the center line several times and observed the defendant run at least five vehicles off the roadway and drive 15 mph to 30 mph in a 55 mph zone.” Beard blew a .204, almost three times the legal limit. When he was asked to get out of his car, he could not stand and had to be assisted in walking the line by a state police officer.

         Why did he keep coming back? Why did he continue to live in a place that had so wronged him? He was silent a long time.

         “It’s the place,” he said. “The land. I can’t explain it.”

         The worst part of Pocahontas County is “what happened to me,” he said, “the way people who know each other so well and don’t have nothing else to do make up stories. The worst part is people that don’t want to work that get tied up into the situation of being on welfare, drink their welfare money up or whatever they do, they just hang around. You’ll see them on the streets. You see them up on the sidewalk in Marlinton one day, and you go back a day or two later, and they’re still there. I think the area is so depressed on the one hand, for a certain segment of people.”

         “Why is it so depressed?”

         “Well, right now the lack of work. If you give those people a job to go to, a lot of them would go. For young people, there’s nothing for them to do. In the summer you can get out there and swim in the creeks. You can hunt and fish, but those things are limited, time-wise. Kids now, they get out of school or quit high school as soon as they turn sixteen. There’s the feeling that ‘I gotta get out of here; there’s nothing for me to do; Mom and Dad are stuck here.’ Unless they can make a living doing what they love, they don’t stay.”

         And the best part?

         “The mountains, and the change of seasons, and the good, hardworking people that I knew and still care for up there.”

         I drove around a long time after I left Beard, through one development and into the next, which all had the same beige construction and identical storefronts selling smoothies and pancakes. I didn’t know how to hold him or his story. I couldn’t seem to fit him into the box marked “martyr” in my mind; I neither admired nor pitied him. He was only who he was—an old man with a heart condition developed and exacerbated during six years of incarceration for a crime he probably did not commit.

         Neither was he an innocent exactly. He had probably done “the cat thing,” though we’ll never know for sure. He had created stories that harmed people—“the corn chopper man” and “the third Rainbow girl.” He was a misogynist and kind of a jerk, it seemed to me. But that is not the same thing as being a murderer, however much they may sometimes feel like the same thing.
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         MEIGHAN HACKETT, THE DAUGHTER OF Nancy Santomero’s sister Jeanne, was born eleven months after her aunt’s death to a family reeling from loss. As she grew up in Long Island, everyone saw Nancy in her—in the hippie outfits she wore, the way she braided her hair, her hunger to walk and sleep outside, and the way she was always moving and looking around. She was camping in upstate New York, or she was taking TGV trains through Italy, or she was moving to San Francisco and driving into the mountains on the weekends. Her aunt Patricia worried about her—they could never have watched their own kids take such adventures. In addition to Patricia losing Nancy, Patricia’s husband, Paul, had lost his brother in a car accident. “I think we held onto our kids a little too tight,” Patricia said. “We made them afraid. They got it from both sides.” One time Jeanne came to pick Patricia’s kids up in a little Honda. “You can have a nice ride by yourself,” Paul told her, “but you’re not taking our kids in that.” The following year, he bought Jeanne a Chevy Suburban.

         For her college admissions essay, Hackett wrote about her aunt who had been murdered. She said that she experienced Nancy as a spectral presence in her life, one not of grief but of unconditional love, similar to how some people describe God. There was a wild weeping willow tree in Caumsett State Park on Long Island that everyone called Nancy’s tree because she had gone there often when in junior high and high school. Later, Hackett went there too.

         Hackett had grown up in a family shaped by women—her mother and two aunts, as well as her grandmother—and the family shared openly with each other everything they knew about Nancy’s death, but the Durian family was different. Brittney Durian, who is studying social work at the University of Iowa, said that she and her cousin Victoria Lynn Durian grew up knowing that their aunt had been murdered but little else. No one in their family would talk about it. To obtain admission to the social work major, Brittney, too, wrote an essay about her aunt Vicki’s murder and the ripples it began across her life and the others in her generation. “I would love for you to read it,” she wrote to me, “so maybe then you can understand why it is so important to me and my siblings/cousins that we know the truth about what happened.”

