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Highest Praise for Caitlin Rother

LOST GIRLS

 


“Rother is one of the best storytellers going in the true crime genre today. Written with the verve, pacing, and characterizations of a detective novel ... Lost Girls should be on every true crime fan’s bookshelf.”

—Steve Jackson

“A gripping account of the chilling disappearances of two San Diego area schoolgirls ... a nuanced inside look at the two police investigations. A must-read.”

—Sue Russell

“Rother is at her best when she boldly dissects how a boy with psychological problems formed into a man indifferent to his monstrous acts toward two young girls.”

—Katherine Ramsland

“A frank and riveting look at the life and mind of San Diego rapist and killer John Gardner.”

—Diane Fanning

 


DEAD RECKONING

 


“We’ve finally found the next Ann Rule! Caitlin Rother writes with heart and suspense. Dead Reckoning is a chilling read by a writer at the top of her game.”

—Gregg Olsen

“Well researched and a quick, engrossing read, this should be popular with true crime readers, especially the Ann Rule crowd.”

—Library Journal, Starred Review

“Rother’s investigative journalist’s tenacity and eye for detail ... set this book above most in the genre. This was one of those true crime tales that gave me chills, and that’s not easy to do.”

—Steve Jackson

“With this headline-grabbing case of multiple murder, Rother skillfully tells a breathless tale of unthinkable events that no true crime fan should miss.”

—Katherine Ramsland

“Rother digs deep into the story of this horrible murder—unearthing never-before-told details of the crime, the investigation and the twisted mind of the man who set it all into motion.”

—Susan Leibowitz, producer of Dateline’s “The Last Voyage”

“Gripping ... Rother gives readers compelling insight into an unthinkable American nightmare. The book is frank and frightening, and it sizzles.”

—Aphrodite Jones

“Impressively reported in a forthright narrative ... a pitch-perfect study of avarice, compulsion and pure California illusion.”

—Ron Franscell

“Gripping, brutal, riveting—once again, Rother delivers a thrilling account of murder and mayhem.”

—M. William Phelps

“A true-crime triumph ... Rother solidifies her star status.”

—The San Diego Union-Tribune

“Rother is at her best... . This gruesome story is fast-paced and will grip any lover of the true crime genre.”

—North County Times

“A mesmerizing story.”

—Orange Coast Magazine

 


POISONED LOVE

 


“A true-crime thriller that will keep you on the edge of your seat.”

—Aphrodite Jones

“A gripping and chilling book. A tawdry and twisted story of sex and drugs, deception and murder. And here’s the scariest part—it’s all true.”

—Tom Murray, producer for Court TV’s “Pretty Poison”

“Absorbing and impeccably researched ... a classic California noir story of passion and betrayal and death, with a beautiful, scheming adulteress at the center of the web.”

—John Taylor

“With integrity, class and skill, Rother weaves this complex story seamlessly in the page-turning fashion of a suspenseful novel.”

—M. William Phelps

“Chilling ... Rother paints a portrait of the culture that raised Kristin, hired her, was lured by her beauty, and now must share in the dire consequences.”

—Kevin Barry, producer for Oxygen Network’s The Kristin Rossum Story

“A lively and immaculately researched book.”

—Carol Ann Davis

“A devastating portrait ... an unwavering look at how one young woman fantasized herself into murder.”

—The San Diego Union-Tribune

“A page-turner.”

—San Diego Metropolitan

“A gripping account.”

—San Diego Magazine

“An absorbing page-turner, driven by well-drawn characters and a dynamic investigation.”

—

“A concise and riveting account of one of the most challenging but fascinating investigations of my police career.”

—Laurie Agnew, San Diego Police Department homicide detective

“A riveting and detailed view of a cold, calculated homicide romantically staged as a suicide. I couldn’t put it down.”

—Bob Petrachek, Regional Computer Forensic Laboratory examiner

 


BODY PARTS

 


“A must read ... well-written, extremely intense; a book that I could not put down.”

—Kim Cantrell, True Crime Book Reviews

“Excellent, well researched, well written.”

—Don Bauder, San Diego Reader

“Page-turning excitement and blood curdling terror ... riveting, fast-paced, and sure to keep you up at night.”

—M. William Phelps

“Rother paints every page with all the violent colors of a malignant sociopath’s fever. This kind of frightening and fascinating glimpse into a killer’s mind is rare.”

—Ron Franscell

“A superior study of the formation of a serial killer and his lost and lonely victims.”

—Carol Anne Davis

“Shocking, chilling, fast-paced ... a book crime aficionados will be loath to put down.”

—Simon Read
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Mother Cathy Osborn, half sisters Shannon and Sarina; father “Dirty John” or “DJ” Gardner; stepfathers Dan and Kevin; aunt Cynthia; grandmother Linda; stepmother Deanna Gardner, half sisters Mona* and Melissa*
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To the memories of Chelsea King, Amber Dubois 
and all the other girls and boys who have been lost 
to sexual predators. By shedding light on these dark events, 
I can only hope that this book will help prevent 
similar tragedies in the future.




Chapter 1

John Gardner’s mother was worried. The bipolar mood swings, erratic behavior and suicidal impulses that had periodically plagued her thirty-year-old son since he was a child were not only back but worse than she’d ever seen them.

When Cathy Osborn left her condo for her psychiatric nursing job the morning of February 25, 2010, John was asleep on the futon in her home office, where he stayed when he visited. Cathy called his cell phone and texted him numerous times throughout the day to see how he was doing, but she got no response. When he didn’t answer his phone, something was usually up.

That evening after work, John was still missing in action, so she decided to combine her usual run with a search for her wayward son, an unemployed electrician and unmarried father of twin sons. Having completed fifteen full marathons, as well as fifteen half marathons, Cathy routinely jogged five to seven miles around Lake Hodges in nearby Rancho Bernardo Community Park. But she was so worried about John and his well-being that she didn’t really feel like doing the full route.

She jogged about a mile through the neighborhood, turned at the white railing off Duenda Road, and started down the narrow path that widened as it left the residential area and fed into the vast, beautiful open space of the San Dieguito River Valley. Depending on the time of day, sometimes she couldn’t see another soul for miles in any direction. It was so peaceful out there, far away from the stresses of the city. So isolated. So still. And so deadly quiet.

But her nerves were on edge that evening as she ran along the sandy trail at dusk. She jerked to an abrupt halt, startled to see a snake off to the right. Once she realized it had no head and posed no danger, she continued heading toward the slate blue of the lake up ahead, hoping to find John in one of his usual haunts. He’d told her that he liked to sit on the benchlike boulders that were positioned along the trails, posted with informational placards about the Kumeyaay Indians and the natural wildlife habitat. Knowing his two favorites overlooked a waterfall and the lake, she kept her eyes peeled for discarded beer cans and cigarette butts. But she saw no sign of him.

This is the wrong spot, or he’s been here and he’s just not drinking beer or smoking cigarettes, she thought.

Cathy had spent nearly three decades managing her son’s medical and psychological treatment, ferrying him to countless doctors and therapists who had prescribed more than a dozen medications. Starting at age four, John had begun with Ritalin for his attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). As he grew older, his behavioral problems became more complicated. As a teenager, he was diagnosed with bipolar disorder, but he had experienced so many side effects to the drugs that he’d stopped taking them in high school. He had been on and off them ever since. Mostly off.

