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To all the women still missing, may they yet be found,  
and to the living victims who seek justice in their name
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Introduction

A Crime Without a Name
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The long road that led to this book began for me with the disappearance of Laci Peterson. From the first bewildering reports that a young pregnant woman had vanished from her home on Christmas Eve 2002 in a town in California’s Central Valley, I sensed that something greater and even more disturbing was at play than an already overwhelming individual tragedy, although at the time I could not identify exactly what that was. The initial reports seemed to point to a stranger abduction, but the facts as they began to unfold did not cleanly fit the pattern that such a crime normally leaves behind.

Trained as a journalist in the South Bronx in the 1980s, I was well acquainted with violent crime in all its terrible manifestations. More recently I had become painfully familiar with the often-unending horror of stranger abduction while covering a string of child kidnappings in the San Francisco Bay Area. Although it’s no guarantee of a positive outcome—none of the missing little girls I wrote about has ever been found—I saw how aggressive reporting was essential  to keep police and the public focused on these cases to provide any hope of a resolution to the mystery of their disappearances.

I also learned how much the ability to solve this kind of crime depends on rapid police response and the complete cooperation of those closest to the victim—especially whoever was the last to see the missing person. For the detectives on such cases, the clock begins ticking from the moment the person vanishes, as the chances of recovering the victim alive fall dramatically after the first twenty-four to forty-eight hours. I could see firsthand how, as more and more time passed, feelings of helplessness, self-blame, and intractable grief take an immeasurable toll on the family of the missing, just as frustration and irresolution eat away at the detectives searching in vain for their loved ones.

When the trail grows cold—when the hundreds or thousands of tips, leads, sightings, interviews, and alibi checks all come up dry—the case remains officially open. But, in a sense, a curtain is drawn around an ongoing tragedy.

In this type of crime, where a beloved family member has disappeared and no hint of evidence remains, someone has been able to commit what is, in effect, personal terrorism against everyone who knew and loved the missing person, and has literally gotten away with murder. By leaving no trace and no trail, no usable evidence or clues, the murderer faces fewer personal consequences than the average citizen might face from a minor traffic violation. There is no arrest, no hearing, no trial, no justice, and no answers. There is no body to recover, no funeral, no burial, no headstone.

Whereas most of the public is cognizant only of the few weeks or months when the search for a missing person is at its zenith, those who have been close to these crimes have seen the unresolved grief, the wrenching apart of families, the pained expressions on the faces of investigators. These cases are never formally closed, but they fall into a horrible state of limbo where hope is squeezed beyond human endurance.
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When I first heard about the disappearance of Laci Peterson and the allegations that someone had abducted a pregnant woman as she walked her large and protective dog in a heavily utilized city park, my instincts as a reporter told me that something was off. Within a week  of her disappearance, I began reporting on the story, making the first of many trips to her hometown of Modesto, walking where she was said to have walked that day, visiting the places and people that were pivotal to understanding this crime. I would go on to follow the case through to its resolution, attending every day of the nearly yearlong trial of her husband, Scott, for the double murder of his wife and unborn son. I was driven, like so many millions of other people, by compassion for this vital young expectant mother but also by a growing sense that a larger story was still unrecognized.

As is now well known, the kidnapping scenario advanced by Scott Peterson was simply an elaborate ruse—a complete fabrication in a profoundly Machiavellian plot. The ugly truth that emerged at trial was that Laci had been murdered by her own husband, a seemingly normal, well-functioning man—a young man with a college education and an apparently good upbringing, who held a job and managed the responsibilities of adult life, and who had no criminal background whatsoever. The murder occurred without warning, without any prior history of abuse in the marriage.

Furthermore, this “normal” young man took the extraordinary risks involved in “staging” a phony crime, to use the technical term that forensic investigators use when a crime or crime scene is made to seem like something other than what it was, and disposing of his dead wife’s body in broad daylight ninety miles away in the middle of San Francisco Bay. He was then able to maintain utter calm and put on an at least quasi-believable demeanor as he told lie after lie to conceal the truth from his wife’s concerned family as well as his own, dozens of friends, a girlfriend who had no idea she was a married man’s mistress, an array of very shrewd police investigators, and, much to Scott’s surprise, an ever-increasing media contingent.

What puzzled so many people who attempted to analyze the Peterson story was that Scott did not fit the well-known profile of a wife-killer. Usually domestic homicides are preceded by years of physical abuse, incidents known to family and friends and often documented by police. I had some familiarity in this area as well, having worked the crisis hotline at a shelter for battered women and at a legal clinic assisting women in obtaining restraining orders against their abusers. I had heard enough stories from victims who had faced every imaginable kind of abuse to see that the marriage of Scott and Laci Peterson did not fit this particular pattern, even  if in the end Scott was capable of the consummate act of domestic violence. Something else was going on here, but what?

After a number of other incidences of mysteriously disappearing women broke into the headlines, I began to see a connection. At first the similarities between these new stories and the Peterson case just seemed like strange coincidences. Nineteen months after Laci’s disappearance, Lori Hacking—another young pregnant woman in what had appeared to be a loving relationship—went missing in Utah. Lori’s husband, who everyone believed to be an honest, hard-working, religious man, seemed almost to have taken notes from Scott Peterson’s playbook in an effort to pull off a perfect murder. Hacking had set the scene so that it appeared his wife had gone jogging in a quiet park on the mouth of a canyon, thus putting her well outside the home and into an area where, conceivably, something bad but unknown could easily have happened to her.

Although Mark Hacking stuck to his very simple and straightforward story, police quickly uncovered a series of lies not directly linked to Lori’s disappearance, but which cast grave doubt on the young man’s honesty. Mark Hacking had been leading a double life—not the kind of stylish and seductive double life one sees so often in fictional portrayals of spies or sophisticated con artists, but a strangely sad double life in which he spent all his time and effort pretending that he was a nose-to-the-grindstone premed student when he was nothing of the sort.

Learning the details of the Hacking case sent me back to my files and detailed notes covering some seemingly minor facts about Scott Peterson. In addition to the obvious lies Scott had told to cover up his murder, and the whopper he had told his girlfriend and others in claiming not to be married, there was an eerie parallel here. I knew through a series of sources how Scott would “innocently” but frequently introduce lies about himself whenever he had the chance to inflate his own image. Rather than being a married fertilizer salesman who worked for a subsidiary of a European corporation, he portrayed himself as an international business owner and globetrotting playboy. When he was away from anyone who actually knew him, his wealth, accomplishments, and prowess all increased dramatically.

This tendency toward extravagantly embroidered mendacity seemed to reflect two distinct but interrelated psychological characteristics. Peterson and Hacking appeared to be compulsive liars—although they both had the ability to modulate their lies  in situations where they knew they might get caught. But even more interesting was the complex pattern of their lying, especially to their wives—lies told, maintained, and elaborated over long periods of time—in order to cover the fact that they were leading secret lives.

Scott Peterson’s other, more glamorous life was that of a randy bachelor; he was able to take advantage of a surprising number of nights “away on business” to pursue his compulsive need to romance other women. Mark Hacking’s secret life was far less exciting. His studious façade masked a kind of aimless slacking, like that of a boy who didn’t want to grow up.

Then one day when I was researching the legal issue at the very center of the Peterson case—whether murder can be proved by purely circumstantial evidence—I stumbled unexpectedly on details of another case that led me to believe that some of the key psychological factors being exhibited by these unusual killers were more than a coincidence and might, in fact, provide essential clues to the real motivation and makeup of these men.

That third case involved an urbane lothario named L. Ewing Scott, who killed his wife more than fifty years ago. Although no trace of Evelyn Scott was ever found, her husband was found guilty of killing her—the first time in U.S. history that someone was convicted of murder without a corpse or without any physical proof of death whatsoever. The case established clear legal precedent—not only that murder can be proven without a body but also that circumstantial evidence can be given just as much weight as eyewitness testimony or other forms of evidence.

However, for reasons that will be explored in this book, bodiless murder convictions remain relatively rare. The odds of getting away with murder by erasing the victim are astonishingly good a full half-century after the L. Ewing Scott decision.

As I looked into more and more of these “missing wife” cases, it became clear to me that “getting away with murder” was an essential force, but not the only force, driving these killers. One might assume that every killer, every criminal of any sort, wants to get away with his crime. But most domestic homicides are not planned, not carefully calculated and covered up. In fact, most intimate partner killers make no attempt to hide their identity.

Then a case broke into the news that seemed like a variation on this type of hidden domestic homicide, involving an even more  audacious ruse than a faked missing person scenario. Dr. Barton Corbin, a successful dentist who lived in a suburb of Atlanta, was indicted in December 2004 for the death of his one-time girlfriend fourteen years earlier, and two weeks later he was indicted for the murder of his current wife.

Both women had been found dead under nearly identical circumstances: looking as though they had committed suicide, a gun by their side, their bodies both in very similar postures. Although friends of the first dead woman were highly suspicious of the coroner’s finding of suicide, Corbin had not been charged with anything and had simply gone on to build a flourishing dental practice and find a new woman to love him . . . until he was through with her, too. Although Corbin used a different strategy to rid himself of a partner for whom he no longer had any use, he seemed a close cousin to the Scott Peterson type of killer. Corbin’s crimes were just as carefully planned and premeditated as Peterson’s, but instead of disappearing his victims and leaving what happened to them an open-ended mystery, he created a staged crime scene to account for each woman’s death in a way that seemed to clear him of any involvement—in fact, made the victims appear not to have been murdered at all. And he did such a convincing job of it that he only tipped his hand when he had the temerity to try it a second time.

Both Peterson and Corbin were confident, intelligent, educated men who appeared to be unblinking in the face of enormous pressure from the police, the media, and the families of their loved ones. In both cases there was almost no physical evidence linking the killer to the crime. In fact, both men had gone to an unusual amount of effort to eliminate any sign that their victims had struggled for their lives, to time their crimes such that there would not be eyewitnesses, and to erase forensic evidence that might betray their actions. And both men concocted scenarios that, if believed, would leave them in the clear. Whereas Scott Peterson made his wife’s pregnant body disappear, Barton Corbin left his wife’s dead body in plain view but made his own actions and involvement “disappear.”