         “Instead of coping with grief, my family failed to acknowledge the pain,” her essay continues. “They believed that if you ignore it, the pain will disappear. Consequently, my father’s side of the family never received the full closure they deserved. They were never able to properly heal, or open up to each other. After I took ‘Death and Dying: Issues Across the Lifespan,’ I learned about the concerns of death, dying, and the grieving process. I realized my family struggled with accepting death. Additionally, I discovered more about myself by witnessing my family’s unhealthy way of coping. I aspire to help others recognize that death is ‘okay.’”

         
              

         

         The Mountain Views student with the scar is a trans man named Jordan. He, too, left southern West Virginia for college but stayed in the state, finding a school he liked in the eastern panhandle near Washington, DC. There, despite the college ignoring the fact that he had checked the box marked “transgender” on his housing placement form and a six-foot penis spewing sperm that was graffitied on his dorm room door, he thrived, finding queer friends and mentors, majoring in psychology and minoring in Appalachian studies and catalyzing the implementation of a policy to better serve transgender students as well as the founding of the institution’s first LGBTQ center.

         Upon graduation, Jordan had several job offers in the Maryland area and had gotten accepted to a five-year doctorate program in DC. But his mother, back home in southern West Virginia, had recently been diagnosed with a brain aneurysm, and his stepfather had little to offer in terms of her care. Plus, “a lot of my heart and soul is here,” he said. “There is something in me that needs to be here, in the mountains, in a place that is familiar. It was hard, hard to explain what it felt like to be away from home. Just existing in a world that I didn’t recognize felt very hard.”

         So he came back. He found a job with a health care company that provides physical and mental health care services to the people of Pocahontas County. Every Sunday he drove more than an hour to see his mother in the house she lived in with his stepfather to refill her medications, restock her groceries, and leave cash for her to give to the woman he had hired to clean her house. Sometimes her illness meant she became nearly fully paralyzed, so Jordan began paying out of pocket for a home health aide. Then one of his male colleagues at work refused to use the same bathroom that he did, so the company gave Jordan a private bathroom, but across the building from his desk. “If he has a problem peeing in the same room as me,” Jordan told the company, “he can use that bathroom in the boonies.”

         During the nine months that Jordan was unemployed, he looked diligently for another job, the kind of job that would value his education and experience and compensate him appropriately, but it simply did not exist within two hours’ driving distance. His college degree meant he was told time and time again by restaurants and gas stations that he was overqualified. Many times he wondered why he had bothered to go to college at all.

         In June 2016, southern and central West Virginia were hit by a rainstorm that quickly became a catastrophic flood that killed twenty-three people; destroyed homes, schools, infrastructure, and businesses; and left five hundred thousand US citizens without power. The event barely registered in the national media, and it took bureaucratic channels nearly two years to release the funds that would drastically improve the lives of survivors and repair the damage. I was working at Mountain Views that summer and was the person on call the night the storm rolled in. The rain on the tin roof of the staff shelter made a sound so intense and continuous it felt physical, as did my anxiety over the well-being of the minors under my charge in that campground. Then there was a sound in the sky that I knew was thunder but could best be described as a gun put to my ear and then fired.

         Somehow we made it through the night. In the morning we took our students down to the sturdier Mountain Views office building and built a fire. All of our roads were washed away; the area by the mailboxes and the culvert there had become a rushing river. But this was nothing, we would learn, compared to the state of affairs in the counties neighboring Pocahontas to the south and west. In Nicholas County, the county to which I had been assigned to make those calls, their middle school and high school, their Mountaineer Mart, many homes—gone. Someone in Greenbrier County posted a video to Facebook of their neighbor’s house catching fire and floating down the river.