John also had a history of psychiatric hospitalizations, and by now, Cathy was very familiar with the danger signs that he was reaching a crisis point. In the last couple of months, he had totaled two cars, running one into a pole and the other into a cement barrier. So on February 8, she had driven him to the walk-in psychiatric clinic at the county hospital in Riverside, where both of them hoped he would be admitted as an inpatient. But even after John told the psychiatrist he might qualify as a “5150”—someone who is in danger of hurting himself or others—the doctor said he didn’t think such treatment was necessary. He simply gave John some more pills and sent him on his way. Five days later, John went on a suicidal binge of methamphetamine and other illicit drugs, which landed him in the emergency room.

All of this made for a complicatedly close relationship between John and his mother. Things had escalated recently after he’d started using methamphetamine and increasing his drinking. The crazier he acted, the crazier Cathy’s own emotional roller coaster became. If she didn’t watch over him, she feared he would go right back to the same druggie friends he partied with during his nearly fatal binge, a pattern she’d seen over the past eighteen months. Or worse yet, he’d be successful and actually kill himself.

John had been “living” at his grandmother Linda Osborn’s house in Riverside County since January, going back and forth to his mom’s condo in Rancho Bernardo, a San Diego suburb, an hour south. But because Linda had also been admitted to the same hospital as John, Cathy decided on February 19 to take him home with her for a few days. Clearly, he was in no state of mind to be left to his own devices at his grandmother’s, or in the care of his aunt Cynthia, who had her own emotional problems.

“It’s time for you to get some more intense treatment,” Cathy told him.

John agreed, saying he’d been trying to get help, but not succeeding. “I need you to help me because I can’t seem to get it done on my own,” he said.

He claimed that he’d already tried to find a mental-health or drug addiction facility in San Diego or Riverside County that would take him, but he would try again. As soon as he was feeling better on February 20, she gave him a list of phone numbers, then listened from the kitchen while he made the calls.

Cathy felt John’s mental-health issues should take precedence over his substance abuse, but he was convinced that he needed to go to drug rehab first. In the end, though, it didn’t matter because no place would take him. Either they had no room, or as soon as he told them he’d committed a felony and was a registered sex offender, they said they couldn’t treat him.

With every rejection, John’s anger mounted. He cussed and paced around her living room with frustration, and it was all Cathy could do to try to soothe him so he could make the next call.

“It’s the same old thing,” he groused. “I can’t get any help.”

“We’re going to keep trying,” Cathy said.

John made more calls the next couple of days with no luck, growing so discouraged that he finally gave up. She tried calling a few places herself, but they wouldn’t talk to anyone but the adult who needed to be admitted.

Meanwhile, John was complaining about the side effects of his new medications: Effexor, an antidepressant, and Lamictal, an antiseizure medication for his mania. He said he felt mentally revved up and wasn’t sleeping, which didn’t surprise Cathy; he’d been pacing back and forth in her condo, flushed in the face, and taking her dog on walks around the lake for five hours at a time. Poor Hallie, a ten-year-old beagle-shepherd mix, was so exhausted that Cathy and her husband finally told John to give the pooch a rest.

Cathy decided not to push him too hard to make more calls because she’d already seen some improvement with the new meds. But on the evening of February 23, he showed her a rash on his stomach, chest and arms. Given his persistent manic symptoms, she agreed he should stop taking the pills until she could follow up with the doctor. After his grandmother was hospitalized again, she and John drove the two hours north to Los Angeles County to see her. They didn’t get back until after one in the morning, on February 25, so Cathy never got to make that call.

While she was still out looking for her son on the trails that evening, he finally called her back, around five-thirty. “I’m on my way home,” he said. “I should be there in a little bit.”

John had spent five years in state prison after pleading guilty to committing forcible lewd acts and false imprisonment on a thirteen-year-old girl, who lived next door. Although he initially denied any wrongdoing, he finally admitted to his family that he’d hit the girl, but he still insisted he’d “never touched her sexually.” Bolstered by a concurring recommendation from the psychiatrist who had originally diagnosed John as bipolar, Cathy pleaded with the court for mental-health treatment and probation. She’d always thought the girl next door was troubled and had an unconsummated crush on her son, so she believed his story. However, the request for probation was rejected, and even after he signed the plea deal, John’s entire family believed that he’d been wrongfully prosecuted and inadequately represented by his attorney.

During John’s time in prison, he had a psychotic break and was sent to a state mental facility. At the time, he told Cathy about some of the paranoid, homicidal and delusional thoughts that were going through his mind. But this time was different. This time, he’d been shielding her from the worst of it. This time, he didn’t tell her about the compulsions that had been driving his recent behavior, so she had no clue that he was following through on his violent urges during those walks around the lake.

Although Cathy felt somewhat relieved to get John’s call that night, she turned around and headed home, too anxious to finish her usual ninety-minute run. After taking a shower, she and her husband decided to wait on dinner until John got back. But as the minutes ticked by, Cathy was too upset to eat. When he still hadn’t shown up by seven-thirty, she turned to her husband and broke into tears.

“This is killing me,” she said. “I can’t take this.”

Where is he? she wondered. What is he doing out there?




Chapter 2

About five miles east of Cathy’s condo, in the cloistered community of Poway, Kelly and Brent King were just as, if not more, worried about their seventeen-year-old daughter, Chelsea. The pretty strawberry blonde, with blue eyes and a warm smile, had gone for a run on those very same trails that afternoon, and she hadn’t come home for dinner either.

Poway, an affluent, white, family-oriented suburb of San Diego, called itself “The City in the Country” with good reason. Here, where the mountainous surroundings provided a protective psychological barrier of seclusion, residents had the illusory feel of living in a gated community where the bad guys from the big city didn’t have the punch code to get in.

Even the landscape felt safe. Tall eucalyptus and pine trees lined the main thoroughfares; the lush, leafy medians were planted with yellow and orange daisies; and the homes, pockets of which sold for more than $1 million, sat on generous parcels set back from the roadway, with a benevolent backdrop of rolling green hills, peppered with beige boulders.

Deemed one of the best places to retire by U.S. News, Poway was the kind of tight-knit community where the Rotary Club, churches, temples and the PTA ruled the roost, and where urban crimes, such as murder and rape, were so rare they barely registered on the demographic pie charts used to characterize the quiet lifestyle of its nearly fifty thousand residents.

 


 



Chelsea King was born in San Diego County on July 1, 1992. During the C-section delivery, the doctor didn’t remove the entire placenta, forcing Kelly to undergo a D&C and causing her to develop Asherman’s syndrome, which can cause intrauterine scarring. A lawsuit the Kings filed in March 1995 cited potential infertility problems for Kelly, and $30,000 in projected costs of surrogacy for future pregnancies. Although the court record didn’t reflect the specific outcome, the lawsuit was apparently dismissed within a year. This early private trauma must have made Chelsea even more dear to Brent and Kelly.

Brent loved to feed his baby girl and change her diapers. As she got older, he sang to her: “I am stuck on Chelsea, like Chelsea’s stuck on me,” to which she sang back, “I am stuck on Daddy, like Daddy’s stuck on me,” eliciting a hug and a laugh between them.

As Brent changed jobs in the banking industry, the family moved to the San Francisco Bay Area and then Naperville, Illinois, where they stayed for ten years. They returned to Poway in 2007, when property records show that the Kings bought a house on a one-acre lot on Butterfield Trail.

