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Prologue

Union, South Carolina. October 25, 1994.

Alex, the little guy, always went first. Susan Smith
cradled her fourteen-month-old son tenderly in her
arms, arranging tiny fists, untangling the child’s mer-
rily kicking legs. The shadows of early evening were
deepening in the carport of the Smith family’s red-
brick house as the young mother reached into the
rear of her burgundy sedan and buckled Alex care-
fully into his baby seat. Feeling the sturdy canvas
straps pull tightly against his chest, the tike heard the
reassuring “click” as the fastener yielded to the will of
his mother’s capable hands. The ritual of the car seat
was as familiar to the tot as his mother’s smiling face.
To Alex Smith, nattily dressed in his red-and-white-
striped jumpsuit and ready to go, the back seat of his
family’s 1990 Mazda Protege felt like the safest place
in the world.

“Mama, where are we going?”

Michael, age three, was next. Though barely past
babyhood himself, Alex’s older brother was a
remarkably quick and observant child. That should
have come as no surprise, since Susan, twenty-three,
was known around her hometown as being “smart as
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?m\;vg;‘p, and Michael was growing into her mirror

Already this evening, Michael had lit up hi ’
world, Susan would say later, by declarilf,g,h 3‘SI rlrcl)(\)/;h;;s
IS\(J) much, Mama!”.—uncoached, for the very first time.

ow, at the car, Michael’s focus would shift to the little
brother on whom he doted. He had to make sure Alex
was strapped in to his seat, just right. The concern was
only natural. The boys’ father, David, twenty-four
recently had moved out of their home, this time appar:
ently for good. Michael felt it was his duty to protect
the baby. He was, after all, the man around the house

Once Michael was securely in place, Susan mur.n-
bled something about going to Grandma’s house. It

had crossed Susan’s mind to take the drive from her

tiny dwelling to her mother’s far plusher, spli
home in the upper-middle-class ]s)ubdiviéioﬁ‘tcall(lal‘:g
Mf. Verpoq Es?ates. Michael, in a blue-and-green
shirt, white jogging pants, and stocking feet, was only
dressed 'for a short excursion. He was accu’stomed to
such trips, and would not complain. But before
Su_san could move the car out of idle to drive
Michael had one last, pressing concern ’
;Lock the doors, Mama!” .

ven in the tiny town of Union, where vi
every soul is either friend or kin, the niglftsec;:lngra:)lg
treacherously dark and creepy. As long as Michael

Smith was in ch ,
- arge, no one would ent i
uninvited. er this car

As she pulled out of the driveway, Susan’

glugd-on expression quickly diss):)lved. 'I'lieca;:.:tfil:ell?t,
smile sl'le kept on hand for her children contorted into
something unrecognizable. The friendly mask she
plastered on for the neighbors all but disappeared.

j
f
i
i
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From the second the Mazda’s wheels hit pavement,
Susan knew her destination had radically changed.

“When I left home, I was going to ride around a lit-
tle while and then go to my mom’s,” she later told
authorities. But as the distance grew wider between
the burgundy Mazda and Susan’s tidy little home, the
mother’s darker emotions grabbed hold of the steer-
ing wheel. If Susan felt any concern for the two little
boys, now falling into a trusting sleep directly behind
her, she paid little mind. As the car plunged deeper
into the growing darkness, Susan Smith gave in to
the wave of self-pity and anger crashing inside her.
The car became a vehicle for her bottomless rage. .

“As I rode and rode and rode, I felt even more anx-
jety coming upon me about not wanting to live,” she
said. But what of the boys?

“I felt 1 couldn’t be a good mom anymore, but I
didn’t want my children to grow up without a mom.”
It was a conundrum that had only one logical solution.

“I felt I had to end our lives.”

Had someone watched Susan’s hellish journey
unfold, the sight of the young mother, on a drive with
her two babies tucked in their car seats, would
scarcely have raised an eyebrow. As it turned out,
nobody saw. Zipping down the familiar roads of the
only town she’d ever lived in, Susan was completely
safe in her plan. She could carry out whatever fantasy
haunted her tortured mind. And on this night, Susan
had one fervent desire: to kill the pain racing through
her mind.

Or eliminate the ones who caused it.

As she drove on, her captives dozing innocently,
Susan passed landmarks of the major events in her
limited life. There was the house in Union where
Susan spent her early, pain-free childhood. And that
other house, where her father went to live alone.
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Until the day he put a rifle to his h
i 1§ ead, and pulled the
A few miles down a two-lane cou
- ntry road, and
several rungs up the economic food chain, was the
comfortgble, split-level dwelling where her mother,
after quickly remarrying, moved with Susan and her
;wo o!‘der brpthers. This was the payoff for success-
91:1)' marrying l.lp.” Here, Susan enjoyed all the
riches a young girl could ask for—plentiful toys, a
hlll'lge ya;d, and satellite TV. It also was the place
where she twice attempted to tak i i
bottle-full of aspirin. P © her life with a
And it was the place where, Susan claimed in ‘high
sqhool, she was sexually molested by her stepfather—
a sg)nry lihe later recanted.
this night, Susan knew the door would be
open
for her, regardless of the state she was in. But if rs)ﬁe
ever really meant to stop at her mother’s place, she
Fres.sed on. Tonight, Susan did not seek the comfort of
amlly._She preferred to wallow in her miserable self.
Passing through town, Susan could see Union High
Sch-ool, where she was known as something of a
brain and got voted the “friendliest” girl in her senior
class. It was here that she perfected the smile that
::2:113 (i;lilry Sulslanl through life, her inner self unde-
ted. ere she learned so well to hi
oG Wit ide the demons
From the school, it’s a qui i
] i , quick spin to the huge
Winn-Dixie supermarket. As a cashier in that storge,
Susan wooed gnd won the hand of the assistant store
manager, David Smith, father of the two boys in the
E:gk seat. L-ater, it was in this store that Susan
tionarr;e}:1 <ior11)v1n-<3edl,1 \anth more than a little justifica-
on, that David had replaced his wife’ i
w1‘t‘h thos.e of another cashier. ® affections
I'm tired of this. I told you to stop cheating!”
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Susan’s angry words still seemed to reverberate from
the store’s aisles as she passed by. A week earlier,
with Michael perched aboard a shopping cart, Alex in
her arms, Susan had stormed into the Winn-Dixie to
confront her estranged husband, before embarrassed
co-workers, about his infidelities.

“This has got to stop!” .

There was one last feature on the wild ride through
Susan’s pitiful life. The tour could not end properly
without a vision of the one thing for which Susan
would gladly have chucked everything—David, her
children, Union itself.

Three-and-a-half miles from Main Street, along a
gracefully curving, tree:lined road, sits an honest-to-
goodness mansion. Sitting pretty on fifty privately
owned acres, the sprawling, Tudor-style marvel puts
to shame even the fine home of Susan’s mother and
stepfather. This is the estate owned by textile mogul
J. Cary Findlay. A spread that’s also known around
these parts as “The Castle.”

More importantly, at least to Susan, here lives Tom
Findlay, heir to J. Cary Findlay’s name and fortune.
Twenty-seven, handsome, and single, Tom met Susan
while she worked as secretary to his father. Young
Findlay eagerly returned the sexual ardor of the youth-
ful mother. But on October 18, Tom dumped her,
explaining in a letter printed out on his office computer

that he had no desire to become an instant father.

A few miles farther, another turn, and Susan would
hit the spot where, just the night before, her precari-
ous emotions got kicked into the ground. October 24,
six days after Findlay said good-bye, Susan walked
into Union’s only bar and saw Tom sitting there,
cracking jokes with friends. Susan plopped herself
down three barstools away from her ex-lover. But
Tom never spoke to her. The Catch got away.
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* * *

Susan traveled ten miles out of town, down the dark,
deserted reaches of a narrow, two-lane road named
Highway 49. The journey was nearing an end. She
had but one more turn to make.

By the time Susan veered off the pavement and
steered down the path toward John D. Long Lake,
Michael and Alex were fast asleep. It was approach-
ing 9 p.M. The lake shore was deserted.

The moon, two-thirds full, cast a dull light as Susan
positioned the Mazda on the cement-and-gravel boat
ramp that slopes downward into the water. For a
fleeting moment, she considered stepping on the
accelerator, and going into the lake herself.

“I did go partway, but I stopped,” she said. “I went
again and stopped. I then got out of the car and
stood by the car a nervous wreck.”

After three hours alone in the dark with her
thoughts, Susan had decided how her twisted life’s
journey was going to play out. And suicide was not
on the program.

The Mazda was close to the water’s edge when
Susan abruptly popped open the electronic door
locks, the ones Michael so adamantly insisted remain
shut. With her sons still gripped in their car seats,
Susan stepped out of the driver’s seat, quickly slam-
ming the car door behind her. From the shoreline,
Susan saw the burgundy sedan roll down the boat
ramp. Striking the water, the car floated off, for
what seemed an eternity, along the lake’s cold, still
surface.

Slowly, the car filled with water. As the front end
grew heavy with ballast, the Mazda rolled onto its
back, and descended, upside-down, to the murky,
catfish-laden bottom.

Mother Love, Deadly Love 7

Susan Smith’s life, as she knew it, was finally was
over. Now, it could begin anew.

The wail pierced the darkness like a knife in the gut.
It was the shriek of a woman, in agony.

Her screams sliced through the walls of a rural
house sitting off Highway 49, and fe.ll on the ears of
Shirley and Rick McCloud and their son, Rick Jr.,
twenty-three. Opening the door, the' McClouds found
a young woman, wild-eyed and shaking. 3

“He’s taken my kids in my car!” she blurted. “A
black man has taken my kids and my car!”

At first, they could barely make out what the

was saying. .
wo/’ir;atrll)e young1 wgoman caught her t?reath, the family
listened, spellbound. It was a horrific tale, spun by a
girl they may have recognized from around town, but
did not know personally.

“I was at a red light. This black man put a gun to
my head and told me to drive. I asked }}un why hf was
doing this. He told me to shut up or he’d kill me. .

The young woman said she drove around for mlles
with the gunman in the passenger seat, l.ll:ltll he
ordered her out of the car near the McCloud residence.

“Can I take my kids?” the mother told them she

aded. )
ha‘c‘illzilgn’t have time to get them out of the car seats,

man’s curt reply.
Walgyt h}fer account, tlfeycarjacker did, however, find
time to promise that he wouldn’t harm the children.
As the man leaped into the driver’s seat and sped off,
Susan said, he left her standing along the highway,
crying out to her lost boys.

“I love y’all!” .
The hazrowing 911 call, placed by Rick McCloud
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Jr. at 9:15 p.M., didn’t take long to fall on the ears of
Union County’s sheriff, Howard Wells. At forty-two,
Wc_ells was up to his eyeballs with open-container vio-
!athns, drug busts, and domestic disputes. But a car-
jacking? And double kidnapping? In Union?

. It was clear from the start that the case of the miss-
ing l?oys was big—far bigger than even the best little
sheqff’s department could handle. This case would
require help from on high. State law-enforcement
agents, certainly. The FBI, surely. But this case was
even more monumental than that, and Union imme-
diately sent out for the big artillery: The Media.

The carjacking story was put out in time for the
local eleven o’clock newscasts, all of which dutifully
reported the breaking story of two little boys kid-
nqpped by a mysterious black man. By morning, the
crime became eye-popping national, front-page news.
And by October 26, sleepy Union, South Carolina,
geared up for the onslaught of satellite trucks and
correspondents, all of whom asked the same perplex-
ing question: Where are they?

Over the next nine days, every flat surface in
Union was plastered with artists’ sketches of a black
face topped by a knit cap—Susan Smith’s description
of thc? suspect. The drawings were posted alongside a
growing carpet of yellow ribbons, each one a colorful
prayer for the boys’ safe return home.

And then there was Susan, now united with the
boys’ father, begging over the airwaves for someone,
somewhere, whoever he was, to return her precious
children.

“I can’t even describe what I'm going through,”
the distraught-looking mother anngounged to gtl;e
world. “I mean, my heart—it just aches so bad. I

can’t sleep. I can’t eat. I cah’t do anything but think
about them.”

Mother Love, Deadly Love o

And in another, presumably heartfelt speech:

“] want to say to my babies that your mama loves
you so much, and your daddy—this whole family
loves you so much. And you guys have got to be
strong . . . I just feel in my heart that you're OK, but
you’ve got to take care of each other, and your mama
and daddy are going to be right here waitin’ on you
when you get home. I love you so much.”

If Susan was living a double life, Sheriff Wells was
ripped in two. While the nation was captivated by the
issue of city-style crime invading the rural heartland,

~ breaking the heart of a young mother, the sheriff had

more immediate worries: He knew her.

Sheriff Wells was a close friend of Susan’s older
brother, Scotty, thirty-two. Scotty had named Wells
godfather of his two young sons. It may have seemed
appropriate for a family friend to lead the investiga-
tion. Susan trusted Howard Wells.

But there was a problem. From the start, virtually
from the moment Susan Smith spun her riveting tale
of a gun-wielding black man pouncing at a deserted
stop light, the story never added up. Even to Sheriff
Wells, it just didn’t make sense.

First of all, why would a desperate black man kid-
nap two white babies? Where did he expect to hide?
And if he was running from a crime scene, as Susan
suggested, why was no crime reported on the night
of the carjacking? And where the heck was the car?

Authorities walked a dizzying tightrope around
the young mother. Cops feared that if she knew
where the children were, and detected their doubts,
she might panic and harm the boys, or herself. But
Susan held another, all-important card in her hand:
The possibility that she was telling the truth. If law-
enforcement failed to take her seriously, and the
children wound up dead as a result, there would be
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hell to pay, and worse. The sheriff was far from the
only man in Union County who would never forgive
himself.

And so, two investigations were launched. On the
one hand, search parties combed the region, by air and
by land. Divers plumbed the murky depths of John D.
Long Lake. Tips poured in—a burgundy car was spot-
ted in North Carolina, a little boy was found in Seattle.
One by one, each lead ended in disappointment.

Meanwhile, authorities were gingerly tightening
thc? noose around the woman who had become their
prime suspect.

(;omplicating matters even more, all over the
nation and points beyond, a worried public by this
time had become thoroughly caught up in Susan
Smlth’s: plight. As if in reply, each day her public
entreaties grew more anguished, more detailed—
more newsworthy. _

“The night that this happened,” Susan said on
November 1, “before I left my house that night,
Michael did somethin’ that he’s never done before.
He came up to me, and he put his arms around me,
and he told me, ‘I love you so much, Mama.” And
he—he’s always told me he loved me, but never
before, not without me telling him first.” Then, the
prayers. -

“I have put all my trust and faith in the Lord, that
He’s taking care of ’em, and that He will bring them
home to us.” '

But if Susan Smith was beginning to believe her
own carjacking fable, she could not convince the
polygraph.

Do you know where the children are? Each time
the question was asked, the machine was sure: Susan
was lying. :

Finally, as the days passed without a ransom
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demand or credible lead, the little, nagging questions
kicked up the largest doubts. Such as, How does a
strange man jump into a car that is known to be kept
locked by a vigilant three-year-old?

Susan’s charade ended on the afternoon of
November 3, at a point when the citizens of Union
were losing hope that the children would ever be
found alive.

It was dark out when Sheriff Wells approached the
microphones set up before Union’s tan brick court-
house—the same spot where, just days before, he had
earnestly deflected rumors that Susan may be
involved in the kids’ disappearance.

“The vehicle, a 1990 Mazda driven by Smith, was
located late Thursday afternoon in Lake John D.
Long near Union,” Wells began.

“Two bodies were found in the vehicle’s back
seat.”

As the assembled crowd gasped, Wells announced
that Susan Smith had been placed under arrest, and
would soon be charged with two counts of first-
degree murder. Then he strode away from the mike,
refusing to answer a single question.

A deafening outcry tore through Union, and
echoed across the nation. In a child’s heartbeat, what
began as a terrible tale of Stranger Danger faded into
something worse. Suddenly, the biggest threat to the
nation’s children no longer appeared to be the unseen
hand of a faceless outsider, but the familiar form of
the mother next door.

“You murderer!” ‘

Cries of rage replaced tears as Susan was ushered
into the back door of the courthouse. As Union pre-
pared to bury Michael and Alex, the collective out-
pouring of grief grew larger than the town could
contain. A child-killer was hideous enough. But
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Susan had toyed with their emotions for nine long
days as she spun her web of lies. The people of Union
believed in her. And she played them like saps.

Around town, yellow ribbons were swapped for
blue or black. Folks talked loudly and angrily about
the death penalty. And through long and sleepless
nights, imaginations burned with nightmarish images
of the last, horrible moments of life for Michael and
Alex.

On and on, the hordes continued to descend on
Union. First the media. Then came the average citizen—
mothers and fathers, many toting little ones. All were
drawn to the shores of John D. Long Lake, anxious
to answer a single, burning question: Why?

Why would a mother kill her own children?

As a columnist for the New York Post, | traveled to
Union to chronicle the wrenching saga of Susan
Smith. Though the community was badly wounded
by the ordeal, and the families involved—Susan’s
and David’s—devastated, I was able, through inter-
views with numerous friends, family, and law-
enforcement sources, to piece together a compelling
tale of a woman who for twenty-three years walked
among us, the picture of a well-adjusted neighbor,
loving wife and daughter, and nurturing mother.
Susan Smith. The name alone sounds so average. So
ordinary.

That is precisely what makes this case so chilling.

Before reading on, be forewarned: The one thing
this book—or anything else, for that matter—will not
be able to answer with any degree of adequacy is
“Why?” With this book, I do attempt, however, to
answer a related question: “How?”

How did a young mother—pretty, smart, and
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blessed with loving friends and a supportive family—

turn into a monster? _
And how many more Susan Smiths are out there?
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Placid Surfaces

City of Hospitality? Ha! They should call this the

City of Adultery.

—Resident of Uni i
Union commenting on town’s nickname,

October 1994.

Ihe weather itself is deceptive.

Deep into October, the merciless Southern
ggﬁg:lsczrgﬁita al;?tg tdh.e wo}?dsy underbelly of r::':;
, nding the summ i
unnatural lengths. At the fg'lrst clang ofe:hé()scslleg:)?l{)lf.glll),
long pants and dresses peel off en masse as childrer;
trot off to toss footballs in cutoffs and bare feet, From
the dome-topped courthouse on Union’s bucolic': Main
S_t;eet to the: brick cottages that have housed genera-
tions of textile workers, front porches fill to capacit
awash w1.th iced tea and talk, Neighbors wave fror)r,;
the parking lot of the shiny, new supermarket—
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Union’s one concession to progress. Down the road,
the plant drones into the next of an endless series of
uninterrupted shifts, each one indistinguishable from
the last.

As the long, lazy morning melts into yet another
featureless afternoon, the soothing sameness becomes
unsettling to an outsider. It is but a short leap over
the imagination’s picket fence from this modern-day
Mayberry into the realm of science fiction. Like a
character in the movie Groundhog Day, one might
easily become convinced he’s trapped in a village
where each new day is a repeat of the last. Only here,
the calendar changes. Everything else appears exactly
the same.

Union need not worry, though, because in these
parts, outsiders are few. The town’s remote geogra-
phy makes sure of that. It would be easy for a
motorist, driving thirty miles down Highway 176
from Spartanburg en route to Columbia, to cut right
through town—maybe even stop and grab a burger at
Union’s roadside McDonald’s—and be on his way
without ever realizing he’d set foot in Union. Not
that he would care. Union’s lack of a movie theater,
tony restaurant, or decent hotel and its dearth of
well-paying jobs conspire to put off strangers. Union
has always seemed to like it that way. Its secrets are
safe.

When change does come, it arrives late at night.
Creeping into town, like cold, disembodied fingers
groping the sun-kissed landscape, autumn sneaks in
through the back door. By late October, the steamy,
summerlike midday heat is liable to drop ten, twenty,
even thirty, degrees each time blackness overtakes
the sparsely populated wilds of Union County.
Traveling stealthily in the dark, the approaching sea-
son drops its calling card along the banks of John D.
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rl;grlfmu:ik& By morning, the tranquil surface of the
man.m ; :irl::ntdecaSt;; perfect reflection of the frost-
> trees. The smooth i i
shades of red, yellow, and purple. water 1s afire with
El.le ll;zflection is a mask.
1p below the serene exterior. Rea
. ch beneath
:::ilnllltsurface. John D. Long Lake is not what ;23
lakge ! es:l)i]p;zcl:; Ttlne bt‘;emperature is far colder than the
icia auty might suggest. Invisi
thc? !and dv.vell.er, catfish, that ugly staple of Solubtll"leelt'r(:
CUIS;SC, swim in large, hungry numbers
Oow, try to touch bottom. It escal. es i
. ! . ou.
;&l'f;el;n 1sdténex?ectedly deep, the lake bl::d eic:pt'{:rlls
uddy. Just when you think ’ i .
1 / you’ve hit
g?s:ntdh,e ahg{ewceddlgs even farther into the le.artttllle
e, .
he ohe. and you may never know where the
o n?tiltl ::ve;'omind. The]se secrets will remain hidden
; » lor a very long time. For the tow
gn!on, .Iohn D. Long Lake is the perfect mirror. rliil?:
nion, it takes care to conceal what lurks within,

g::fl? theigh Vaughan was born as Union was in its
death roes. It was 197.1, and textiles, the lifeblood
ot ;no; Cox;nty, 1:; main reason for existence, were
_manufactur far more cheapl th’
nonunion, low-wage labor in Mexico andpAysia. rough
. Rural South quolina was in a state of economic
:gv ;;;s;e.k It begarll in the 1960s, with the exodus of
: . K€y employers. Milliken closed two texti
plants in Union County alone, throwing hundrefi);tll?
wor’l;‘c;lrs into the wilderness. ©
¢ grand estates of the mill owne
rs—man
;?emlformer cotton. plantations that once thri\"edy (;)rf
ave labor—were going to seed. Bungalows that housed
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descendants of Scotch-Irish millworkers; who settled the
area in the late 1800s, lay vacant and forlom.

Young people, many of whom can trace their
family trees in Union over a century, led the massive
out-migration, settling in South Carolina’s capital city
of Columbia, in Charlotte, North Carolina, and many
points farther north. In the *70s, education was in.
Skilled manual labor was out. Union, it seemed,
might not survive.

But the Vaughans weren’t going anywhere.

Susan’s mother, Linda Sue, was a hometown girl.
She grew up in the community of Buffalo, adjacent to
the city of Union, where a giant, redbrick mill casts its
shadow over virtually every porch, church, and general
store in town. It may not be much, but it was home.

“She was a beautiful girl, everybody just loved
her,” remembers Linda’s childhood friend, Lorene

Vinson.
“Like her daughter, Susan, she was real smart in

school.”

Academic gifts notwithstanding, Linda was still a
teenager when she married Harry Ray Vaughan, a
strikingly handsome millworker and volunteer fire-
man. Linda dropped out of high school and the cou-
ple moved into a neat, little house in the town of
Union. Teen brides were nothing unusual in these
parts. Even today, Union County’s recreation-starved
residents are known to marry early, and often.

It wasn’t long before Harry and Linda Vaughan
had a son, Michael. Thirteen months later, Scotty
was born.

Nine years after Scotty’s birth, on September 26,
1971, the Vaughans finally had the little girl they’d
waited for. They named her Susan Leigh.

In the beginning, hers was a simple childhood.