Yet unlike Scott Peterson, Corbin gave no media interviews, refused to speak even to police, and, to use cop terminology, “lawyered up” within hours of his wife’s death, even though he was maintaining that it was just a tragic suicide. I suspected at the time that Corbin—who committed his second murder in the waning days of the Peterson trial—was learning from the Peterson case and  was trying to avoid the mistakes that Scott had made by not saying anything that could possibly be used against him.

In her book on the Corbin case, Too Late to Say Goodbye, crime writer Ann Rule confirmed the fact that Corbin had followed the Peterson trial avidly. His sister-in-law remembered Barton remarking one day that Peterson got caught “because he couldn’t keep his mouth shut.”

Around this same time, a thirty-seven-year-old Alabama man named Thomas Lane broke into the home where his estranged wife was staying and drowned her while she was taking a bath, holding her down under the water with his foot until she stopped breathing. He then took some money and jewelry to make it appear that his wife had been killed when surprised by a burglar.

Lane murdered his wife of eight years, Teresa, a “mail-order bride” from the Philippines, not because she was attempting to leave him. It was Thomas who wanted out of the marriage, telling friends and neighbors even before he killed Teresa that he was planning to replace her with a younger model he had already “bought and paid for.” He even showed them pictures of his new bride-to-be, a woman he met on the Internet, bragging that she was just thirteen or fourteen years old.

Like Scott Peterson and so many of the other killers I was beginning to research, Lane seemed to have no emotional attachment to his wife whatsoever. In his mind, she was nothing more than a commodity he had purchased, and he had the right to an upgrade whenever he saw fit. Tragically, he believed that once she was of no further use to him, she had no right to go on living.

At trial his father revealed how Lane was directly inspired by Peterson, whom he saw as offering a solution to his own marital woes.

“If I could do what Peterson did and get away with it, I’d kill her,” Thomas Lane told his father three weeks before the murder.

It was chilling to see that the killers themselves were making the connection between these crimes, regardless of the specific modus operandi employed. Whether they chose to disappear the victim or the crime itself by staging the death as a suicide or some other event, it was clear that these were simply two sides of the same coin. The meticulous planning and supreme self-control exhibited both before and after the crimes I was investigating and beginning to link together seemed to be a significant aspect of these men’s characters,  far beyond the murderous aspect of their personalities. The expertise at lying and manipulation that is needed to successfully lead a double life is indicative of a high degree of Machiavellian thinking and behavior. Whereas political scientists and others sometimes use the term Machiavellian, psychologists have developed a formal category and accompanying tests and measures for people whose psychological makeup ranks high in such traits.

Other malignant personality characteristics seemed to be involved as well, from cold-blooded psychopathic tendencies to extreme degrees of narcissism. But there was something else curious about these men’s characters. Erasing their victims appeared to be not just a means to an end but an end in itself. Once they made the decision to kill, they began purging all traces of the victim’s existence in their lives. Many began getting rid of the woman’s possessions within days of her disappearance, pulling up stakes, changing their lifestyles dramatically. Some immediately replaced their missing wives or girlfriends with other women—sometimes with look-alikes for the disappeared. And, most shockingly, some later attempted to get away with murder again, erasing another wife or girlfriend, sometimes, as in Corbin’s case, in exactly the same manner as their first crime.

Many put an extraordinary amount of thought into their crimes, researching methods of killing and means of body disposal, and boning up on investigatory and forensic techniques. They also seemed to look to and learn from each other as models, noting what worked for other killers and what pitfalls to avoid.

For example, I believe that Scott Peterson based his plan on a number of highly publicized prior disappearances, most notably of several coeds during his college years in San Luis Obispo. One of these young women, Kristin Smart, remains missing more than a decade later. Even though police believe they know who killed her, no one has ever been charged.

The Smart case is an almost textbook example of how easy it can be to get away with murder. I believe Scott learned from this case how oversights and inaction in the crucial first days of a disappearance may prevent a killer from ever being charged, much less convicted. I think he relied on assumptions about police investigation that he drew from this case in conceiving his own murder plan—for example, choosing to carry out the crime and report his wife missing on Christmas Eve. He assumed, wrongly, that no experienced detectives would even  begin looking into his wife’s disappearance for several days, enough time for the trail to grow stale and for him to thoroughly cover his tracks. He believed that if a body was never found and the suspect refused to confess, he would never be charged—something the police publicly declared in the Smart case.
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The concept of serial murder has only been recognized as a distinct category of crime for a few decades, even though serial killers have been making headlines at least as far back as “Jack the Ripper.” For nearly a century, the notorious slayer who terrorized Victorian London was viewed as a criminal freak of nature, even though other serial killings during the same historical period were soon reported from Sweden to San Francisco. Then, in the late 1970s and early 1980s, forensic psychologists in the FBI’s now famous Behavioral Science Unit began assembling common characteristics from interviews and case files of killers who now bear this moniker.

Although experts may disagree on what precisely is and is not a serial homicide, naming and defining the crime opened the door to serious research, which has led to hundreds of studies of these type of killers by psychologists, sociologists, criminologists, and other scientists.

Identifying a new crime category is a bit like discovering a new or previously misunderstood disease: everything changes when the phenomenon has a name. New syndromes in the medical field, first noticed as a seemingly unrelated collection of problems and symptoms, are often initially treated with shame and derision—from alcoholism to posttraumatic stress disorder, anorexia and bulimia to chronic fatigue syndrome. Giving them a name is the first step toward serious scientific study and public awareness.
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• This book sets forth a profile of what I call eraser killing: a form of intimate partner (or domestic) homicide that is committed almost exclusively by men, done in a carefully planned manner, often through bloodless means known as a “soft kill” (such as smothering, suffocating, or strangling) so as to leave behind as little evidence as possible or with the crime scene thoroughly cleaned up. To further cover his tracks, the eraser killer disposes of his victim’s  body by some means meant to ensure that it will never be found, or erases anything that links him to her death by “staging” the murder as something completely different—an accident, a suicide, or a crime committed by a total stranger, such as mugging, carjacking, or other random crime of opportunity.

• On the basis of five years of investigation into hundreds of killings that I believe fit this profile, I will explain what is truly going on behind the stories of missing women that have dominated the news since the disappearance of Laci Peterson six years ago, identifying the hidden pattern among cases that the media has simply presented as mystery after unrelated (and often unresolved) mystery.

• Using new research on the psychology of dark criminal impulses in otherwise high-functioning men, I will also offer a psychological profile of the factors I believe explain and drive this curious breed of killer—men who live behind a mask of normality, who seem incapable of violence to most of those who know them, who lead productive and often quite accomplished lives right up until the minute they kill the ones they supposedly love.

• This book will examine more than fifty eraser killings, some just recently in the headlines, some dating back a century, challenging some of the well-honed myths about domestic violence and domestic homicide. For eraser killers are not like ordinary killers, nor are they even like more typical wife- or girlfriend-killers. These men do not commit their crimes in the “heat of passion” or in a moment of out-of-control rage. Their crimes are not hot-blooded but cold-blooded, arrived at after much thought and carried out with meticulous care. Because these men premeditate and plan their killings with inordinate stealth and cunning, because they are fearless and expert at manipulating and deceiving those around them, because they hold nearly everything that is true about them in complete secrecy, the women in their lives often have no idea they are in mortal danger until it is too late.

• The motive behind these killings is something else that has been widely misunderstood and misrepresented both in the media and in the courtroom. Fundamentally, eraser killers do not kill for the reasons normally ascribed to murderers, such as greed, sex, or jealousy. They eliminate the women, and sometimes children, in  their lives because their victims no longer serve any “purpose” in the emotionally desolate world of the eraser killer, or are seen as impediments to the kind of life they covet and fantasize for themselves. In the mind of this type of murderer, it is better, easier, and more satisfying for him to kill than simply to get a divorce.

• Eraser killers often go to extraordinary lengths not just to manipulate a crime scene or make a woman disappear but also to manipulate the police, the courts, and justice itself as part of their high-stakes game. This manipulation, I believe, is something that is also key to the nature of the eraser killer and becomes almost an end in itself—an enjoyable battle of wits in which he is sure he will always come out on top.

• In a kind of Catch-22 that is built into the American criminal justice system and its reliance on antiquated and faulty assumptions about this type of intimate homicide, police and prosecutors are very often sandbagged before they can even launch a homicide case. This book will provide several illuminating stories that expose the unintentional loopholes that both encourage eraser killers to believe that they can get away with murder and very often make it possible for them to do just that.

For example, eraser killers have used constitutional protections against search and seizure to seal off the scene of their crimes, usually in the victim’s own home, and prevent police from entering by staging the crime to appear to have happened elsewhere. Investigators are forced to wait sometimes for weeks, sometimes years before the actual murder scene can be searched and forensically examined, thus giving a killer as much time as he needs to completely erase all the evidence.

Murder is much harder to prove when the killer takes pains to leave no physical evidence behind. Someone clever enough to make sure his victim’s body remains hidden stands a good chance of never being charged with murder, much less convicted. Eyewitness testimony—the only truly noncircumstantial evidence—is notoriously unreliable. (Groups like the Innocence Project are regularly getting rape convictions overturned after DNA tests prove that the victim identified an innocent man.) Yet most jurors buy into the popular stereotype that circumstantial evidence is not proof, a sometimes insurmountable burden even when the body is not hidden.

“They couldn’t put the gun in his hand,” jury foreman Thomas Nicholson declared after acquitting In Cold Blood star Robert Blake of killing his wife, Bonny Lee Bakley—in spite of the fact that Blake openly hated his wife and that two men testified that he had attempted to hire them to “whack” her. (Bakley was ultimately shot to death as she waited for Blake in his car outside a restaurant where the two had just dined together, Blake claiming that at the time the shooting occurred, he had gone back inside to retrieve a gun he had inadvertently left behind.)

Prosecutors are often loath to take on no-body cases, knowing that if a defendant is acquitted, there will be no second chance to convict him even if the victim’s remains are later found right in the defendant’s backyard. Jurors erroneously but almost uniformly view circumstantial evidence as a weak form of proof, internalizing an attitude, often expressed in the popular media, that a case is “merely circumstantial.” Nearly every one of the sixteen hundred potential jurors who were queried to serve on the Peterson case initially expressed qualms about circumstantial evidence, believing it was not “real” evidence—or, as one put it, “My understanding is circumstantial evidence is what you can’t prove.”