Chelsea entered Poway High School as a freshman, discussing heady topics with her father such as the power of words, critical thinking and the presence of God in nature. They laughed together about God’s sense of humor in making the platypus, and agreed that a tree, which gave far more than it took, was one of his most perfect creations.

In March 2010, Chelsea was a popular senior with a 4.2 grade point average, whose Advanced Placement courses outnumbered her regular classes. She served as a peer counselor, played on the volleyball team, and ran cross-country. She also enjoyed writing poetry, including a poem called “My Great Balancing Act,” an homage to Dr. Seuss that would prove prophetic: “Today is my day, my mountain is waiting, and I’m on my way.”

An environmentalist at heart, Chelsea was also a vegetarian, known to bring her lunch in a green recycling bag, determined to make a difference.

“She was all about making the world a better place, so for her it was like an animal shouldn’t have to die for me to eat,” one of her teachers said.

In the fifth grade, she’d decided to take up the French horn, refusing to be deterred by her music instructor’s caution about how difficult the instrument was to learn.

“You sure you want to try that one, Chelsea?” the teacher asked.

“Yeah, the more challenging, the better for me,” she replied.

Chelsea proved her determination by practicing until she was good enough to audition and win a coveted spot in the San Diego Youth Symphony for its 2009 to 2010 season, performing, no less, with its two most advanced ensembles. She was one of three French horn players in the Symphony Orchestra, which included about 150 students. She was also one of two horn players in the Philharmonia, a chamber orchestra of about eighty students.

Although Chelsea still slept with a stuffed creature she’d taken to bed since she was a child, she was also a sophisticated thinker who inspired others with her achievements, posting quotes on her bathroom wall: “They can because they think they can,” from Virgil, and “The future belongs to those who believe in the beauty of their dreams,” by Eleanor Roosevelt.

Admired and respected by her peers, this five-feet-five-inch, 120-pound achiever was the female role model the other girls wanted to emulate, and the adults could see her promise and potential as well. She was the kind of daughter parents dreamed of having—a fact that was never overlooked by her own, who cherished her.

“We are blessed,” they would tell each other at least once a week.

Chelsea had a strong spirit, a love for life and her family, and a strong mind all her own. Inseparable from her thirteen-year-old brother, Tyler, the two were best friends, looking out for one another, and rarely, if ever, fighting the way many siblings did. She made sure he did his homework, didn’t stay up too late or play too much PlayStation. He, in turn, wanted to know her friends, and ensure that the boyfriend passed muster.

Given her grades and all her extracurricular activities, this bright and well-rounded teenager was viewed as such a strong candidate by the eleven colleges to which she applied that, ultimately, they all accepted her.

 


 



Chelsea usually went for a jog after school in Poway, but on February 25 she decided to run on the trails at the Rancho Bernardo Community Park, apparently scouting out the area for an environmental cleanup project she and her friends had planned for that Saturday. It was not for class credit or recognition, but rather to increase awareness.

Driving from Poway into neighboring Rancho Bernardo, the environs changed, but only subtly. It still looked lush, green and open, and it was still largely a family-oriented white community, but the area, known as “RB” to the locals, was home to more strip malls, senior communities and franchise restaurants. It felt a bit more urban.

As the nation’s eighth largest city, San Diego was a metropolis where 1.2 million people lived across 324 square miles of vastly differing geography, carved into subregions by urban planners. Each had its own unique population and distinct character—east toward the desert, west to the coast, south to the border into Mexico, and north past Poway, RB, and Escondido, leading to Riverside and Orange Counties.

Chelsea King, one of the most dependable daughters around, followed a regular schedule like clockwork. She had left the house that morning at six-fifteen for a peer counseling appointment. She was last seen leaving school when classes ended at two o’clock to go for her usual run. She was always home by five-thirty in the evening.

Brent, a mortgage banking executive, and his wife, Kelly, a medical assistant for a dermatologist, arrived home separately around six o’clock. When Kelly didn’t see Chelsea’s 1997 black BMW 528i in the driveway, she assumed that Chelsea had called Brent to let him know where she was.

“Have you heard from Chelsea?” Kelly asked.

“No, I thought you had,” Brent replied.

It was starting to get dark, and because this was such unusual behavior for their daughter, Kelly tried calling Chelsea’s cell phone, but she kept getting voice mail. Something told her to keep trying, so she called Chelsea’s friends, but they didn’t know where she was either. Chelsea had been at school, they said, and had missed no classes.

When there was still no sign of her by 6:49 P.M., Brent called AT&T, their cell phone provider, which was able to locate Chelsea’s cell phone near the Rancho Bernardo Community Park, using technology that determines the cell tower where the phone signal is “pinging.” Brent hopped into his car and sped over there.

In the parking lot, he saw her car sitting next to the tennis courts, one hundred feet from the trailhead. Peering through the windows, he noticed her purse and discarded school clothes lying on the seats, as if she’d changed before going for a run. He took off down the nearest trail, and yelled her name, but all he heard were the sounds of the night.

The sun had set at 5:43 P.M. and the sky was already dark over Lake Hodges, which was circled by a trail network in a fifty-acre section of the expansive San Dieguito River Valley. The perfect respite for those seeking solitude and self-reflection, these trails were used by only a small number of people at one time, often running or hiking a good distance from each other. Thick groves of Arundo reeds, which resembled bamboo, grew as tall as fifteen feet high in and around the shores of the lake and its fingerlike tributaries. Under the murky water, whose level rose with each rainfall, the trees and brush sent their roots deep into the soil.

Chelsea could run for eight miles at a time, so she could be anywhere out there in the dark, lying in the brush with a sprained ankle—or worse—with no way to call for help. She’d also fainted during a recent run, so Kelly wasted no time in calling the Poway sheriff’s station to report their daughter missing at 7:18 P.M.

A storm was coming in.




Chapter 3

When John Gardner still hadn’t shown up for dinner by seven-thirty his stepfather, Kevin, sent him a text message, berating him for putting his mother through all this grief: Why are you doing this to your mom?

John, who was six feet two inches tall and weighed 230 pounds, finally trudged into the condo half an hour later. He was carrying a headless snake, which he held above his head like a trophy. “Look what I’ve got!” he said triumphantly. “It almost got me, but I got it, instead!” John told Cathy later that he’d been so depressed, he’d been contemplating letting the snake bite him and hoped that he’d die from it.

He had a wild look in his eye that night, the same kind of expression that Jack Nicholson’s character had in the movie The Shining when he proclaimed, “Here’s Johnny!”

John was dirty and sweaty, as if he’d been hiking through heavy brush. He also had a scratch near his nose, which, looking back later, Cathy would recognize as a desperate mark of self-defense left by a girl’s fingernail.

Oh, my God, he’s nuts, Cathy thought. He’s lost it. What is happening?

When Kevin chastised John for being so late, John blew up, threw the snake on the floor and stormed out the front door. Cathy ran after him, catching up to him at the front gate.

“It’s eight o’clock,” she said. “Come back inside. Eat some dinner. Get cleaned up.”

Still angry but pouting, John conceded, taking a shower and having some food. He later told Cathy he’d been drinking beer that afternoon, but Cathy didn’t smell it on him because he’d been too grimy for her to get close enough to tell.

An early riser, Cathy was usually in bed by nine, but she stayed up a little later that night to have a heart-to-heart talk with her son.

“You got a scratch on your face,” Cathy said. “What happened?”

“I was going through the brush,” John said.