Union in the early *70s was nearly oblivious to the
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massive social, political, and sexual upheavals gripping
minds and bodies across the nation. Cut off from the
rest of creation, the community was almost entirely
self-contained. It had to be. It would be another
twenty years before the powers-that-be constructed the
first four-lane road to ever pass through Union,
Highway 176. It was another three years, in June
1994, before Union’s first bar would open its doors.

The highway eventually did more to change the
fabric of the close-knit region than anything in the pre-
vious two centuries. Overnight, travel time to the city
of Spartanburg, and its airport, would be cut in half,
to around forty-five minutes. For the first time in his-
tory, folks could catch a movie in Spartanburg on a
Friday night—and still make it home in time for
Letterman. In the highway’s wake, progress would
march on in the form of chains known everywhere but
here: Pizza Hut, McDonald’s, Winn-Dixie.

It is unlikely Susan Vaughan could have pre-
dicted any of this. The Union in which she learned to
walk, talk, and ride a bike was virtually indistinguish-
able from the world of her grandmother. Aside from
deer hunting and fishing, going to church remained
Union’s primary social focal point. And many were
represented—Baptist, all brands of Protestant, even a
tiny Catholic house of worship. In fact, when it was
incorporated as a city two centuries earlier, Union
took its name from the peaceful “union” that existed
among the young village’s many churches.

Later on, Union would also be dubbed the “City of
Hospitality.” Applying the moniker to this isolated
burgh might strike the uninitiated as a little odd. “I’ve
lived here twenty-five years,” says Barbara Rippy, sixty-
one, “and some people still see me as a newcomer.”

Spend some time around the county, and you
realize that Union’s innatei “hospitality” probably has
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little to do with the welcome extended to its infre-
quent visitors.l dent out it
As one lifelong resident put 1t:
“The City of Hospitality? Ha! They should call
this the City of Adultery.”
As folks in Union know, boredom has a way of
finding its own relief. o
ltsg peccadilloes are masked by a convmcmgly
wholesome facade; a snapshot of Union, populathn
10,000, could be used to illustrate an encyclopedia
listing for the term “family values.” But spratch the
surface, and some of the squeaky sheen wipes off. on
your hand. Even the tidiest shutters and friendliest
smiles can disguise trouble.
Within the picture-perfect Vaughan home, tur-
oil raged. - ‘
" Susgan was not quite seven at the time a.nd she
may not have seen it coming. Her young life was
about to undergo tremendous qphanal. It was a
shock from which friends and family, with tl:le benefit
hindsight, now believe she never recovered.
of lIr{la:ryghVaughan, Susan’s handsome fathpr, moved
out of the snug house of his wife and children and
rented his own place. On Decgmber 7, 1977, Harry
d Linda officially divorced.
o A month later, a rare carpet of snow cgvered th.e
ground as Harry Vaughan, in a fit of dc?spalr over his
demolished family, lifted a rifle to his temple and
ulled the trigger.
i In Union, a suicide makes news, and most ’townlsf-
folk learned the details of Harry Vaughan’s self-
inflicted death from radio reports. Wherever Susan
turned, the grisly truth was visible in the pitying eyes
f neighbors.
° stah cried in school the day the news broke,
remembers her pal, Stacy Hartley. This would be the
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last time, for a ve i
, ty long while, that anyon
rﬁmember Susan letting her emotions sho);v. i-‘r(z;rr:
lt €n on, no matter how abominable her grief, Susan
earned to paint a brilliant smile over her pain.
l\;laybe she was born that way.
“It’s typical of these people—Scotch-Irish, Pro
: - , testant,
ten-generations removed from those who came here to
work in thfe textile industry,” explains Mac Johnston
e“zl(;ofuh;e dm;ctor of Union’s Chamber of Commerce’
ey don’t i g ious
peop?; Show emotions much. They’re very cautious
Even her brother, Scott .
) ther, Y, who was fifteen
his fathfer shot himself, had no clear idea tha:‘,}tll'ifel
evelltS might have had a traumatic effect on his sister
usan was im,” .
bis g very attached to him,” Scotty says of
“One would assume [the suicide] h ]
effoor : cide] had a major
Shect it-l’l’ her. I wish we would have talked more
A stoic exterior is an attribute th
. at would alwa
come in handy. Susan’s self-possession, so commgrf
in :hc:ese parts, would be used years later to help
g)égrzm w}t?; after she reported her children’s disap-
nce, the young mother’ i i
peratoc. th g er's eyes remained virtually
Like her father, who hid hi i i
- , s anguish
could take it no ]onger, she fooled everggne. undl he
£ (’il‘he one childhood friend in whom Susan con-
ide her sense of loss was Stacy Hartley, a frequent
Visitor to Susan’s house. Locked in her room with
:ixe(ri pal, Susan felt free to dwell on memories of her
? . Harry Vaughan, Stacy remembers, was the kind
31 a%:g ;lvho a:!vuﬁlys bought candy for the children, no
Ow tight money was.,He al ime
spare for his little girl. ! ways had time to

“She had an eight-by-ten picture of her father
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that she kept in her bottom drawer, along with her
coin collection,” says Stacy.

“She would play this tape recording of him teach-
ing her how to talk as a baby. We’d listen to the tape.
We used to laugh. She was just a baby.”

A short time after her ex-husband’s death, Linda
married a man named Beverly Russell. Bev Russell
was tall and sturdy. And, in contrast to the blue-
collar millworkers Linda knew from childhood, he
had made a considerable living as a stockbroker and
tax consultant, then opened a successful store, Bev’s
Appliances.

Politically active and ferociously connected,
Russell was a member of the state Republican
Executive Committee. Leaving no question as to how

- far right his political convictions tilted, Russell

served on the advisory board of the Christian
Coalition. Founded by the Rev. Pat Robertson, the
ultra-conservative Coalition raises cash for office-
seekers around the nation who, among other things,
oppose abortion and favor the teaching of creation-
ism in public school.

To Union, Beverly Russell was bona fide gentry.
For Susan and her mother, he possessed the one
magic ingredient the Vaughan family had never
observed in quantity: Money.

After the wedding, the Vaughan children moved
with their mother and stepfather into a spacious split-
level home in Mt. Vernon Estates. The subdivision,
carved into farmland, skirted by forest, boasts a col-
lection of large, new homes—no two built in the
same architectural style. For children, the area offers
ample yard space, and hardly any traffic.

Glancing at the Russell house, though, something
looks not altogether right. It takes a few moments to
figure out what is wrong with this picture. Suddenly,
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it hits you: The property is virtually barren of trees.
In fact, the whole subdivision appears oddly bald.

It’s as if, in their zeal to cut a swath through
nature, Mt. Vernon’s builders slashed and burned
every living thing in sight, making certain that a visi-
tor’s eye will be drawn to the biggest objects in the
frame—the houses. The gracious assortment of mis-
matched structures, one larger than the next, seem to
compete for the approval of envious onlookers.

The house signified a giant improvement in the
Vaughan family’s circumstances. Still, a few things
got lost. Stacy Hartley says she never felt as warm or
as welcome as she did rocking with Susan in the
hammock on the lawn of her friend’s little house in
Union.

For Susan Leigh Vaughan, however, the house in
Mt. Vernon Estates represented her first taste of
what real money can buy. Her sudden good fortune,
coming so close on the heels of her father’s suicide,
carried a lesson Susan was unlikely to forget:

Death, even of someone you love, does not mean
the end. Sometimes it leads to better things.

Ask anyone what Susan was like in high school, and
the first word that inevitably flips off the tongue is
“nice.”

“She was a real nice girl, so sweet to everybody,”
says former classmate April Vinson, twenty-three,
whose mother-in-law, Lorene, was a classmate of
Susan’s mother, Linda.

“She was smart as a whip,” April adds.

“She was just a terrific person,” echoes another
classmate, Lisa White, twenty-four.

Flipping through the yearbook for Union County
High School’s class of 1989, Susan Vaughan appears
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to be an exemplary leader. Her perky smile greets the
reader on page after page.

She emerges as an energetic joiner—popul.ar,
civic-minded, scholarly. On one page, Susan, wearing
eyeglasses and a conservative, calf-lepgth skirt,
accepts an academic award. In the next installment,
she has tossed off the glasses and pouffed up her
hair, proving she’s capable of looking every .blt as
pretty as any gal who devotes her life to hair and
makeup. '

Not alluded to on any page, however, is another
of Susan’s preoccupations: suicide. Nor d.oes the
yearbook mention Susan’s shocking allegation that
the man who raised her, a pillar of local society, was
molesting her.

Susan’s first known suicide attempt came at age
thirteen. Court documents filed by the prosecution in
her murder case state that she swallowed a large
amount of aspirin. Perhaps not the most lethal of
drugs, but it was enough to qualify as an attempt on
her life. Or, as others would suggest, a desperate cry
for attention.

Though she was careful never to talk about what
she was going through, word of Susan’s attempts on
her own life became a topic of chatter in the halls of
Union High School. Some former classmates remem-

ber a period in which she disappeared for weeks. Yet

in the best Deep South tradition, Susan’s pals were
too polite to confront their friend about. her pr9b-
lems. They saved that topic for discussion behind
Susan’s back. .
For a troubled girl, Susan had a way of throwing
herself into each new activity as if her life depended
on it. As an adolescent, she was uninterested .in emu-
lating the stereotypes beckoning the young girl com-
ing of age in the Deep South: Texas Cheerleader.
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Georgia Peach. Redneck. Belle. Good ol’ Girl.
Perhaps the small-town environment provided her
with more down-to-earth role models. Or maybe
Susan was just too brainy.

She would, however, embrace one typically
Southern trait completely: Susan was the girl who
aimed to please.

She was a member of the National Honor Society
and joined Union High’s Beta Club, whose member-
ship was reserved to students maintaining academic
averages of eighty-eight or better. She joined her
school’s Math and Spanish clubs, and participated in
Red Cross. As a member of the Civitan Club, she
worked tirelessly to make her hometown even more
hospitable than it was cracked up to be.

Susan volunteered to work with the elderly, and
helped raise money for Union’s Special Olympics.
While her talents leaned in the direction of books
and good deeds rather than athletics or the arts, she
did appear in one play, Love is in the Air. Its pro-
ceeds were donated to Children’s Hospital in
Columbia.

Susan fell in with a crowd of popular achievers
like herself. No majorettes or football stars among
them, they represented the best and brightest Union
had to offer. The ones who, if only they cared to stay,
would help oversee the town’s eventual merger with
the rest of the planet.

By most accounts, Susan was not precocious in
terms of the opposite sex. Whether too shy, or simply
otherwise involved, she went on what was considered
a normal number of “dates,” but had no lasting
romances. For a brief while, her friend April Vinson
remembers, Susan dated @ black student. Just a few
years later, interracial couples would stroll proudly
along Main Street. But as recently as the late ’80s,
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this kind of liaison still carried a strong social stigma,
and kids around school freely condemned even the
most casual black-white pairing. -

“A lot of people said they didn’t like a white girl
with a black guy,” says April. “More than that—some
just couldn’t even picture a white girl and black guy
together.”

Susan’s daring friendship ended when the young
man moved, and she emerged from the episode
unscathed. But she did gain a powerful insight, one
that was bound to stick. Susan learned a great deal
about what it takes to push people’s buttons. It was
knowledge that she would draw on in the future: .

In retrospect, the constant swirl of activity in
which Susan centered herself appears to be a ploy.
Keeping occupied, every minute of every day, was
Susan’s method for shoving unpleasant feelings out
of her consciousness, for keeping her demons at bay.
Of course, it couldn’t possibly work. And as the ten-
sion grew ever greater inside her, Susan found
increasingly alarming outlets for relief.

During her senior year, Susan approached the
school guidance counselor, Camille Stribling.

“My stepfather is molesting me,” she proclaimed.

Despite Beverly Russell’s standing in the commu-
nity, the counselor dutifully reported the accusation
to the office of then-Sheriff William Jolly.

But then, Susan had a long talk with her moth.er.
Abruptly, she dropped her complaint. The shenff,
‘with no witness and not a shred of independent evi-
dence that anything was amiss in the Russell house-
hold, abandoned the investigation in early 1989.

What exactly happened between Susan and her
stepfather, if anything, may never be known. But
given Susan’s proven track record as a compell}ng
storyteller, many in Union, hearing of the molestation
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claim, today believe that Susan was more than capa-
ble of fabricating a tale of sexual abuse.

A year after she accused her stepfather of molest-
ing her, in November 1989, Susan, then eighteen,
swallowed another stash of aspirin. This suicide
attempt, coming six months after high-school gradua-
tion, was serious enough to land her in the psychi-
atric ward of Spartanburg Regional Medical Center,
according to court documents. She stayed in the
facility for one week.

But in that spring of 1989, as Susan prepared to
graduate, she exhibited not one outward clue about
the drama to come. In fact, almost immediately after
Susan made the sex-abuse complaint, came her
crowning achievement.

Of all the honors bestowed upon seniors at
Union High School, Susan won the title of “friendli-
est” girl in her class. This was no small distinction. In
a part of the country where people place an
extremely high premium on acting nice, Susan took
the prize. That smile, it seemed, was going to take
her places.

As Susan walked out of the doors of Union High
School for the last time, nobody would have been
surprised to learn that Susan Vaughan was the
woman who would one day bring international fame
to her hometown. What they never would have
guessed is the manner in which she accomplished
that feat.

Portrajt of a
Marriage

When I heard Michael’s first cry, I just started crying

with him. . .
I had given birth to the most beautiful baby boy in

the world.

—From Susan Smith’s album, “Baby’s Milestones,”
' ' October 1991.

Susan Vaughan didn’t pay much attention to good-
looking David Smith as they passed in the halls .of
Union High School. A year older than-Susan-, David,
with his pale blue-green eyes and slim build, was
judged “cute” by the girls in town. But that was
where the impression ended. '

In contrast to the whirl of activity on which Susan

H
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thr1:ved, ]?avid pretty much kept to himself. The 1988
Union High yearbook carries the snapshot of the
clegn-cut senior. Aside from that, the book bears not
a smg!e mention of a club or extra-curricular activity
in Whl;h he participated or an honor he received. In
every department—smarts, soci i

left David in the dust. 2l skills, class—Susan

’I:eenage David had no time for all that. He was a
thor!(mg man. After high school, he went straight to
hgs job at Union’s Winn-Dixie supermarket, working
his way up from bag boy to department manager
before earning his high-school diploma. David’s grades
were nothing to crow about, and his mother tried to
d.lscourage him from spending all his spare time bag-
ging groceries and stocking shelves. But David was
relen.tless in pursuit of extra cash. He saw this job as
the ticket to the things he wanted most. A car and a
house for starters. Then, maybe, bigger ones.

. When he was about seventeen, David presented
his steady girl at the time with a diamond ring and
a§ked her to marry him. Unlike so many other kids
his age, David Smith had no plans to leave Union,
apd no Interest in attending college. He would marry
his girlfriend, buy a house and settle down. His
future was set. Or so he thought.

La.lter on, this intense interest in amassing things
matgnal was one trait that would draw Susan and
David together. It may not have looked that way in
Fhe halls of Union High. But the pair had quite a bit
in common.

David was born in Royal Oak, Michigan, the
home state of his father, Charles David Smith. A trim
ex-Navy man who also answers to the name David
the elder Smith joined the peacetime military of thé

19605, only to find himself in the thick of war in
Vietnam.
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Later, he would advise his son, with a characteris-
tic sly grin, “Make sure to be a conscientious objector.”

In 1968, while stationed in the San Francisco Bay
Area, David Smith Sr., then twenty-two, married
Barbara Martin. Though she was just twenty,
Barbara, a native of Spartanburg, South Carolina,
was divorced and raising a son, Billy. The young fam-
ily soon moved to Michigan, to be close to David
Smith’s family.

The Smiths’ first son, Daniel, was born in 1969.
David, named after his father, came along a year
later, on July 27. David was two when his parents
decided to pull up stakes and try life down South,
and they settled in the tiny city of Union, to be near
Barbara’s kin. The town, circa 1972, had almost
nothing to offer twentysomethings in the way of
entertainment. No bar. No movies. And, at the time,
a pathetic selection of retail shopping opportunities.

“But we could leave the kids’ toys outside at
night and they’d still be there in the morning,” Smith
explains. The Detroit area had grown far too danger-
ous, they felt, for raising youngsters.

Of course, Union County presented its own set of
hazards. Barbara remembers doing the wash with her
husband and younger son one Sunday at a coin laun-
dry in the community of Buffalo, when a dog came in
and bit little David Jr., who was two at the time. The
parents rushed little David to the hospital for
stitches. As it turned out, the dog’s owner was a local
minister. But when the Smiths demanded that he pay
for the boy’s stitches, the parsimonious preacher
replied, “It’s your fault. You shouldn’t have been

- washing your clothes on Sunday.”

“There’s a lot of hypocrisy in Union,” Barbara
says now. “But there also are some very nice people.”
The elder David Smith embarked on a succession
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of jobs. He worked as a ca nter for a fi
then landfad a job at the Wl-gl,:::sutta_teJ(til(:ewp;:::::l d:s;
the fabric-making industry underwent mas.sive
retrenchment, he was laid off. Smith went to work
for the city of Union, first as a mechanic, then a
meter-reader. .Money was in sporadic supply, but that
I‘:Jv:?t lf:lrlg" t{lptl_lcal amongdrural families in those days.
r high-flyers nor dirt- i
out lives as regt)x'lar folks. poot. the Smiths carved
In 1975, the Smiths had their thi i
a dall-llghter. They named her Rebectll::.‘d and last child,
njon’s Wal-Mart discount sto i
doors in .1.984. In a short while, thisrira%l:j)ni(:' t;::
huge retalhpg giant would eat up, PacMan-like, much
_of .th.e business previously enjoyed by the s;naller
individually owned department stores that long had
dorplnflted local shopping. The store represented
Union’s entry into the modern world. It also opened

neéw opportunities for an underemployed father. In

1984, David Smith Sr. started work as a stockman at

the new store, then was promoted to customer-service

representative, and, ultimately, to the ranks of man-

zlgg(r)ndent. Retailing apparently ran in the Smith men’s

Just as this job represented a vast im in
as repre: provement in
the family’s financial Picture, tragedy came calling. -

The Smiths were forced to confront the fact that their
e!der son, Da!nny, was seriously ill. At eleven, he was
dlagnose(.i. w1'th Crohn’s disease, a chronic, painful
gnd c.iebllltatmg condition that attacks the lower
intestinal tract. He may have inherited it from
Barbar.a, who suffered from intestinal complaints.
of ¢ ll1n J;sl: a qu yclears, Danny Smith turned from one
€ tallest 1n class to the short in hi
grade ortest student in his
When Danny was eightecn, his mother began

Mother Love, Deadly Love 31

sending him to a hospital in Atlanta for periodic
treatments. But the boy grew lonely, and eventually
decided to seek medical care in the relatively unso-
phisticated hospital in Spartanburg. Barbara blames
this decision for what happened next. In February
1991, Danny underwent what was becoming routine
surgery to ease the most devastating effects of his
affliction. But complications arose, and he developed
peritonitis. Daniel Smith died on March 4, 1991, a
few weeks after his twenty-second birthday.

~ His death came eleven days before the marriage
of his brother, David, to Susan Vaughan. Danny was
to be best man.

Susan and David fell in love at Winn-Dixie. Susan
came to work at the store as a cashier shortly after
high school. David was dairy manager at the time.
Their somewhat unlikely courtship blossomed among
the aisles, even while David was still engaged to his
high-school sweetheart.

David may have been a boy from the beaten side

of the tracks, but in the professional milieu, he was a

boss. At Winn-Dixie, for the first time in his life,

‘David was in a superior position to this girl who
- grew up wanting for nothing. And Susan wanted him

bad.
“He kept telling me she would talk to him on the

. breaks, say she could make him happy,” says David’s

mother. “She worked on him that way.

“He always had that problem,” Barbara adds.
“He’s been raised to have good manners. He’s very
polite. Girls like that.”

- Apparently, David enjoys those qualities in a
woman, too.

Susan certainly had a lot more going for her than
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a pretty face and friendly ways. She was, in social
and financial terms, a cut above just about any of the
girls in David’s league. She lived in a fine home with
a wealthy stepfather. She had the kinds of things
David coveted.

Before he took up with Susan, David’s typical
Saturday night date might have.entailed a shake at
Hardee’s, followed by a trip to the parking lot of the
high school football stadium, to hang out with the
rest of the gang. Being with Susan offered exciting
new possibilities.

“He would say things like, ‘Over at Susan’s, they
have a satellite dish,”” his mother says. ““You can see
this and that. It was all probably very dazzling when
he was nineteen years old.’”

Just as the Russell place must have appeared, all
those years ago, to the eyes of young Linda Sue
Vaughan.

Rumors flew around the store about dalliances
Susan was said to have engaged in with other store
employees. The idle talk was of some concern to
David’s mother. But it did not prevent David from
being flattered no end that this comely, upper-crust
lady should set her sights on him.

Eventually, even his wary mom got won over.

“I would always go on her line at the Winn-
Dixie,” Barbara confesses. “She was so friendly. She
always smiled.” :

If Susan used her womanly wiles to snare her
man, David Smith wasn’t exactly unwilling prey.
After just a short period of dating, everyone who
knows him agrees, David Smith fell head-over-heels
in love.

Susan was pregnant when the couple said “I do”
on March 15, 1991. The cerémony was held at the
Bogansville United Methodist Church, a few miles
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outside the community of Buffalo. David wanted hli
brother to be near him. Just a feyv yards from the spo
where the ceremony was held sits the small ceme?:(riy
where Daniel, David’s choice for best man, lay buried.
Susan’s pregnancy was only two months along, }slo
it is unlikely the wedding was arranged under L 1€
threat of a shotgun, as nosy pqlghbors later. hypo;l e-
sized. Susan wore an exquisite, form-fitting w. 1tc=E
satin gown, and carried a tremendous bouquet o

- pink roses. David was in a tux.

bride was nineteen on her weddlpg day;
Daw?;lh:vas four months shy of twenty-one. Ripe ages
for a first marriage in this part of the country. Slusag
was so nervous during the ceremony, she place
David’s ring on his right hand by n.nstake..

Afterward, the newlyweds, mtgndmg to s%v’e
money for their own house, moved in with DSV] s
great-grandmother in Union. David, and Danny
before him, had each spent time there as }tlecelx}s,
escaping the stricter rules of their mother. But the llV-
ing arrangements would create stress for- new couple.