         Jordan was living with a friend at the time of the 2016 flood, a young woman who had also been a Mountain Views student. They watched the water approach their house and then submerge it up to the second story. Both Jordan’s and his roommate’s cars were fully underwater.

         “We thought the house was gonna go,” Jordan remembered. “The house was shifting—I could see it rocking on the foundation. So we made the decision to leave.”

         They tied a rope to the back porch, then threw it to a nearby tree, and by pulling themselves on the rope were able to reach dryer ground on the high side of a nearby mountain. They had taken shovels from the house and were able to use them as walking sticks as they shimmied across the side of a rock wall. At one point, Jordan fell in the water, and his friend pulled him out. They did a first-aid assessment to make sure Jordan could go on—he had hurt his knee in the fall but was otherwise unharmed.

         “How did you know to do all that?” I asked, incredulous.

         “Mountain Views, man!” Jordan said, laughing. But he was serious. “If you all hadn’t thrown us out into the woods and taught us how to get back, we would have died that day, I feel sure.”

         He lived now with his best friend, another trans man who had also gone to Mountain Views and his friend’s wife and four beautiful cats in a neat trailer on some land in Greenbrier County. The steps leading up to their house were lined with rocks and crystals that his roommate had found on his hikes all over southern West Virginia. Even as a Mountain Views kid, that student loved rocks—all he wanted to talk about at lunch was his rock collection and how much it would be worth someday. The two friends liked to hike together or walk the river trail and talk or go to flea markets. Jordan did eventually find another job at a company that provides services to adults with developmental disabilities in crisis, which means his days are spent talking to and touching the bodies of people experiencing some of the most difficult moments of their lives. But he was proud of the work. “I know the people. I know that this Dollar General has peanut butter and that one doesn’t like our clients. I know this place.”

         Romantic love was something he would like in his life eventually, he said, but he was not in any rush. Jordan was still somewhat guarded when it came to his body and being trans in Greenbrier County, but he found he felt comfortable wearing fewer layers of clothing than he thought he would—“just a T-shirt is fine, no need for the seven sweatshirts. I’m not hiding here nearly as much as I thought I would be,” he told me. In a fact that shocks many of my friends when I tell them, West Virginia has the most transgender teenagers per capita of any American state.

         “I have found a lot of acceptance,” Jordan said. “I’ve been able to share my story and be out there in the community here in ways I didn’t expect.…Greenbrier County has opened up a lot. It’s a mix between the old life and the new—it has that farm life still, and agriculture, and familial culture. But we are also seeing this surge of cultural diversity. We have a Jamaican restaurant now, and a fry bread restaurant is coming in. Our access to technology is changing. The high school gives their students netbooks and laptops now.”

         But, he acknowledges, the price of living at home is sometimes high.

         “The bad side of coming back is that you’re consistently fighting those Appalachian values of closed-mindedness, man and woman, God is the word.…No matter how much women work, they’re still expected to come home and take care of the kids. Men do the physical labor, and that’s considered enough.”

         It was Jordan who, super in love with his high school girlfriend at the time, changed Greenbrier East High School’s policy on queer couples attending prom together. He considers himself a natural-born fighter with a knack for standing out but understands that not everyone wants to live like that. The questions Appalachian young people must ask themselves, he said, are these: “Are you willing to put your heart and your soul into changing a place that you love? Are you strong enough to withstand the barricades that you will come up against?”
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         AT SOME POINT IN THE process of writing this book, I became concerned that I was going to die. I became concerned that I was going to die because I was thinking, more and more often, about killing myself. These are two separate states, are they not—the faraway fear and the longing, so nearby.

         The image that rose and would not leave me during this period was of my chest as a puzzle missing a central piece that was shaped like a gun. After my meeting with Debbie DiFalco, I’d driven west on I-66, then south on Route 29, and pulled off the road at a collection of red buildings with a sign that advertised “GUNS ALL KINDS & SHOOTING RANGE.” On top of the roof of the largest red building was a plastic statue of a brown bear, its mouth open in anger.