Peterson juror John Guinasso said he would not have voted to convict if the bodies had not washed up where they did—on the shore of San Francisco Bay ninety miles from the Peterson home in Modesto, California, and within about a mile of the exact spot where Scott told police he had spontaneously decided to go fishing the day his wife disappeared.
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In exploring these and other issues, I draw sometimes heavily on my investigation and analysis of the Scott Peterson case, which I believe to be a quintessential eraser killing, and which can shed more light on the phenomenon than perhaps any other single case. Although many feel that they already know this case quite well, I believe that this book breaks new ground by• Exploring the real motive behind Peterson’s murder of his pregnant wife, something even the jurors who convicted him did not seem to fully understand 
• Explaining how the death of his unborn son, Conner, was not simply an unfortunate by-product of his decision to kill his wife but represented a pivotal aspect of his motivation
• Offering the first comprehensive psychological portrait of Scott Peterson and explaining how different and competing aspects of his personality made him believe he could commit the perfect murder but also caused him to make fatal errors that got him convicted
• Revealing many new and disturbing facts about the case, including an alternative plan Peterson may have been considering for disposing of his wife and child that would have prevented their bodies from ever being found and all but ensured that he would never have been charged with their murders



I do not believe Scott Peterson killed his wife in order to be with another woman or to collect on the substantial inheritance his wife had coming. That he was having an affair and that he was living beyond his means, spending recklessly on such luxuries as an expensive golf club membership in the weeks before his first child was to be born, are important clues into his psyche. But they do not, in and of themselves, constitute motive. They are ultimately what film director Alfred Hitchcock called MacGuffins, red herrings that obscure rather than reveal the darker machinations of the plot.

Clearly there is something very disturbed in the psychological makeup of a man who could coldly plan a murder, but was unable or unwilling to face a divorce; who could strangle or smother his pregnant wife to death but could not displease her by maintaining that he did not want children; who could turn on his fourteen-carat charm to woo a new lover, but was unable to use that charm and power of persuasion to succeed in his job as a salesman; who believed himself fully capable of outfoxing the police, never doubting his ability to fearlessly win every nerve-wracking encounter, but whose fragile ego was threatened by the rapidly approaching responsibilities of fatherhood.

The Peterson case is rife with these seeming contradictions, which no one has yet been able to explain. I believe that they are not  actually contradictions, but instead are part and parcel of the peculiar psychology of eraser killers. The strange and unstable mixture of pathologies that drives these killers explains not only their criminal success but also the mistakes and contradictions that sometimes get them caught.

When I began covering the Peterson case, the facts were so horrific that I wanted to believe that it was an anomaly. Unfortunately for the score of “missing” women who have since made headlines—and many more whose stories did not make national news but were no less tragic—the Peterson case turned out not to be singular at all. Whereas part of the media—led by the more innovative and less tradition-bound producers in cable television—covered these stories intensively, many editors, news anchors, and print columnists simply scoffed at such coverage. Some even extended their derision beyond media outlets they dislike to an unseemly attack on the victims themselves.

My own belief is that the recent flood of such seemingly inexplicable stories makes many people uncomfortable. Perhaps the betrayal at the heart of these crimes is too unsettling, too challenging to the illusion of safety we cling to in the sanctuary of our own home.

Those who dismiss news coverage (and books) focusing on this kind of crime have never sat down with the shell-shocked family members of women who have never been given even the dignity and validation of a trial. The most tragic eraser killings are those in which there is no arrest, no arraignment, no trial, no justice, no body recovered, no funeral, no burial, no headstone—no answers or resolution of any kind.

I have written this book so that all of us may start to understand a type of crime that has been right in front of us but obscured from view, just as its perpetrators have intended. My hope is to cast light on the shadows where the killers have hidden their faces from us. It is an attempt, however inadequate, to give voice as best I can to these women whose deaths have left them voiceless, for erased women are truly silent victims. They cannot call out for justice. They cannot point a finger at their killer, whose true face they may have recognized only at the moment of their death.




PART ONE

Eraser Killing  

The History and Psychology of a New Criminal Profile




CHAPTER ONE

Out of the Shadows
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A new type of killer is wreaking havoc across America and around the world. He has made countless headlines in recent years, but until now his core identity has been hidden. He is not driven by rage or lust. His conscience is not set loose by drugs or alcohol—the deadly fuels that can turn some men into momentary killers. Unlike most other murderers, he very often has no criminal record and sometimes no history of violence whatsoever. He is an intelligent, careful, methodical killer.

He is also someone who has always been a fabricator of reality. He is not your harmless garden-variety fibber but a compulsive, pathological liar whose lies are meant to get a reaction out of others: to inspire their admiration, to evoke their sympathy, to get him exactly what he wants. He makes up stories big and small, often lying about things for no readily apparent reason. But he is especially practiced at deceiving others about who he really is.

He fabricates evidence to exaggerate his accomplishments, wealth, success, social standing. Sometimes he proudly displays phony business cards or diplomas, awards from military service he never earned, and other “proof” he needs to create the impression that he craves. He knows how to use words, lies, and actions to manipulate others. Manipulation—either subtle or overt—is a core feature of how he interacts with others.

He leads what appears to be a normal and productive life and is often considered to be an exemplary citizen. But quietly, beneath the surface, unbeknownst to almost anyone, he has used all his well-honed abilities to lie, manipulate, and fabricate reality in order to commit the crown jewel of crimes, the perfect murder.

His goal is to erase his victim—be it his wife, ex-wife, girlfriend, or lover—to expunge her from the record of his life. If she is pregnant with a child he does not want—and an unwanted pregnancy is an alarmingly common motive for eraser killings—he is killing two birds with one stone, eliminating what he views as dead weight dragging him down. In his mind, he is not really murdering a human being; he is simply rearranging the world to better suit his needs, to remove a major annoyance or let him make a fresh start of things.

He harbors a cluster of psychological traits very unusual in the general public. He does not experience the almost universal psychological reaction called fear. It is not that he is uncommonly brave or that he has “conquered” fear. He does experience an abstract, emotionally colorless sensation when put under great stress—especially if he feels caught in a situation he is not confident he can talk his way out of, when he is no longer in control of everyone around him. Most of the time, any sense of truly being afraid is more like a thought than a feeling. His heart does not beat faster, and he shows few if any signs of the emotion of fear. He knows about fear a bit like a colorblind person is aware of color: it is visible, but only as another shade of gray.

Eraser killers employ cunning, stealth, and often meticulous planning to overcome their trusting prey, frequently employing the agonizingly slow and terror-inducing method of suffocation or strangulation in order to minimize the type of messy crime scene evidence that could get them caught.

These killers represent a previously unrecognized subset of intimate partner murderers, different in distinct ways from other domestic killers:• Their killings are not committed in the violent rage or sudden loss of control that characterizes more classic domestic homicides. On the contrary, they kill with total calm, total control. If they leave behind any crime scene at all, it will be what criminal profilers refer to as “organized”—just the kind of crime scene investigators do not expect to see when a domestic homicide is involved, for that is supposed to be the most “hot-blooded,” disorganized, and messy of crimes.
• The eraser killer is a master of deceit and an expert manipulator. His killing is carried out in total secrecy (unlike many domestic homicides, which often are committed even though there are witnesses present) and then very highly “staged,” to use the investigators’ term for a crime scene that is arranged like a stage set to create an illusion intended to confuse the police and send them down a wrong trail.
• Most domestic homicides involve jealousy, money, another woman, or explosive and vengeful rage felt by the killer because the woman is planning to leave him. Although there are sometimes subsidiary motives involving monetary gain or other women, the eraser killer is not “driven” by these things. His real motivations stem from the unique psychology of men with a particular set of dangerous traits that psychologists have recently named “the Dark Triad” of personality.
• He is killing because the woman in question has become inconvenient. In his eyes, she no longer meets his needs, or she stands in the way of something he wants. She is not allowed to leave him or take away anything he holds dear, be it a home or children or the lifestyle he has come to enjoy. He will only let her go on his deadly, unilateral terms.
• He plans his killing well in advance, once again distinguishing him from the standard wife-killer. Far fewer than half of all wife-killings are actually planned in advance of the final encounter, according to available research. 
• The eraser killer will exhibit neither mourning nor real signs of emotional loss, and will almost always exhibit strangely inappropriate behavior and speech after the mysterious death of his wife or girlfriend. (Sometimes he even starts speaking about her in the past tense before he has killed her.) Although he may actively participate in the search for a missing loved one, he will be using his full array of skills to direct any inquiries or police investigation toward fictitious threats and other suspects and away from himself.
• He may have hidden his contempt for the object of his enmity, especially if doing so gives him tactical advantage when the moment of attack arrives. But once he makes up his mind to erase his victim, his determination is all-consuming. When the act begins—once he puts his hands around her throat or strikes her with a heavy object as she sleeps—there is no twinge of conscience or compassion.
• He is generally intelligent, though he also greatly overestimates his talents. He believes he is smarter and better than the rest of us, certainly smarter than the police and more deserving in all ways than his victim. He often has considerable familiarity with the law and with how the police work. He may have read up on these matters diligently to help him with his plan. Or he may have used his unusual ability for absorbing things around him, observing with the cold eye of a lizard in the desert how other predators kill and get away with it, because getting away with murder is his goal.
• To achieve that goal, he may follow one of two distinct strategies. Either he can erase the victim’s body by destroying it entirely or secreting it where it won’t be found, or he can rearrange the crime or stage a wholly false scenario to erase all connection between himself and any criminal act. Either way, he appears to remain free and clear of any involvement in a dastardly act.



Although men have been carrying out this kind of crime for centuries, it is only now that the extraordinary glare of television lights and an almost “shock-and-awe” level of news coverage are beginning to drive him out of the safety of the darkness. But without an actual name for this crime and for this killer, it is still hard for us to make sense of these crimes, to find the hidden clues, and solve  what too often and quite tragically remain unsolved mysteries. As criminal profilers have discovered, truth and resolution can be found only by ferreting out the unseen links and connections between these seemingly disparate cases.