Unexpectedly, however, the first serious stfram ?ln
their fledging union occurred two mqnfhs-a terf the
nuptials. This emergency came on David’s side of the
famllDyz:;vid Smith Sr. had grown incr.easingly despon(i
dent over the premature death .of his older slc(m, an
his depression was throwing his already shaky rtnarl;
riage into a critical state. One weekend, Barba? o:)
off to stay with her family in Sparta.mburg.. ra1111 15:
with grief and despair, the elder David S.mlttllfca e
his son at work and threatened to shoot himself. o

It was Susan, four months pregnant, who arrive
at the house to comfort her father-m:law. No stranger
to dramatic gestures, Susan talked him out of hurting

himself.
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Shortly after this inciden i i
t, David Smith Sr.
Barbara: and remarried. His new wife v:'as iraniefc}
Suse;?, like the wife of his son ©
their difficult family histori
. : y histories cast a pall o
:)l;ﬁ. thves of Dgwd and Susan, their sadnessp seem‘:cll.
5-52) ell;a:fd by ]gy u%c;n the birth of their first son At
: ,-v- on Uctober 10, 1991, two week .
Susan.s twentieth birthday, Michael Daniel SS;f'tfl:
came into the world. 1
Michael was born at Ma
‘ _bc ry Black Hospital i
fl%al;ﬁll?el;l'ltrgci \l;v.elghm%1 in at a hardy eight gojndlsn
. -rited his mother’s bright, brown e .
jolly disposition. In early photographs,yels)aag]}g
gppear§ enraptured by the sight of his little boy;
rlusan is the picture of motherly contentment. The:
; :‘:1 é):lrents fgge l\;lﬁchael the middle name Daniel
ory of David’ ina ’
were & fosiiy s beloved brother. Finally, they
The day after Michael wa i
. s born, David’s sj
Rebeqka gave birth to a daughter, Kailly. ﬁ?ﬁg

one of those mass-produced b
_ aby albums, wh
cover bears t!le’ printed title, “Baby’s Milestong:.”olsr?
E:a!t, schoolgirl’s print, she gushed over Michael in a
ries of warm and fuzzy personal recollections. '
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The diary opens:

“I’ve been waiting a long time to see you, pre-
cious Michael.

“It was truly the most wonderful experience.
When | heard Michael’s first cry, I just started crying
with him. I had given birth to the most beautiful baby
boy in the world.

“He was having a little trouble breathing, so I
wasn’t able to hold him until about 10:00 that night.
It was well worth the wait.

“When he was put into my arms for the very first
time, I forgot about all my pain. He really lifted my
spirits and touched my heart.”

The word heart is represented not by the letters
h-e-a-r-t, but by a little doodle of a heart. Susan was
in the habit of drawing pictures of hearts on every bit
of writing in which she referred to her children.
Those innocent-looking cartoonish hearts would
appear again three years later, when Susan again
grabbed a pen to write about her babies—this time,
confessing to their murder.

With Michael’s arrival, baby made four—the
couple still lived with David’s great-grandmother.
Between the duties of motherhood and the lack of
privacy, Susan grew deeply frustrated. After less than
a year of marriage, she moved out of the house, tak-
ing Michael with her. Susan told David, by way of
explanation, that she needed time “to think.”

It’s unclear who was the first to be unfaithful. In
divorce papers, Susan accused David of straying.
Polite and soft-spoken to the point of being passive-
aggressive, David never contested anything coming
out of his wife’s mouth. But when Susan walked out
the door that first time, David was floored.

“He was so upset,” his mother remembers. “He

was in such a state.”
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David lost his trademark reserve

. . , and took to
moping. For the ordinarily levelheaded young man
suchsdlspla)llls gf emotion were highly unusual. ’

usan had stern complaints about her youn
husband: “She .told me he treated her with rr};entagl
;:;uelty, like I said David’s father treated me,” Barbara
ys.

§he attﬁl?uted th.is to her son’s relative immaturity.

. ’Maybe it was just that he joked too much. He
didn’t ta.ke her feelings into consideration.”

David grew contrite. And jealous. Once, David
;POttgd her callr at the home of another man, a pal of
1s. Susan claimed they were just fri ’ i
didn’t believe it. ¢ : rlends. David

It took a little work, but he w

. , on h
Gro‘velmg was the ticket. er back
. WiIllpromlse if you cl?me back,” David told Susan

vill never, ever take you for granted in.” It
seemed to do the trick. & again.” I

. ”I'he Smiths. reunited. This time, they decided
they’d bq happier, and the marriage would grow
stronger, if they moved into a house of their own.
] Number 407 Toney Road is a stunning descent
rom Mt. Vernon Estates. Built of brick, it is a small,
square, one-story dwelling in the town of Union
built for convenience, not for comfort. It does have:
one pleasant feature, however: a generous yard, spa-
cious enough for a houseful of kids to romp in. It
wasn’t much, but it was home.

Tl_1e-mo-rtgage payments, $344 a month, put a
dent in their salaries, and tight finances would be
yet a’nother source of discord in the marriage. It
:vasn tt long after they moved in that it was David’s
urn to move out. He moved back into hi -
grandmother’s. o his great

To coin a phrase—What’s sauce for the goose is
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sauce for the gander. David started dating other
women. Susan, now saddled with a kid, felt herself
rapidly losing control of a situation she once seemed
to command. Jealousy was one emotion even Susan
had difficulty fitting behind a smile. She was enraged.

Susan began storming into Winn-Dixie unan-
nounced, looking for her husband, who had risen to
the position of assistant manager. As David emerged
from the back room, he was confronted by the sight
of his estranged wife, her face contorted with anger.

“You better stop this, going behind my back!”
Susan wailed to a sheepish David.

«] know we’re separated, but I'm getting tired of
all this. I’m getting tired of all this.

“Every time I come here, you’re somewhere else
in the store with someone. This has got to stop!”

Without another word, she turned on her heel
and walked out, leaving David silent in the wake of
his public humiliation.

April Vinson, Susan’s friend from high school,
watched these outbursts from her post in Winn-
Dixie’s deli department. At their height, the scream-
ing matches exploded two to three times a week.
Whether the couple lived together or apart seemed to
have no effect on their frequency.

Everyone in the store knew David had affairs.
But it became clear that saving his marriage became a
priority. :

“Finally, he did stop cheating,” says April.

It didn’t seem to help. Susan continued berating
him over his philanderings, real or imagined.

For Michael’s sake, as well as their own, Susan
and David gave one more stab at reconciliation. A
short time later, they found good reason to try and
make it work: Susan was pregnant again.

Alexander Tyler was born in Spartanburg on
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Just two himself, Michael enjoyed bathing the baby
and helping him dress. He talked to him and wheeled

anyone else.

Susan set out to be the perfect mother. It was an
arena, like high school, for which she had extraordi-
nary talent. The boys, sparkling clean and laughing,

mates, and never seemed to lack for the newest and
best toys. All the Union matrons clucked their
approval. Susan made motherhood look effortless.
The situation was not all it seemed.
Between working full-time and raising two chil-
dren, Susan was forced to drop the courses she was

shrinking of her horizons, never that wide to begin
with, bothered her. No one was alarmed, though.
After all, all young ‘mothers have pressures, don’t
they?

David seemed aware of his wife’s growing dissat-
isfaction. In March 1994, David presented Susan
with a card for their third anniversary. It contained a
sweet plea to save their precarious marriage. The
printed portion of the car read:

Time may change a lot of things in our lives,
but one thing it can never change
is the way [ feel about you.

Mother Love, Deadly Love 39

i ith ink. He
David underlined the v.vord never wi °
followed the canned sentiment with these hand

ed words: -
pem:Hang in there, sugar-booger. You mean every

i . God, I love you!—David.” .
thmittotrwn:;nty-two, Susan Smith dhad htw<l)) cl(millc::ﬁg
j had a husban
and a dead-end job. But she sband who
d her, family she could turn to, an
lfgi‘;ids more than willing to help ease her burden by

baby-sitting. She was not alone.




3
The Catc_h

They had one thing in common, they were good in

bed,
He said, “Faster, faster, the lights are turning red.”

—From the Eagles’ song, “Life in the Fast Lane,”
played on a supermarket music system.

Alex was tiny when Susan traded her Winn-Dixi
apron for a power suit and took a better-p:)lrrilnlg)ljxolg
at the pffices of Conso Products. The huge plant, sit-
tlng.wrtuglly next doot to the supermarket wi'lere
David still worked, manufactures tassels and
assort.ed cloth doodads used to finish such house-
hold items as curtains, pillows, and upholstery. An
enormous sign at the Union plant proclaims Conso
T’E‘hr; ”VVorld’s Largest Manufacturer of Decorative

She was just a $17,000-a-year secretary. But

Mother Love, Deadly Love 41

Susan had hit the big time—she reported directly to
the company’s owner, J. Cary Findlay.

Findlay was a multimillionaire from Montgomery,
Alabama, who made his fortune as a corporate
raider. About six years before Susan’s arrival, he
bought the twenty-year-old Conso plant. Overnight,
he turned it into the biggest textile concern in Union
County. Employing more than 530 people, Conso
was leading the depressed region toward a modest
reversal of fortune.

By the mid-1980s, the county had hit rock-
bottom. Findlay had the good business sense to sec
that there was nowhere else to go but up. Raw cloth,
once the area’s staple product, was still being turned
out apace overseas. But fabric companies were look-
ing to the more highly skilled American work force to
produce fancy, high-end dyed and printed textiles.
Union was a natural place to go.

Smelling opportunity, the town got its act

‘together, and started working to woo new business.

Union was aided by the arrival of Highway 176,
which first zapped through the countryside in 1991.
At long last, geography was not so great an obstacle.

Union had another selling point: Cheap labor.
While South Carolina workers command higher
salaries than many of their Asian and Mexican coun-
terparts, experienced Southern millworkers can still
be scooped up for something like six-dollars-and-
change per hour—a fraction of the wages demanded
by workers in the industrial North. That kind of pay-
check goes much farther down South.

The jobs couldn’t have been more welcome. In
1989, thirty-eight percent of Union County residents
fell below the federal poverty line. The median value
of a house was just $38,000, but even that was out of
reach for so many scratching out a hand-to-mouth
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existence. For Union residents i
' , making t
far more lucrative than flipping burgersgata::ierll?m‘zzf
wag'ele‘. Lahbor fo.r Conso would never be scarce
Succegst e intlre regloq, the massive tassel-maker’s
ool (1:1(1)22 :lg t';mg lge%;ming of a slow revival of a
. . Indlay, it meant a gold mine.
b lf:;m‘ﬂay furthc'er pumped cash into Union County
Cistle szha wl.nte elephant everyone called “The
Sastle —the lavish, old Nicholson mansion that sits
on i fZ')raclzls')egsl‘oflwooded land. And why not? Conso’s
: alone were j i
llon.LAnd land here is cheagfojeaed At some $52 mil-
ord of the manor in a wa i
: y even rich B
g:t:lt?e o‘::l!{hdll;e.am, -l;'mdlay took up residen(:::e Icz)lrllsilemg
- 1Is wite and son, To Y
Findlay went to work a i rector of vis o
! s graphics director of hi
g;agi: (;:g:g:i,ny. ?nd h’I?h moved into the guest llmsotcx);g
S estate. The young heir to the fam;i
ch;rstrlrel,es sl?(c))tn t<lile';'eloped-a particular fondness for n’Il';llZ
Sastle > a whirlpool big enough to hold a
Ensconced in Conso’s i
‘ - nner sanctum, S
g clea:;- view of the what she’d missed foruss(?nlolzlad
Omeday, she vowed, I’ll make all this mine, *

The marriage was crumblj i
; ing. Despite David’s
I;;(r)ct)mgleste:lto bela t;etter husband, he and Susar?acr:tﬁidt
ong. Jea Iminati

vt life.g Ous recriminations became part of

Another insurmountable

) problem w -
fPiLCe: :ll?-healt.hyl fgnances. For a pair who :ilj:)l;ch?l:le

mgs in life, David brought in

year on top of Susan’s $17,00()g. Grovggg if)l’l?)ggi;

was accustomed to lean tim
€s. .
known poverty. s. But Susan had never
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What she did know was that a spunky, young
woman has one sure-fire escape route from a life of
drudgery. It was the method she’d seen her mother
succeed at nearly fifteen years before: Marry up.

Tom Findlay was unlike any of the Union lads
Susan knew. He was educated and refined. And he
knew it.

As Tom entered his late twenties—social middle-
age in these parts—he felt no strong urge to settle
down. Tom was known to squire a selection of the
local fillies to a variety of functions. He was engaged
for a time to a local girl, but the courtship didn’t last.
Tom was in no rush. For one thing, his father was
preparing to open a new plant overseas, in London.
Tom had no idea how long he’d be sticking around
the rural South.

But he sure did know how to have a good time.
Tom achieved a degree of notoriety—and envy—for
the festive parties he frequently threw in the hot tub
on the grounds of his home. His friends were ushered
behind the locked and guarded gates of the estate,
where old man Findlay employed groundskeepers and
other domestic help. Most people in Union had never
encountered such a rarefied atmosphere, and Tom
enjoyed giving the simple girls of Union a taste of his

family’s awesome wealth and power.

The parties were, by all accounts, extremely well-
attended.

From her desk at Conso’s front office, Susan
befriended the wealthy, young man whom everyone
around town started calling “The Catch.” She had a
history of going after the man in power. For the first
time since she caught the eye of her assistant man-
ager at Winn-Dixie, Susan was smitten.

The romance, if it could be called that, between
Susan and Tom was not a matter of wide public

B,
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knc?wledgc?. Most of Tom’s friends who were aware
qf it considered the pairing more of a casual flirta-
tion. For Tom, his dad’s secretary seemed a safe
choice. S!le was, after all, married. Commitment was
not on his agenda. But Susan took the relationship
sengusly. Perhaps more so than Tom would have
realized, had he bothered to pay attention.

When you’re the richest guy in town, you develop
radar for girls like Susan. Girls who look at your face
and see dollar signs. Susan may not have known it
but %he never really had a chance. ’

_Tom was a regular customer at Hicko
Union’s first and only bar. Actually a sportsl?t,heNr::cteii
restaurant -and tavern, Hickory Nuts features a collec-
tion of pool tables, a wooden dance floor, and big-
screen TV. When it opened its doors in June 1994
Hickory Nuts raised a few eyebrows among Union’s’
most ardent Fhurchgoers. But if Union wanted to con-
tinue attracting movers and shakers like the Findlays
town fathers knew, it needed to give them some place’:
to have a .good time. The bar was here to stay.

At Hl_ckory Nuts, Tom befriended the bar man-
ager, Lorinda Robins. Lorinda is thirty-four, blonde
good-humored—and quite married. Tom was a;
devc;ted customer and loyal pal.

n a wistful moment, Union’s most eligible bache
lor told Lorinda about his di i ;
i o o b staste for the gold-diggers

“I wish I could find somebody who w: i
for what I am—not for my dad’s fnoney,”(;1'.:3](;2:;:1(?3 e

Of course, that longing for Ms. Right did not
stop Tom from taking up with Susan. Apparently
whep it came to the young mother, Tom Findlay was;
motivated by organs other than his heart or his head.

* * *

ey e e e s -
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It was David’s roving eye that sounded the death
knell for the Smiths’ marriage. In the summer of
1994, David moved out of the house on Toney Road.
This time, he didn’t stop at his great-grandmother’s.
He rented his own place at the Lake View Garden
Apartments complex.

Susan kicked David out after she became con-
vinced he was having an affair with the cashier who
replaced Susan when she went to work at Conso.
David denied it at first. But workers at Winn-Dixie
often saw their assistant manager spend his breaks
smooching out back with the help. It didn’t take long
before word got back to Susan.

Maybe it was the Muzak, or perhaps David just
had enough of his marriage, but that store had quite
an effect on Union’s sex life.

If Susan felt any guilt over her own extramarital
relationship, those feelings were lost amid her anger
over her husband’s shenanigans. In the summer and
early autumn, long after David moved out of their
home, Susan continued her surprise visits to Winn-
Dixie.

In her latest round of attack, Susan enlisted the
help of her children. Carrying baby Alex in one arm,
and pushing a shopping cart in which little Michael
sat, Susan marched into the store to confront her
cheating husband.

“This has got to stop!”

David, thoroughly chastised in the presence of his
sons, customers, and colleagues, grew quiet after
each episode, and returned to work.

Susan filed for divorce on September 22. She’d
filed before, but this time she really seemed to mean
it. On Susan’s behalf, her lawyer requested custody
of Michael and Alex, plus child support to the tune

of $115 a week—a hefty bite out of an assistant
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supermarket manager’s paycheck. Susan would con-
tinue living at 407 Toney Road, and take over the
house payments. David could see the kids as often as
he pleased, provided he gave forty-eight hours’
notice. As her grounds for seeking divorce, Susan
minced no words. She listed it as adultery. David’s.

David took his lumps without protest. He never
hired a lawyer, and contested nothing. The children
would go to their mother, and he would pay what she
wanted. He even agreed to foot the bill for Susan’s
lawyer, another $290.

While their marriage may have been a horror
show, Susan and David were the ideal separated cou-
ple. Although David was required under the separa-
tion agreement to give notice before coming around,
Susan never enforced the proviso. David frequently
dropped by to mow the lawn at Toney Road. He
played with his children nearly every day. Michael
and Alex were often seen toddling on the grass out-
side David’s apartment, playing ball with their daddy.

Michael turned three on October 10, 1994, and
the Smiths celebrated the event as a family. They
gave their son a party at McDonald’s, a little boy’s
dream.

As the couple’s divorce drew closer to reality,
Susan’s world looked brighter. She was still young
and pretty. Now, she set her sights on grabbing the
gold ring. Susan planned to dig her hooks into the
most desirable guy in town. Like her mother, she
would marry up. And spend the rest of her days as
Lady of the Castle.

The bubble burst with the force of a bomb
blast. On October 18, 1994, Susan suffered a slight
that shattered her self-image far worse than David’s
infidelities. Tom wanted out. This time, there was
no chance for reconciliation, no grounds for appeal.
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The awful news came in a “Dear John” lettgr.
This was not a handwritten note or a typewritten mis-
sive. Tom coolly composed his words of dism1§sal on
his office computer, then printed them out with the
push of a button. He informed Susan he was break-
ing up with her. .

" Tom listed several reasons in his letter. But Sus.an
only saw one: Her lover was not willing to raise
Michael and Alex.

How could he do this to me?! Feelings of betrayal
shot through Susan like electric shocks. Tom had had
his jollies, and he was moving-on. .

Tom’s abandonment left Susan more than just
emotionally devastated. She was flat broke. Her
monthly income, after taxes, totaled $1,096 a month.
But Susan’s mortgage and car payments, day-care
fees, and household bills added up to $1,286. Sh’e
still had unpaid medical bills left over from Alex’s
birth fourteen months before. _

"~ Now, Susan watched helplessly as her escape
route shut in her face. .

Susan could issue a magnificent tirade from
Conso’s roof, if she cared to. It wouldn’t do any
good. Tom Findlay had no desire for a ready-made
family. He was gone. And he wasn’t coming back.

Six days after he dumped Susan, on the evening of
October 24, Tom was sitting on a barstool at qukory
Nuts, holding court, when Susan walked in with a
girlfriend. It was around 8:30 p.M., and the seats on
either side of Tom were filled. So Susan plunked her-
self on the spot nearest her lost love, ?hree barstools
away, and stared absently into a Bud Light. .
“She looked a little down,” remembers Lorinda
Robins. The bar manager shrugged it off. Lots of
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people come into Hickory Nuts to unwind after a
stressful day at. the office.

Tom didn’t acknowledge Susan’s arrival. He had
come into the bar with the wife of a close friend, and
the pair waited for the woman’s husband to arrive.
Over a draft beer, Tom joked with his companion
and with Lorinda.

“He’s late again!” Tom teased the woman about
her tardy husband.

At one point, Tom said something to Lorinda,
out loud, about the two of them running off and hav-
ing an affair. They both guffawed at the suggestion.

“That was a joke!” says Lorinda. “There’s nothing
to it. We was all just cuttin’ up, having a good time.
My husband works here, too. We're all friends.”

Susan wasn’t in on the joke. She sat in silence,
tormenting herself with the sight of her former lover.
The breakup of her relationship with Tom had left
Susan emotionally frayed. And here was Tom, cavort-

ing like a school boy. Acting as if nothing at all had

happened.

It was more than she could take.

Tom bought a round for everyone at the bar,
Susan included. Heck, he could afford it. Susan
sipped her free beer without a word of thanks. No
one noticed what time Susan left. But Tom was still
at the bar, laughing and drinking the night away.

‘As far as Susan was concerned, this man had
destroyed her life. As it turned out, this night was the
last time Susan would lay eyes on Tom Findlay. And
he didn’t say one, lousy word to her.

- Tomorrow, Susan decided, things will change.

without a Trace

t ta 1 jonally unstable
] t takes a very sick and emotionally .
Iet?sl:: tlo :e able to take two beautlful children like
It’hat, to be able to keep them from their parents.

i i her
ith addressing the media about
—Susan Smi children’s disappearance.

ing to be a long night. _ .
It "lll‘alllseggllr;g call came into the police dispatcher at
9:15 on the evening of Tuesday, October 251:1 In (;?1‘3;
trast to the ghastly emergex;cyly he reported, the ma
ice was calm and respectful.

VOICSTﬁre’s a lady who came to our.doqr. .Somedg;iy‘
jumped into her car with her two kids in it, and he
took off.” red

“ ’s got the kids?” the operator asked.

“Qre‘;l trlgas’agm, and her car. She’s real hystenf:al,
and 1 jus’t thought I need to call the law and get ‘em

down here.”
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When cops arrived at the house of Shirley and
Rick McCloud on Highway 49, Susan Smith put on
quite a show. Weepy and beside herself with worry,
she sobbed her way through a rough description of
the harrowing series of events of a few minutes
before: The red light. The gun. The desperate black
man in the ski cap. The kids.

The ordeal began after Susan got off work at
Conso, and picked up Michael and Alex from their
baby-sitter’s house near the Smith home on Toney
Road. At about 6 P.M., Susan said, she stepped out of
the house and strapped Michael and Alex into their
car seats. From there, the trio spent nearly three
hours shopping at Wal-Mart.

Afterward, Susan said, she headed out on 49 to
visit her friend, Mitchell Sinclair. Mitch, twenty-four,
was a guy she’d known since high school, and he was
engaged to Susan’s best friend, Donna Garner. A
millworker who toils the graveyard shift, Mitch
shared a house with his three brothers. He was
accustomed to receiving visitors in the late evening
before the start of his midnight shift. But the Smith

family never made it to his door.

As Susan stopped the car at the deserted red light

in the community of Monarch, the black man
pounced.

“Shut up, or I'll kill you.”

Pistol in hand, he slid into the passenger seat.
With his gun pointed menacingly at Susan’s ribs, the
fiend made her drive seven long miles along the dark
road. In the back seat, the confused children cried.

Once they reached the entrance to John D. Long
Lake, the man told Susan to pull over. Then he
ordered her out of the car.

At this point, the terrifyjng story hit a crescendo:
Standing on the road, Susan said, she begged the
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man, “Let me take my babies!” The carjacker said no,
he was in a hurry. It takes too long to unbuckle baby
seats. ’
The man promised the mother he wouldn’t harm
her kids. Then he vanished into the night. .
Within days, Susan would refine her storytellmg
to Academy Award—-winning proportions. But on tt.ns
night, she had an opportunity to rehearse her deliv-
ery. Police treated her gently. Her story was gospel.
As far as anyone was concerned, a carjacker was
on the loose in rural Union County with two vulnera-
ble children in his clutches. Michael and Alex must
be found immediately. There was no time to lose.. ’
For Hugh Munn, spokesman for South Carolina’s
elite State Law Enforcement Division—known as
SLED—it was show time. o
Munn received word about the carjacking in a
telephone call to his home at about three minutes
before 11. It was Munn’s job to spread the word to
the media. Until the case was solved, he wquld be
responsible for ensuring that television: radio, aqd
print outlets across the country stayed interested in
the story of the missing children. Munn was good at
his work. ’
By 11:15 P.M., a mere two hours after Susan’s

shrieks in the night, local stations carried the story of

the most fearsome crime ever to be repo.rted in Union
County. Within hours, every eye for miles would be
scanning the distance, searching for a but:gundy 1990
Mazda Protege with South Carolina license plate
number GBK 167. . .
For law-enforcement types, the night was just
beginning. o .
| glCopsg know the importance of s‘tnknpg while a
trail is still warm, especially in a kidnapping. Armed
with Susan’s description of the car and the suspect,
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(Sxi,lEll))inzgtir;tz r::.d Union sheriff’s deputies started

At the very least, they fully expected to find the
(S::; r:;lglll(tl callsv;ay. How far could a man drive with two

“Think about it,” one law-enfor i
tolc} Newsgveek. “A black man steals Ze[:ain\twi(t)liﬁtcvlvﬂ
whlte.- babies in the back seat. He’s going to han
f)nto‘ it? He might as well put a billboard on it say%
ing, ‘Shoot me, I'm the guy.” He’s going to dum;; it in
a mall par}cmg lot or on the roadside.”