         I pulled in ostensibly for research, to learn about how Franklin’s gun, a .44 Magnum, would have felt in the hand. The gun felt much lighter than I had expected, and once pressed up against the right temple, the trigger much easier to pull.

         I say Franklin because I believed then, as I do now, that though we’ll never know for sure, the evidence supports the conclusion that Franklin killed Vicki and Nancy better than it supports the conclusion that Beard did. I say Franklin additionally because the violence and death this book cares about is also that which began before Vicki and Nancy were killed and which was visited upon so many others after they died: Walt Weiford, Bobby Lee Morrison, Gerald Brown, Arnold Cutlip, Pee Wee Walton, Johnnie Washington Lewis. David Martin and Ted Fields in Utah, Darrell Lane and Dante Evans Brown in Cincinnati, and all of Franklin’s other victims and their families. Lori Franklin and Terry Mitchell, and so many more whose names I will likely never know.

         At the darkest point in this process, I felt that if I could go back to the gun store where they had let me hold that .44 Magnum in my hand, I would get the relief I needed. The puzzle piece would fall into place, aglow, and the cracks would heal. I was dreaming often of death, though like Pee Wee, death was appearing so often in my waking life that I was not always sure if I had written it or dreamed it. I could understand how the distinction could be confusing, as I could understand everyone in this story, how one might lose whole nights to alcohol, waking in the weak light of the morning to the sight of your car in the field but having no memory of how your car might have gotten to the field, meaning you drove it from the restaurant in Hillsboro to the party at the Homeplace at Mill Point and then back again, some thirty minutes of driving executed in the apparent absence of my mind. In the presence of such actions and feelings, I could understand how one might begin to pray, not just for a gun, but for a pile of white pills in a repurposed bottle, the entrance to a building marked “EMERGENCY,” which you can drive your brother to but cannot, yourself, enter.

         It turns out that disappearing yourself does not allow you to shed your privilege off like a skin, nor does it create any meaningful crack in this already broken system. It means only the final and irreversible death of your body.

         In the white schoolhouse on the top of Droop Mountain, I had a small office with not just a phone but also a desk where I wrote my first real words. I wrote them because I felt safe there and I had time. Something about Pocahontas County opened up a space in me for unknowing, for that thing some call magic, some mysticism, some God—that which cannot be held in the mind but only be felt elsewhere and which not only allows contradiction but demands it. I wrote them because I was confused, baffled, bonkers, and I wanted to know why. Something had begun; it was my life.

         I wrote to Trey not long after I realized I was writing this book, to ask about including him in it. “I think that sharing truth is important, and everything is relevant,” he wrote back. “I hope you will understand that with me it is often my consideration that is most offensive.” I don’t know what that means. I think we believed in each other. I know we did.

         Telling a story is often about obligation and sympathy, identification and empathy. With whom is your lot cast? To whom are you bound?

         When I first began looking into the Rainbow Murders, I thought the relevant necessary people of Pocahontas County were guilty of the murders and the general crime of misogyny and that, by proxy, so were Jesse and Trey and Peter and many others. I thought that it was to Vicki and Nancy to whom I was bound and by proxy to their daughters and the girls of Mountain Views. Then, as I investigated more deeply and saw the state’s theory about Jacob Beard and the relevant necessary people begin to unravel, I thought the opposite—that Joseph Paul Franklin was guilty and the relevant necessary people were innocent, and that I was actually bound to them and by proxy to my friends, their sons and godsons and coworkers, that it was these voices I was really supposed to hear.