I believe these killers are best described as eraser killers, because that term describes simply and succinctly both their motive and their methods. Their victims are not “missing women” or “vanished wives.” They are women who have been erased, just as repressive political regimes have used the method of “forced disappearances” to dispose of their enemies and strike terror into all those who oppose them. The impact of so many women being “erased” or “disappeared” from our very midst, from communities or homes we have assumed in some fundamental sense to be “safe,” is overwhelming and undermines so many fundamentals on which our sense of trust and security is based. These eraser killers exploit the fundamental safeguards of our legal system—principles enshrined in our constitution to protect honest citizens from unreasonable searches of their property and from being forced or coerced into making a false confession—as if those honored protections were simply escape hatches built to provide safe haven for someone capable of pulling off an expert murder.

By following a series of threads, beginning with Laci Peterson and then going back and forth in time to hundreds of other instances of mysteriously disappeared women, I discovered that most of the cases fit a distinct pattern or profile of a startlingly prevalent type of murder, yet one that had never been identified because we have tended to look at each case in a vacuum.

Most were not missing persons cases in any strict sense of the word, but elaborately planned and premeditated domestic homicides disguised to appear to be mysterious vanishings. Invariably, the person responsible for the woman’s disappearance was her current or former husband or boyfriend. Although some recent killers even cited Scott Peterson as their inspiration, he was hardly the first to come up with such an idea. Looking back in time, I traced the same pattern back a century to the murder that inspired Theodore Dreiser’s literary classic, An American Tragedy.

Although the essential facts of these cases bear a striking similarity, the outcomes vary widely. Many “disappeared” women are never found, and no one is ever held to account for what happened to them. A few victims—the “lucky” ones, in a manner of speaking—are  eventually discovered, often by pure chance or an act of nature. Their families get a chance to bury their loved ones, or what is left of them, and sometimes their killers are brought to justice. A small number of presumed killers are tried and convicted in the absence of a body; others are acquitted with or without a body because there is not enough evidence to convince a judge or jury beyond a reasonable doubt that a murder occurred, much less that the woman’s intimate partner was the one responsible.

The victims of these killers are women of all races and social classes, from all parts of the country (and around the world as well). Whereas some have been the subject of intensive media coverage, others are all but unknown beyond their closest loved ones.

All the women listed here are dead or presumed to be dead. All were murdered or are believed by authorities to have been murdered by a husband or boyfriend, falling victim precisely because of their physical and emotional vulnerability to their killer. All “went missing” under mysterious circumstances, but none of these women was ever truly lost. They didn’t wander off, run away from home, suffer amnesia and forget where they belonged. They were deliberately “disappeared” by someone who had good reason to try to make sure they would never be found, someone who wanted to erase them from the face of the earth.
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• Hattie “Fern” Bergeler, fifty-seven, was found floating in the bay near her Florida home in August 2002 with a bedsheet wrapped around her head and cinderblocks tied to her neck and ankles. Her multimillionaire husband, Robert Moringiello, a retired aerospace engineer, claimed the two had lost sight of each other while driving in separate cars to visit his children. But he had still not reported her missing by the time her remains were identified—a month after he claimed to have lost her in traffic. Despite a wealth of physical evidence—the sheet, rope, and cinderblocks and the gun used to kill Fern, also fished from the water behind their Fort Myers Beach home, were all tied to her husband, and cleaned-up blood was found in the house—it took two trials to convict him of second-degree murder. A man of Moringiello’s intelligence and character would never have made so many stupid mistakes, his attorney had argued. 

• Isabel Rodriguez, thirty-nine, vanished in November 2001 two weeks after seeking a protective order against her estranged husband, Jesus, who she said threatened to kill her if she was awarded any money from him in their divorce. In the days before her disappearance, her husband ordered ten truckloads of dirt and gravel delivered to his five-acre farm on the outskirts of the Florida Everglades. On the day she went missing, a witness saw a fire burning for hours on the property. Jesus had told all his farmhands not to come to work that day, explaining to one that he was planning a Santeria “cleansing” ritual on the property. Police believe he killed his wife that day, burned her corpse on the farm, and scattered the ashes under the dirt and gravel. He claims she returned to her native Honduras, abandoning their two children, but there is no record of her leaving the United States or entering Honduras. Not long after his wife disappeared, he began seeing another woman, who looks uncannily like his missing wife and whose name even happens to be Isabel. At the time this book was written, prosecutors were preparing for a third trial after two previous efforts ended in mistrial.

• Kristine Kupka, twenty-eight, was just two months away from graduating with a degree in philosophy from Baruch College in New York City when she vanished without a trace in 1998. She was also five months pregnant by one of her professors, Darshanand “Rudy” Persaud, who did not confess to her that he was married until after she became pregnant. He was so adamant that she get rid of the baby that she began to fear he might hurt her. Kupka left her apartment with Persaud on the day she disappeared. Although he admits seeing her that day, he denies harming her or having any knowledge of her whereabouts, and no charges have ever been brought against him or anyone else.

• Lisa Tu of Potomac, Maryland, a forty-two-year-old Chinese immigrant caring for two teenagers and her elderly mother, disappeared in 1988. Tu’s common-law husband, Gregory, a Washington, D.C., restaurant manager heavily in debt from business failures and gambling losses, said she never returned from a trip to San Francisco to visit a sick friend. But police believe he killed her as she slept on their couch, then attempted to assume a new identity, traveling to Las Vegas, forging checks under her name, stealing from her son’s college fund, and enjoying the services of prostitutes. A first-degree murder conviction was overturned when  an appeals court ruled that evidence seized from his Las Vegas hotel room was improperly admitted. In the retrial, he was found guilty of second-degree murder.

• Pegye Bechler, a physical therapist and mother of three, disappeared in 1997 while boating off the Southern California coast with her husband to celebrate their fifth wedding anniversary and her thirty-eighth birthday. Eric Bechler claimed she was piloting a rented speedboat and towing him on a boogie board when she was washed overboard by a rogue wave. Although Pegye was an expert swimmer who completed in triathlons, Bechler claimed she never surfaced, and no sign of her has ever been found. After sobbing for the cameras about his devastating loss, Bechler took up with another woman just three months after his wife’s disappearance, an actress and lingerie model; she agreed to wear a wire for police. Having been recorded describing how he bashed his wife over the head with a barbell, then attached the weights to her body and dumped her at sea, he was convicted of first-degree murder.

• Lisa Thomas’s rocky marriage turned strangely amicable in the summer of 1996 when she and her husband of eight years finally agreed to divorce. Then the thirty-six-year-old mother of two vanished on the same weekend she planned to begin looking for her own place to live. Her husband, Bryce, seemed remarkably nonchalant about the fact that his wife was missing, and refused to allow police into their Bakersfield, California, apartment. Lisa’s frantic twin sister, Theresa Seabolt, broke in and found the underside of the couple’s mattress, which had been flipped, soaked in blood. Only then did Lisa’s husband move into action, setting up a tip line and pleading for the public’s help in finding his wife. Although Lisa’s body was never found, a jury convicted her husband of second-degree murder. But the verdict was almost immediately thrown into question when one of the jurors accused fellow panelists of not following the judge’s instructions. Facing the possibility of a new trial, Bryce Thomas attempted to hire a hit man (who was actually an undercover sheriff’s investigator) from his jail cell to eliminate his wife’s twin, the woman he believed responsible for putting him behind bars. Dictating a scenario identical to the one he carried out against his wife—presumably in the hope that it would appear that the same person killed both sisters—he asked the  purported hit man to kill his sister-in-law in her sleep, then make her body disappear, leaving just a little trail of blood “because that’s similar to what happened to the one I’m accused of murdering.” Ultimately, the trial judge allowed the conviction for killing his wife to stand, and handed down a sentence of fifteen years to life. He was subsequently convicted and sentenced to another twelve years for trying to arrange the murder of Theresa Seabolt.

• Jami Sherer, twenty-six, mother of a two-year-old son, disappeared in Redmond, Washington, in 1990 the day after telling her husband, Steven, that she wanted a divorce and was moving back in with her parents. At her husband’s insistence, she had gone to meet him one last time, but never returned. Within hours of that meeting, days before her car was discovered abandoned with her packed suitcase still inside, Sherer began telling family members that his wife was “missing.” Ten years later, still maintaining that his missing wife was alive somewhere as a jury found him guilty of murder, he lashed out at his wife’s family: “When Jami does turn up, you can all rot in hell!”

• Peggy Dianovsky, twenty-eight at the time of her disappearance, vanished from her suburban Chicago home in 1982, leaving no trace of her existence. Her husband, Robert, admitted striking her during an argument with enough force to splatter blood on a stairway in the couple’s home. But he insisted that she packed a bag and left that night, never to be seen again—without taking her car or her three children. Twenty-two years later, he was acquitted of her murder in a bench trial, despite testimony from two of her now grown sons, who said they witnessed their father hit their mother and hold a knife to her throat in the hours leading up to her disappearance. A family friend also testified that several months before Peggy went missing, Robert Dianovsky asked him to help dispose of his wife’s body and outlined a plan to make her killing look like suicide. The friend declined to participate in Dianovsky’s schemes, telling him that he would never get away with it—an incorrect assumption, as it would turn out.
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The sheer callousness of eraser crimes is breathtaking, not just the murders themselves but the actions taken after the fact to cover them  up. As if taking the life of women they were supposed to love is not cruel enough, these killers afford their victims no solace or dignity even after death.

 

• Stephen Grant, who reported his wife missing on Valentine’s Day 2007, is accused of strangling thirty-four-year-old Tara several days before, hacking her body into pieces at the tool-and-die shop where he worked, then burying the pieces in a Michigan park. He was caught three weeks later when he ghoulishly retrieved the largest piece of his wife’s remains, her torso, and brought it back to his home for safekeeping after learning that investigators were searching in the area where he hid the body. Although he confessed at the time of his arrest, he has since entered a not-guilty plea and is awaiting trial.