Th¢ qlght that started so dreadfully ended on an
ellllcouragmg note. A report came into Union police
;\4 at a car matching the description of the missing

azda was spotted stopping for gas in Sharon, North
Carolina. It seemed likely the carjacker was headin
toward the neighboring state’s capital of Charlotteg
som;e fort}f miles northeast of Union. ’
nvestigators expanded their search
Carolina, Georgia, and Tennessee. It seemectlolikl:?:tsl:

a matter of hours before eve
ity ryone could get some

“I just feel hopeless. I can’t do enough.”
The lead that looked so ising didn’ ’
: promising didn’t .
Cg the long night bled into day with no siggagfotllllte
ys, Susan emerged from seclusion to meet the
press.
“My children wanted me. They ‘ |
can't hlp thom 2. They needed me. Now 1
;I just feel like such a failure.”
usan’s eyes gazed downward during her first
press c.onference. Wispy hair pinned into a childish
plonytall, sleep-deprived eyes shielded by prescription
glasses, Susan spoke into a clutch of microphones
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before a hushed crowd assembled outside the court-
house. She looked so young. So forlorn.

David, her estranged husband, stood at her side
supportively. They were in this together. Still, as piti-
ful as she looked, Susan managed to come off a might
defensive. She was a mother whose kids were miss-
ing. And now she had to explain to all the world how
she could allow her own flesh and blood to be ripped
from her grasp.

" «He made me get out of the car. You know, 1

tried to get my children,” Susan insisted to no one in
particular. '

“] was saying, ‘There’s a baby,” and ‘Please let me
take them.' And he said no, he didn’t have time for
me to take them out of the car seat.”

The carjacker did, however, seem to have time
galore to argue with Susan.

«And he just told me, he said, ‘But 1 won’t hurt
them,’” Susan added.

The detail was a good one. It took the sting away,
just a little. You’d figure any guy who would bother
to make such a vow must have a conscience.

«And he just took off.”

Aside from briefly recounting the carjacking,

 Susan used her first few minutes of fame to discuss

_the main subject on her mind: Susan.
«] can’t even describe what I'm going through. 1
‘mean, my heart is—it just aches so bad.

«] can’t sleep. I can’t eat. I can’t do anything but
think about them.”

Susan’s early public utterings were a tad puz-
zZling. By Thursday, some thirty-six hours after
Michael and Alex left her sight, she appeared com-
pletely defeated.

The boys were out there, somewhere. They

could be hungry or hurt. They could be dead. And
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?here was Susan, dwelling upon her own feelings of
inadequacy. Her first five sentences began with the
word 1.

This could be understandable, under the circum-
stances. But many a mother in earshot might wonder
why a woman who’d just seen her sons stolen before
her eyes would chose to talk mostly about herself.

Many a cop in earshot wondered, too.

. Susan made another mistake. So soon after their
disappearance, she referred to Michael and Alex in
the past tense. They wanted me. They needed me.

The tots had been gone barely twenty-four hours.

'fI‘oo soon for Susan to be resigned to their darkest
ate.

And she always looked down. The cameras never
once got a direct shot of Susan’s extraordinarily dry
eyes.

David, however, stared directly into the cameras.
He alone behaved as if the case was not yet closed.

“I plead to the guy—to the man. Me and my wife
plead to him to please return our children to us safely
and unharmed,” David implored. “We love our chil-
dren very much, and we want them returned to us,
safe and sound.”

David probably didn’t realize it at that moment,
but he proceeded to broadcast a bit of information
that would prove fairly significant, from a detective’s
standpoint. It was a detail that could be used to call
into question Susan’s version of events.

Whenever the family goes out for a ride, David
announced, Michael waits to hear the “thump” of the
Mazda’s electronic door locks. If Susan forgets to hit
the switch, said David, the boy always chimes in,
“Lock the doors, Mama.”

How strange that on Tuesday night, for the first
time, both Michael and Susan forgot the script.
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As an actress, Susan definitely needed work.
Fortunately for Susan, she was a fast learner. She had
to be. Her primary audience was tough.

From their makeshift headquarters in the Union
County courthouse, a task force of one hundred
police, county sheriff’s deputies, SLED apd FBI
agents assembled to comb the woods and hlghwgys
and dive into John. D. Long Lake. In the coming
days, they also would sift through every word coming
out of Susan’s mouth. They would study her body
language. And stare deeply into those dry, downcast
eyes.

Y She didn’t know it at the time. But in this hunt,
Susan was ground zero. '

During the first couple of days, though, police
still entertained the possibility that Susan was telling
the truth.-After all, Susan Smith was one of the best
mothers Union County had ever seen. Everyone knew
that.

As the news about Michael and Alex spread like wild-
fire, it seemed as if the entire population had rallied
to Susan’s aide. . ,

This included David. Though he hadn’t lived with
his wife for months, David affixed himself to Susan’s
side, the picture of the loving husband and worried
father.

Leaving their individual homes, the couple hun-
kered down together in the house of Susan’s mother
and stepfather. In light of what had happened, the
disagreements that led them to the brink of divorce
seemed awfully petty.

Within hours, friends and strangers from across
the area joined in the cause of finding the lost boys. It
was as if each of the county’s 30,000 residents took
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the crisis personally. Michael and Alex were like their
own. Just as David and Susan had managed to put
aside their differences, local citizens ceased their
internal squabbles. The people of Union grew ener-
gized in their common goal.

“Hurry home, Michael and Alex!” Convenience
store marquees, usually reserved to advertise specials
on milk and cigarettes, were donated to the cause.

“We’re praying for Michael and Alex’s safe
return,” read signs on local churches.

Volunteers appeared in droves. They plastered the
region with thousands of flyers bearing a recent studio
photograph of the children. The leaflets beseeched
anyone to report the sighting of a three-year-old boy,
last seen clad in white jogging pants, blue-and-green
shirt, a light blue coat, socks, and no shoes. And his
fourteen-month-old brother, who wore a red-and-
white-striped jumper, blue-and-red coat, tennis shoes,
and socks on the night he disappeared. :

Next to the boys’ portrait, they hung pictures of
the missing burgundy Mazda. The car should be easy
to spot. Its rear bumper bore a maroon-and-white
sticker for the University of South Carolina.

Yellow ribbons—a traditional call for the return
of absent loved ones—covered the landscape. Folks
took to wearing tiny pictures of the boys on their
breasts, each one adorned with a yellow ribbon. A
huge ribbon festooned the house at 407 Toney Road.
Neighbors made plans for Alex and Michael’s welcome-
home party. : _
~ Another kind of picture also was slapped up on
walls and in windows for miles around. It was the
sketch of a black face. A mass-produced flyer
described the suspect as being in his twenties or
thirties, between five-foot-nine and six feet tall,

and weighing about 175 pounds. He was last seen
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.ving the burgundy Mazda on Highway ?9,. with
?\l:c‘)mv:rghite boysgilrll the back. He wore a pllalci1 ]azl;e;
and blue jeans and carried a gun. On his head w.
kmtl-(;?sp i)roﬁle posted on buildings and splasciled t(l):;
TV, the phantom carjacker leapeq into the lea zanlsd he
most sought-after felon in Arqenca. Where cou  he
hide? In Union, people studied the drawing, then
looked warily around them. The face, draw(rll f)(l, 2
police artist working on information gleane lrost
Susan’s imagination, could have belonged to alm:
anycxlse ‘the search effort mobilized, family members
gathered around the couple. Davjd’s father and s}eé)(;
mother flew in from their home in the San Frlzan)n(;;isd’S
Béy Area, and moved into David’s apartme:n:l.. arll
uncle, Douglas Smith, drove down from Mic 1.gi\1 .and

David’s mother, Barbara, had remarme.k and
moved near the resort city of Myrtle Beath.) Like et
daughter, Rebecka—now divorced—Bar a:‘la L
married a black man, Adolphps Benson. Ba o ¢
coursed between David’s dl\forced pa.\renltls, a:n
Barbara thought it best not to risk upsetting her Slas:
So the Bensons got into the act near thelr. l(llome, I;on
tering leaflets about Barbara’s grandchildren a on%

South Carolina’s coast. They hoped' thc? i-egcl1 >

highly mobile population would help bring in feaS OL-lth

Throughout that ei('iirsg day,t-th-eS n}:ec}}:lewzs soutt

ina were buo y optimism. ,
tclfrl;?tigllf sheer forceyof will, they believed they could
me. }
sum‘t‘rll;):v:hfagotylfel;odrop off the face of the Earth?

Hugh Munn’s statement, coming on the firslt1 fllllll c;iar):

of the boys’ disappearance, rocketed through the

oast to coast. , .
wav;shf;(r)lmlfad succeeded in his job beyond his
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wildest dreams. Findi i
s. Finding Michael and Alex became a " They came up empty-handed, 7o e om had

national priority.
up gerggrtg:isfi]ﬁﬁd in-to Union in droves. They set
: . € the picturesque 1913
}mltcli'! their .satelht-e trucks, and lounged iilo;rot?t:ltl)sle
uc; 1ﬁg chairs while chatting on cellular phones Th:
Mt:}:«: c); f}v;ry lcc;c;l matrons greeted the newcc;mers
and doughnuts. For once, outsi
. . ) ? t
a we(l:come sight in the City of Hospitality. siders were
big Ciczresp'lo‘;‘:dents converged on Union from all the
hig \:is'd ey came from places where, conven-
o o gsleocrlx:lyfalsilﬁ' suggests, little boys disappear
, without a trace. i
by s;:rangerls?l are extremely rarec:e in truth, abductions
rom that first night, this sto
. 1 ight, ry of rural ki -
{)tll:egdgtt'l}f)ped the. nation’s collective psyche, anddzzp-
tur bee attention of the most cynical joumalistg
Un‘i,g; Coﬁcr)nr; ll'lac} a carjacking been reported ir;
. . . In fact, just two homicid
mitted in the previous t h arising out of
dom;;ﬁc bk ot wo years—both arising out of
e consensus among the media
. was th
lSc_lrlr':?thof rarclldom,’ senseless crime reported by aStu;:rel
: just doesn’t happen in Union, South Carolina
n a way, they were right. .

The carjacker never materiali
ac erialized duri
of tl':: ctll;ms. More disturbing things dircilg the first day
uthorities considered their sus '
uth ; pect ca
'l:‘::e w:lam, as described by Susan, was in a degg:'gtyé
hs t::gelc-)ve;c:p‘: :rom .f. . something. Robbery? Rape?
? s on foot, so he couldn’t h .
eled far. Authorities exami ios calls that came
: ined police calls th
in from around the area that ni ting to link
- n i i
the kidnapper with another crinllgel:n’ expecting to fink

ing a culprit matching the carjacker’s description had
been reported. In fact, no serious crimes had
occurred anywhere within running distance.

Oh well, they figured, perhaps new leads would
come in.

But there was something else. Deputies took a
ride to the scene of the crime. What they found
stopped them in their tracks.

Susan had been certain that the traffic light at
Monarch was red- when the man forced his way
into the car. Apart from Susan’s Mazda and the
thug, she said, the intersection was completely
deserted.

That simply was not possible.

The highway’s traffic light worked on one con-
stant principle: It remained green indefinitely—
changing to red only if a vehicle approached

Highway 49 from another direction, thereby trip-
ping a control switch. If Susan had indeed been
standing at a red light, another car had to be pass-
ing through the intersection as she waited.

Authorities decided for the time being to give the
woman the benefit of the doubt. Susan was hysteri-
cal. Any mother in her position could be mistaken
about small details.

But other questions crept into the minds of
agents and deputies, many of them mothers and
fathers themselves, as they scoured the nearby
Sumter National Forest in search of the car, the kid-
napper, and the kids: How did he get inside the car
so easily? Was there no way Susan could have run
that red light? Why didn’t she throw her body over

the hood of the car?
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At daybreak on October 26, a deafeni
the Union sky as helicopters buzzed‘tl;gt;g:troggig
search of a w.ayward burgundy automobile. On the
ground, tracking dogs sniffed through the forest
Local men formed search parties, and took ofi'
through -the woods in four-wheel drive vehicles
§het:1ff Howard Wells greeted the sunrisé with
trepldatxo’n. He knew he had a tough job ahead.
FBI \h’;c;,llllss i{ f{;:;srtl :rtcii;reif bl\:siness was to summon the
- o s e
tion.“}}i; dﬁpartment needecei ﬁglr;ciemed over Jurisdic-
ith this investigation, Wells had m
t!'lan two babies’ lives. As a Southern pol?tri?:i:; sta::
ticularly one at the helm of a nationally wa;cll)'led
case, the sheriff had a ticklish situation on his hands
His people were out there hunting down a blacl;
man—one that fit the rough description of poten-
tlall¥tt}:iqgsands in Union County alone. P
idn’t take long for parallels to be d
lS)etween the. Smith boys’ abduction and the Chraar‘l’g
tuart case in Boston. Five years had passed since it
:lv;siorrc::lolved, !)ut the Stuart case still figured in the-
conscience i
o iSn 2l conscience r;s one of the larger police foul-
_ Stuart was driving near a housin j i
his pregnant wife, Carol, in late Ogtol;:)rjetlz;gf—l
- nearly five years to the day before the Smith boys dis-
appeared—when someone shot them. His wife died
but Stuart suffered only a minor wound. The dis:
traught husband told police his vehicle had been
ambushed by a strange black man. In the ensuing
weeks, Boston police responded by dragging black
r}r;srrlldrc::its (}f ) the Mission Hill housing project
of inn ] i :
Hlundreds detaine(:ic.ent men were questioned, threat-

By the time Stuart’s brother told police that

Mother Love, Deadly Love 61

Charles Stuart had killed his wife, a black man had
been charged in the murder. It was too late to make
amends. The police department’s overzealousness
had raised racial tensions in Boston nearly to the
flashpoint. Stuart later committed suicide.

The lesson of Charles Stuart was not lost on the
cops in rural South Carolina. As long as Wells was in
charge, there would be no repeat of the Stuart fiasco
in Union. .

But the inevitable comparisons with the Stuart
case brought to mind another disturbing issue: In
that crime, a man everyone perceived as a victim
turned out to be a cold-blooded killer. The true
assassin was a person no one in his right mind would
have suspected in a hundred years.

Wells knew the score. To carry out his duties
completely, the sheriff needed to gather all the
resources at his disposal. Not only would he seek aid

from afar, Howard Wells had to reach deep inside
himself for strength. Because the most wrenching
task in the entire investigation fell to the sheriff.

Wells was to be Susan’s main interviewer. He
was the man who would personally “handle” the
aggrieved mother, holding her hand tenderly while
pumping her hard for clues. To perform this job, the
sheriff had to draw on all the training and experi-
ence he’d amassed in two decades spent.in law-
enforcement. Susan Smith was more than just any
mother. She was his neighbor, and his friend.

She was also a suspect. Wells could not allow his
feelings for Susan get in the way.

In this battle of wits, Sheriff Wells was Susan’s
perfect foil. Like his subject, he knew well how to
conceal his thoughts behind a congenial poker face.
The two had a lot in common that way.

Howard Wells is man of few, carefully chosen
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words. Tall and reed-lean with a neatly trimmed
mustache, Wells cuts a figure of the consummate
professional lawman. He is the antithesis of every
clichéd Hollywood portrayal of a gun-loving redneck
Southern sheriff.

Born in Union, Wells began his career as a city
police officer in 1975, when he was twenty-three,
and was appointed deputy sheriff a year later. In
1980, Wells took a job as a wildlife officer with the
South Carolina Department of Wildlife and Marine
Resources. In a region rich with deer hunters and
their many guns, being a successful game warden
requires a cool head and firm hand. Wells kept the
job for twelve years.

In 1992, he ran as the Democratic candidate for
Union County sheriff, after the incumbent chose not
to seek a new term. Two months before the election,
Wells’s mother was diagnosed with terminal cancer.
Rushing to her side, Wells all but abandoned the
hard-fought campaign. Even so, he squeaked to vic-
tory. With about 8,000 votes cast, Howard Wells was
elected sheriff of Union County by a margin of nine-
teen votes.

The county got its money’s worth. During the
summer of 1994, after a year-and-a-half in office,
Wells was invited to attend the FBI training academy
in Quantico, Virginia. The elite finishing school for
serious law-enforcement types was the backdrop for
the movie Silence of the Lambs. In Quantico, Wells
honed his investigative techniques. And he learned
invaluable lessons about the criminal mind.

One lesson in particular would come in useful
during the most difficult autumn of Wells’s career:
You can’t pick the bad guy by the way she looks.

By extraordinary coincidence, ja month before the
Smith' brothers’ disappearance, the U.S. Department
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ice issued a police manual for dealing with kl'd-
ﬁgll)l;g;:lﬁﬂgh Mlzmn from SLED .had ht?llpc(ejd wnttg
it. The manual’s chiefhrecf:om.rlnendatlon boils down
is: spect the family.
thls.'[‘?x?zsassgnp?s clear. Despite the propaganda
disseminated by firms that m_ake a profit frpm se;—
vices like fingerprinting children, abdul::tlo(rjls i z
strangers are rare. Two hundred.to threq :imb r'ethe
year, according to a recent estlmate.c1te h‘l)cll .
National Center for Missing an.d Exploited Children.
Most of the thousands of children who dlsaplfear
each year are taken by someone who knows them.
Often, that’s the last person you woulfl ex;;lec;;_ .
To quote the manual: “Undt?rstandn}g the llg r)t,
emotional nature of a missing Ch.lld caseis a v1£a pa
of being able to assess the situation accur'ately. .
Wells was the kind of lawman who liked to go by
the IP)“(r)c(:rl:l the start, the snatching of Alex and M:Cha?l
was handled with what’s known .by cops as a I.)fara -
lel” or “dual” investigation. Twp 1rgvest1gat10n_sl,d if you
will, for the price of one. Fmd.mg. the chll1 ren—e
alive—was absolutely the top priority. At the sam
time, police surreptitiously probed the parent.s.kl
“The idea is to eliminate them very quickly, or
implicate them,” explains Ruben D. R_od_rlguc:,lz(i
senior analyst for the National Center for Missing a
i hildren. .
Expk):tfacllisc point, neither Susan nor Dav1d—gr la;:y-
one else in the world, for that matter—ha : hen
ruled out as suspects. As searchers beat thel_ us ets
for Michael and Alex, Wells would get busy lf 1mmas;
ing potential kidnappers, one by one. But they mu
neveilt' l\(;vrll(;w\;rith all the caution thaf came nat.ulr(alclly to
the sheriff, sprinkled with the skills he’s picked up
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along the way, that Howard W,
ot s e ell
Smith in her first interview. s approached Susan

It would be a tough one. Because during that first

day of investigati
e stigation, Susan already had been caught

5
white Lies

Any number of factors can precipitate an abduction
including a separation, a contested visitation schedule,
domestic violence, differences in child-rearing strate-
gies, and/or conflicts over support payments. . . . The
parent will often convince him-herself that all hope of
correcting a perceived problem has been exhausted.

—From chapter on family abduction in the Justice
Department manual Missing and Abducted Children:
A Law Enforcement Guide to Case Investigation and

Program Management.

13
Susan, where did you really go last night?”
During her first interview with the sheriff, Susan
was on her own. David, her parents, friends who
might bolster her emotionally, were barred from the
room.
Susan was taken to an armory, to escape the
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reporters who followed her every footstep. Her old
family friend, Sheriff Wells, handled the questioning,
along with Robert Stewart, the chief of SLED.

The session started on a friendly note. Susan was
the only known witness to her sons’ kidnapping and
investigators said they needed her help. Patiently,
they prodded Susan, cajoling her to scan her memory
for any detail, no matter how insignificant. Anything
that could help them find Michael and Alex.

Over and over, Susan repeated her tale of the

carjacking. She went through the contents of her
conversations with the criminal. She described what
he was wearing. How he moved. She explained the
exact manner in which the carjacker slipped from the
passenger seat to the driver’s side of Susan’s car. As
far as details of the fugitive’s appearance were con-
cerned, Susan had a good excuse for being sketchy:
The carjacker had warned Susan not to look at him.
With a gun in her ribs and her babies in the back
seat, Susan obeyed.

“Why did he take the car?”

“I don’t know. He didn’t say.”

Susan elaborated little on her original account.
Always, the questioners pulled for more.

Their goal was to make Susan expand on her

story. Like everything else in this probe, there were

two reasons for that. First, authorities tried to deter-
mine if Susan had somehow forgotten to divulge
some minor clue that might be the key to finding the
boys.

Second, the more information Susan put for-
ward, the larger and longer the story she had to
remember. If she was telling the truth, no problem. If
not, investigators knew it; was just a matter of time
- before she got her stories confused and tripped her-
self up.
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“Why wouldn’t he give you the children? What
was the hurry?”

“I don’t know. We had very little conversation.”

Susan wasn’t bad at this. She knew instinctively
to limit her storytelling. At difficult junctures, she’d
say, “I don’t know,” rather than go off on some
make-believe tangent. Investigators may not have
been entirely aware of her background, but Susan
had vast experience in living a lie. Since she was a
small child, she knew how to fool people by playing it
close to the vest. She was a formidable subject. But
she hadn’t thought of everything.

It didn’t take long for the guys to get to the point.

“Susan, we went to Wal-Mart,” Wells searched
Susan’s face for a reaction. “Nobody saw you there
last night. ‘

“Where did you really go last night?”

She couldn’t have seen this coming. Her friends

" had put her on the spot.

The night before, Susan reported that she had
spent three hours with her sons shopping in Union’s
huge Wal-Mart discount store before taking her fam-
ily on that fateful drive down Highway 49. Perhaps
Susan never expected anyone to check. But investiga-
tors promptly went to the store and interviewed
employees who were on duty Tuesday night. Most of
them knew Susan, some of them quite well. She was
a regular customer, as well as a neighbor to them all.
When Susan shopped, employees always traded
pleasantries with the friendly mother and her

. adorable sons.

It just wasn’t possible that Susan could have

skulked around Wal-Mart without being noticed.

Especially not for three hours. And no one saw Susan

f in Wal-Mart on the night of October 25.

Why make up a story like that?
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Susan knew she was caught, and she ’fessed up
to her fib. But nothing more.

“I drove around the county for three hours,”
Susan told them. She said she just wanted to spend
some time alone in the car with her thoughts.