Cathy thought that explanation was sort of plausible, but she was used to him lying to her initially, and telling her the truth later. Depending on the severity of the situation, this was usually a combination of her asking and him confessing.

During their brief but intense conversation, John’s emotions were like a yo-yo, vacillating from sadness to anger to frustration. He cried as he told her about his lifelong goals and his inability to reach them. When Cathy finally went to bed, she left her son watching TV in the living room.

 


 



The next afternoon at three-thirty, Cathy had an appointment to get her nails done at a salon in the nearby community of Carmel Mountain.

A couple of years earlier, Cathy had been getting a pedicure at the same salon and laughing with a red-haired woman in the next chair about how running beat up her feet. Cathy didn’t know it at the time, but the woman, who empathized because her daughter ran cross-country, was Chelsea’s mother, Kelly King. It wasn’t until Cathy saw Kelly on the news after her daughter’s disappearance that Cathy realized she’d been talking to Chelsea’s mom.

“Have you heard about the missing girl?” the manicurist asked Cathy.

“No,” she said.

“It’s the girl that’s in the flyer in the window,” she said, referring to the notices that had been posted in businesses, supermarkets and gyms across the county—anywhere and everywhere that friends and friends of friends could find a place to hang them.

When the manicurist explained that Chelsea had gone missing during a run on a trail at the RB park, Cathy couldn’t believe the coincidence.

“Oh, my God, from RB? Those are the same trails I run on. I ran there last night,” she said, adding that she’d seen the Poway High School track team there just the week before. In fact, she said, “My kid was just out running over there. Well, he doesn’t really run, but he walks. I’m going to call him and see if he knows anything.”

Cathy dialed John’s number, but he didn’t pick up, so she told the manicurist that she’d follow up and call the number on the flyer if she learned anything pertinent. After all, she really did want to help.

 


 



Hundreds, if not thousands, of other people had the very same thought, and they acted on their urges. Many sent out alerts about her disappearance on Twitter and Facebook, where a special page was set up as word began to spread: Find Chelsea King: Missing San Diego Teen. Others grabbed a flashlight and hit the trails.

Usually, missing teenagers were deemed runaways before authorities would concede they could have fallen prey to foul play. But in this case, the San Diego County Sheriff’s Department (SDCSD) took virtually unprecedented action within minutes of Chelsea’s parents reporting their daughter missing. Why? Because not only was she a good, straight girl who kept a rigid schedule, but her car gave investigators a clear indication of her LKP, search-and-rescue lingo for a “last known point.”

The fact that news of her disappearance spread so fast and so many miles from her hometown was not only noticeable, but extraordinary, a factor that only served to draw even more of the public’s attention. Typically, the only flyers posted on random telephone poles around the region were for missing dogs, cats and the occasional Alzheimer’s patient.

San Diego has its roots as a conservative military town, recently attracting biotech and communications sectors. Yet, the county’s 3 million residents have traditionally been somewhat uncommunicative, partly because they’re so spread out—a problem worsened by the lack of a cohesive public transportation system. Strangers in this fragmented, transient and geographically disconnected region have rarely talked to each other, and those with personal networks have usually kept to themselves, their own church groups or book clubs.

The timing of this case and the emotions it elicited, however, generated a virtual tornado of goodwill, galvanizing the community unlike any other missing juvenile case in the region’s history.

In the midst of the Great Recession, as the unending war in the Middle East and banking bailout drove up the national debt to unprecedented heights, many people were going through tough times. Folks everywhere were losing their jobs and their homes to foreclosure and health insurance costs were soaring. More people were communicating online, telecommuting from home or stuck at home without a job, which often meant less face-to-face contact with other people and more stress.

At a time when people were hungry for connection and fellowship, the search for Chelsea King seemed to fulfill those needs. As her loss resonated throughout the region, people came together to look for this pretty young girl with so much promise, an effort that seemed worthwhile when they had so little else positive in their lives. Chelsea helped them become part of a community again, to feel they were part of something bigger than themselves.

This sense of alliance, hope and affiliation spread like the wildfires that had devastated much of Rancho Bernardo in 2007, when many folks also came together to try to help each other. With assistance from the Texas-based Laura Recovery Center, the Chelsea King Search Center was set up to print flyers and distribute maps out of the RB United office, a remnant of those wildfires.

As Poway High School (PHS) junior Jimmy Cunningham wrote in the Iliad, his school newspaper: The more people who knew, the more ground that was covered. Searching eyes were everywhere, and at the rate that the awareness was being spread due to network communication, it wasn’t long before every pair of eyes in a fifty-mile radius knew exactly who she was: Chelsea King—[an] intelligent, willful, and loving girl.

News of Chelsea’s plight soon went viral, spreading not only across the county and the nation, but around the globe, with well-wishing strangers conveying their sentiments online from Australia, Germany and even Pakistan. A world away, they were just as moved by the sheer goodness, the promise of a bright future and the angelic expression they could see reflected in those blue eyes of hers.

Back home, Kelly King, her eyes red from crying, made tearful pleas on the local TV news: “She’s such a good girl. She needs to come home,” she said, her voice breaking with grief.

The King family was well-off and well connected in a community that already had established social networks—business groups, sports teams or dance troupes—it’s just that they’d never been called into action for this purpose. As parents and their kids e-mailed or texted news updates to each other, they were retexted, re-Tweeted and reposted, spreading the infectious inspiration to help.

Take Mike Workman, a father of five, for instance. Workman’s twelve-year-old son was on an elite traveling baseball team with some boys who had played ball with Chelsea’s brother, Tyler, on a field in Poway. One of the team managers was a close friend of Brent’s, and he urged each of the boys’ parents to use their respective networks to further the search efforts.

The day after Chelsea went missing, Workman and his boy were willingly recruited. The two of them showed up for search training at a business park in RB on that rainy Saturday, February 27, only to get turned away because searchers had to be eighteen years old. So they went to the parking lot across the street, where flyers were being distributed out of an RV. When Workman saw they were running low, he and his son had several hundred more made at a nearby print shop, which were then distributed to volunteers, who posted them in store windows at shopping malls throughout the county.

“You thought, ‘This could be me. I’d want people to help me. What can I do to help?’” Workman recalled. “People really do want to help. I think they’re tired of conflict.”




Chapter 4

John was still in a manic mood when he got home around 5:30 P.M. on Friday, February 26. He insisted that Cathy give him a ride to meet his girlfriend, Jariah, at a Narcotics Anonymous (NA) meeting half an hour away in Escondido, because he had no car of his own. He said he wanted to ask the guys there about drug rehab places that might admit him.

Before they left the condo, Cathy followed up on her promise at the salon. “Did you hear there was a girl that went missing out of the park yesterday?” she asked. “I was just wondering if you’d seen anything while you were walking around.”

John shrugged off her question, later complaining that he thought Cathy was accusing him of something. “No,” he told his mother dismissively. “I wasn’t paying attention to what was going on.”

Thinking the NA meeting would be good for John, even if it was a bit of a drive, Cathy gave him a ride over there. At least, she’d know where he was. After she went back to pick him up at nine-thirty, she told him they were going to visit his grandmother in the hospital up in Inglewood the next day.

Still worried about her son’s erratic behavior, Cathy had decided to take that Monday off from work so she could take him back to the same psychiatric unit in Riverside County and demand this time that he be admitted on a 5150. But she didn’t tell John of her plans, in case he freaked out and ran off somewhere.