         I thought that there was only ever a thing and its opposite, and nothing in between. In writing this book I have come to believe in this far less than I did when I started. Unraveling and unlearning this split logic is crucial to justice, I think, and it is crucial to love—loving a person, community, or most of all perhaps, a place, which may turn out to be the same thing. It is possible to be a victim and a perpetrator at the same time. Most of us are. We are more than the worst story that has ever been told about us. But if we refuse to listen to it, that story can become a prophecy.
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         IT WAS TWILIGHT IN AUGUST 2016 when I pulled up to the Putney General Store in Putney, Vermont, a solid red building with a slatted porch lined with hanging plants, with two of my best friends in tow. After a few minutes, a white Toyota Previa van with one bike attached to the back of it drove into the small front parking lot, shrieking as if its timing belts were about to go. The driver’s-side door opened, and Elizabeth Johndrow got out.

         She took her driving glasses off and put them in the pocket of her shorts, which seemed to be made for hiking—they looked soft and moisture-wicking. Her hair was long and gray and down. She wore a blue V-neck shirt, which looked extra blue against her tan skin, and open-toed hiking sandals with many straps. She hugged me and then gave me a tour of the store’s offerings, saying, “What do you want to eat? Here are some sandwiches—they are labeled, but sometimes they’re wrong. You never know what you’re gonna get!”

         Liz was fifty-five. She and I sat down in wood-cane rocking chairs on the porch of a square white building across from the general store and next to a steepled church. It was all very Vermont and very pretty. As we sat, from about 7 to 9:15 in the evening, the sun set, the street got dark, the moon rose, and the clouds cleared, exposing the moon. The cicadas were loud that night, and the cars too, which went by every so often, going fast down the street, and then turning onto Route 5.

         In one photograph of Liz from 1968 I’d found, she and her brothers stand in hazy sand at Indian Lake, New York. Her brothers wear matching red-and-white-striped T-shirts and look straight at the camera, but Liz is staring off intensely at something low to the ground. She wears a blue top that looks like a sports bra and drawstring shorts, the closest a little girl in the late sixties could get to gender-neutral swimwear.

         In another, she and her older brother stand in a sprawling yard in front of a gray shingle house with a great brick chimney. She is seven, dressed in a high-necked flower-print dress and matching headband, and her brother stands next to her in a clip-on tie, but there’s so much space between them you could drive an eighteen-wheeler through it. Her pale freckled face is screwed up in an expression that is more than squinting, that is maybe rage—as if the camera clicked just as her mouth was opening to scream.

         She and I had been talking on the phone and Skyping while she was in Nicaragua, then while she was biking in Colorado. She answered all of my questions without ever avoiding or moving away from them, even when they were painful.

         The daughter of a schoolteacher and a factory foreman, Liz grew up to be an honors student, but at night and on the weekends she and a friend got the hell out of suburban Connecticut. They hitchhiked. They hitchhiked to Vermont and to music festivals all along the East Coast. She didn’t like where she lived; her home life was really not good. Hitchhiking was free magic. You got in a car and got out somewhere better.

         Liz turned seventeen in 1979. A semester shy of graduating high school, she dropped out and took off west. Her plan was California, too. The second ride she caught in Vermont was a van going west and all the way—the guy said he was traveling cross-country for work. But then he started getting weird, looking at Liz too long—she could sense he would expect sex at some point. Liz was tall, wore a baseball cap over her rectangular sheet of blond hair, and carried nothing but a backpack. When the guy stopped the car near the Food Conspiracy co-op in Tucson, she grabbed her pack, opened the door, and strode off into the heat.

         
              

         

         When I sat with her in Vermont, Liz was living mostly in Nicaragua, where she had started an organization teaching and working with women to exchange knowledge of natural building techniques. But Vermont was where she had made her life for a long time and where she had raised her son, so she returned often to visit and work.

         She’d already told me the truth about the moment that she changed her mind about going to the Gathering in West Virginia. It wasn’t because of her father’s wedding; her father drank a lot, and their relationship was difficult. When it started raining, she and Vicki and Nancy left the South Carolina beach. Back on the mainland, an empty Trailways bus pulled over on the road’s shoulder. Vicki talked to the guy as he drove them up into North Carolina. Nancy dozed. But Liz couldn’t. She was watching the rain run down the windows in diagonals and the wet trees flick by when something began to gnaw, something began to bother.