Susan explained that she feared police might find
all that aimless driving suspicious. She said she told
them the first thing she could think of to account for
her whereabouts. No big deal, right?

She was right about one thing. The little white lie
was suspicious. What was she hiding?

Investigators entertained the theory that Susan
had tucked the children away with a friend or rela-
tive, probably to hide them from David. This was a
common occurrence in cases in which a kidnapped
child’s parents are separated or divorced. Parents
use their own kids as pawns in their adult battles. In
some instances, a parent is simply trying to protect
the children from an unfit or abusive spouse. Even
so, experts in the field believe a life on the run can
be even more physically and emotionally damaging
to young people than an unhappy home life. That’s
why family courts were set up to decide issues of
custody.

But if Wells and Stewart believed they were deal-
ing with a tug-of-war in which Michael and Alex
were the rope, there was one thing about the scenario
that didn’t add up: David had never asked for cus-
tody of his sons.

Considering all the problems during their mar-
riage, the Smiths’ pending divorce was nothing if not
amicable. David saw his boys nearly every day. He
even cut the grass at his former home on Toney
Road. Susan seemed pleased with the arrangement.
She had no apparent reason to hide her children. But
the probe was far from over.

Mother Love, Deadly Love 69

David certainly had not been ruled out as a
suspect. Perhaps he had the boys. I.t seem_ed
unlikely, though. If David was unhappy with t.he vis-
jtation arrangement or if he wanted to raise his chil-
dren alone, wouldn’t he have said something by
now?

It was of course still quite possible that Susan
and her sons fell victim to a carjacker. That was too
dangerous to ignore. Authorities would never 'forget a
child-snatching case in Alabama. So certain were
they that the abduction was “internal”—that is, per-
petrated by a family member—they never conducted
much of a search. . .

Eventually the child was found in California,
murdered. The cops had been wrong.

With this in mind, detectives focused on findir}g
the boys. They had to be somewhere. Each person in
the room tried to banish from his mind any thoughts
of the one fate no one wanted to consider: Michael
and Alex could already be dead. _

The image of their merry little faces kept jnvestl-
gators on track. Finding Michael and Alex alive was
the only thing that really mattered. Locating the per-
son who snatched the boys was important at this
point primarily because the kidnapper c_ould lea}d
cops to the children. The law could deal with the vil-
lain later.

But before Susan was excused for the day, ber
friendly interrogators had another tiny, little question
they needed her to clear up. No big deal, they
insisted, we believe you. Just doing our job.

“Where were you really heading on Highway 497"

Susan had said she was on her way to visit her
friend Mitch Sinclair on Tuesday night. She probably
didn’t think anyone would check. But investigators
went out Mitch’s house.
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Mitch told them he wasn’t home that ni
/ night. H
hadn’t been expecting company. ® )

The search for Michael and Alex inevitably focused at
John D. Long Lake. The man-made fishing hole
named afte1: a South Carolina state senator, is a pop:
ular recreation spot in Union County. Now, the lake
had gained a different sort of fame. It was near this
lake, Susan said, that the carjacker relieved her of the
Mazda and its youthful inhabitants. It seemed a likely
spot for a man on the run to ditch a car quickly.

As they_ penetrated the lake’s cool, reflective sur-
face, the divers prayed. Please God, let us find the
car. ]qst don’t let the boys be inside.

qu of the best divers in South Carolina sub-
merged into the murky water fitted with all the fanci-
est equipment—underwater goggles and a sonar
device designed to detect objects at the lake’s bot-
tom. They would need every advantage to tackle this
assignment. The men included Sergeant Francis
Mitchum, with seventeen years experience diving for
the state, and Steve Marr. The father of a small child
Marr volunteered to participate in the search. ’

As _small as the lake appears, looks can be highly
deceptive. From top to bottom and side to side
John D. Long Lake comprises thousands of cubié
feet. It contains countless crannies capable of hiding
3 car. At _some points, the bottom plunges to a
l :gl:g of eighteen feet. Where do you even begin to

From the shoreline, searchers estimated the weight
volume, and possible speed of the Mazda. Then the)"
qalculated how far a nearly two-ton automobile was
likely to tr_avel before its engine gave out and the car
got mired in mud. There also was the chance that the
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Mazda could float. Were its windows open or closed?
What about the doors? Each potential factor required
a new estimate. It was rough science, but it was the
best available.

Another crucial matter was known only to the
person who drove the car: The exact point at which
the Mazda might have entered the water. Did the car-
jacker follow the lake’s gravel-and-cement boat
ramp? Perhaps he pushed it into the water from
some point on the grass.

Donning flippers and wet suits, the divers
entered the sixty-eight-degree water and carefully
scanned the lake’s shallow perimeter. The going was
slow. This lake was even darker and muddier than
anyone realized, and searchers had to feel their way
along. Gradually, the divers ventured into deeper
water, eventually going out a distance of thirty feet. It
didn’t seem possible a car could travel even that far.

They reemerged empty-handed.

On Thursday, October 27, more than twenty-four
hours had passed without a clue. A sense of dread
descended heavily on all 10,000 residents of the city
of Union.

Whoever has the boys, the people hoped, please
make sure he keeps them warm. As the calendar
drew closer to Halloween, forecasters predicted the
region’s balmy daytime temperaturcs would drop
below freezing after nightfall during the coming days.

The people of Union no longer felt safe. The car-
jacker had violated them all. With this kidnapping,
the community lost far more than two lovable chil-
dren. Michael and Alex could turn up tomorrow. But
Union had been robbed permanently of one thing its
citizens always took for granted: peace of mind.
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“I won’t let her play outside anymore,” a young
mother commented to local reporters about her
toddler girl. “She hates being cooped up, but I can’t
help it.'You don’t know who’s out there.”

_Union was the kind of place where even small
children played outside independently of adults.
People drove carefully. Neighbors always looked out
for each other’s kids. These days, mothers hovered
over their babies as never before. And bedtime sto-
ries began and ended with the warning, “Don’t talk
to strangers.” , :

The children grew as fearful as their parents.
They clung to their mothers’ sides and eyed outsiders
warily. Where students once walked home from
school unescorted, they now hopped the bus. The
sidewalks stood empty.

It just didn’t feel right. Susan’s cousin Dennis
Gregory, who lives in Columbia, South Carolina
called the carjacking “a crazy thing.” ’

“That kind of thing doesn’t happen here. People

sleep with their doors open.”
. Dgors, in fact, had remained unlocked so long
in Union, folks had to make sure their dead bolts
still operated before turning the handle. And turn
them they did. It seemed things would never be the
same.

The searches all came to naught. Nothing seemed
to work. F:ven the tremendous spirit that propelled the
populace into action was not as helpful as everyone
hoped. As news of the Smith boys’ abduction spread
coast-to-coast, thousands of tips flooded the circuits of
overvs.lorked police operators and threatened to jam fax
machines. Each lead sounded encouraging at first
blush—the car was spotted at such-and-such a loca-

tion, a little boy matching Michael’s description was
abandoned in a mall.
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Everyone, everywhere, was on the lookout for
those toddlers.

“It got so that every time I saw a maroon car, I
thought, ‘Maybe that’s the one,” says Tommy Pope,
the prosecutor for Union County. Pope had profes-
sional reasons to keep a close eye on developments in
the case. But he also had a son. Like everyone else in
the country, he took the case personally.

On the second day of the hunt, an exciting
prospect finally emerged. A lead, more promising
than any before, jumped out from the stack of duds
that were being amassed faster than detectives could
sort through them. Once again, all eyes looked to the
north.

A convenience store had been robbed in
Salisbury, North Carolina, about 100 miles north of
Union. The suspect reportedly took off in a burgundy
car. Shortly after that, a hunter reported hearing a
child crying for his mommy in the nearby Uwharrie
National Forest.

Pay dirt. The robbery’s close proximity to the
report of a lost child sounded too good to be true.
The cries alone were wonderful news. That could
mean at least one of the children was still alive.

Helicopters were dispatched into the forest with
haste. Each was equipped with a heat-seeking device
capable of pinpointing a person in the dense under-
brush. For fourteen hours, the forest was searched,

by air and by foot.

The searchers turned out to be right about just
one thing. The lead was in fact too good to be true.

Sheriff Wells is no showboat. Tight-lipped by nature
as well as professional necessity, he’s not the type of
man who routinely calls attention to himself. But as
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the second full day of the search for Michael and
Alex drew to a close without a sign of the children, it
was time for Wells to address the nation.

In the case of a kidnapping, appearing before the
media is a by-the-book investigatory technique. Taking
a page from the Justice Department-issued manual,
dryly titled Missing and Abducted Children: A Law
Enforcement Guide to Case Investigation and Program
Management:

Law enforcement officers know that a signifi-
cant number of cases have been resolved
through prompt and effective use of the media.
Nowhere is this success more evident than in
cases of missing and abducted children.

Wells is nothing if not thorough. But he had a
slim line to toe. Part of his mission was to rally the
public to the cause of rescuing the children from a
fleeing black carjacker. At the same time, Wells har-
bored serious doubts the man even existed.

That duality shined through to the observant
television-watcher on the night of October 27, as Sheriff
Wells appeared, via satellite from South Carolina, as
guest of honor on CNN’s Larry King Live program.

The host kicked off the show on an entirely cred-
ulous note. i ~

Larry King: Good evening. If you drive a car, lis-
ten up. You don’t want to be the victim of a carjack-
ing. Take it from Susan Smith. Her worst nightmare
began forty-eight hours ago. And she’s living it right
now.
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Susan Smith (on tape): I can’t even describe what
I’'m going through. I mean, my heart is—it just aches
too bad. I can’t sleep. I can’t eat. I can’t do anything
but think about them.

With that, it was Wells’s chance to speak live to
the millions of homes reached by Cable News
Network. He came on camera to appeal for help. At
the same time, the sheriff made little attempt to mask
his mystification over the more baffling aspects of an
unusual case.

Wells started with a brief description of the man-
ner in which FBI agents and police were collecting
tips. Then, just as Susan had found it necessary to tell
the world, somewhat defensively, how she let her
children get away from her, Wells launched into an
explanation of why his troops had come up with
nothing after two days.

Wells: The case is very slow to unfold because we
don’t have a crime scene. There was nothing left
behind. We can’t even ascertain if the suspect was
even a Union County resident or not. We’re not miss-
ing anyone. We had no crimes that he would have to
be fleeing from. We’re at a loss right now to deter-
mine why he did it, unless it was the car he was after.

King: . . . What has Mrs. Smith told you about why
this fellow took the kids?

Wells: The suspect didn’t tell Ms. Smit!l anything,
as far as reasoning as to [why] he was taking the car.
They didn’t have a discussion. He ordered her to be

W
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quiet, or he would harm her. He was armed with a
handgun while he was in the car. They rode a short
distance and he ordered her out. He did not ever
mention money. He never harmed her in any way. He
let her out near a home where the lights were on,
knowing she could get attention.

We can’t understand why, when she asked for
her children, he said no, that he didn’t have time. But
he promised he would not hurt them.

Which led to another thing authorities had trou-
ble explaining: Where is the car?

King: You’ve got good—you know what the car is.
You know the license number. You’ve got this mas-
sive surveillance and hunt out. Can’t find the car?

Wells: No sir, the car hasn’t turned up. That’s
what’s baffled us.

Usually, a car that is hot from a theft will turn up
abandoned on the highway, or in some secluded area
of property or woods, or in some parking lot at a
shopping center. We were hoping for the latter, that
if the car had been abandoned in a convenience store
or shopping center, the kids may still be with the car.
We haven’t had sightings. of the kids by themselves,
the car by itself, or the suspect. So, we are assuming
right now that the three are still together.

The carjacking report was suspicious, all right,
and Wells did his best to tell the truth without expos-
ing every last card in his hand. Still, it was a close call.
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Forty-eight hours after Michael and Alex were
last seen, Sheriff Wells may have fallen into a small
contradiction contained in the Justice Department’s
bible for dealing with abducted youngsters.

“Very little information is so critical that a case
would be jeopardized if it got out,” reads a passage
from the “Crisis Media Relations” chapter of the
missing-kids manual.

In another breath, the same chapter warns about
the danger of a media “crisis” forming in a kidnap-
ping case.

3

A dictionary generally defines a crisis as .a
turning point or an emergency.” That is exactly
what happens when law enforcement agencies
yield management of an investigation to the
media simply by failing to recognize that incor-
rect—and potentially damaging—perceptions
are forming.

The manual’s prediction was wrong on one small
point: The crisis looming on the horizon would not
be sparked by “incorrect” public perceptions already
forming in the Smith case. The sheriff faced much
bigger problems as people formed “correct” percep-
tions about what really went down in this double
abduction.

And this case was about to hit a turning point.
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A Case of Race

If you're looking for a good Christian community, a
quiet community that hasn’t progressed in many
years, this is a good one.

—Union County Sheriff Howard Wells, discussing
Union’s racial harmony.

Union on a Saturday night can be a boring place.
The only bar in town closes at the stroke of midnight.
Convenience store workers slap locks on beer coolers
the instant the big hand hits the number twelve. Blue
laws are still very much a way of life in the Bible Belt.
When the clock says it’s Sunday, the government has
decreed, it’s time to stop drinking and start praying.

You never know when you’ll need it.

On a warm Saturday night in mid-autumn, a knot
of white teenagers gathess around the Li’l Cricket
convenience store on Main Street, chugging the dregs
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of a pre-Sabbath beer. They are two boys and two
girls, hands in their pockets, out on the town with
nothing to do.

The kids soon run out of people to call on the pay
phone. The beer is about gone. They’ve got nothing
to say. When all of a sudden, entertainment walks by
in the form a black man clad in workman’s coveralls,
drunker even than they.

Crash. The beer bottle bursts. Excited expres-
sions replace the teens’ blank stares.

“Who do you think you’re lookin’ at?” a boy calls
out menacingly.

“Cracker!” the black man yells gleefully.

“Nigger!”

“Hah!”

The white boys start after the black man, but he
is already too far away to catch. Losing interest, the
boys turn back to the girls. Plenty of time later for a
senseless fight.

How are relations between the races in Union?
On the face of it, pretty similar to relations between
the sexes. It all depends on whom you ask.

The sly looks and double-takes were unnerving.
Walking down Main Street, stopping in the car at a
red light, a man could almost feel the eyes boring into
the back of his head. Or so it seemed.

Suspicious glances. Covert whispers. Unabashed
glares. Did they really exist? Or were the men who
perceived these reactions just being oversensitive? In
truth, the staring mattered little. People could do far
worse. The situation could grow truly ugly. From his
barbershop in downtown Union, fifty-nine-year-old
Marty Keenan was one man who braced for what he
expected would be a massive police roundup of
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Union County’s black men. Things like that had hap-
pened before.

Police had a serious job on their hands. A black
carjacker was reported on the loose somewhere in
the countryside. And in late October 1994, everyone
in Union, black and white, accepted that the criminal
must be found. A man who would steal a car contain-
ing small children was a threat to everyone. Besides,
every citizen in Union wanted badly to see the babies
home safely. Concern for the safety of Michael and
Alex did not follow racial lines. The boys must be
found, and quickly. All the people of Union, regard-
less of color, felt diminished by this heinous crime.

Just don’t make us all suffer, the black commu-
nity prayed.

It was so that Sheriff Wells faced yet another in a
continually expanding series of investigatory dilem-
mas. His team had to conduct a convincing hunt for a
black suspect. But it also was incumbent upon the
sheriff to consider the welfare of his black con-
stituents—not to mention the future of a county of
30,200 residents, twenty-nine percent of whom were
black. A police screw-up might have repercussions
that could do Union irreparable harm. What’s more,
the entire nation was watching Howard Wells’s every
move.

With all this in mind, deputies stopped and ques-
tioned a number of men who matched the vague
description of the carjacker provided by Susan
Smith: A man in his twenfies or thirties—possibly his
forties. He was five-footinine to six feet in height.
The man they sought weighed around 175 pounds.
His skin was extremely dark. And he owned a knit
cap.
Lamont Cheek was only seventeen, but he was
one of thousands in the local area who could fit the
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carjacker’s description. Cheek was walking home
during the first week of the boys’ disappearance, he
told reporters, when police stopped him and asked
questions in connection with the carjacking.

Cheek talked to cops briefly, then went on his
way. He had no complaints about the way he was
treated by authorities. He was not hauled into the sta-
tion house. There was no mention of a polygraph.
But he was put on the defensive, all the same. What
worried Cheek most was not the police, but all those
other people who had trained their eyes to scan the
streets and highways and front porches of Union,
searching for a black kidnapper.

“They slowed down and looked at you,” Cheek
told the Boston Globe. “It was like all the white peo-
ple were wondering if you were the guy.”

Cheek said he and some friends began pulling
down copies of the black suspect’s sketch from walls
and electrical poles around Union. It was a random,
visceral response to what felt to Cheek and friends
like unjust victimization. They had no cohesive plan
to tear up every leaflet in town. Not that it mattered.
A generic black face was seared in the mind of every
person for miles. It could belong to almost anyone.

The case of Charles Stuart of Boston, the white
man who shot his pregnant wife in 1989 and blamed
the murder on a black gunman, was not lost on
Union’s black residents. They remembered vividly
how police rounded up and detained hundreds of
men for interrogation. To Boston cops, it seemed,
these housing-project dwellers all looked alike. And
that took place up North.

Fear ran high that small-town South Carolina
would be even more prone to engage in the mass per-
secution of blacks. People who, in terms of power
and economics, were Union’s poorest citizens. But
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the town had never been a hotbed of racial politics,
and black residents waited in silence. No marches of
protest were planned for the area. The young men
just wanted to be left alone.

For the most part, they got their wish. Only a
handful of men were questioned in connection with
the abduction. None was arrested.

Perhaps the restraint stemmed from authorities’
doubts about Susan Smith’s story. More likely, those
doubts were combined with cops’ heightened aware-
ness of the volatile political climate that pervades all
matters of crime and race. The videotaped image of
Rodney King, a black motorist, being beaten by Los
Angeles police was permanently seared into the
national consciousness. So, too, were pictures of the
riots that resulted from the officers’ initial acquittal on
the most serious charges brought in the beating. For
days, black-owned stores were looted and burned.
Reginald Denny, a white trucker, was beaten to a pulp
by a black mob as TV cameras broadcast each blow.

At the same time, the disproportionate incidence
of black-perpetrated crime remained a national real-
ity. Speaking in an unguarded moment, the Rev. Jesse
Jackson drew vast nods of recognition when he deliv-
ered his now-famous anecdote illustrating his frustra-
tion with the high rate of black crime. The black
leader confessed that every time he hears footsteps
while walking along a dark city street, he feels
relieved to turn around and find that the person
behind him is white.

And so, when Susan Smith gave her mental
sketch of a carjacker’s face, she had good reason to
think she would be believed. In Susan’s mind, it was
casy to conceive of a forest filled with black faces,

each belonging to a man ready to pounce at a lonely
intersection.
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In reality, the most dangerous place for Union’s
women and children is in the home.

By autumn 1994, Union County had rung up
sixty-two incidents of domestic violence for the year.
Murder is also a family affair. Union’s last two hgml-
cides took place within families. One was corpmltted
by a woman later acquitted of killing her abusive !ms-
band in self-defense. The other was a man who klllf:d
his wife in a religious rage. Both cases involved white
couples.

Brawling and boozing are the two surefire me-th-
ods for a Union resident to land behind bars..Durmg
the first ten months of 1994, the county tallied 101
cases of simple assault. Violations of open-container
ordinances totaled sixty-nine. The number .of drug
busts, on the other hand, came to four. Union does
not sort its crime statistics according to the perpetra-
tor’s race.

As the sheriff was well aware, crimes by strangers
in these parts are not just unusual. They are aImos}
nonexistent. But Susan was playing to a wider audi-
ence. And she knew this crowd well. -

Union’s blacks and whites have a com{non—-lf
uncomfortable—history. Like their whit?.nelghbors,
many black citizens can trace their families back to
the town more than a century. Surnames heard fre-
quently in Union County, such as Jeter, are shared by
people of both races. These are the descendants of
master and slave. N

More than 100 years after the abolition of §la\:-
ery, there exists a chilling landmarl.c to Union’s
scarred record of race relations. At a point along two-
lane Highway 215 sits a clutch of three trees growing
in a triangular pattern. According to local lore, every
small Southern town has its infamous trees. Union is
no exception.




84 Andrea Peyser

“When [ first moved to Union, people told me
that was where they hanged black men if they tried to
date a white woman,” says David Smith’s mother
Btarbzgra Benson. “That was 1972. I got the impres:
sion 1t wasn’t a whole long time since those trees
were last used.”

Thq Union in which Susan grew up was just a

generation removed from enforced racial segregation.
Her parents attended all-white schools. Many people
over _thirty continued to mix with black folks
uneasily. Even in her own, integrated high school
Susan faced sharp criticism when she briefly dated a;
black student. Old attitudes die hard.
' Interracial dating was slowly coming into vogue
in 1990s Union, particularly among white women
and black men. Susan’s own sister-in-law, Rebecka
had married a black man and had a daughter by himf
Rebecka’s divorce resulted not from racial differ-
ences, but from her husband’s infidelities. Susan’s
mother-in-law, Barbara Benson, also crossed the
color line in her third marriage. No longer was that
sort of relationship considered grounds for a lynch-
ing. But that doesn’t mean everyone was happy with
the modern state of affairs.

“ys . .
I've certainly seen mixed couples around here,

but with the older crowd, it’s probably still taboo,”

explains Mac Johnston, executive director of Union’s
Chamber of Commerce. |
Union entered the ’90s sharply divided on the
race question. White women held hands openly with
their black beaus. Meanwhile, on a pole atop the local
pawn shop, as well as on a scattering of houses and
car antennas, Confederate flags continued to fly. The
flag, to some a visual symbeol as emotionally jarring as
the Nazi swastika, is one relic of the past that quite a
few South Carolinians stubbornly insist on preserving.
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To old-timers, such as barbershop owner Marty

Keenan, the flag is a constant reminder of the days

immediately before and after integration, when
blacks and whites brushed up against each other at
great peril. It was a time when people of both races
were beginning to compete for the same jobs and
decent housing. For the first time, fraternizing with
whites was acceptable. That is, in some circles.

Keenan is one of several blacks of his generation
who described a 1952 incident in which a black man
was said to have been imprisoned for years, literally
because he “brushed up” against a white woman.

“He was coming through a doorway, arms full of
packages when he brushed up against her,” says
McElroy Hughes, president-of the Union chapter of
the National Association for the Advancement of
Colored People. “If you were black, you were not
allowed to make contact with a white woman.”

Tales such as this are difficult to verify, but
impossible to ignore. However the 1952 incident
played out, it is easy to believe that a black man in
those days could have been imprisoned on trumped-
up charges stemming from a perceived racial slight. A
better test of Union’s present-day racial tolerance is
to compare how similar events are handled today.

For that, you don’t have to look all the way back
to the ’50s. Black men were used as scapegoats for
crime as recently as 1993. Just a year before the
Smith boys’ abduction, Hughes remembers, a white
woman reported that she had been mugged and
robbed of her cash by a black man. The story circu-
lating in the black community was that the woman
had gambled away the grocery money on a video
poker machine and had made up the story to appease
her angry husband.