 


 



As Cathy and John were driving through the neighborhood Saturday morning on their way to visit Linda, they saw a bunch of patrol cars at the park, where the sheriff’s department had set up a command center. Cathy briefly considered helping to search for Chelsea as she had for Amber Dubois, a fourteen-year-old freckled brunette with light blue eyes who had gone missing on her way to Escondido High School more than a year earlier. But dealing with a sick son and a sick mother had sapped any time and energy Cathy normally would have spent watching the news when she got home from work, let alone go out searching for another missing girl.

Not this time, she told herself.

 


 



Despite being separated, Amber’s parents, Carrie McGonigle and Maurice “Moe” Dubois, had spent the past year working ferociously together to keep up the search for their book- and animal-loving teenager. Carrie had even tattooed her daughter’s name on her wrist.

But after two initial sightings in front of Amber’s school, downtown Escondido and in the hills near her house, authorities were no closer to finding her—even with the offer of $100,000 in reward money, the work of at least two private detectives and more than 1,200 leads from psychics and others who had called the Escondido Police Department (EPD) with tips. Although not to the same extent as Chelsea’s disappearance, Amber’s missing person’s case was also widely publicized, with her photo making the cover of People magazine in November 2009. But there was still no sign of her.

Moe, an electronic telecommunications engineer, and Carrie, who worked for a printing business, were among the hundreds of volunteer searchers who came out to look for Chelsea and to give the Kings their support. Many of these volunteers were diverted by law enforcement and the yellow police tape from what was soon deemed a giant crime scene, so they headed off with handfuls of flyers they planned to post in their respective communities instead.

Meanwhile, inside the yellow tape, about 160 trained searchers and law enforcement personnel from local, state and federal agencies searched the area that night. And in the coming days, lifeguards and water rescue dive teams from every surrounding county joined the search after a call for mutual aid went out at 3:00 A.M., Friday. They combed the land on foot with tracking dogs, on horseback, on quads and other all-terrain vehicles. They searched the water in boats and walking shoulder to shoulder in diving equipment. Hi-tech drone aircraft were flown by remote control, helicopters searched using infrared scopes and underwater robots took photos on the lake bottom.

The response was overwhelming. Everyone, it seemed, was on the lookout for Chelsea King.

“We’re literally moving heaven and earth to find this little girl,” said Jan Caldwell, spokeswoman for the sheriff’s department.

 


 



Standing at Linda Osborn’s bedside in the hospital, John Gardner gave what sounded like a good-bye to his maternal grandmother.

“I know that you just want all of us to get along, and I want you to know that I’m not mad at Uncle Mike anymore,” he told her, referring to a screaming match they’d had a week earlier at Linda’s house. John had always been close with his grandmother, and it seemed to Cathy that he was scared Linda was about to die.

Before Cathy and John got home from the hospital early Sunday, they made a plan to meet at the North County Fair shopping mall, now officially known as Westfield North County, for lunch around noon. Cathy figured she’d take him back to Lake Elsinore later that day, or first thing Monday.

“I’ve got to make sure I don’t go past my five days,” John said, referring to the deadline after which he would need to reregister with a new residential address, or as a transient, under Megan’s Law, the national law governing sex offenders.

Cathy wasn’t sure if the day in L.A. would count toward the five days, but after he’d been cited twice for possessing marijuana while on parole, she wanted to support any effort he made to follow the law.

By the time Cathy got up later that morning, John had already left the condo.

He left her a message at 10:00 A.M. that he was at the park. “I went walking and when I went across the bridge, the search team and the sheriff were there,” he said. “There’s yellow tape up, so I had to go the long way.”

After hearing the park trails were blocked off, Cathy changed her usual Sunday-morning jogging route, heading toward Lake Poway on residential streets, instead. She only made it to a park on the way to her destination before turning back, though, because she was too physically and emotionally exhausted to go the distance.

John left her a second message at eleven-thirty, advising her that he was going to be thirty minutes late for lunch. “I’m going to start heading my way back to the mall,” he said.

Cathy noticed that he was talking a bit fast, as if he were trying to make it seem like nothing was wrong. He explained that she couldn’t call him because his battery was running low, and he was going to pull it out of his phone so it didn’t completely drain before he reached the mall and needed to call her. Knowing that Cathy had been acting highly codependent and worried about him lately—which is typical for any mother, sibling or spouse of any addict or alcoholic, especially when mental-health issues are involved—John added, “I didn’t want you to start freaking out.”

Cathy had informed him earlier that she’d gone through Verizon to put a global positioning system (GPS) tracking device on his phone, so if he was going someplace north of Escondido, near his druggie friends, she would know about it. However, this device was nothing like the GPS ankle bracelet he’d had to wear for his last year of parole. All he had to do to thwart her watchdog efforts was shut off the phone.

As Cathy sat eating tortilla chips at the Mexican restaurant, where they’d agreed to meet, she worried that the police might try to question John about the missing girl, given that he was a registered sex offender. But knowing where he’d been on Friday and Saturday, she wasn’t worried that he was involved, not computing that Chelsea had actually gone missing on Thursday—the night he’d come home with the snake and that crazy expression.

He’s going to be fine because we’ll be able to show where he was during that period of time.

But as John grew later and later, she was once again left to wonder and worry where he was and what he was doing.

Is he sneaking off to do drugs again?

She called one of John’s close friends to see if he’d asked for a ride to the mall, but the friend said he hadn’t seen John.

“I’m worried because he’s really kooky right now,” Cathy said.

Cathy called John’s girlfriend, Jariah, who had been in rehab since November, but was supposed to come to the condo with her three-year-old son that afternoon for a visit.

“Have you talked with John? Are you still going to be able to come over?” Cathy asked. “John was supposed to meet me for lunch and he’s not here. Did he say anything to you about going anywhere else?”

“No,” Jariah said.

Cathy had left about twenty-five messages for John that day, but hadn’t gotten a single response. “Where are you? I’m waiting for you,” she said, trying to sound more concerned than accusatory so as not to anger him. By that point, she was thinking she should take him back to the county mental hospital that night.

Around 1:30 P.M., Cathy finally gave up and drove home. On her way, she heard the helicopters overhead, still searching for Chelsea, she presumed.

By the time Jariah arrived at her condo around two-thirty, Cathy was beside herself.

“Have you heard from John?”

“No,” Jariah said.

“This is weird,” they both said. “This is really weird.”




Chapter 5

Two men knocked on Cathy’s front door just after 3:00 P.M. Dressed in street clothes, they identified themselves as law enforcement. In fact, they were members of the Fugitive Task Force, which is made up of sheriff’s detectives and U.S. Marshals.

“Does John Gardner live here?”

“No,” Cathy said.

“Is this where his mom lives?”

“Yes,” she said, thinking they must have mistaken her for his sister.

“Is he here?”

“No.”

“Do you know where he is?”

“No,” she said. “What is this regarding?”

The officers explained that they were there about the missing girl, and because John was a registered sex offender. “We need to talk to him. Can we come in?”

Cathy thought they just wanted to question him, as she’d anticipated they would. After he’d first gotten out of prison, she’d warned him that he’d always be a suspect, so he needed to be sure he had witnesses to verify his alibi when a girl went missing or was assaulted. “They’ll always look at you,” she had told him.