         “I had a very strong feeling then,” Liz had said. “It seemed to be, like, some dread and uncertainty.” Premonition? Gut feeling? “I don’t think I know the difference, even though maybe I should. I just had a very strong feeling that led me away from continuing traveling with them.”

         At a rest stop, Liz called her brother collect and learned that their father was getting remarried that very weekend in Vermont and that there would be a big party. Liz said she would think about it, that she’d try to make it.

         Three women in a field just below Interstate 95, near Rocky Mount, North Carolina. Cotton. Long-haul trucks on their way south and north.

         I’m not coming with you to West Virginia, Liz finally said. Vicki and Nancy were shocked—we haul all the way across the country, and a few hours away you quit?

         So Liz lied.

         “I was like, ‘Things are weird, but also my dad’s getting married, and I’m gonna go.’ [And they said] ‘Okay? Wow.’ But at the same time they were like, ‘Okay. It’s your journey. We wish you’d come, but okay.’”

         She caught a single ride almost straight through from the truck stop in Richmond all the way up I-95. “I got there that night at like 11. I remember I was out in a lawn chair, and my mom came home with her boyfriend, and they got out of the car and I was just like, ‘Hi Mom!’” She spent the night, then took off the next morning, hitchhiking to Vermont for her father’s wedding bash. The party was huge; her brothers were there; she was glad to see them. Sometime later that week, Liz decided to go back down to her mom’s for a night on a whim and was standing in her mother’s kitchen when the phone rang.

         It was a friend of Liz’s from Eugene, Oregon. Vicki and Nancy were dead, she told Liz. The friend had heard the news from a friend of Vicki’s who was living in the area. Everyone thinks you’re dead, the friend told Liz. They were looking for her body.

         Liz slumped down the kitchen cabinets to the floor. Her friend kept talking, talking of how she had recently broken up with a boyfriend and how sad it had made her. Liz just kept listening, holding the phone. She sat on the floor a long time. Eventually her mom came home from her Al-Anon meeting; Liz saw the car pull into the driveway. Soon my mom will be with me, Liz thought. But the car kept idling, and her mom kept talking to her friend and not coming inside. After a long time, Liz let the phone fall on the floor, propped herself up against a cabinet, stood, and went through the screen door. Her mom looked at her through the car’s passenger-side window, then rolled it down.

         Liz told her the news. Liz’s mom helped her use the operator to get the number for the West Virginia State Police. My name is Elizabeth Johndrow, she told Alkire when she was connected to him. And I’m alive.

         Well, Miss Johndrow, Alkire told her. I’m really glad to hear your voice. We’ve been looking for you for a while now.

         Vicki and Nancy’s families both wanted to meet with her that summer, but Liz didn’t want to. Her mom urged her to do it, saying they probably just wanted to know her and share with her and be comforted.

         “I can understand now, if my son was killed, I would want to find who was with him last. So I feel bad that I wasn’t able to do that, but I didn’t have the support. I was eighteen and nearly on my own with no money and no support and no car, and I didn’t think they would have bought me a ticket, and I just felt like, ‘No, I can’t do that.’ I just couldn’t imagine [facing them]. It sounded really scary. But if somebody had been like, if my mom had been like, ‘I’ll go with you.’ But she didn’t. I kind of feel like maybe there should have been an adult in my life who had a better understanding of the suffering that was happening all around me.…All I could imagine is that they would hate me for having survived.”

         Most of that summer after she found out Vicki and Nancy were dead, Liz sat by the creek down from where her brother and sister-in-law were living, and she drank until she did not know who or where she was. “I was eighteen, I was definitely traumatized, you know, but I wasn’t harmed. I felt like maybe I should have been. ‘Why am I alive and they’re dead?’ I had a lot of survivor’s guilt for a while.”