A major difference can’t be ignored between the
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legend of racial injustice, circa 1952, and its modern
equivalent. The black men who were in each case
accused of wrongdoing were dealt with in vastly differ-
ent ways. In the 1990s, blacks simply are not thrown
into jail for no reason. In some ways, little Union had
made lightning progress in the last forty years.

Still, as stories such as these pass from one gener-
ation of Union’s blacks to the next, their focus has
tended to shift. Through years of retelling, the anec-
dotes have transformed from descriptions of fact into
cautionary tales. Blacks take them as a warning: Be
careful who you mess with.

In their own way, white people growing up in the
South face their own kind of racial prejudice. It is all
too common for outsiders to brand the entire
region’s white population as racist. Perhaps it stems
from guilt over the South’s long history of slavery
and segregation, or maybe folks have grown sensitive
to the criticism, but many Southern officials have
been forced to confront the issue of race in ways
Northerners, overconfident in their record, may have
ignored.

In Union, that meant authorities used extra care
to treat all its citizens as individuals. It shouldn’t be
that difficult. This was the kind of place where every-
one knew everyone else.

In the autumn of 1994, most of Union’s residents
talked like Barbara Rippy, the white owner of
Smith’s Drugstore: “This is the kind of community
that sticks together in a crisis, black and white,
where everyone helps someone in hard times.”

“We get along beautifully here,” echoed James
Hardy, a fifty-six-year-old retired plumber, who is
black. “A lot of black ten are going with white
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women. We don’t have any problems,” Hardy added
enthusiastically. “We also don’t have any problems
with police. If you do something, then you get
ed.” )
amin underpinning of anxiety belied r.m.lch of this
Union-boosting, as the town was scrutlr.nze’d under
the national microscope. So many qf Union’s blacks
were revealed to be living in crushing poverty. The
high-school dropout rate for black students was exor-
bitant, and illiteracy ran high. . '

Union never did take well to outside agitators
from up North—people who would threaten to rock
the town’s equilibrium to benefit a cause.

“The community at large has never seen the
Smith case as a racial issue,” Sheriff Wells s.napped
with frustration as the thousandth reporter ralseq th'e
question. “This is not like L.A. or Miami. Evc:ery inci-
dent is not automatically seized upon as racial. And

’ ood thing.” N
that;ﬁas lg)ack up, %Vells asserted that the good citizens
of Union had better things to do than stage riots. He
was dipping into treacherous waters. But the good
name of his hometown was being maligned.

“Union’s a quiet, God-fearing community. If
you're looking for a good Christian community, a
quiet community that hasn’t progressed in many
years, this is a good one,” Wells added without a

f irony.

trac%l(l)t it sz a slow news day, and reporters had to
file something. In a pinch, the race issue made for a
sexy“?;osrge had reported her kids taken by a Chl’f\ese,
the police would be looking for a.Chmese man,” one
local black minister said, defending the authorities.
But the remark meant little. Union was very much a
black-and-white community.
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As far as Asians, Hispanics, or Native Americans
are concerned, “You’re pretty much talking about
ones and twos around here,” said Mac Johnston.

Reporters phoned black leaders from major
cities, who were quick to respond with mildly incen-
diary comments about police treatment of blacks in
general. It made Wells bristle. Suddenly it appeared
as if, simply by inviting the nation into town, Union
might be used as a pawn in a national race drama.
Wells felt he had good reason to be defensive. How
dare people try to rile things up?

McElroy Hughes was one local man who didn’t
buy the town cry of “All is well.”

“These people have lived in a vacuum all their lives,”
Hughes says of his black neighbors. “They don’t know
what’s out there. There’s a lot of apathy in Union.”

Hughes, fifty-eight, left Union in 1955 for New
York City, where he worked for the city transit sys-
tem. When he returned to his hometown in 1988, “I
didn’t see progress, I saw regress.”

Hughes does not measure equality by the number
of interracial couples walking the street. Nor does he
rate harmony by the level of superficial peace. To
Hughes, what people carry in their pockets and in
their heads is far more significant.

The hard-fought battle for school integration had
an unexpected downside. In the all-black schools of
Hughes’s day, students were instructed by the most
talented black adults in the community. Now, he saw
black children asea in schools where the majority of
students, and nearly all the teachers, were white.
Good grades, it turned out, cannot be legislated. Nor
can the law dictate friendship.

“Blacks and whites.see each other in the class-
room,” Hughes says. “The next time they see each
other is on the football field.”
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In present-day Union, Hughes was confronted with
what he viewed as a beaten-down population of blacks,
poorer even than the folks he remet.r!bered from. the
’50s. Just as so many whites had fled, it seemed as if all
the best and brightest blacks were gone.

“The most talented people left the state,” says
Hughes. “No one is going to stay in these condi_tlons.

The numbers bear out Hughes’s observations. In
Union County, thirty-eight percent of all house!ml(!s
fall below the federal poverty line, though the sting is
mitigated somewhat by the area’s lower-than-average
cost of living. Still, blacks, on average, fare far worse
than their white neighbors. According to 1989 flg-
ures, the average annual income for a white Union
resident was a mere $10,939.

For blacks, the income figure was pegged at
$6,711. -

Mac Johnston attributes part of t.h_e disparity to
the large number of black widows living on Social
Security. But that does not account for it all. In
September 1994, the county’s total unemployment
rate stood at 7.3 percent. For blacks, unemployment
hovered around 10 percent.

Patterns of employment and income were set here
long ago. And things don’t change quickly in Um.on.

But things do improve, even here. Sometimes,

hat requires a little effort.

t V:}(llen Hughes returned to Union in 1988, he
said, he was shocked to find that a black man mind-
ing his own business on Main Street was likely to be
picked up by police for loitering, and charged a $100
fine. If he didn’t have the money, he could be stuck
in jail for up to five days. Hughes met the challenge
by calling a meeting of city administrators and towns-
people. Only about fifteen to twenty showed up. It
was enough.
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“This town is cursed,” Hughes told them, “and it
will remain cursed until we create a situation in
which the black man is equal.”

Black men no longer get jailed in Union for loi-
tering, of that Hughes is fairly sure.

And in the autumn of 1994, ag Hughes watched
carefully, black men did not suffer undue harassment
from police. Hughes received not one complaint from
a black resident dissatisfied with the police investiga-
tion in the Smith boys’ abduction. A remarkable
statistic, even among a population that, according to
Hughes, was filled with apathy.

The one matter relating to the investigation that
most troubled the town’s black population had noth-
ing to do with the police, but with the smug outsiders
who descended from up North. If the missing boys
were black, some residents wondered, would the
national media have considered the case such big
news?

Fortunately, there was no way of telling. All of
Union’s black children were safely accounted for.

The Long Vigil

It’s like throwing a rock in the water. Rigl_zt, after-
ward, you have ripples. Once they go away, it’s hard
to find where the rock was thrown.

—Union County Sheriff Howard Wells giving an
analogy to illustrate the complete absence of clue§ in
the disappearance of Michael and Alex Smith.

It was taking too long. Much too long. .

As the weekend approached, police had received
no demand for ransom in exchange for the safe
return of Michael and Alex. The car was still missing.
No carjacker was located. No one confessed. .

Hundreds of volunteer searchers coordinated their
efforts with hundreds of FBI and state police agents,
sheriff’s deputies, and local police. Thousands of tips
were reported to authorities. Tens of thox_lsands 9f
dollars in reward money was posted by businesses in




02 Andrea Peyser

the Union area. Hundreds of thousands of flyers, | ;

signs, and yellow ribbons dotted the area. And still, it
seemed as if Michael and Alex Smith were farther
away from home than ever.

Sheriff Wells ceased trying to mask his frustration.

“We have dogs here at a moment’s notice,” he
told reporters. “We’ve got a hostage rescue team at a
moment’s notice. We have aircraft that’ll take us
wherever we need to go. Right now, we’re trying to
do the impossible. We’re trying to work a case with-
out a crime scene.”

This case defied all reason. The sheriff had at his
disposal all the sophisticated equipment he could ask
for. He had more manpower at his beck and call than
he knew what to do with. In addition, the entire
world was on the lookout for the little boys. Such
abundant resources should be enough to put a dent
in any case, particularly a kidnapping. The pressure
alone should have been enough to force the hardest
kidnapper to crack.

But three days after the Smith boys vanished,
investigators were back to square one.

“We’re interviewing family members, looking for
a revenge motive,” the sheriff allowed. “But so far
this looks like a random act,” he added carefully.

Still, the lack of any kind of evidence stymied the
troops. _

“It would be very hard to be lost in this county
for a long time,” said Wells. The woods were thick
with deer hunters. “We’ve never looked for a car this
long here that we haven’t found.”

Tips poured in so fast and furiously from around
the globe, the FBI had to set up a computerized sys-
tem at the Union courthouse to help organize the
incoming data. It was a sorely needed addition. An
astonishingly high number of urgent messages were
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imparted by fortune tellers and soothsayers eager to
get into the act.

“A lot of our calls are coming from more of a psy-
chic nature or people who are having visions and
dreams, more so than sightings themselves,” Wells
said.

The most obvious crackpots were relegated to the
back burner. Other tipsters were patiently inter-
viewed by police. Even a certifiable kook, cops knew
from experience, is capable of providing information
valuable to solving a criminal case.

On Friday, October 28, the computer spit out
two promising leads. It appeared the electronic tip-
sorter might have done the trick.

A car matching the description of Susan Smith’s
Mazda had been spotted at Shut-In Mountain in the
neighboring state of Tennessee. It was a good place
to ditch a hot car. On horseback and in helicopters,
searchers hit the trail.

Meanwhile, closer to Union, a girl reported see-
ing a strange man emerge from the woods caked with
mud. It was conceivable the carjacker had spent the
last three days crouching in the brush. The account
was enough to renew the search in and around the
Sumter National Forest. Union County measured 515
square miles, much of it densely wooded. But with
enough dogs, horses, people, and vehicles, there
wasn’t a space big enough to hide two children. Or
so it seemed.

Susan and David fled from the spotlight. The constant
police interviews, the incessant telephone calls from
reporters, the TV cameras staked outside their homes
proved overwhelming. Neither Susan nor David seemed
to expect the case to grow this big. Or go on this long.
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One man who thought he had something valu-
able to offer Susan Smith was Marc Klaas. In
October 1993, Klaas’s daughter, Polly, was snatched
by a stranger from her suburban California bedroom,
and murdered. As in the Smith case, Polly’s plight
received saturation coverage from the national
media. Her death came to symbolize every parent’s
worst nightmare, the menace that has come to be
known by the pithy phrase Stranger Danger. Since
the tragedy, Klaas had devoted much of his time to
helping parents in similar straits.

After the Smith case broke, Klaas flew to South
Carolina, accompanied by a cognitive artist named
Jeanne Boylan. Boylan has a background in psychol-
ogy, and she hoped to unlock subtle details of the
abductor’s appearance from Susan’s memory. Boylan
was known for creating remarkably accurate police
sketches from tiny specks of information, and her
services were badly needed here. The only existing
image of Susan’s carjacker was so generic, it was
nearly useless.

But Klaas and Boylan were not welcomed into
the home at Mt. Vernon Estates, where Susan gath-
ered with family and close friends. Five days in a
row, Klaas knocked on the door. Five times, he was

sent away.

At first, Klaas assumed his icy reception was due
to the fact that his trip to Union was sponsored by }

the syndicated television show American Journal,

which planned to produce a segment on the efforts of }
Boylan and Klaas. But Susan’s absolute refusal to |

meet Klaas face-to-face baffled the man who had suf-

fered so recently under similar circumstances. ]

Certainly, he could have been of some help.

Susan would not budge, and Klaas eventually left
her alone. How peculiar, thought artist Boylan, that a ]
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victim of such a heinous crime would feel threatened
by the appearance of a grieving father and a woman
professionally trained in psychology.

For the second night since Michael and Alex went
missing, the temperature fell below freezing in rural
South Carolina. The latest leads, like all those that
came before, had turned to dust. Union residents
shivered from more than the cold.

Saying they hoped it would help people identify

the boys, Susan and David released to television sta-

tions a homemade videotape recorded during Alex’s

1 . first birthday party. Alex turned one on August 5, a

Friday. His mother threw him a little shindig at home
two days later, on a sweltering Sunday afternoon.

In the video, the towheaded birthday boy looks
so cheerful, all decked out in light-blue overalls and a

' blue short-sleeved shirt. Alex is all smiles as he waves
£ his little hands in the air, trying to help his mother
~open a large pile of beautifully wrapped presents.

Many of the boxes are bigger than he is.
Susan is seen sitting cross-legged on the floor

. wearing shorts and a light-blue sleeveless blouse, her
. hair tied up in a young girl’s white bow.

“Look!” Susan coos to Alex, while showing him

" the greeting card that came with a gift.

“Who’s this?”
Michael, ever-protective of his little brother,

. helps Alex maneuver his way through the booty.
. Michael gently pushes as Alex sits high in the driver’s
. seat of a new plastic kiddie car. The tot’s legs are still
L too small to propel the vehicle.

In another scene, the guest of honor sits in his

yellow high chair, with a red helium-filled balloon
. tied to its back. Alex pokes his tiny fingers curiously
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along the perimeter of a white sheet cake that’s bor-
dered with a ribbon of blue-and-purple frosting.
Once again, Michael is close to his side. He presents
his brother with a small, plastic pinwheel, slipping
the gift carefully into Alex’s birthday cake.

At one year old, the world was an exciting, mirac-
ulous place. Alex had so much to look forward to.

The images of the children’s exuberant faces, the
boys’ tender interactions, tugged at the heartstrings
in ways Susan’s plaintive cries could not begin to
match. It was impossible to get those faces out of
your mind.

Were they somewhere safe and warm? Perhaps
they were being cared for by a loving couple who
went to great lengths to find children of their own.
Folks had heard about childless couples who paid
good money for children, no questions asked. The
alternatives were too appalling to consider. And too
difficult to dismiss.

Suddenly, the woods no longer seemed filled with
catfish ponds and deer, but with depraved men capa-
ble of doing unspeakable things to a child. Better not
to think.

But as the nights grew colder, the imagination
strayed. Please God, they prayed, if the boys have to
die, just let it be quick.

The people of Union were losing hope. They
needed strength to make it through another night.
And for that, they looked to the church. ,

Sundays always drew a crowd, but nothing like
this. The authorities had tried everything—sonar,
radar, psychics, and TV. It was time for the people to
seek help from on high.

The crowd packed the pews of Buffalo United
Methodist Church, where Susan and David were reg-
ular attendees.
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“Look for a merciful God to deliver us,” the Rev.
Mark Long prayed.

In the evening, candles illuminated the inky
banks of John D. Long Lake, as hundreds gathered
for prayer vigils. Parents hugged the necks of srpall
children, realizing fully, for maybe the first time, just
how precious they were.

If the power of prayer couldn’t deliver the boys
home, at least it might keep Union’s spirits from
falling. The churches were crammed with neighbors,
black and white. They prayed together and together
they cried, their tears flowing into one, unified river.
In the 200 years since the city was named Union, the
name had never seemed so deserved.

If only things could stay that way. -
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Turning Point

The joys of parents are secret; and so are their griefs
and fears; they cannot utter the one; nor they will not
utter the other. Children sweeten labors; but they
make misfortunes more bitter.

—Francis Bacon, Essays, 1597.

13
Is your name Susan Smith?”

“Yes.”

Susan fidgeted nervously as the operator strapped
her arm to the polygraph machine. The questioner’s
even, emotionless voice was unnerving. The correct
answers to his initial questions were so obvious, they
made the entire exercise seem idiotic.

“Do you live at 407 Toney Road?”

The FBI introduced the lie-detector device at the
end of the first week of the Smith boys’ disappear-
ance. Three days after a kidnapping was a longer gap
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than most experts recommended before authorities
should test the parents. “Put the family on the poly-
graph right away,” says Ruben Rodriguez, senior ana-
lyst for the National Center for Missing and Exploited
Children. “Eliminate them very quickly or implicate
them.”

But this was no typical case. Sheriff Wells reas-
sured Susan that he believed her story. This was just
FBI procedure, she was not the suspect. Please
Susan, investigators said, we need your cooperation.
We’ve got to rule you out, once and for all.

Susan agreed to take the test. She did not request
to have an attorney present. In fact, during her long
days of questioning, the subject of a lawyer never
came up. That would make Susan look guilty. She
insisted she had nothing to hide.

Since the abduction, Susan was an emotional
wreck. That only made her more confident she’d be
able to beat the polygraph. Jangled nerves can bollix
up the results. Besides, Susan was a convincing liar,
even under duress. She’d told her carjacking story so
many times, even she was beginning to believe it.

Susan had another reason to relax: Polygraph
readings are open to highly subjective interpretations.
It was possible for two polygraph experts to read the
same test and draw completely opposite conclusions
about the subject’s sincerity. That’s why lie-detector
test results are rarely admissible in court.

“Are you married to David Smith?” .

Susan was asked to sit still. The machine to
which she was attached contained a variety of sen-
sors, each designed to measure minute variations in
Susan’s pulse as she answered a battery of questions
with a “Yes” or a “No.” Hooked up to the sensors
were a series of pens that left trails as a roll of paper
moved beneath them. Each time Susan opened her
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-mouth, her reply set in motion a chorus of jerking
pens. As the paper slid under them, each implement
left in its wake a wavy line. Authorities hoped the
scribbling pens would draw a road map of Susan’s
mind.

They asked her to lie.

“Is your shirt blue?”

“Yes.”

The operator checked the size and shape of the
wave that resulted when Susan knowingly told a lie.
Once the device was calibrated against the unique
trail created by Susan’s answers, the polygraph
machine was up and ready to go.

Susan had already described the carjacking
countless times. Day after day, she was taken to vari-
ous civic buildings around Union, where Sheriff
Wells and SLED Chief Robert Stewart were joined
by some of the most experienced law-enforcement
agents in South Carolina and beyond. Charlie
Webber. Sandy Templeton. Eddie Harris. Former
Sheriff William Jolly. Eventually Pete Logan, one of
SLED’s most senior investigators, was summoned to
help confront the mother.

Each time, they asked many of the same ques-
tions. They wanted to know if Susan had enemies. If
she owed money. They asked about the state of her
marriage, and her state of mind. Some of the men
interrogating Susan had defused hostage situations.
They’d broken down the guard of some of the tough-
est criminals in the state. If Susan were hiding some-
thing, they were the right people to pluck it out of
her.

On more than one occasion, Susan looked as if

she had something new to say.
During one session, 'Susan put her head on the
table in front of her. She looked weary. She grew
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silent. She was thinking. Everybody in the room held
his breath.

Susan’s mannerisms were familiar to the investi-
gators. Hers was the look of a cornered criminal.
After all the hours spent under interrogation, Susan
appeared ready to give up.

But she didn’t confess. After each such interlude,
she recovered and sat up straight. Gathering the
remains of her original resolve, Susan returned to her
story of the red light, the carjacker, and the kids.

The polygraph test, however, did not afford
Susan any dramatic license. “Yes” and “No” were the
only acceptable replies. She could tell no tales. She
was instructed to sit stock-still.

“Do you have sons named Michael and Alex?”

In this stilted manner, Susan repeated the tale.

The polygraph operator interspersed pertinent
questions among his queries about such things as eye
color and name. Whether the subject was the
weather or the size of the carjacker’s gun, he never
altered the tone of his cool, even voice. He didn’t
need to. The wavy lines would judge Susan’s story-
telling ability.

“Do you know where the children are?”

Susan did not hesitate.

“No.”

Susan was right about one thing. Her frazzled
nerves helped bollix the machine. At the conclusion
of the test, the polygraph expert rendered his opin-
ion. The results, he said, were “inconclusive.” To a
woman who hoped the polygraph might help clear
her name, this was not the most desirable judgment.

But then, things got worse.

Portions of the test were not so muddy. In fact,
the expert was certain of their value. One question in
particular leaped out at the polygraph interpreter:
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“Il\)lo you know where the children are?”
“® o.”

There was only one way to read the wavy lines.
They spelled the word liar.

Susan knew damn well where those children were.

News leaks can be as useful to law-enforcement as
squad cars and guns. But they are far trickier to man-
age. A potentially explosive story appears in the
newspaper, usually attributed to an anonymous
f‘source close to the investigation.” A flurry of public-
ity follows the revelation, and a high-ranking police
spin master steps forward to set the record straight.
He might deny the story outright. More likely, he’ll
say he has “no knowledge” of the information
reported.

Occasionally, the person issuing the denial is the
same person who leaked the story.

Sometimes, stories leak unintentionally. Even a
cop can have a big mouth. Often, though, they occur
when someone high up wants a story made public.
When he wants to turn up the heat on a suspect.

Whatever the motive, the person who leaked the
story of Susan Smith’s lie-detector test made a colos-
sal impact on the case. In an instant, public opinion
took a 180-degree turn. Suddenly, it was as if the
world’s saddest mother had an indelible question
mark painted on her face.

The polygraph test was front-page news. On
Saturday, October 29, two South Carolina newspa-
pers, The State, based in Columbia, and The
Greenville News reported that Susan “failed” the test.
Meanwhile, in North Carolina, The Charlotte Observer
reported that the test résults were “inconclusive.”
None of the three papers obtained the exact questions
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Susan was asked. Still, each newspaper’s account was
accurate, if incomplete.

Until this moment, if anyone harbored doubts
about Susan’s story, he’d never dare utter a discour-
aging word in public. Now, those involved in the case
didn’t have to worry. The media would assume the
role of Susan’s chief skeptics.

“Serious questions” have emerged about the
Susan Smith kidnapping case, television stations and
wire services reported dutifully. In other accounts, a
more brutal word was floated for public considera-
tion. Was the kidnapping a hoax?

Around Union, the whispers started in earnest.
The same people who for five days had studied the
profiles of black men now gradually shifted their
stares to Susan’s pale face. There was much talk
about Susan’s impending divorce. About her various
boyfriends, some real, some invented. Word spread
of her fits in Winn-Dixie. And of her breakdowns.

While the gossip mongers had a field day, others
in Union closed ranks around Susan. The reports,
they protested, were exaggerated and cruel. Hadn’t
she suffered enough? Besides, Susan Smith just
wasn’t the type of person capable of doing something
awful. Everyone knew that.

“She’s such a nice girl,” insisted one neighbor
after another. “Such a good mother.”

Alice Valentine, who lives next door to the
Smith house in Toney Road, would hear none of this
speculation:

“There is no way you can convince me that she
had anything to do with those babies’ disappearance.

“Her and David are such nice people. They were
so friendly.”

There was that word again: Nice. In the rural
South, being nice is more than a virtue. It is an alibi.

2
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Then again, not to everyone.

Catherine Frost, who lives across the street from
the Smiths’ house, was not completely swayed by
Susan’s story. Though she’d always liked Susan,
Frost was an extremely observant neighbor and
involved citizen. Frost followed crime reports on a
police scanner she kept in the bedroom.

The details of the carjacking, as overheard on the
scanner, struck this amateur crime buff as odd. For
one thing, why would a kidnapper dump the mother
so close to a house whose lights were on? If the man
was frantic to escape, why leave Susan in a place
where she’d have no trouble summoning immediate
help?

Susan’s story didn’t add up. But other things did.
Lately, Frost noticed that shortly before the kidnap-
ping, a man other than David started dropping by
Susan’s house regularly. His visits lasted for what
seemed an inordinately long time.