Informing her that they needed to secure the house, the officers gave Cathy the option to sit on the couch and not move, or to leave. But if she left, they would have to take her to the sheriff’s station for an interview. She chose to stay on the couch with Jariah and her son, Alan* (pseudonym*).

“You can go and look,” Cathy said. “He’s not here.”

They went room to room, finding no John and no Chelsea, until they came to a locked door. When Kevin wasn’t home, he left the door to his office locked because he kept expensive video equipment in there. The officers demanded that she open the door.

“I don’t have a key,” she said.

Cathy called Kevin, who said he could be home in fifteen or twenty minutes to open the door, but the detectives said they couldn’t wait that long, and broke it down.

“Do you know where Chelsea is?” the detectives asked.

“I don’t know,” Cathy replied.

“Do you know where John might have put her?”

“I don’t know.”

Around three forty-five, the detectives allowed Jariah to go outside to smoke a cigarette, while Cathy stayed inside with Alan. Cathy came outside to tell Jariah something, when they saw a guy walking down the street. Thinking it could be John, the cops took off running after him.

Fearing it was John, Cathy was petrified that the police would fire their weapons at him. “My son is mentally ill,” she shouted. “Please don’t shoot him!”

But it wasn’t him.

The detectives persuaded Jariah to call John to see if he would tell her where he was, and he did: Hernandez’ Hideaway, a restaurant and bar on Lake Hodges. As soon as they got this information, two detectives jumped into their cars and sped off toward the restaurant, which was fifteen minutes away. Several other detectives kept searching the condo and watched over Cathy and Jariah.

They’re going to kill him because he’s really out of his mind, Cathy thought. He’s going to run or he’ll mouth off and they’ll just shoot him, anyway.

At one point, a tall detective came over and spoke to her in a tone she found quite threatening. “If you know something, you’d better tell us,” he said, jabbing his finger in the air at her.

Cathy felt like her world was collapsing around her. She was not just tired of their questions, but she was also starting to become unglued. “I don’t know anything!” she screamed. “I’ve told you, I don’t know anything!”

 


 



The detectives didn’t tell Cathy they had arrested John at 4:16 P.M. on suspicion of rape and murder. Cathy only found out because her oldest daughter, Shannon, called from Los Angeles after seeing it on the news.

“Oh, my God, Mom, they’ve arrested John!” Shannon cried.

But with the detectives sitting nearby, listening, Cathy didn’t want to say anything out loud. “I can’t talk,” she said, and hung up.

Other family members called too, including John’s father’s family in Iowa, who had also seen the TV news stories. But Cathy didn’t pick up for the same reason. She was too upset to talk, anyway, so they left messages.

“We are praying for you,” said Mona*, one of John’s four half sisters.

Shannon sent her sister Sarina a text message, Call me ASAP.

She never sent texts, so Sarina was concerned and called her right away, but she couldn’t get through. So she called Cathy, who was quiet on the phone when she answered.

“Momma, is something wrong?”

“Yes.” In shock, Cathy’s voice was clipped. “The police are at the house. John has been arrested for a suspected rape and murder.”

“Did he do this?”

“No, I don’t think so,” Cathy said, then hung up.

 


 



By six o’clock, the media had lined the street outside Cathy’s condo. Around nine o’clock, a new crew of investigators arrived, including a team of FBI and Department of Justice (DOJ) agents attached to the sheriff’s homicide unit, swarming around her house with crime scene investigators (CSIs), going through her things and carrying out computers. As the detectives served search warrants for specific items in the condo, a female agent informed Cathy that they’d found a pair of women’s underwear with John’s DNA on them. There was no question about John’s guilt in the agent’s tone, which came as quite a shock to Cathy.

Are they lying?

They’d been telling her that they hoped Chelsea was still alive, being held hostage somewhere. Part of her wanted to believe that John was innocent, but the female agent sounded so convincing, and DNA evidence sounded pretty tough to disprove.

Was this here all along and I missed it? Could John really have done what they’re saying?

Cathy kept hoping that they would find Chelsea, that she would end up being alive somewhere, or if something bad had happened to her, that John had had nothing to do with it.

Did John get back with his drug friends, and did they all do this together? I know how sick he is, but I just can’t see him doing this, not in his right mind, anyway.

But he isn’t in his right mind.

After everything she’d been through—including her own molestation by a male family member when she was nine, and being raped by a stranger when she was twenty-four—she just couldn’t believe that her own son could do something like this to a teenage girl.

How could he, with a close family of women who loved, supported and nurtured him, and for whom he seemed to care as well?

Over the next two days, Cathy locked herself in the condo. The reporters finally stopped knocking on the door after the police advised her to post a handmade sign on the front gate that said: We have no statement at this time. Please stay off our property. But camera crews continued to shine lights into her windows to catch a glimpse of what she was doing inside—even in her bedroom.

Even though a crisis counselor from the Scripps Health system, for which Cathy worked, told her by phone to shut off the TV, she couldn’t stop herself from watching the news.

“I had to, because I was going crazy,” she recalled.

Then, on the afternoon of Tuesday, March 2, Cathy saw that the searchers had found Chelsea’s body. The poor girl had been there all along, buried in a shallow grave on the south shore of Lake Hodges. Cathy broke down crying hysterically.

The next two weeks were a blur. She could not stop vomiting or walking around like a zombie, unable to sleep, as her mind zigzagged with emotions ranging from horror to confusion, disbelief to guilt, and a deep, deep sadness.




Chapter 6

John Albert Gardner Jr. was born on April 9, 1979, in Culver City, California, after having a rough time in the womb. Cathy Osborn had had a pretty difficult pregnancy—her third, after daughters Shannon and Sarina—and struggled to find food that would stay down. She got so thin that she had to buy clothes in the girls’ department.

Not surprisingly, John was a colicky baby, unusually active and finicky. But twenty-four-year-old Cathy tried to take her baby’s problems in stride, as she’d learned to do at home and in her training as a nurse. As her mother’s oldest child, she had become the matriarch of a large, extended family that continued to grow both in size and dysfunction as the years progressed.

While her three sisters and two brothers were growing up, she took care of them when her mother, who suffered from severe depression and possibly undiagnosed bipolar disorder, wasn’t up to the task. This dynamic groomed Cathy early and often to become a lifelong caretaker for every troubled member of her family—her son, John, in particular. As Cathy’s siblings got older and had children of their own, she often took care of them as well, even becoming the temporary legal guardian to her sister Christina’s two children.

After moving in with John’s father, who was also named John Albert Gardner, Cathy got pregnant and periodically took care of John Sr.’s two daughters as well. And when John Sr. suffered a work injury that caused severe back pain and put him on disability, she had to take care of him too.

Suffice it to say, Cathy had her hands full, working full-time, going to school to become a nurse, and being a mother to everyone, but she assumed that job because she was the most stable, responsible and capable maternal figure in her family.

Working eight hours a day with a two-hour commute, however, left her feeling like she was never home. And understandably, what little time she had for her son and the rest of her immediate family was spread thin amongst this rather expansive network.

“I don’t feel embarrassed about anything I did. I did the best I could,” Cathy recalled. “I felt bad I didn’t have all the tools. If I could go back and change things, boy, there would be a whole lot of things I would change.” Rather than telling her kids to eat their vegetables, she said, she might have tried to spend more time reading to them and doing fun things, for example. She might also “have been more alert to some of the things that came across as more problematic, and more forceful about making sure there was follow-up.”