         She had two friends who had just come back from traveling through Mexico; they’d been gang-raped there. “We were just like, I don’t know. They didn’t want to talk about it; I didn’t want to talk about it. But if we were partying, like, down by the river, and somebody got a little drunk, truth would come out. There just wasn’t a lot of support. I remember my one friend, she didn’t want to feel anything about it at all. Yeah. And then I remember one time we were doing mushrooms, and a bunch more [of what happened to her] came out.” They watched the sun die behind the gray trees, threw sticks into the water, and watched them move. Six-packs, whole plastic handles of shitty vodka. Sometimes they pitched tents and just lived there by the river.

         In the fall, she and her two drinking buddies and a few other friends went to Key West. She had dropped out of high school and had no idea what she would do with her life. “My people that I respected were homesteading and growing food, and that’s like all I really knew. I had gotten all this stuff—I had a backpack full of drop spindles and wool and beads. I was just like a handcrafty person. I think I was just looking; I was searching for something that had deeper meaning. I was looking for circles, communities, a lifestyle that was me.”

         But Key West didn’t last long, and soon Liz was back in Vermont, where she would be, mostly, for the next thirty years.

         “I got really paralyzed by my feelings,” Liz said. “I wasn’t able to make good decisions about things for a long time if I started to have that feeling again. Like I had been missed, or somehow I slipped through.”

         She sewed hippie clothes and sold them to friends and at farmers’ markets and school festivals. She got involved in street theater and activism for women’s liberation, particularly a demonstration during the Gulf War called Breast Fest, for which she organized people to think about what was obscene and what was not—women’s bodies were considered obscene, but killing Iraqi children and showing their bodies on the news was not.

         I asked her why she hitchhiked, if it was pure economics or something else. As the writer Vanessa Veselka points out, we tend to condemn women who travel alone much more harshly than we do men, allowing them only the slimmest of acceptable stories.

         “You can go on a quest to save your father, dress like a man and get discovered upon injury, get martyred and raped,” Veselka writes, “but God forbid you go out the door just to see what’s out there.”

         Liz thought for a moment, then answered.

         “Well, there was adventure to it too. There was something back then: hitchhiking was like falling forward into the universe that you wanted, in a way. It was very much putting yourself in the hands of others and going where you serendipitously landed. It was a little bit like sloppy Buddhism. We were putting our faith in humanity. For me, there’s something important in that. I still do it. I know where my car keys are because they’re always in the ignition.” She did note, however, that she now has a car from this century and does sometimes take her keys out and lock it.

         I told her I knew what she meant—I made choices when I was in West Virginia that came from that place, and I make them sometimes still. There’s a beauty in living that way, I told Liz, and you can also get hurt that way.

         After Vicki and Nancy were killed, she promised her mother that she would never hitchhike again. But she did, and in February 1981, she was attacked while hitchhiking.

         “Yeah. It was a pretty typical fucked-up scene where, like, it’s February in Vermont, and in the deposition they are grilling me like, what was I wearing? And I was like, ‘Umm, you know, Sorels and a parka? Many layers.’”

         Liz got pregnant in the spring of 1984, when she was twenty-three. After having a short relationship with a man in Vermont, she took off for Glacier National Park in Montana, where she had gotten a job doing river rafting and trail maintenance. “About eight weeks into it I was like, ‘This elevation is not working out for me at all,’ and then I figured out I was pregnant. So I was definitely like, ‘What am I doing with my life?’”

         “Did it ever occur to you to have an abortion?”

         “I think if things had been different. I think I was meant to have him because I was living in Glacier, where I couldn’t figure out what was going on, like I literally thought I had altitude sickness for weeks and weeks and weeks. And it’s really common to not get your period at high elevations. So by then I was so bonded with the spirit in me. I was kind of far along at that point too.” She went back to Vermont and got an apartment; a few friends who were working nearby as apple pickers would sometimes party and then come back to her apartment wanting to crash there. Liz gave birth to her son at home, but there were complications. She began hemorrhaging badly and had to be rushed to the hospital and given three blood transfusions.