Frost told the FBI about Susan’s gentleman
caller. The tale was not received as idle tattling. The
tidbit would help authorities develop a new picture
of Susan. As Frost worded it, Susan’s mournful
expression as she clung to her husband could be
nothing more than an elaborate put-on.

Meanwhile, over at Mt. Vernon Estates, the
mood was grim. For five days, Susan and David
moaned and prayed in each other’s arms amid an
ever-expanding collection of friends and family mem-
bers. Susan’s mother and stepfather, Linda and
Beverly Russell, cleared a spot in the garage where
they placed a large, tan couch. Visitors drove up and
parked in the driveway, then walked over to the open
garage area. There, they could enjoy the fresh air
while shielded from prying eyes in the street.

As word of the polygraph spread to the Russells’
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garage, Susan was beside herself. She was a victim. It
was unfair to accuse her.

‘When he wasn’t questioning Susan, Sheriff Wells
was comforting her. A regular visitor to Mt. Vernon
Estates, Wells cried with the family and offered emo-
tional support. Now, he instructed them to ignore
media reports. Things like that just happen, he
shrugged. There was nothing anyone could do.

They took him at his word.

“We didn’t believe anything in the media,” said
Susan’s brother, Scotty Vaughan.

As for David, he pulled Susan a little nearer, and
gently brushed the tendrils from her forehead. Never
before had Susan needed him so desperately. Maybe
that’s what had been missing in their marriage.

In their hour of agony, Susan and David grew
closer than ever. Never for an instant did David
doubt his wife.

For Sheriff Wells, the news leaks complicated an
already tense situation. Previously, when reporters
asked why he was questioning the family, Wells
danced around the matter by saying simply, “We
have to rule everything out.”

But now, the eyes of the world were trained on
Susan. Wells wasn’t the kind of man to tell a bald-
faced lie. Even the Justice Department’s manual on
kidnapping encouraged honesty with reporters. But
the manual also warned that cases can veer out of
control if the media makes too many potentially
harmful assumptions. And Wells feared he was losing
his handle on this one.

He tried his hand at spinning.

“We’re trying to corroborate her story, bece}us.e
not only is she the victim in this case but the public is
trying to make her the suspect,” Wells said.

Never mind that Susan already was a suspect.
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Wells did his best to blame police interest in Susan
on the media.

“Do not read into our contacts with her as laying
blame. She’s our only witness.”

In this backhanded manner, Wells confirmed that
a parallel investigation was being conducted. But he
would not confirm the polygraph story.

“Naturally, people are going to speculate,” Wells
said, by way of defending Susan. “People automati-
cally assume things when an investigation goes on
this long.”

It did not help matters that on Saturday, the
search for the boys all but halted. The weekend
brought deer hunters in droves to Sumter National
Forest. Helicopters equipped with heat-seeking
devices continued to buzz the treetops. But on
Saturday, no one wandered through the forest, call-
ing out the names Michael and Alex. That was a good
way to get shot. '

The story got more publicity Saturday night, as
the Fox television network program America’s Most
Wanted devoted a segment to the Smith boys. Over
the years, the show has been instrumental in solving
many police riddles.

First, a dramatization of the carjacking was pre-
sented, as Susan reported it. Then a phone number
was provided for viewers to call with information
that might be helpful in solving the case. After the
show aired, switchboards were again flooded with
tips.

It seemed impossible that a pile that big did not
contain one, single useful clue.

But on Sunday, October 31, detectives decided
the nationwide search was unwieldy and pointless.
The investigation was right back to where it started.

For a second time, divers plunged into the crisp
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waters of John D. Long Lake, and probed the bottom
for a car. Searchers on horseback returned to the
spot where Susan reported her Mazda stoleq.

“We’re back to ground zero,” Sheriff Wells
announced. “I think there’s a possibility they could
be in Union.”

What are they doing? Members of Susan’s and
David’s families complained among themselves when
they saw that the probe again was focused close to
home.

“I wondered why they weren’t out there, looking
for the children,” said David’s mother, Barbara
Benson, who arrived in Union over the weekend.

“It seemed wrong that they were back in Union.”

“We can only hope and pray that the man who toc?k
our precious babies from us can find it somewhere in
his heart to return them safely. No one can under-
stand the pain we are going through—how .much
harder it gets with each day that goes by without
them being here.” .

On Monday, November 1, Susan and Da\{ld
broke the silence of several days. Susan’s cousin,
Margaret Gregory, thirty-one, read their statement
from a sheet of paper outside Union’s courthouse. By
her side stood Sheriff Wells.

Part of the message was directed to Michael and
Alex:

“We have put our faith and trust in the Lord that
he is taking care of you both. And hopefully soon you
will be back home with Mommy and Daddy.

“You both have to be brave and you must ho!d
on to each other because we are doing everything in
our power to get you back home where you belong.”

Six days after the boys were taken, Susan evoked
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the name of the Lord. With suspicion mounting that
her carjacking tale might be a fabrication, it was high
time she started praying.

Gregory told the assembled crowd that Susan
and David didn’t have the emotional strength to
deliver their statement personally. So it was up to

Gregory to brush aside questions about the rumors of

a hoax.

“We are concentrating on what we have to do to
bring these children back home. Rumors are exactly
that—rumors.”

But rumors have a way of multiplying. And the
family’s concentration was about to be broken.

On Monday night, the syndicated TV show A
Current Affair aired a genuine scoop. The show intro-
duced America to Mitchell Sinclair, the millworker
Susan had said she was going to visit on the night
Michael and Alex vanished. It was revealed that
Susan changed her story to police about her intended
destination on the night of the kidnapping—another
straw in the mounting stack of Susan’s inconsistent
statements.

That was alarming enough. But one comment
made by Mitch hit the airwaves like cannon fire:

“The truth will come out.”

To some ears, it was as good as a confession.
Mitch seemed to know a great deal about this case—
more, perhaps, than the authorities. Union went wild
with rumors about Susan and Mitch. Were they in on
the kidnapping together? Or had Susan told Mitch
what she did with the children, and asked him to
cover for her? On the most superficial level, a liaison
between the two seemed plausible. In many ways,
Susan had a lot more in gommon with Mitch Sinclair
than she did with her husband.

In high school, Mitch, with his thick glasses and
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winning smile, was a joiner, like Susan. He was an
honor student who belonged to all the clubs, and he
wasn’t afraid of playing the fool for a laugh. The
Union High School yearbook for 1988 contains a
photograph of Mitch dressed up in a bouffant wig
and evening gown—his costume in the competition
for homecoming king. All the guys in the contest
pranced around in drag. Mitch came in as a finalist.

Mitch was engaged to Susan’s best friend, Donna
Garner, so Susan and Mitch were often seen keeping
company. Of course, to some people that spelled
adultery. Hey, it was a way of life in Union. It didn’t
help matters that Sheriff Wells was so intrigued by
Mitch Sinclair’s TV debut. Already Mitch had sub-
mitted to a polygraph test, and he was ruled out as a
suspect. Or so he thought.

“I think we have more to talk about,” the sheriff
said menacingly.

As it turned out, the entire quote uttered by’
Mitch on A Current Affair wasn’t as damaging as it
first appeared.

“The truth will come out . . . and that is just like
the sheriff says it is,” Mitch had sald

After a few more questions, Wells was convinced
there was nothing more to the Mitch story. It would
take a while longer to persuade the rest of Union, not
to mention the world, that Mitch Sinclair was not
involved in the kidnapping.

What the public did not know at the time was
that investigators had dumped Mitch, and now
focused squarely on another man in Susan’s life.
They were certain this new man, not Mitch, was their
magic key to the truth.

Investigators took a trip to the offices of Conso
Products. Their arrival raised no alarm; Susan
worked at Conso as a secretary. But on this occasion,
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detectives weren’t there to examine Susan’s work-
space, or to talk to her boss. Their appointment was
with Tom Findlay, the head of the graphics depart-
ment and the son of Conso owner J. Cary Findlay. A
friend of Tom’s had tipped off cops that young
Findlay had something in his computer they might
find fascinating.

At their request, Findlay switched on his com-
puter terminal. With a few taps of the keyboard, he

located a file. A few more taps, and the office printer -

clicked into motion.

Findlay ripped a sheet of paper from the printer
and handed it to detectives. They read it quickly,
then hurried back to headquarters.

The letter was dated Tuesday, October 18, a
week before the kidnapping. It was addressed to
Susan Smith.

It’s over.

In the note, Findlay listed a number of reasons
why he was cutting Susan loose. But like Susan,
investigators saw only one: Findlay didn’t want to
raise her kids.

It was like finding the Rosetta stone. For the first
time since this maddening case began, everything

made sense. }

i
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The Noose

There is nothing so powerful as truth—and often
nothing so strange.

—Daniel Webster, Argument on the Murder of
Captain White, 1830.

1113
It is a nightmare that seems to have no end.”

On the one-week anniversary of Michael and
Alex’s disappearance, Susan and David turned up the
volume. Again, Susan’s cousin, Margaret Gregory,
served as their mouthpiece.

“We can’t feed them, we can’t wipe away their
tears, we can’t hold them, we can’t hug them,”
Gregory read from a sheet of paper outside Union’s
courthouse.

“The hardest part of all is not knowing where
they are. It is torture.”

The couple prepared a message for the children,
as well.

)
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“You both have to be brave and you must hold
onto each other because we are doing everything in
our power to get you home where you belong.

“We love you!”

The Smiths worked hard to deflect attention
from Susan, and turn it back to the children.
Reporters, however, didn’t take the hint. In pursuit
of the story, they were relentless.

“They try to avoid listening to a lot of the innu-
endo that has been in the media,” Gregory replied to
the scores of questions about Susan’s conflicting
statements to police.

Sheriff Wells was spinning his own statements so
fast, he nearly lost his balance. The sheriff suggested
that -the widely reported inconsistencies in Susan’s
stories might be the résult of stress or medication.

“I don’t know what happened in .this case, but
I'm treating it as a carjacking that happened as it was
reported,” Wells said, presenting half of the truth.

In the next breath, the sheriff gave a glimpse of
the other half:

“We’re looking at everything. Nothing has been
ruled out.”

The intensity of the investigators’ focus on Susan
was getting nearly impossible for Wells to explain away.
Detectives were seen searching Susan’s house Tuesday.
News of a second polygraph spread like wildfire.

Do you know where the children are?

The second test was administered by South
Carolina officials. The drill was the same as when the
FBI ran the show. Susan’s “Yes” and “No” questions
varied somewhat, but they covered the same ground.
As with her first polygraph, the overall test results
were deemed “inconclusivd.”

Also this time, portions of the test were crystal
clear.
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“Do you know where the children are?” Susan
was asked.

“No,” she replied.

Whether the polygraph was administered by the
feds or the state, Susan could not wiggle out of that
question on the basis of fractured nerves. The poly-
graph saw through her deception. The noose was
tightening around Susan’s neck.

Something exciting happened before dawn
Wednesday. Authorities saw it as the break they had
waited for. Alex Smith was apparently found, all the
way on the West Coast. No one was sure how he got
there, or with whom. The important thing was that
the boy was alive. Or so it seemed.

On the night of Tuesday, November 1, a desk
clerk at the Black Angus Motor Inn in Seattle called
local police. The clerk reported that a baby boy was
abandoned at the inn. When cops arrived, clerks told
them that a white man driving a car with South
Carolina license plates had checked into the motel on
Monday, Halloween night. With him was his son,
who was about fourteen months old. The man called
the child Zack. .

“He asked about the care and feeding of a little
boy,” said clerk Teri Lewis. Rather a curious question
from a father on the road with his own baby.

The man, who said he was from Charleston, told
motel personnel on Tuesday that he needed torun a
few errands. He asked desk clerk Linda Martinez to
baby-sit his son.

By nightfall, the father was nowhere to be founcoif

The baby was placed with Seattle’s Child
Protection Services, where someone noticed how
closely Baby Doe matched the description of little
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Alex Smith. The Smith boys’ pictures by now had
been displayed in every city of every state in the
country. _

The call from Seattle came into Union after mid-
night Wednesday morning. Investigators were cool;
too many attractive leads had turned into dead-ends.
But after several conversations with the West Coast,
this tip shot to the top of the pile. Wells could not
contain his optimism.

“It is a very promising lead right now,” the sheriff
said Wednesday. “It could provide us with the break
we needed.”

The man’s inept behavior around the baby
seemed a dead giveaway that he wasn’t really the
father. Besides, a father wouldn’t abandon his son,
now would he? The South Carolina plates on the
man’s car clinched it. What’s more, the boy sure
looked like Alex.

“If you looked at the comparison photos, you

have to look for a second to see if there is a differ-
ence,” said Seattle police spokesman Sean O’Donnell.

Once again, however, looks proved deceiving. He
was someone else’s child.

While little Zack’s parents indeed hailed from
South Carolina, his mother had moved to Seattle
some time back. The man at the motor inn turned
out really to be the child’s father, who came to town
to visit the mother and son. His errands apparently
took longer than expected.

The disappointment was crushing. Eight days had

gone by without a clue.
“It’s very hard when you get your hopes up and
see them dashed,” Wells said.
But the sheriff recovered his bearings quickly.
_ “I'm of the belief now that this is not going to
affect our case,” Wells said in classic cryptic style. “It
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doesn’t lead me to believe the case is not going to be
solved.”

The next item on the agenda was to find a new
headquarters; the investigative team had outgrown its
room in the Union courthouse. Their new home
would have to be close by, however, because probers
again were concentrating on Union County.

This time, they planned to stay put in Union, said
the sheriff, “until we’re led otherwise.”

Onlookers were perplexed by the return to Union.
If there really was a carjacker, why the heck would he
still be in town? What was the sheriff hiding?

“First of all, I would like to say to whoever has my
children that they please, I mean please, bring ’em
home to us where they belong.”

Smoked out of hiding by negative publicity,
Susan collected her wits sufficiently to face her media
accusers—the ones who now referred to the case as
an “alleged kidnapping.”

The stated goal of the press conference was
twofold: The Smiths wanted to keep the children’s
plight in the public eye, and they also wanted to
make an appeal to the carjacker’s conscience by
showing him the kind of people they are.

Susan had other motives she didn’t care to men-
tion. Her hold on the case was slipping, and she felt
the need to bring public sympathy back on her side.

On Wednesday, November 2, Susan stood before
the courthouse in eyeglasses and ponytail, David next
to her. With touching devotion, David put his arm
around his wife protectively. They hugged whenever
Susan gave the signal.

Still dry-eyed, but obviously imbued with grief,
Susan improved her message and honed her delivery
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since that first, shaky outing with the press. Susan
still gazed downward, however, as she addressed the
throng about her missing sons.

“Our lives have been torn apart by this tragic
event,” she said. “I can’t express how much they are
wanted back home, how much we love ’em, we miss

’

em.

“They—they are our heart and who ... ” Susan
faltered, then collected herself.

“I have prayed every day and there’s not one
minute that goes by that I don’t think about these
boys. And I have prayed that whoever has ’em, that
the Lord will let them—let him realize that they are
missed and loved more than any children in this
world, and that whoever has ’em, I—I pray every day
that you’re takin’ care of ’em, and know that we will
do anything—anything—we will, to help you to get
’em home, back to us.

“I just can’t express it enough that we just got to
get ’em home. That’s just where they belong, with
their mama and daddy.”

Some things about Susan’s performance had not
changed. As before, Susan’s words centered on her-
self—on her feelings about the children, her despair
over the kidnapping. At least this time, she bothered
to mention the boys, as well as the Lord.

Next, it was David’s turn at the microphone.
Unlike Susan, David did not use the opportunity to
discuss his own pain. Rather, he appealed to every-
one in earshot to help find his sons. Unlike his wife,
David stared directly into the cameras as he spoke.

“I would like to take the time to plead to the
American public that you please do not give up on
these two little boys or the search for their safe
return home to us. That you continue to look for this
car, these two—our children, and for the suspect
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himself. That you continue to keep your eyes open
and anything that you see that might could help, to
please call and let it be known.

“We ask that you continue to pray for me and my
wife and for our family. But most of all, that you con-
tinue to pray—the American public continue to pray
for Michael and Alex, that they are returned home
safely to their mother and father and the family mem-
bers who love them so much. That you pray most of
all for them and that they are being taken care of and
that they are safe. And that they will return home
safely.”

Susan would not be upstaged. Continuing in
David’s vein, she chimed in: ‘

“I want to say to my babies”—here, Susan man-
aged a sob—*“that your mama loves you so much, and
your daddy—this whole family loves you so much.
And you guys have got to be strong because you
are—we—we—I just know, I just feel in my heart
that you’re OK. But you’ve got to take care of each
other, and your mama and daddy are going to be
right here waitin’ on you when you get home. I love
you so much.”

David echoed: “We love you.”

Susan was on a roll. The spotlight cast a flatter-
ing glow on the young mother, and Susan had always
enjoyed attention. Even in a crisis, she could not
resist bringing the focus back to herself.

“I want to tell a story,” she began. “The night that
this happened, before 1 left my house that night,
Michael did somethin’ that he’s never done before.
He had his pooper [pacifier} in his mouth and he
came up to me and he took his pooper out, and he
put his arms around me and he told me, ‘I love you
so much, Mama.’

“And he—he’s always told me he loved me, but
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never before, not without me telling him first. And
that was just—I am holdin’ on to that so much ’cause
it just means so much.

“I'love "em. I—I—I just can’t say, express enough,
I have been to the Lord in prayers every day with my
family and by myself, with my husband.

“It just seems so unfair that somebody could take
two such beautiful children and, I don’t understand.
I—I have put all my trust and faith in the Lord, that
He’s taking care of ’em, and that He will bring them
home to us.

“That’s all. I can’t—I don’t want to say anything
else.”

It’s little wonder David never was able to please
Susan during their marriage. While he was naturally
reticent, Susan had a flair for drama and craved
attention like a drug. Now, in their hour of mutual
suffering, David let Susan take over. Sublimating his
own needs, he offered his wife the unconditional sup-
port she always demanded.

Susan Smith went to extreme lengths to thor-
oughly domesticate her husband. Then again, she
usually found a way to get what she wanted.

The nationally televised performance proved daz-
zling. People who had doubted Susan started coming
back around to her side. She’d achieved her goal.
However, not everyone was so favorably impressed.

After the press conference, investigators returned
to the house on Toney Road. This time, their search
was more than cursory. They dusted for fingerprints,
and removed a batch of bags. They even combed
through a crawl space in the basement.

On the same day, Susan was questioned for hours.

Tell us again how it happened.

A live press conference. The thorough search.
Hours of grilling. Rougher customers than Susan had
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yielded under far less pressure. But Susan stood her
ground. As a suspect, she was in a league of her own.

Susan kept it up.

“I was running around my house yesterday morn-
ing all excited. I really thought they had found one of
my children. And when I got to the courthouse and
found that lead had disintegrated, I was very devas-
tated.”

Thursday morning, November 3, Susan and
David met the nation, live, via satellite, on two morn-
ing television shows. Over breakfast, people coast-to-
coast watched the couple hold hands. Affixed to their
chests were pictures of Michael and Alex, adorned by
yellow ribbons.

On the CBS program This Morning, Susan
affected just the right tone of wounded indignation
when asked about reports that she might be lying
about the carjacking.

“I did not have anything to do with the abduction
of my children,” she said without blinking.

“I don’t think any parent could love their chil-
dren any more than I do, and I would never even
think about doing anything that would harm them.
It’s really very painful to have the finger pointed at
you when it’s your children involved.”

On NBC’s Today show, Susan played shamelessly
to her fellow mothers in the audience. :

“I was thinking last night, as a mother, it’s only a
natural instinct to protect your children from any
harm, and the hardest part of this whole ordeal is not
knowing if your children are getting what they need
to survive. And it hurts real bad to have that protec-
tion barrier broken between parent and child.

“But I have put my faith in the Lord, and I really

N
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believe that He’s taking care of them. And they’re too
beautiful and precious that He’s not going to let any-
thing happen to them.

_ “And, Michael and Alex, I love you. And we’re
going to have the biggest celebration when you get
home.”

Had things turned out differently, Susan would
ha\fe had a rosy future in politics. Dripping with sin-
cerity, she bowled over many a skeptical viewer. She
was 50 young and so maternal. And so very, very sad.
No way somebody like that could harm her own kids.

After nine days, Susan’s plan was working. She
had perfected her storytelling. Her family stood by
her. David believed in her. The investigators had no
h'ard evidence to nail her. Eventually, they’d have to
give up.

Maybe she’d remarry. Unencumbered by chil-
dren,.Susan could start her life anew with the richest
man in town. She was young enough to have plenty
more kids. Only later, when he was ready.

Or perhaps she and David would continue their .

lives together. Things between them had grown so
sweet late}y. Besides, without two children to raise,
their salaries would go that much farther.

Susan was ready to spend her life as the world’s

most sympathetic former mother. It seemed as if she
could go on this way forever.

She’d worn everybody down.

Sheriff Wells had reached his limit. For nine long ‘-

days, Susan played him like a violin. He’d comforted
her, cried with her, told her he believed her incredi-
ble story. The Mr. Nice Guy routine was wearing
mighty thin. :

It was later reported—inaccurately—that on
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Thursday, November 3, Sheriff Wells marched Susan
into a church. Under the eyes of Jesus, the sheriff was
said to have “bluffed” Susan into believing that he
was about to go public with her countless lies. In
fact, the media never did get a full grasp as to what
exactly transpired between Susan and Howard Wells
on that fateful Thursday.

Here, then, is what happened, as revealed by a
law-enforcement source:

Sheriff Wells met Susan at around 3 p.M. Thursday
for another round of questioning. While they did drive
to a church, they did not enter the building. Rather,
Susan was led into a recreation center located behind
the church. The idea was not to scare Susan with hell
and damnation, but to take her to a quiet, secluded
spot where the media could not find them.

Once inside the rec center, the sheriff did not bluff
Susan. Instead, he told her the honest-to-God truth.

“We’ve called the national media into Union.
We’re gonna have to tell them everything.”

Sheriff Wells is not the kind of man to play
games. He was dead serious about his intention to
throw Susan to the wolves. He had already covered
for her way too long.

Wells had asked the media to follow this story.
Now, reporters were forced to go on half-truths and
suppositions, on rumors and innuendo. The media
were invited guests, called in to help solve a crisis.
Now it was time to level with the press.

Wells reviewed the list of problems with Susan’s
carjacking story:

*The traffic light at the deserted intersection in
Monarch that couldn’t possibly have been red,
as Susan reported.
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sSusan’s fib about spending three hours shop-
ping at Wal-Mart.

*Her claim to be on her way to visit Mitch
Sinclair, when he in fact was not home.

*Her obvious deception after two polygraph
examiners asked, “Do you know where the chil-
dren are?”

*Tom Findlay’s “Dear John” letter.

The list went on. There were dozens of minor
inconsistencies, conflicting statements, and outright
falsehoods.

“We have to tell them now,” the sheriff told
Susan. At that moment, Howard Wells was prepared
to go straight to the courthouse, step up to the micro-
phone, and read his list aloud.

To Susan, the threat was more than horrifying.
Sheriff Wells was about to expose her as a liar, and
worse. It didn’t matter whether anyone could prove
‘she was involved in the kidnapping. For the rest of
her life, people would stare and whisper. She would
be an outcast, a leper. Her mask would be torn off.

To Susan Smith, that was a fate worse than death.

The truth came rushing out of Susan in torrents.
As Wells listened, she told it all.