The family called Cathy’s son “Little John,” “Li’l John,” (which he spelled “Lil”), and sometimes “Baby John,” to avoid confusion with his father, who went by “Big John” or his stage name as a professional guitar player, “Dirty John,” or “DJ” for short. When John Jr. grew up, he insisted on calling himself “John Albert Gardner III,” despite the fact that his grandfather had a different middle name. Even in his twenties and thirties, John Jr. still signed letters to his mother using these childhood nicknames, and some family members still referred to him as “Li’l John.”

Years later, John Jr. told others that he felt he never got enough of his mother’s attention.

“It’s not that she didn’t love him. It’s not that she didn’t want to spend the time with him,” recalled Cynthia, Cathy’s youngest sister. “But she was trying to achieve something and get somewhere that was better than where she came from.”

John Jr. wasn’t lacking for female attention. He had a close network of his four sisters, three aunts and many cousins while he was growing up, many of whom shared special relationships with him. Shannon was his moral compass, for example, and Sarina was his confidante. He also had an unusually close relationship with his aunt Cynthia, who was only eleven years older, a relationship that took a bizarrely intimate turn in his late twenties.

While this big extended family provided support and love to John Jr., it also came with certain drawbacks. Dysfunctional on many levels, its complex mix of genetic and environmental risk factors—including addiction, alcoholism, physical abuse, mental illness, mental disorders (such as autism and Asperger’s syndrome), a rotating series of father figures, repeated moves from house to house, financial instability (including multiple bankruptcies), molestation and incest—made for an extremely weak foundation. Some of the same elements of sexual dysfunction ran through both sides of John’s extended family, so he had it coming and going.

Recognizing that she came from a family with roots in small-town USA that had little or no secondary education, Cathy tried to reach for higher goals and to serve as a good example for her children. After she finished her associate’s degree in nursing, she went on to obtain a master’s, and eventually became California’s legislative chairwoman of the American Psychiatric Nurses Association.

Cathy made sure to teach her children manners, emphasizing the importance of social etiquette and knowing which knife and fork to use, and urged them to get a good education. As a result, her daughters Shannon and Sarina were successful: Shannon became a movie studio executive and mother of one boy and Sarina made the dean’s list when she returned to college later in life, after raising a son and an autistic daughter.

“I learned to be a survivor, and I expect my kids to be survivors, no matter what,” Cathy said.

But her son seemed to have a rough time from the very start. “John somehow missed the lessons,” Cathy said.

Despite all that his mother, sisters and grandmother tried to do to make his life healthy and safe, this “confluence of weirdness” and these negative influences created “an air of pathology” for him that outweighed any resilience his sisters may have inherited, said Dr. Saul Levine, professor of clinical psychiatry at Rady Children’s Hospital and the University of California, San Diego Medical Center. Levine never treated John Jr. but was familiar with the case.

These factors all manifested into “the perfect storm,” if you will, making for a very troubled and potentially dangerous individual who would ultimately get in trouble with the law, or, at the very least, need help from mental-health professionals, Levine said. “I think John was carrying a sad confluence of biological, social and psychological risk factors and influences that culminated in producing an individual who was driven and obsessed to commit these horrendous acts.”

Handwriting expert Paula Sassi, who also never met Gardner, said his signature is very basic, which shows that he tries to hide his negative side, but it comes out, nonetheless. Several parts of his signature reveal “twisted and strange thinking,” she said, including a “manic d,” an indication that the author “has trouble controlling [his] impulses.”

 


 



Cathy was born in June 1955 to Linda and Phillip Osborn, who were from Dayton, Ohio, and Poplar Bluff, Missouri, respectively. “My parents were hicks,” Cathy said. “They’re not sophisticated.”

When Cathy was growing up in the South Bay of Los Angeles County, where Phillip worked as a toolmaker at Douglas Aircraft, she heard stories about her maternal grandmother, Loretta, who flew planes and was mayor of Dayton. She also learned that both of her grandfathers were alcoholics, and that an uncle on Linda’s side wasn’t “quite right” mentally.

Cathy’s mother had quite a difficult time of it herself, suffering from depression, and trying to commit suicide in the 1960s. Linda ultimately had six children, with nearly a half-dozen miscarriages in between. From ages five to seven, Cathy watched her mother huddle in the corner, crying. Linda tried medications of the day, including Librium and Thorazine, but nothing helped. When more drastic measures were necessary, Cathy was sent to her grandmother’s house while Linda underwent electroconvulsive therapy, known at the time as electroshock therapy. Linda seemed quite a bit better afterward, more calm and able to laugh again, but she still had a temper.

Cathy’s father was very conservative and worked hard, but he never showed much empathy toward Cathy’s mother or the children. In fact, he and Linda often fought and, sometimes, quite violently. One time Linda threw dishes at Phillip and cut him badly enough that the whole family had to drive him to the hospital to get stitches. By the time Cathy was eight, her parents had divorced, and Linda soon moved on to husband number two, Reese Porter Smith.

At ages nine and ten, Cathy was molested by a male family member, who came into her room at night, the first time on Christmas Eve, and put his mouth on her private area. But she didn’t tell her mother because her molester said if she did, “all of us kids would be taken away from my mom and she’d kill herself.”

Linda was pregnant with her fifth child when Smith started molesting Derrick*, Cathy’s eighteen-month-old half-brother. Cathy was ten and was changing her brother’s diaper when she saw that he was bleeding, so she told her mother, who immediately reported it to police. Cathy was questioned, but she was still too scared to mention her own molestation. She didn’t even tell her mother until Cathy was in her twenties.

In 1965, Cathy’s stepfather was convicted of violating California Penal Code 286 against Derrick, which was entered into court records as “the infamous crime against nature,” in other words, sodomy. The most dangerous sexual offenders were assessed and ordered into treatment even back then. After being designated a “mentally disordered sex offender,” Smith was sent to the Department of Mental Hygiene at Atascadero State Hospital. Five months later, he was returned to court for sentencing.

“The doctors don’t feel you benefited much from the treatment,” the judge told Smith. “They feel that you are still a menace to society.” Smith’s probation request was denied, and he served the rest of his term in prison.

“This is why it was so hard for me to believe that John ... ,” Cathy said recently, trailing off as if she didn’t want to say the words that would make it real. “I just couldn’t even imagine, [or] see him as capable.”

“[John] did have some knowledge of this,” she said, referring to the incident involving his uncle Derrick, as well as her own rape and kidnapping that occurred when John was only four months old. “I don’t know how much. He was pretty close to being an adult when he found out, but I didn’t deny it... . I tried to present it in a way that was appropriate.”

After Smith went to prison, Cathy’s mother got pregnant by a married man and had Cynthia, Linda’s sixth and last child. “Our family is completely, completely dysfunctional,” Cynthia said in 2011. “These people ... are not healthy.”

 


 



By the time Cathy was fourteen, she was dating the older brother of a neighborhood girl she’d been babysitting. Richard Simpson, a handsome twenty-five-year-old, was an army veteran who had recently returned from fighting in Vietnam and now spent months at sea as a merchant marine.

When Linda reunited with Phillip, Cathy was angry. She tried to stay away from the house as much as possible, and she was furious when they decided to remarry. She loved her father, but she was angry that he’d deserted them when Linda was so sick. Cathy also loved her mother, but she felt a mix of resentment and guilt that Linda was too depressed to take care of herself or her six children. That not only left Cathy without a mother, but also forced Cathy to be a mother to her siblings—and to Linda. When Cathy couldn’t take it anymore, she ran away to a friend’s house. Ultimately, Cathy and her mother agreed that she could move in with the family next door.