• Thomas Capano, one of Delaware’s most prominent attorneys, a former prosecutor, mayoral chief-of-staff, and an chief legal counsel to the state’s governor, shot his girlfriend, Anne Marie Fahey, to death in 1996, then dumped her body sixty miles out to sea inside a giant Igloo cooler. When the ice chest failed to sink because of its natural buoyancy, he pulled her out, wrapped chains and boat anchors around her, and sank her to the bottom of the Atlantic. Although no body was ever found, Capano’s younger brother, who drove him out to sea that day in his boat, eventually admitted to police that he had seen the corpse sink below the ocean surface. He was convicted of first-degree murder in 1999 and sentenced to death, but the sentence was later reduced to life in prison.

• Robert Bierenbaum, a brilliant Manhattan surgeon and licensed pilot, is believed to have dropped the corpse of his wife, Gail, from a rented plane into the Atlantic Ocean in 1985. He was convicted of second-degree murder, but not until fifteen years after the crime.

• Ira Einhorn, a counterculture icon and widely revered peace and environmental activist, shattered the skull of his girlfriend, Holly Maddux, in 1977, then locked her—still alive—inside a steamer trunk in their apartment. When police finally gained access to the apartment a year and a half later and discovered her body, Einhorn insisted he had been set up by the CIA or possibly the KGB, that Holly’s body was planted in a grand frame-up to silence him because of his radical views and research into “sensitive” areas. Ira was so well regarded in certain circles as the embodiment of peace  that many influential acolytes bought that far-fetched story, lobbying for his release on bail and even posting his bond. Just before trial, he fled to Europe, where he managed to elude justice for a quarter century, living for much of that time happily and openly as a country gentleman in the south of France. After a long extradition battle, he was finally returned to the United States, where he was convicted in 2001 and sentenced to death.
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Eraser killings raise such disturbing questions—can we ever really know anyone, can we trust those closest to us?—that we have not wanted to ask them. We don’t want to believe that someone we let into our heart or our bed could be capable of such monstrous cruelty. We cling to the illusion that danger is something outside ourselves, at a distance, easily identifiable, like the stranger in the alley we can avoid by being safe and prudent.

But the truth is that except in a few notorious cases involving serial killers or sexual predators, grown women are not stolen off the street or ripped from the safety of their own homes by perfect strangers, never to be seen again dead or alive. Despite what Scott Peterson’s defense attorneys wanted us to believe, we need not live in fear of mysterious men in vans or homeless people or satanic cults. Young women, and especially young pregnant women, are most in danger from the men they love.

More than a thousand women a year are murdered in America by an intimate partner. Many of those women, about seven in ten, bear the scars of years of male rage directed at them precisely because of their proximity and vulnerability. Others trust their partners implicitly and have no inkling of what lies ahead.

In the last year for which statistics are available, eighteen hundred women in the United States were murdered by men, more than half of those by a current or former husband or boyfriend. Intimate partner homicide is a truly one-sided phenomenon, as less than 5 percent of male murder victims are killed by their wife or girlfriend.

One of the most disturbing and perplexing aspects of the Peterson case was the fact that Laci was nearly eight months pregnant at the time she was murdered. It was unthinkable to most people that a man could kill not only his wife but also his unborn son. Yet young women between the ages of twenty and twenty-nine—women in  their prime childbearing years—are most likely to be killed by their partner. In fact, pregnancy may place them at greater risk of being murdered.

Recent studies from several states and cities across the country have found homicide to be the number one cause of death among pregnant women and that women continue to be at increased risk for being murdered for up to a year after giving birth.

An analysis of five years of death records in Maryland revealed that a pregnant or recently pregnant woman is more likely to die from homicide than any other cause whatsoever. Homicide was discovered to be the single biggest cause of injury-related death among pregnant and postpartum women in New York City and Cook County, Illinois, and among women up to a year after giving birth in the state of Georgia. Researchers reviewing eight years of autopsy records of reproductive-age women in the District of Columbia found murder to be the second most common cause of death among pregnant women, just one death behind medical complications related to pregnancy.

A 2005 study that attempted to look at the problem nationally found homicide to be the second leading cause of injury death in pregnant and postpartum women, behind motor vehicle accidents. But Isabelle Horon and Diana Cheng, authors of the Maryland study, believe that the national study seriously undercounted the number of pregnancy-associated homicides because it looked solely at voluntarily submitted death certificates for women who died during pregnancy or within a year of delivery.

In their own 2001 study, the two researchers from Maryland’s state Department of Health found that only a small portion of pregnancy-associated deaths could be determined from death certificates. The rate of homicide reported in the national study was suspiciously low compared to the earlier regional studies, six times lower than what the Maryland researchers found in their state by using medical examiner and other records in addition to death certificates.

In any event, it is clear that the true number of pregnant or recently pregnant women who are murdered is higher than anyone has yet estimated, as pregnancy is not even looked for in all autopsies and may go undetected when women are killed in early stages of pregnancy. Nor are the numbers of “erased” women whose bodies  are never found to be autopsied or to be issued a death certificate included in any of these studies.

Although murder is the most extreme form of a larger epidemic of domestic violence—an estimated two to four million American women are physically assaulted by their partner every year—the rate of homicide just within families in this country is higher than the total homicide rates in most other Western industrialized nations.

Eraser killers represent a small and highly pathological subset of the larger group of men who commit what is known as intimate femicide. Their means, methods, and motives are distinct in almost every way from those of the more “ordinary” spousal killer.

One of the most important differences is that many of the men who commit a more typical domestic homicide never even leave the crime scene or attempt to deny their culpability. Some call police immediately afterwards to turn themselves in, and a significant percentage take their own life as well (whether this is motivated by any genuine sense of remorse or merely by the fear of punishment is debatable). A recent Canadian study found that half of men who had killed their intimate partners contemplated killing themselves afterward, and up to 40 percent of the men claim they tried to kill themselves. Although the exact numbers vary, the surprisingly high percentage of men who commit suicide after killing their intimate partner is validated by numerous studies both in the United States and Canada.

Those who kill both their partner and their children, whom criminologists refer to as “family annihilators,” very often take their own lives as well.

By contrast, true eraser killers hardly ever commit suicide. They feel no guilt for what they have done. In fact, they feel entitled to kill anyone who stands in the way of their happiness. And they do not fear punishment because they are thoroughly convinced they will never be held accountable. Only in the rarest of instances will they ever admit their crimes.




CHAPTER TWO

The Dark Triad
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Eraser killers often leave an unwitting trail of evidence that points to their secret motivations, a series of clues that can help us understand what really happened and why. The trail is fragmented and twisting, but the clues are intelligible once we find an appropriate key with which to decipher them.

The most damning evidence against Scott Peterson at his trial was the complete lack of concern he displayed toward his missing wife, captured most vividly in unguarded moments with Amber Frey—the girlfriend who turned against him when she discovered Peterson had not only a wife but a missing one, and agreed to surreptitiously tape her telephone conversations with him. Listening to the tapes from the first crucial days of Laci’s disappearance, when Scott should have been consumed with worry but instead seemed to be a man without a care in the world, it is clear that Laci and Conner were dead to Scott long before he killed them.

Eraser killers are not driven by bloodlust, like sadists who claim they only feel alive when they are inflicting pain and terror on their  victims. Nor are they clinically or legally insane, compelled by voices or visions that command them to hurt those around them. These men kill for sheer convenience. Their actions are dispassionate, almost businesslike, yet their crimes are unimaginably cruel. They know what they are doing is wrong, but they do it anyway because they believe that rules don’t apply to them—not when it is something they really want.

Eraser killers like Scott Peterson feel no remorse either immediately after their crimes or during the protracted scrutiny of a police investigation, which can wear down criminals for whom toughness is only a front. They almost never show any emotion at trial, even when the most graphic evidence of their crimes is presented.

At moments in the Scott Peterson trial so wrenching that they brought nearly everyone in the gallery to tears—even hardened detectives and reporters—I was taken aback by the placidity on the defendant’s face. Throughout the trial he listened with rapt, almost bemused attention to the evidence against him—no matter how painful, embarrassing, or incriminating—as if fascinated to be the center of so much attention.

He watched himself with cool regard, projected larger than life on a giant courtroom screen, as he told blatant lies on national television, claiming he informed police “that very first night” Laci went missing that he was having an affair with another woman.

He sat stoically through hours of secretly recorded audiotapes, listening to himself casually deceive everyone who knew and cared about him, including his own mother; kibitz for hours on end with his girlfriend about his favorite books and movies, his weight, and his New Year’s resolutions while the rest of the world feverishly looked for his wife; and spin fantastical tales in which he claimed to be in Paris, watching fireworks explode above the Eiffel Tower with his friends Pasqual and François, when he was really in Modesto at a candlelight vigil for his missing wife, ducking the media and his devastated in-laws.

He looked with equanimity at gruesome photos of his wife’s ravaged remains and listened dispassionately to the medical examiner describe the horrific facts of underwater decomposition—how barnacles were growing on Laci’s exposed bones, how the only organ remaining in her body after four months in a bay teeming with sea life was her uterus.

During the three months of jury selection that preceded the trial, before his parents began attending, he laughed and joked with  second-chair counsel Pat Harris and the defense jury consultant even while potential jurors were being grilled about prejudices they may have formed against him. When the trial began, he took on a more serious mien, a sphinxlike demeanor that was impossible to read but that at the same time, as juror Richelle Nice noted, “spoke volumes.”

During the guilt phase of his trial, he shed a tear only on two or three occasions, such as when his mother took the stand and when a former buddy testified. Greg Reed met Scott through their membership in the Rotary Club, and their wives became friends as well. Greg’s wife, Kristen, was pregnant at the same time as Laci, and the Petersons attended Lamaze class at the Reed home. Greg was one of Scott’s closest friends, and as Reed described their mutual passion for hunting and fishing, their membership in the Del Rio Country Club, the party the couples had planned to attend together on New Year’s Eve 2002, Scott seemed genuinely moved.

When psychopaths shed tears, they are almost always ones of self-pity. I suspect that at that moment, Scott was seeing not his friend but a mirror image of himself, Scott Uninterrupted, and the life he could have been enjoying if not for a cruel twist of fate. I believe he was mourning at that moment not the loss of a beloved wife and child but the chasm between the lifestyle he had when he was pals with Greg Reed and the one he now had behind bars.