         “It was a pretty intense start as a parent. Pretty heavy-duty. And then he met his dad when he was three. So it was just like everything else went out the window except, like, protecting him and being the best mom I could. I was like, ‘Oh, it’s not all about me anymore.’”

         Liz was eighteen when Vicki and Nancy died and thirty-one when she was called to testify at Beard’s trial in 1993. “Their families got pretty messed up,” Liz said. The intervening years had been terrible for all the parents; the Durians had divorced since their daughter’s death.

         “Vicki’s mom was like, ‘I’ve forgiven—whoever, in the eyes of Jesus.…’ She was done. Nancy’s dad, he was just pretty torn up still.”

         Over the years, to take care of her son and for her own fulfillment, Liz became a massage therapist, worked at a bookstore, trained to be a midwife and an herbalist, worked at a wilderness school, did landscaping, and cooked at a natural foods restaurant. She also went to the Rainbow Gathering eight times after she skipped the one where Vicki and Nancy died.

         I would not have predicted this and told Liz so. She said the fact that it was a Rainbow Gathering that Vicki and Nancy were headed to when they died didn’t matter that much to her. She brought her son to several Gatherings as well, and some of her best friends’ children were conceived at Rainbow Gatherings over the years.

         Today, though she is the director of a nonprofit, she still doesn’t make much money. When back in Vermont, she fund-raises for her organization, and lives out of her van or house-sits for friends. “I have a big skill base,” she said, “but I always kind of steered away from conventional pathways.”

         “How do you cope with all that uncertainty?” I asked.

         “Being this age and letting things be this uncertain, it’s been a huge practice—it’s like surfing or something. Like, ‘That wave knocked me over.’ It’s like, ‘Wow, that wave was fun.’ You know, ‘What was I doing to make that wave work?’ It is a little bit about timing; it is a little bit about being a little older.”

         “That really works?”

         “I don’t know—my friend says it’s some hard wiring in me. I find I get a little depressed when I’m not honoring that part of myself. But maybe that’s also why I haven’t been in a relationship in, like, six years. I don’t really have a lot of intimate relationships.”

         Liz told me that she allows herself to say yes to opportunities that present themselves and participate in conversations in vulnerable ways. “I mean, what do I got to lose?…It might sting a little or something, but I’m not gonna die.”

         Near the end of our time together, Liz asked me only one question about Vicki and Nancy—what I had found out about Franklin. I told her I had found out a whole lot, that it had changed my mind, and that I now believed more likely than not that it was Franklin who killed her friends, not Jacob Beard. She sat for a while and rocked back on the rockers of her chair. “Wow,” she said after a while. “That’s a mind-fuck. It’s such an elaborate thing for them to have constructed with all those guys and all that, if none of that actually happened.”

         I agreed that it was.

         “Wow,” she said again. “But I don’t have any attitude of like…I can’t believe you’re bringing this up again,” Liz said. “I’m definitely not one of those people who’s like, ‘Well, you’re invading my comfort zone.’ I’m like, ‘Well, what’s out here outside the comfort zone?’ That’s pretty much where I live. And like you were saying, a lot of amazing things happen there.”

         “You didn’t close in after all that happened to you,” I said. “That is hard. That is the tendency. When there’s a lot of grief. You didn’t do that.”

         “Yes,” Liz said. “I try to breathe. In and out.”

         Liz filled her lungs and then emptied them, and I did the same.

         “Where are your friends?” Liz asked me then, and I told her they had walked down the road a ways to check out a Mexican restaurant with a sign advertising “BEST SANGRIA.”

         “Yum,” she said. “It’s a beautiful night.”

         “It is,” I said, because it was.

         
            [image: ]Vicki Durian, 1978
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