Cathy didn’t try to hide her relationship with Richard from her mother, who thought it was an innocent teenage infatuation that would soon run its course. She was wrong. When Richard got back into port, he and fifteen-year-old Cathy drove to Tijuana, Mexico, and got married. But because they didn’t get the marriage certified in the United States in time, they had to remarry in Las Vegas in August 1971, when she was sixteen and had already given birth to their five-month-old daughter, Shannon.

Richard used his GI benefits to take firefighting classes while he worked nights as a mall security guard. Cathy, who’d gotten pregnant again, took classes at Harbor Junior College during the day and finished high school at night. When Sarina was born in July 1972, Cathy had already decided to become a psychiatric nurse.

After being exposed to Agent Orange, Richard wasn’t the most stable individual, and Cathy later suspected he had post-traumatic stress disorder as well. Cathy didn’t want to get divorced. Instead, she sought counseling from her minister about Richard’s drinking and abusive behavior, who told her “it was not God’s plan for me to end up being killed.”

Fearing for her life, she took the girls and left on September 22, 1974, filing for divorce and primary custody. Richard responded three weeks later by coming to her parents’ house while Cathy was at the grocery store with her mom, and wooing the girls into his car: “C’mere, angel babies.”

For months, Cathy went crazy trying to find them, hiring a private investigator and asking the court for help in getting them back. In a letter to the judge, Cathy wrote: My husband and I had a violent argument. He threatened me with bodily harm and I informed him that I was leaving with the children. When she heard that the children were at her mother-in-law’s house, Cathy wrote, she tried but couldn’t get them back, and her efforts only resulted in further violent threats to her and the kids. She was clearly the best parent to have custody of them, she insisted.

Several months later, Cathy finally located the girls in Arkansas with Richard and his relatives. Cathy persuaded him to return to Los Angeles by pretending she wanted to get back together. She had sex with him, until he trusted her, then she grabbed the girls when he went to the store.

“I had to do that to get my kids,” she explained.

Cathy won full custody of Shannon and Sarina, and despite her protests, Richard got regular visiting rights to see them on weekends. Richard eventually married another woman and had six more children. Sick in the hospital in the early 2000s, he told Cathy he didn’t remember being mean to her. But because Cathy and his daughters had told him what had happened, she said, he apologized for it.

 


 



After a couple of years working at a dry cleaner’s, in 1976, Cathy got a job as a waitress at Sweetwater Canyon Depot in Gardena, where they had live music. By her third night, she’d caught the attention of John Gardner, a handsome young rhythm guitar player and lead singer with electric blue eyes, a mustache and curly, light brown hair. He was in the house band, Big Mama & Co., which played Fridays and Saturdays, when she worked from 8:00 P.M. to 3:00 A.M. He whistled and smiled at her whenever she delivered drinks to tables near the band.

Obviously smitten, he introduced himself on a break and asked her name. She was a bit embarrassed at first, but she had to admit he was pretty cute; part of her couldn’t help but enjoy the attention. He asked her out, but as a twenty-one-year-old mother of two, she wasn’t looking for a relationship.

“You know what? I have kids and I work all the time,” she told him.

But he was charming and persistent. Within a couple of weeks, he had her phone number, and within a month, she had a crush on him too.

It turned out he was divorced and had two daughters, just like her, so they had a few things in common. Little did she know that this attractive, charismatic, funny and talented man had a dark side—and a troubled family history of his own.

[image: e9780786030576_i0003.jpg]

John Albert Gardner Sr. was born in Inglewood, California, on May 1, 1944, to John Egan Gardner and Esta Leona Adams.

Esta, who was originally from Texas, was still married to another man at the time, and she already had a son and two daughters. It’s unknown whether Esta was separated when she got pregnant, but according to family lore, her divorce wasn’t final until John was ten. John Egan Gardner disappeared soon after his son was born, so they never met, and Esta was left to raise the little rascal on her own.

“I figured he never got disciplined. His mother would cry whenever he did something bad,” said Deanna Gardner, John Sr.’s first wife.

As John Sr. got older, his mother couldn’t control him and eventually sent him to a reform school out in the desert.

He met Deanna a few months shy of her seventeenth birthday in the summer of 1963, when she was watching his band, the Emeralds, audition for a dance at Hawthorne High School. A nineteen-year-old singer who looked like James Dean, John Sr. had recently graduated from Hawthorne. He was a lanky six feet tall, weighed a whopping 130 pounds, and waved his arms and legs around when he performed. John told her he’d taught himself to play piano, guitar and bass guitar, and also how to write music and sing. He even wrote her a song, which made her swoon.

They eloped as soon as Deanna finished high school. She moved into his house in Culver City, which they shared with his mother, a hypochondriac and a hoarder, who stacked the rooms with piles of trash, newspapers and dirty plates with moldy food. John’s mother had once worked for an aerospace company but had gotten sick, went on disability and never worked again, a similar fate to the one he would later follow.

John Sr.’s brother and sister helped clean the house before Deanna moved in, but they didn’t touch the walls and ceiling of John’s bedroom, which were covered with names and phone numbers scrawled in black Magic Marker. Still, Deanna was quite happy to leave her family’s home, where between the ages of eight and thirteen, she had been molested by her father.

After six months, the newlyweds moved into their own rental house, and Deanna got pregnant. From the way John Sr. had interacted with his nieces and nephews, she thought he’d be a good father, but she was mistaken. While she was still pregnant, he made comments like, “If this baby doesn’t learn not to touch things by the time it’s crawling, I’m going to knock it across the room.”

Deanna thought he was kidding until their first daughter, Mona*, was born in June 1967, and she soon realized that her husband expected babies to act like adults and couldn’t stand to hear the sound of one crying. When Mona was six weeks old, John Sr. stuck her in the closet in her infant seat and closed the door, thinking it would make her stop bawling. Another day, John leaped out of bed and spanked her little thighs for wailing. Deanna screamed for him to stop, but John just pushed her out of the room and locked the door.

The next morning, both of Mona’s legs were black and blue.

“Look what you did to the baby!” Deanna cried.

But John wouldn’t own up to what he’d done, let alone apologize for it. “I thought you did that to her,” he retorted.

 


 



John didn’t drink much alcohol when they first met, but once he turned twenty-one and started playing in bars with the band, he drank and smoked pot at least five nights a week with his buddies. He worked days as a product manager for an electrical components manufacturer, and sometimes he brought his boss home for lunch and mixed drinks. John’s coworkers also saw him drinking in his truck during breaks at work. It was never beer, only hard liquor, and when he was drunk, he was a different man who often didn’t remember later what he’d done.

One day, he had a bad hangover and grabbed Mona so hard he left a handprint on her rib cage. Deanna, who had come home on a break from work, was so furious she grabbed the baby and took her back to work.

“He wasn’t a very good father,” Deanna said. “He didn’t have a father, so he really didn’t know the role of a father.”

Deanna got pregnant a second time, and prayed to God, “If he hurts this one, I’m going to kill him.” But after giving her options some serious thought, she decided it would be better to leave him, instead.

So Deanna gathered up her courage and moved out when she was four months pregnant with their second daughter, Melissa*. Their divorce became final at the end of 1971.
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