He cried often during the penalty phase, when family members and other defense witnesses attested to his sterling character and insisted, despite the fact that he had now been convicted and his life hung in the balance, that he could not possibly have killed his wife and child. But when a show of sadness or regret for his actions might easily have made the difference between getting the death penalty and being sentenced to life imprisonment, he made not even a feint in that direction.

The total lack of normal human emotions exhibited by eraser killers is the hallmark characteristic of psychopaths. Although I believe that eraser killers have psychopathic tendencies, they do not appear to be typical psychopaths by all definitions of that term, nor do I believe that psychopathy is the only factor playing an important role in their psychology.

In common parlance, the terms “psychopath” or “sociopath” are names laypeople too often apply to those whose conduct they find morally and socially objectionable, whether it be a mass murderer or (as one recent documentary film argued) a corporation.  But for forensic psychologists, psychopathy has a distinct meaning and—with the cooperation of the subject and enough time and skill on the part of a qualified examiner—the degree of psychopathy in a particular personality can be measured and quantified. Because such cooperation is required, however, few if any of the world’s most famous psychopaths—the classic type represented by Jeffrey Dahmer or Ted Bundy—have ever been formally tested for psychopathy using the recognized “gold standard” for diagnosis.

That test, the Psychopathy Checklist or PCL, has been developed over the course of at least three decades of investigation by the acknowledged leader in the field, Robert Hare, now professor emeritus of psychology at the University of British Columbia. Hare has spent his entire career trying to understand the minds of psychopaths, primarily studying those in prison for violent offenses. Hare based his body of work on the groundbreaking research done by the famous American psychiatrist, Hervey Cleckley. Cleckley wrote the first modern treatise on psychopaths, The Mask of Sanity, in 1941, a seminal work still used and referred to today.

Through trial and revision, Hare perfected a test that measures twenty key items to assess the presence and degree of clinical psychopathy. Eight of the items concern primarily psychological and interpersonal factors, which, for simplicity’s sake, we can call the personality items:1. Glibness and superficial charm
2. A grandiose sense of self-worth
3. Pathological lying
4. Conning and manipulation of others
5. Lack of remorse or guilt
6. An overall shallow affect
7. Callousness and lack of empathy
8. Failure to accept responsibility for one’s own actions


The second axis of the checklist deals with lifestyle traits and criminal behavior, how psychopaths’ lives are characterized by a high degree of social deviance—the constant breaking of rules, lack of an ability to control negative impulses, and inability to set and achieve  goals. We can sum these up as the behavioral or antisocial lifestyle items:1. Constant need for external stimulation and a tendency to become quickly bored without such stimulation
2. A parasitic lifestyle (sponging off or taking advantage of others)
3. The inability to control one’s behavior
4. Behavioral problems early in life
5. Lack of realistic, long-term goals and instead having either no goals or wildly unrealistic ones
6. A high degree of impulsivity (for example, tending to do things to excess or without substantial thought, from high job turnover and relationship volatility to excessive spending, drinking, or gambling)
7. Irresponsibility (lack of trustworthiness, reliability, punctuality, and so on)
8. History of juvenile delinquency
9. Failure to adhere to the conditions of probation


There are three additional items that, according to established typologies, might fall into either the first or second categories:1. Promiscuous sexual behavior
2. The tendency to have multiple short-term marital relationships
3. Criminal versatility (which means that one commits and is accomplished at not just one specialized kind of crime, such as forgery, but a wide array of crimes)


Having two or three traits in moderate levels from various parts of the checklist does not mean that someone is a psychopath. The testing procedure involves assigning a score from 0 to 2 on each item, then adding up the total, with a score of 40 being the highest possible. Those scoring 30 and over are generally regarded as clinical psychopaths, though some researchers set the cutoff at a lower level. When tests are done among large groups of prisoners, the average score is typically around 22, but different levels of prisons will yield  different results. Testing of “normal” nonprison populations may yield an average of around 5.

Although all this sounds simple enough, the test for psychopathy was developed almost completely within the confines of the prison system and was originally used only to assess and study violent and career or recidivist criminals. Robert Hare is the first to admit that a much larger problem is the unknown number of still dangerous but much less obvious subclinical psychopaths running at large in society—people whose intimate partners are not armed the way prison guards are protected from these potentially violent individuals.

For those who have had no previous brush with the law, have held down jobs, have stayed married for a considerable period of time, and are generally “high-functioning” yet share many of the personality characteristics that define psychopathy, the test is not particularly useful because it was never designed for such people.

In the unvarnished Scott Peterson, the man captured in words on the Amber tapes and other wiretaps and in deed by his crime, we can see nearly all the personality traits associated with psychopaths: superficial charm, manipulativeness, pathological lying, self-centeredness, a lack of empathy, and an absence of remorse.

He does not, however, have the long documented history of lawbreaking and behavioral problems that would rank him in the highest levels on the PCL. Rather, Scott Peterson appears to be more typical of the high-functioning or subclinical psychopaths Hare and psychologist Paul Babiak refer to as “snakes in suits.”

“The real Scott Peterson . . . can be appreciated by anyone who watched [his TV interviews] or listened to the taped phone conversations his girlfriend made,” Hare and Babiak write in their 2006 book  Snakes in Suits. “In these audio and visual documents, he shows no apparent concern, empathy, remorse, or even sadness at his wife’s disappearance.”

Peterson had no history of violence, had never even been in a fistfight, according to his family, yet was suddenly able to commit an extraordinarily heinous murder. He was fairly responsible, capable of holding down a job and achieving moderate success, although at the time of the killings he was not meeting the expectations his employer had set for him. He did not leech parasitically off of those around him. Other than being serially promiscuous, he did not engage in random thrill-seeking behavior.

If anything, Scott Peterson seemed pathologically overcontrolled and passive-aggressive, catering to his wife’s every wish while meticulously plotting her demise. In many respects he was law abiding to a fastidious degree. How many full-blown psychopaths would go to the trouble of purchasing a fishing license and bringing along tackle and poles if the sole purpose of their boat ride on San Francisco Bay was to dump a body? How many would spend potentially their last precious hours of freedom—knowing two bodies had been discovered in the bay and that they might be arrested at any minute—preparing their tax return?

What we see in Scott Peterson is not the unrestrained psychopathy of a pure predator like Jeffrey Dahmer. He was capable of controlling his darker impulses in a way a more classic psychopath is not. On the surface, he was a veritable Boy Scout. His violence was channeled to a singular and specific goal, timed, planned, and well thought out, not driven by an animal-like frenzy. As the noose of apprehension drew tighter around him, he did not snap into the self-preservation-at-all-costs mode of a full-blown psychopath.

Scott’s continued communication with Amber Frey is another example of behavior not consistent with a “classic” psychopath. Scott continued to call and romance Amber after his wife’s disappearance, chatting with her for hours on end about nothing and everything but the fact that he was married and had a wife who was missing. When Amber discovered that her purportedly single boyfriend was at the center of a massive missing persons investigation, she contacted police and offered to help.

For a while, she played along, pretending not to know anything about Laci as Scott told her lie after lie, fantastical story after fantastical story about his exciting bachelor life. Eventually, at the direction of the police, she confronted him. Scott continued to call her on an almost daily basis—even after she was presented to the world at a press conference held by Modesto police, a plan detectives hastily conceived after learning that the media was about to reveal Amber’s identity, hoping to turn the situation to their advantage by ratcheting up the pressure on their suspect.

A high-scoring psychopath would not have taken such news well. In fact, personal betrayal, whether real or imagined, is often a key triggering mechanism for psychopathic violence. A full-fledged psychopath would have immediately realized that Amber was working with the police and ceased contact with her to protect himself—just  as his attorney ordered him to do. Scott kept right on talking to her, sending her gifts, talking of a future between them, all to his ultimate peril. Not very smart for a guy who prided himself on his intelligence.

Interestingly, he did experience a gut-level reaction to this unexpected development. But he immediately spun the momentary fear he felt into an attempt to continue manipulating Amber and to win back her trust. He told her the next day that as he listened to the press conference on his car radio, he had to pull over and throw up because he was so “proud” of her “amazing character.” That wasn’t pride—it was cold-sweat panic.

These kinds of anomalies are seen in other eraser killers. For example, Mark Hacking’s strange but dogged pursuit of a “double life” as an imaginary doctor certainly involved pathological lying, conning others, and a failure to accept responsibility. “Classic” predatory psychopaths do not pretend to be doctors. They grab women off the street, hold up liquor stores and execute the compliant clerk for no reason, kill for laughs or to satisfy a $2 debt. Something more complex and more subtle had to be driving these very controlled and otherwise high-functioning eraser killers.

The puzzle of seemingly ordinary people who engage in bad acts but who do not have a history of easily identifiable antisocial behavior—the kind that would usually earn them a criminal record—is a problem that another research psychologist has been working on for many years.

Delroy Paulhus, a colleague of Robert Hare at the University of British Columbia, has been studying such behaviors as cheating, lying, and a phenomenon he calls overclaiming—a technique some people use to enhance themselves in the eyes of others by willfully exaggerating or fabricating their knowledge or experience. He believes that a combination of three closely related negative personality factors explains the behavior of a wide range of people who may never have been to prison but who consistently deceive, manipulate, and take advantage of others, and do so without any sense of guilt or shame.

Paulus has named the cluster of toxic traits—psychopathy, narcissism, and Machiavellianism—“the Dark Triad.” Although the three personality constructs overlap a great deal, each has its own particularities that influence different aspects of behavior. As they have for psychopathy, psychologists have developed scales for measuring degrees of narcissism and Machiavellianism. Someone who possesses any of the three traits to a significant degree has the capacity for  violence. An individual with a disturbing concentration of all three traits could be extremely dangerous.

Even though Paulhus and his fellow researchers have not applied the Dark Triad to murderers, having studied it only in general community populations, I believe that the concept provides the missing link needed to explain the complex and often contradictory psyche of eraser killers—whose actions at one moment may be expertly calculated and at the next astonishingly self-defeating. It would explain why these killers are described by friends, by police, and sometimes even by their victims as charming yet callous, generous yet self-centered, solicitous yet highly controlling. The use of the richer psychological vocabulary of the Dark Triad allows us to describe and make sense of behavior that has heretofore seemed incomprehensible.
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Let’s explore the three psychological traits in a little more depth, beginning with psychopathy.

Not all psychopaths are like the humorless killing machines depicted in an entire genre of true-crime books and movies. Many are likeable, charismatic charmers, but their charm is slick and insincere. They may be able to mesmerize and manipulate others with finely honed skills of persuasion and flattery, but beneath the glossy surface, their words are devoid of any real meaning or honest emotion.

Some psychopaths can fake normality better than others. We may occasionally pick up on the sense that something is not quite right, the vaguely queasy feeling one gets when a movie and its soundtrack are out of sync. But more often than not we are fooled, even dazzled by the show they put on for us.

They know how to draw us into their web because psychopaths are masters of studied communication. But nothing they say connects to anything genuine inside. The classic description of psychopaths is that they “know the words but not the music.” They move through the world with the deceptive verisimilitude of computer animation, their emotions painted on, their words spoken as though by an actor reciting lines. It is all a performance, calculated for the effect it will have on a select audience, to get what they want by pretending to give us what we want.

Psychopaths are practiced liars and expert manipulators. “Some psychopaths get this huge joy out of duping people,” says Paulhus.  “Being on the sly, having a secret life: that is the greatest part of what they are doing.” As one man who topped out on Hare’s psychopathy test said, “I lie like I breathe, one as much as the other.” They lie when there is no reason to lie, even when they are certain to be caught.

In a nationally televised interview with Good Morning America’s Diane Sawyer, Peterson said he told police about his affair with Amber Frey the very night Laci went missing, a statement police immediately contradicted, and he had to retract before the second part of the interview had even aired.

“A psychopath will look you in the eye and lie when the truth would be easier because they get a kick out of lying to people like Diane Sawyer,” said former FBI profiler Candice DeLong. “They feel superior.” When caught, they just shamelessly roll over into another lie or, in the words of Robert Hare, “rework the facts so that they appear to be consistent with the lie.”

Even veteran researchers are taken aback by the sheer emotional emptiness of psychopaths, and the remarkable ability many have to hide that fact from those around them.

“[W]e are dealing here not with a complete man at all but with something that suggests a subtly constructed reflex machine that can mimic the human personality perfectly,” Hervey Cleckley wrote in  The Mask of Sanity. “. . . So perfect is this reproduction of a whole and normal man that no one who examines the psychopath in a clinical setting can point out in scientific or objective terms why, or how, he is not real. And yet we eventually come to know or feel we know that reality, in the sense of full, healthy experiencing of life, is not here.”

Now let’s examine the second dimension of the Dark Triad: narcissism.

Narcissists have a grossly inflated sense of their own abilities and importance. They believe they are unique, special, blessed, touched, golden, and they want to be recognized for it—even without the achievement to back it up. Like the mythological Narcissus, who died of excessive pride because he could not stop gazing at his reflection, pathological narcissists have an insatiable need to be admired. They also have what forensic psychiatrist Martin Blinder calls “an overweening sense of entitlement” and are consumed with fantasies of unlimited success, power, sex, brilliance, and love. Yet they have little capacity for genuine love because they are only interested in being loved. Narcissists live life behind a mask, and  many lead elaborate double lives, pretending to be something or someone they are not.

But the flip side of narcissism—what lies behind the mask, on the other side of the mirror—is insecurity. Any evidence that does not fit the grandiose view a narcissist holds of himself must be denied, devalued, avoided at all costs. A highly narcissistic person’s need for constant external self-validation may be so great that if access to his “supply” is frustrated, he may act out violently.

Blinder, who has consulted on hundreds of domestic homicide cases over the last four decades, believes intimate partner killers are intensely narcissistic and somewhat psychopathic. They feel no remorse or guilt for their crimes because they don’t believe they have done anything wrong. In fact, they often see themselves as the victim.

Psychopaths, narcissists, and Machiavellians are all manipulators, but narcissistic manipulation is the most emotionally insidious, the kind to which an unsuspecting woman is most vulnerable. When Scott was forced to admit to Amber that he lied about being married, he spun another more elaborate and self-serving lie about having recently “lost” his wife, something so difficult to talk about that he just pretended he was never married. It was a lie so emotionally loaded, told with Academy Award-caliber drama, that within seconds she was feeling sorry for him. She was holding his hand. She was comforting  him and forgiving him. And she was no longer asking any questions.

The third aspect of the Dark Triad is Machiavellianism. Like the author of the sixteenth-century political treatise who advocated an end-justifies-the-means approach to wielding political power, people with a high degree of Machiavellianism have a strongly utilitarian view of the world. Other people are just pawns in their game, objects to be used for their own gratification.

A high degree of Machiavellianism is associated with sexual aggression and has been found in otherwise “normal” college students who commit date rape. “High Machs” are schemers who use every means at their disposal—flattery, manipulation, deceit—to gain advantage over others. Where the psychopath acts impulsively without any concern for the consequences, a Machiavellian is a more strategic manipulator.

“One can connect all three of these characteristics in someone like Scott Peterson,” said Paulhus. “If indeed he is a major narcissist he feels like he is special, like laws don’t apply to him. He’s entitled to do things that other people are not supposed to do. That leads into  Machiavellianism. That sense of superiority means he can manipulate others because they are not as clever as he is. Then you work your way down into psychopathy: remorselessness, impulsiveness.”

When I asked Dr. Paulhus why someone like Scott would continue to call and pursue Amber Frey even when it was so against his own interest, he explained by showing the relationship and differences between the closely linked Dark Triad concepts.

“A pure Machiavellian would not be that stupid,” said Paulhus. “If you’re driven purely by Machiavellian self-interest, the last thing you do is set yourself up in any way to get caught. But narcissists are driven by more than self-interest, or at least a different type of self-interest: a superiority, a grandiosity that needs to be nurtured.”

Machiavellianism may account for the almost perfect plan Scott came up with to get away with murder. But his continued communication with Amber—against his attorney’s strict orders, and when only a fool would not realize she was working with the police—seems to be a reflection of his narcissism. He needed her to fill up a vacuum inside him, to admire and adore him—to believe, as he begged her to believe in one of their calls, that he was “not a monster.” Despite her nationally televised appearance at the police station, it was inconceivable to him that she would betray him, that he would not be able to keep her in his thrall.

Thomas Capano was so strongly narcissistic and Machiavellian that he insisted on controlling every aspect of his defense—a strategy that backfired horribly and certainly contributed to the jury’s decision to recommend death over life in prison for the murder of his girlfriend. He then unsuccessfully used the mistakes caused by his own orchestration to claim ineffective assistance of counsel and demand either a new trial or a lighter sentence. In papers his lawyers filed in response to Capano’s motion, the extraordinarily manipulative nature of his personality was revealed.

Capano hired four accomplished attorneys to represent him at trial, one of whom was the state’s former attorney general, but refused to follow their advice and ordered them to do his bidding. He forced one to deliver an opening statement that stunned everyone in the courtroom, acknowledging for the first time that Anne Marie Fahey was dead but blaming her death on a “tragic accident”—while refusing to tell the attorney what might possibly back up such a claim. (He would ultimately claim that a second mistress found him and Fahey together and pulled a gun out in a jealous rage, which went  off as she and Capano struggled over the gun—a woman who had nothing to do with the murder but whom Capano had manipulated into buying the gun he used to kill Anne Marie.)

He insisted on testifying in his own defense against his attorneys’ better judgment and refused to allow them to prepare him for cross-examination. Grossly overestimating his abilities, he claimed he didn’t need any preparation, but then became so belligerent on the stand that the judge at one point had him removed from the courtroom.

Just as he had carefully planned his crime and its cover-up (in addition to obtaining a gun that he believed could not be traced to him, he bought in advance the 40.5 gallon cooler he would use as a coffin), he told his attorneys what questions to ask and exactly what words to use in asking them.

Capano seemed to delight in the way he pulled the strings on his own advocates and parceled out information only when he felt like it. As counsel Joseph Oteri remarked in contemporaneous notes he took just thirteen days before trial, Capano admitted that “he was playing with our heads about his defense” and wouldn’t tell them any facts about what happened. Even with his life on the line, and despite his intelligence and legal prowess, Capano could not overcome his darker instincts.

The trial judge, and subsequent appellate courts, rejected his argument of ineffective assistance of counsel. However, seven years after his conviction, the Delaware Supreme Court set aside Capano’s death sentence because one juror had held out on the issue of premeditation and planning. The state could have retried the penalty phase before a new jury and sought another death penalty verdict, but that would have required remounting virtually the entire six-month case. Not wanting to put Anne Marie’s family through that again, prosecutors agreed to a sentence of life in prison without the possibility of parole.
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The cardinal feature of all three syndromes, which plays into all the individual characteristics of Dark Triad disorders, is the absence of empathy. The ability to empathize with others, to “feel their pain,” is a core part of what makes us human. People with this ugly constellation of traits can lie, cheat, use, manipulate, hurt, and kill with impunity because they are completely indifferent to the suffering of others. The  utter callousness displayed by eraser killers is all the more astonishing, considering that their victims are supposedly their “loved” ones.

When it came to disposing of his wife, Katherine, ironworker Joseph Romano exhibited no more compassion or remorse than the professional assassins in Brian de Palma’s blood-soaked remake of  Scarface. After beating his thirty-nine-year-old spouse to death, most likely with a baseball bat, in their Quincy, Massachusetts, home in 1998, he carved up her corpse with a power saw he had borrowed earlier that month from a neighbor. He placed her severed remains in fifteen plastic garbage bags, which he helped city trash collectors hoist into their truck the following day. He then set about cleaning up, repainting the basement where the dismemberment took place, and hosing down Oriental rugs in his yard—the latter act so strange that neighbors noticed and remembered it.

Their two-year-old son witnessed the dismemberment of his mother, acting out the scene with dolls when questioned later by pediatric trauma specialists.

“The last memory that Bruno talks about is seeing his mother’s head in a bucket,” said Mary Louise Fagan, Katherine’s sister, confronting her brother-in-law at sentencing. “That’s what you gave Bruno, Joe: nightmares, memories, and horror.”

The Romano’s marriage had been breaking down for years, and Katherine had given her husband a deadline to leave the home she owned by the first of the month. Three days before that deadline, she disappeared. Like many eraser killers, Romano was dead set against sharing anything with a soon-to-be ex-wife, even if it actually belonged to her. When police came to his door after her father reported her missing, Romano expressed a profound lack of empathy and indifference to her absence.

“Who the hell knows where she went?” he told the astonished officers.

Romano had once threatened to put his wife “where her family would never find her.” In that, he succeeded. Her body was never found, the trash bags incinerated before police could ever search the dump. But bits of bone, cartilage, and deep-body tissue were detected on hidden parts of the saw after Romano returned it to the neighbor, and minute amounts of blood spatter were found in the bedroom and basement.

For months before the murder, Romano had been talking about how much he hated his wife and wanted to kill her. Only one juror at  his 2002 trial, however, pushed for a first-degree murder conviction. A conviction for first-degree murder requires a finding of premeditation and intent, that the killer thought about and planned the murder in advance. Another juror actually wanted to vote for manslaughter, which would have meant Romano did not even intend to kill his wife—an option the jury was not allowed to consider. Instead, the panel found the forty-four-year-old guilty of second-degree murder, making him eligible for parole in fifteen years.

“I guess he did feel as though he was backed into a corner and acted out in a rage without any thought or plan,” juror Jane Palermo said after the verdict. Under Massachusetts law, jurors could have convicted Romano for first-degree murder on the basis either of premeditation or that he acted with extreme cruelty. But the panel discounted the dismemberment as evidencing extreme cruelty because Katherine was already dead when her husband cut her up.

In another case demonstrating a killer’s incredible lack of empathy, Gerald Miller offered nothing but shrugs and sarcasm in response to the “mysterious” disappearance of not just one but two different wives. First his childhood sweetheart and wife of twenty-nine years, Crystal, disappeared without a trace from the Oregon farm where they were living in 1984. Then, in 1989, his second wife, Carol, vanished from the ranch where he was employed. Miller was not investigated in the disappearance of his first wife until his second wife followed the first into the ether. Neither body has been found. No physical evidence was discovered indicating that a crime had occurred, and Miller denied having anything to do with their disappearances.

Unlike Scott Peterson, who at least attempted to appear to be a grieving husband in front of the police and media, Miller could not bring himself to act as though he cared that either of his wives went missing. Both before and after each disappearance, he was pursuing other women he met in local country-western bars, plying them with offers of marriage and money. He made no real effort to search for either wife, gave away some of their possessions soon after they went missing, and made contradictory and cavalier statements about what may have happened to them—claiming sarcastically that one had been abducted by aliens. Only because he had the nerve to erase a second wife was he ever charged with a crime. In 1993 he was convicted of murdering both women based wholly on circumstantial evidence.

Peterson was a better actor than Romano and Miller, but his publicly expressed concern for his missing wife—noticeably absent in his discussions with Amber or with the sister with whom he spent so much time after the crime, Anne Bird—was an act. As Robert Hare has noted, “Some psychopaths are more concerned with the inner workings of their cars than with the inner worlds of their ‘loved’ ones.”

These are not merely theoretical observations. Numerous scientific studies have measured the actual autonomic response in individuals exposed to a series of distressing images, such as a photograph of a crying child, and watching others receive what the participants believed to be electric shocks. In all the studies, psychopaths showed markedly less distress about the suffering of other people than control subjects.

Physiological studies of skin conductance, startle response, and, before such studies were banned, actual electric shock have also shown that psychopaths experience fear and anxiety at far lower levels than the rest of us. This complete indifference to the feelings of others, coupled with a lack of fear, may account for how Scott Peterson could spend time dawdling on the Internet on Christmas Eve morning before embarking on the task of disposing of his wife’s corpse. As Cleckley noted in The Mask of Sanity, psychopaths are almost as incapable of anxiety as they are of empathy and remorse.
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Many men experience some ambivalence about having children, but for eraser killers these feelings seem to be particularly acute. A pregnancy, its impact on the relationship, and the impending or already strained responsibilities of fatherhood seem to have been a primary motivation for the murders committed by Peterson, Mark Hacking, and numerous other eraser killers profiled in this book.

These men felt nothing for their children, whose lives they took along with their mothers’: no warmth, no empathy, no sense of responsibility. The kids were virtual nonentities to them. Perhaps a child is the biggest threat imaginable to narcissistic men because they don’t want to share. They want to remain the center of attention. They want to be in control. They are like children themselves in their selfishness and grandiose sense of entitlement.

Green Beret doctor Jeffrey MacDonald, very much a narcissist in the Scott Peterson mold, seems to have been motivated by the same desire as Peterson for a free and unencumbered life when he killed his pregnant wife, Colette, and their two small children in their home on the Fort Bragg Army base in North Carolina in 1970.

To this day he maintains that a gang of “drug-crazed hippies” stabbed him and butchered and bludgeoned to death the rest of his family in a satanic rampage reminiscent of the Manson Family killings. Prosecutor Vincent Bugliosi believes that MacDonald staged the scene himself based on an Esquire magazine article on the Tate-LaBianca killings that was found inside the home—down to scrawling the word “pig” in Colette’s blood on the headboard of their bed as the Manson Family members did with actress Sharon Tate’s blood on the front door of her Los Angeles house.

Although Colette’s family supported their son-in-law through a military inquest at which he was acquitted, forensic findings later convinced them of his guilt, and his wife’s stepfather hounded the Department of Justice until MacDonald was tried again and convicted in federal court.

During the dozen years between the crime and MacDonald’s imprisonment for three life terms, the doctor completely transformed his lifestyle from dependable soldier and humble family man to swinging hedonist. Working in the private sector but free of medical school debts due to his military service, his income skyrocketed. He moved three thousand miles away to Southern California, bought a $350,000 beachfront condo, a Maserati, and a thirty-foot yacht, and dated a bevy of beautiful women—enjoying precisely the kind of lifestyle Scott Peterson probably imagined for himself after he got rid of his inconvenient wife and child.

As little feeling as Scott seemed to have about his “missing” wife, he had even less concern about his unborn son, whom he and his wife had decided to name Conner. I don’t believe Peterson felt anything for his son except for the pressure of a ticking clock as his birth drew near. In every interview he gave to reporters after Laci’s disappearance, he had to be prompted even to mention his unborn son. In his taped conversations with Amber, he never refers to Conner as his baby, only as “Laci’s baby.”

Even when Amber asks him directly if Conner is his child, he refuses to say. I believe he did not think of the baby as his, but not because he thought Laci was cheating on him or that anyone  else could have been Conner’s father. He simply felt no emotional attachment whatsoever to his child.

In reality, Scott Peterson was a fertilizer salesman with a glorified title who was running a failing start-up business that was not performing up to the expectations of the parent company. He was living in humble Modesto in a modest home, a married man with a baby on the way. With that baby would come a new set of responsibilities, new demands on his time, and an inevitable change in lifestyle, which was contrary to every fantasy he had of his life.

In his mind, he was someone very different. A star golfer. A successful entrepreneur with a collection of homes and condos. A footloose, irresistible ladies’ man. A guy who could swan around Europe, partying with imaginary French friends, who could pick up his life at a moment’s notice and do as he pleased, as he portrayed himself to Amber, and who could expect that woman to trust him implicitly even if he lied to her about everything that mattered.

He could carry on for years as though he weren’t married—have his cake and eat it, too—but a baby was an altogether different proposition. The more he and Laci prepared for the baby, the more real it became. Ultrasound sessions and Lamaze classes. Baby showers and the nursery. The bigger Laci’s belly grew, the more she turned from wife to mother, the more real it all became. His life was about to change forever. He couldn’t deny it anymore. Anyone who stood between Scott Peterson and the fantasy he held so dear, the narcissistic fix he desperately craved, was in mortal danger.

The jury’s decision to convict Scott of first-degree murder for the killing of his wife but just second-degree for Conner mystifies me, because I firmly believe that if Laci had not been pregnant, she would probably be alive today. I think Scott would have gone on having affairs and leading a double life, while pretending to be the perfect husband. In my opinion, it was the impending birth of Conner that triggered his murder plan, not his romance with Amber Frey. It was the idea of becoming a father, especially father to a son, that he could not abide.

“To use the baldest example of the Theodore Dreiser story,” says Martin Blinder analogizing the Peterson case to the story depicted in An American Tragedy, “once the woman is pregnant the man is trapped, in his mind. There is no escaping the domestic responsibilities. And any purely sexual fantasies he had about the woman are now shattered by the onset of all the trappings—and I mean  that in both senses of the word—of domesticity. If he’s profoundly disturbed, disposing of both the mother and the child in a criminal fashion seems like a logical, reasonable way out of that trap. Rather than going the route of divorce, however painful, the sociopathic part of him chooses a darker solution—which in his mind is low cost. Being a narcissist, he has a heightened sense of his own capability. He believes he can get away with it. He believes he can commit the perfect crime.”

James Alan Fox, a professor of criminal justice at Northeastern University and the author of numerous books and studies on the subject of homicide, says narcissistic partner-killers view love in purely instrumental terms—“by what their beloved does for them.” When the role of husband or father no longer suits these men, wives and children become expendable.

Narcissists crave the admiration of others. Murder is more palatable than divorce for men like Scott Peterson because simply leaving or divorcing a pregnant wife would tarnish the image they have crafted of themselves, however false—that of the nice guy, perfect husband, loving father. Fox believes that they may even look forward to playing the role of grieving widower and enjoying the attention and sympathy that would involve.

“Never underestimate the overconfidence of a narcissist,” Fox wrote in a 2006 op-ed piece for the Boston Globe on this very special breed of killers. “Sure Scott Peterson may have failed despite elaborate steps to cover up his wife’s murder, but others smugly believe they can pull off the perfect crime. While we often hear about men who tried successfully to beat the spousal murder rap, how many unsolved killings involved men who fooled everyone—not just their slain spouses?”
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