Susan said she was upset, frantic, a “mental case”
on the night of October 25. She was in love, but the
man of her dreams wanted out of the relationship.

It’s over. ,

So she took a drive, with Michael and Alex buck-
led into their car seats. The windows and doors were
shut against the evening chill.

Lock the doors, Mama!

As she drove into thenight, Susan ran through
her options: Suicide, homicide. At the edge of John
D. Long Lake, she made her choice.
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Shut up, or I'll kill you.

She got out of the car.

The babies wanted her. They needed her. But
Susan was in too big a hurry. The Mazda was rolling
down the boat ramp. There wasn’t enough time to
unbuckle car seats. Susan had to move on.

Don’t worry, I'll take care of them.

Now, look closely at the sketch of the black car-
jacker. Lighten the complexion and narrow the lips.
The face in the picture belongs to Susan Smith.

#
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Unnatural Acts

How a mother can kill her two children, fourteen
months and three years, in the hopes that her
boyfriend would like her is just a sign of how sick the
system is, and I think people want to change. The
only way you get change is to vote Republican.

—U.S. Representative Newt Gingrich, R-Geotgia,
in an interview with the Associated Press,
November 5, 1994. Three days later, Republicans
swept Congress in the mid-term election.

Suddenly, there was no place to hide.

The layers fell away like autumn leaves in the for-
est. Union’s pleasant exterior loosened its grip,
exposing the gnarled and ugly truth within.

November moved on, and lengthening shadows
devoured the town’s endless summer. Promises of
idle porch conversation, of warm breezes and chil-
dren’s laughter, dissolved into cold and scary nights.
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Nothing had changed, yet everything looked dif-
ferent. Churches that offered refuge from a world
moving too fast were revealed to be filled with adul-
terers; the stores’ shelves stocked with quiet despera-
tion. Tidy shutters closed tightly on families wracked
by divorce, incest, insanity. Small-town blandness
never seemed so sinister. Union never looked so old.

The lake, scene of lazy days and moonlit nights,
was a mirror, still. Its placid surface cast a flattering
reflection back on all it surveyed, careful to reveal
nothing of the secrets lurking below.

At the edge of sleep, children fended off vague
and horrible demons that formed in the night out of
familiar shapes. But now, there was no consoling
them. The monster was real. All the world had seen
her face. ,

The mother’s smile, so warm and soothing,
peeled away like the mask it always was. Beneath the
sensuous, upturned lips lay a perverse grimace, an
expression of pain and rage so great, its only means
of survival was to destroy.

For twenty-three years, the beast lived right there
among them. They just couldn’t see.

Someone handed Susan a pen and paper.

“When I left my home on Tuesday, Oct. 25, I was
very emotionally distraught. I didn’t want to live any-
more! I felt like things could never get any worse.
When I left home, I was going to ride around a little
while and then go to my mom’s.

“As I rode and rode and rode, I felt even more anx-
iety coming upon me about not wanting to live. I felt I
couldn’t be a gopod mom anymore, but I didn’t want
my children to grow up without a mom. I felt I had to
end our lives to protect us from any grief or harm. ’
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“I had never felt so lonely and so sad in my entire
life. I was in love with someone very much, but he
didn’t love me and never would. I could see why he
could never love me.

“When I was at John D. Long Lake, I had never
felt so scared and unsure as I did then. I wanted to
end my life so bad and was in my car ready to go
down that ramp into the water, and I did go part
way, but I stopped. I went again and stopped. I then
got out of the car and stood by the car a nervous
wreck.

“Why was I feeling this way? Why was every-
thing so bad in my life? I had no answers to these
questions. I dropped to the lowest point when I
allowed my children to go down that ramp into the
water without me.

“I took off running and screaming ‘Oh God! Oh
God, no! What have I done? Why did you let this
happen?’ I wanted to turn around so bad and go
back, but I knew it was too late. I was an absolute
mental case! I couldn’t believe what I had done.

“I love my children, with all my heart [Susan rep-

resents the word heart with a little drawing]. That

will never change. I have prayed to them for forgive-
ness and hope that they will find it in their heart
[another picture] to forgive me. I never meant to hurt
them!! I am sorry for what has happened and I know
that I need some help. I don’t think I will ever be
able to forgive myself for what I have done.

“My children, Michael and Alex, are with our
Heavenly Father now, and I know that they will
never be hurt again. As a mom, that means more
than words could ever say.

“l knew from day one, the truth would prevail,
but I was so scared I didn’t know what to do. It was
very tough emotionally to sit and watch my family
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hurt like they did. It was time to bring a peace of
mind to everyone, including myself.

“My children deserve to have the best, and now
they will. I broke down on Thursday, Nov. 3, and
told Sheriff Howard Wells the truth. It wasn’t easy,
but after the truth was out, I felt like the world was
lifted off my shoulders.

“I know now that it is going to be a tough and
long road ahead of me. At this very moment, I don’t
feel I will be able to handle what’s coming, but I have
prayed to God that he give me the strength to survive
each day and to face those times and situations in my
life that will be extremely painful. I have put my total
faith in God, and he will take care of me.”

Susan penned her statement in the same neat,
schoolgirl print she used three years earlier to express
delight over Michael’s birth in her album, “Baby’s
Milestones.” Just as she had when her baby was born,
Susan drew little doodles of hearts to represent feel-
ings of love for her sons, now certainly dead.

The confession, spanning two handwritten pages,
was signed Susan V. Smith, and dated 11/3/94. The
last page was signed by two witnesses, an agent from
the FBI and another from SLED.

Howard Wells was numb. The moment he’d
waited for so long had arrived. But there was no joy
in the rec room after Susan spilled her guts. It was
impossible that Michael and Alex survived what
Susan did to them. She killed her own children. They
weren’t coming back.

Wells asked Susan if there was anything she
wanted. It was clear she wasn’t going home any time
soon.

“I’m sorry. I'm so very sorry,” Susan whimpered,
over and over.

She did have one request.

%
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“Please tell my family I’'m sorry,” Susan begged.
“Tell them I still love them, and I hope they still love

me.

It was a pathetic spectacle. Susan Smith had just

confessed to murdering her children. Now, she was
trying to will away the whole nasty episode by saying,
“I'm sorry.”

In many ways, she was still such a child.

“Don’t talk to nobody, don’t radio, just go.”

The divers got the urgent call from Sheriff Wells
on Thursday afternoon. Their assignment was to
return to a spot they’d already searched twice
before—John D. Long Lake.

This time, however, when Wells and SLED Chief
Robert Stewart met the team at the shoreline, they
provided the men with precise instructions on where
to look. Susan had watched her car float away with
her children inside, still alive. She told them how far
into the water it traveled before sinking.

Sergeant Francis Mitchum, the veteran diver, got
the call at his home near Charleston, and was flown
to Union by helicopter. He was joined by Steve Marr,
the father who had volunteered for this detail. Steve
Morrow, also a father, was there, too. Curtis Jackson
was the first man to delve into the sixty-eight-degree
water.

Last time, the divers went out thirty feet into the
lake, at most. Now, Jackson ventured a full one hun-
dred feet along the calm surface on this warm and
windless afternoon, before plunging to a depth of
eighteen feet.

At 4:15 p.M,, just a few minutes after he left the
shore, Jackson found a car. It was the Mazda. The
vehicle had settled into a crevice in the lake’s bottom
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that had previously eluded them. “As it turns out,
another twenty minutes and they would have found
it,” said Greg Lucas, spokesman for the South
Carolina Department of Natural Resources.

Mitchum and Marr grabbed lighting equipment
and joined Jackson in the lake. The Mazda was
upside-down, its doors and windows sealed shut.
Shining the light into the car’s windows, the men
looked inside.

“They were pretty children,” Mitchum managed
to say. “But you couldn’t have recognized them.” The
bodies, submerged for nine days, were waterlogged
and swollen.

The men had been aware of what they were look-
ing for, but it didn’t help. Even with their combined
decades of experience, they emerged from the water
shaking.

Standing on the shore, the divers’ tears mingled
with the cold water dripping off their wet suits.
They’d wanted badly to find the car, but prayed there
would be no one inside.

“We hunt bodies all the time,” said Mitchum,
“but we don’t find little children very often.”

At home that night, Steve Morrow went directly
into the room of his young son, and hugged him
tightly. “I just needed to feel close to him,” he said.

As the car was pulled out of the lake on chains,
Sheriff Wells had no time to spare. He was in a hurry
to see some friends.

The sheriff boarded a helicopter for the short hop
to Mt. Vernon Estates, and landed on the vast, tree-
exempt lawn near the Russell house. Wells was deter-
mined to beat the media to the home of Linda and
Beverly Russell. It was the least he could do.

He was too late.

Some forty friends and family members gathered
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around David Smith. Local television programs had
been interrupted with unconfirmed reports of
Susan’s confession. A few in the house wept openly.
Others, like Susan’s brother Scotty Vaughan, Wells’s
dear friend, were determined not to believe the
report until they heard it from the sheriff’s mouth.
But as soon as he walked into the door, Wells’s
expression told them everything.

David stared ahead, uncomprehending. He sim-
ply had never considered that Susan might have lied.
Just that morning, he’d held her hand on the Today
show, and announced to the world, “I'm behind her,
100 percent.”

How could she do it?

The phone rang. It was David’s mother, Barbara
Benson, calling to tell her son to flip on the TV.
Barbara had left Union a day earlier and was at her
home near the South Carolina coast when a reporter
called to inform her about the car and lake. At that
point, all Barbara had heard was that her grandchil-
dren’s bodies had been found. '

David’s voice jerked so badly as he took the
phone, his mother didn’t recognize him. His entire
being convulsed with violent sobs.

“David?” she asked. “David? David?”

“Sheriff Wells just confirmed it,” he blurted out.
“Susan confessed she killed the children.”

“I’'m sorry, I'm so sorry,” his mother said. “I love
you.”

Then, she gave him the only words of comfort
she could muster.

“Remember the Resurrection.” David would see
his boys again one day, his mother promised, in
heaven.

“I know, Mom,” David said, before hanging up.

David would not be comforted, though, not
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now. Once off the phone, he locked himself in a bed-
room. His father knocked on the door, but David
wouldn’t let him in. He stayed in that bedroom for a
long time.

Later that night, David returned to his little
bachelor’s apartment, a bare set of rooms whose
sole decorations were dozens of framed pho-
tographs of the children he would never hold again.
His mother drove in to Union late that night, tears
in her eyes. It was David who wound up making his
mom feel better. He was strong, calm—an attitude
his mother found more disturbing than David’s cry-
ing bout.

David was in a state of shock and denial. He sim--
ply could not fathom how a woman he loved—still
loved—could do such a terrible thing. Maybe he
never would. ‘

“Like I told them this morning, Mom,” David
said, “I was behind her, 100 percent.”

David said he wanted to talk to Susan, but his
family discouraged it. There were so many things he
wanted to ask her. David was convinced Susan
couldn’t possibly have been in her right mind to kill
Michael and Alex. How else could this have hap-
pened? He needed to know.

Of all the people who should wish Susan ill,
David Smith was already searching for reasons to for-
give her.

By Thursday afternoon, nine days had passed without
a break in the case, and many news correspondents
had already cleared out for the weekend. The
announcement that Wells would soon hold a press
conference sent many of them scrambling back to
Union.

#
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It was dark by the time Wells stepped out into
the parking lot outside the Union courthouse at 6:45,
accompanied by SLED Chief Robert Stewart. By way
of introduction, Wells warned the crowd of 300
reporters and spectators that he would answer no
questions after delivering his statement.

“The vehicle, a 1990 Mazda driven by Smith, was
located late Thursday afternoon in Lake John D.
Long near Union,” Wells said. “Two bodies were
found in the vehicle’s back seat.

“Mrs. Smith has been arrested, and will be
charged with two counts of murder.”

The gasp that burst spontaneously from the
crowd was so loud, Stewart was startled. It was a
sound, Stewart said, he would never forget.

But if Wells even heard the reaction, he didn’t
pause for a moment. He turned on his heel and
walked off. The last nine days had been grueling.
Now, the trauma was about to set in.

“Murderer!”
Just that morning, they gathered at the court-
house in Union to cry with her. Now, Union railed
with fury as Sheriff Wells led Susan Smith into court
to be booked on charges of double murder.
For more than a week, they’d searched the woods
in cars and on foot, lit candles at the lake, and plas-
tered leaflets everywhere in sight. For nine days,
they’d prayed for the mother and her boys, put up
their own money for a reward, and stood behind
Susan when doubts were cast her way. All this time,
they now realized, Susan Smith was toying with their
emotions and messing with their minds.
“Baby killer!”
They gathered around Susan as a mob as she
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walked into the courthouse, and hurled epithets at
the woman’s ponytailed head.

For many people, though, the enormity of her
betrayal was too much to absorb all at once.

“This is not the same young woman I knew in
high school,” said Lewis Jeter III, a teacher who
supervised Susan in the Junior Civitan Club, which
helped disabled kids.

“If you could see the way she acted that night,
that’s the main thing that gets me,” said Rick
McCloud Jr., who made the 911 call after Susan
knocked on his family’s door the night of October
25, screaming about a carjacker.

“Just to think, for a solid week I was defending
her. It gets me sick to my stomach.”

Just like David, the people of Union were suspended
in a state of shock and denial. They, too, had fallen in
love with Susan. Here was a woman who never so much
as screamed at her kids, and certainly never struck
them. Susan, a murderer? She was so nice.

It would take time for the news to sink in to
Susan’s neighbor and booster, Alice Valentine. “I
always believed her.”

“I just couldn’t imagine that Susan would do
that,” said Susan’s grandmother, Sara Singleton, who
lives near Los Angeles. “She always seemed to be
such a devoted mother.”

At Union’s Winn-Dixie, Linda Fleming said, “I
never in a million years would have thought that she
could do something like this. She was always very
nice.

“She was always smiling. I never heard her yell.
She never hit them.”

It was still too early to assess the extent of the
damage Susan had inflicted. Members of the town’s
black community felt particularly injured. For nine
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days, every man aged seventeen to fifty felt as if he
was under suspicion .

“This was a bad week to be a black man in
Union,” one man said.

“Black men don’t steal babies. Black men don’t
kill babies,” argued Howard Free, a black man who
owns a shoe shop across from Union’s courthouse.
For days, that’s exactly what Susan led so many to
believe.

Other wounds showed up in the faces of small
children, who watched the events unfold on TV.

“You wouldn’t do me like that, would you,
Mama?” a young boy asked his mother, who held
him by the hand outside the courthouse.

“No, baby. Hush,” his mother replied, and pulled
him close to her breast.

The terrible question would be heard, time and
time again, out of the mouths of babes. Susan Smith
managed to do worse than kill. She tampered with
the sacred bond between parent and child. As she
walked into court, her very existence posed a
grievous insult to mothers, and a mortal threat to
their kids.

Over many nights to come, the people of Union
would be haunted by the faces of Michael and Alex at
the moment of death—panicked, helpless, screaming
for their mother, as the Mazda turned into a watery
coffin. There was no shutting out this vision; it grew
only more horrible as the nights grew longer. As time
went on, these thoughts would tumn to fuel for their
growing hatred.

But on Thursday night, Susan’s crime was
beyond comprehension. Why the heck didn’t she just
give them away? §

Still another thing troubled the citizens of Union:
How could the authorities allow Susan Smith to carry

Susan Smith before the murders.
(Photo credit: © A Current Affair / SYGMA)




Susan and baby Michael. Susan wrote
in her diary that she had given birth to “the most
beautiful baby boy in the world.”

(Photo credit: © A Current Affair / SYGMA)

Michael and Alex Smith.

(Photo credit: American Fast Photo / SYGMA)




Susan Smith after her confession and arrest.

(Photo credit: Andy Burriss, The Rock Hill Herald / SYGMA)

The crowd came to Union County courthouse

for Susan Smith’s arraignment.

(Photo credit: David Rentas, New York Post)




Pallbearers carry the single white casket bearing the
bodies of Michael and Alex Smith.

(Photo credit: David Rentas, New York Post)

David Smith is
overcome with
grief at the
funeral of his
sons.

Talk show host Oprah Winfrey was one of the many
who came to the lake where the Smith boys drowned.

(Photo credit: David Rentas, New York Post)
{(Photo credit:
David Rentas,
New York Post)




Susan Leigh Vaughan was voted the “friendliest”
girl of the Union High School class of 1989.

(Photo credit; David: Rentas, New York Post)
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on for so long? Certainly they knew she was lying.
Couldn’t they have ended her charade sooner?
There was plenty of blame to go around.

Wells recovered sufficiently Thursday night to appear
on the ABC news program 20/20. The sheriff knew
he had some explaining to do. He figured he’d start
with Barbara Walters.

Barbara Walters: First, the tragedy that every-
one is talking about. Yesterday morning, she was
the heartbroken mother praying for the return of
her two little boys. Today, Susan Smith was
brought to court, charged with the murder of her
children. The man you see escorting Mrs. Smith is
the sheriff of Union County, South Carolina, and
he joins us now for his first interview since Mrs.
Smith’s arrest.

Walters began by establishing that Susan was a
friend and neighbor of the sheriff’s, and that Susan’s
father committed suicide when she was a child. The
sheriff was a bit stiff at the onset. As a lawman he was
uncomfortable about giving away too much evidence
before trial. But Wells needed to start telling the pub-
lic why it took him so long to capture this criminal.

Strangely, he also displayed a need to protect
Susan. Nine days spent locked together in a room
apparently had unexpected side effects.

Walters: So she has a troubled background?
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Howard Wells: I would say so, yes.

Walters: It is correct, Sheriff, that the two boys
were alive when the car plunged into the water, and
they drowned in the water?

Wells: That is our information, that’s correct.

Walters: And did Mrs. Smith just jump out of the
car before it went into the lake?

Wells: 1 cannot elaborate on any of the details of
how it was accomplished.

On other matters, Wells was more forthcoming.

Walters: Were you surprised when Mrs. Smith
confessed? You who have known her for so many
years?

Wells: Yes, I knew something was wrong with
the case, but I didn’t know exactly her level of
involvement.

Walters: You were with her today. We saw you in
the pictures with her. What is her mood?
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Wells: Well, she seems very heartbroken today,
and she told me several times that she was very
sorry, and that was the mood she seemed to portray
to me.

Walters: Sorry that she had obviously done this to
the children?

Wells: That’s correct. . . . The only thing she asked
me to communicate to her family was that she was
sorry and that she still loved them all, and she hoped
they still loved her.

Walters: Is there any bitterness because Susan
Smith originally said that it was an African-American
who had kidnapped the children?

Wells: During the investigation, we had to take the
information as it was given to us, and she did identify
the suspect as a black male, but during our investiga-
tion, we played that down to where we always said
“abductor” or “suspect,” except in the flyers that
went out.

Walters: The whole country has been praying for
these children, and for your town, which seemed like
a wonderful little town, and now this horror. What
do you say to your own people, what do you say to
the rest of the country?

#
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Wells: Well, we need a time for healing. Union
County rose to the occasion, and everyone united and
they stood together, and they prayed for this family
and they prayed for the return of these two children.
And I think we need to continue to pray for these two
children, and pray for this mother and this family.
Because of their loss, it’s still just the same. And we
will work through our problems here and I hope that
the eyes of the world don’t look at this negative and
forget all the positives.

That night, Michael and Alex were home at last.
They did not rest in their warm beds in the snug little
house on Toney Road, but under the bright lights of
a cold autopsy table. On the same night, their mother
was transported out of the only town she had ever
lived in, away from family members she’d seen every
day of her life, to a detention facility in the neighbor-
ing county of York. There, her clothes were. taken,
and she was watched every second. Susan was never
truly suicidal; jail guards made sure this was not
about to change. From this time forward, Susan
Smith would never be alone, but she was the loneli-
est woman in the world.

Early the next morning, she was due back in a
town that no longer knew her. She was still Susan
Smith. She just wasn’t the woman they thought they
knew. :

She never really was.

11

Facing the Music

The problem is, we’ve been telling women for the last
twenty years that abortion is okay. But why is it okay
to kill a baby in the womb, but not after it’s born?
That’s confusing. Maybe Susan Smith just didn’t
know where the line is drawn.

—~Caller to a South Carolina radio talk show,
November 4, 1994.

My beeper went off during dinner in a Manhattan
restaurant Thursday night. The urgent call was from
Stuart Marques, metropolitan editor for my
employer, the New York Post.

“Get on a plane,” he said. When you’re in the
newspaper business, you get used to abrupt conversa-
tions and half-eaten meals.

Early the next morning, photographer David
Rentas and I boarded the first USAir flight out of
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LaGuardia en route to the Greenville-Spartanburg
regional airport. During the nearly six years I'd
worked for the Post, David and I have covered
numerous assignments together in hot spots from
Brooklyn to Somalia. In this case, the incredible
impact Susan Smith’s confession had made on the
national psyche was evident from the instant I told
the cabby my destination.

“You’re going down there for that mother, aren’t
you?” he asked. “I got two kids. How could she do
that? They should fry her.”

It would only get worse.

Though we’re both New York natives, David and
I each have done tours of duty down South—David
was a Marine stationed in South Carolina; I got my
feet wet as a young reporter in places like West
Virginia and Florida. Working in Florida for the
Tampa Tribune, I was for a time assigned to bureaus
in towns very much like Union: sparsely populated,
Bible Belt outposts, where everyone knows each
other and friendliness counts. But beneath the overt
hospitality, David and I agreed, rural Southerners
tend to be clannish to an extreme. Outsiders don’t
often manage to crack that carefully guarded facade.

When most Northerners consider South Carolina,
they think of the elegant mansions of Charleston, the
rowdy coastline of Myrtle Beach—attractive, vibrant
tourist destinations that welcome strangers with open
arms. Except for the common drawl, Union might as
well be in another country.

Fiercely proud and pathologically polite, rural
Southerners grapple daily with extraordinarily high
rates of poverty and low rates of literacy, not to men-
tion the insufferable arrogance of Northerners. More
than a century after the Civil War, many denizens of
Dixie still resent what they perceive as the carpetbagger
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mentality of the Yankee—that is, anyone who hails
from a state north of Maryland. In reply, the rebel yell
rings out loud and clear: Don’t mess in our business.

To this day, North and South still glare at one
other contemptuously across the Mason-Dixon line.
You hear it in a New Yorker’s tendency to dismiss
South’ Carolinians as a bunch of hopeless rednecks.
You see it in a white Southerner’s stubborn refusal to
discard his Confederate flags. Hang around South
Carolina long enough, and you’ll hear someone utter
the slogan, “The South shall rise again.” Although
today, that old saying rolls off the tongue with an
ironic laugh. '

Some of the mistrust is simply due to personality.
I'll never forget the pained expressions on the faces
of burly Southern sheriffs when I first arrived in rural
Florida as they encountered, for perhaps the first
time, an aggressive, fast-talking lady reporter with a
deadline. How does one act?

But friendships can blossom. It was out of mutual
respect and curiosity that I became close to my
bureau-mate, a North Carolinian, at the Tribune’s
remote Crystal River bureau in 1984. One day, we
were arguing ferociously about something I'm sure
was terribly important—such as the culinary merits
of North Carolina barbecue—when my pal stopped

_ dead, her lilting drawl turned to ice, and she spat out

the worst curse she could think of:

“Yankees!”

Ouch. I was blindsided by a stereotype. They cut
both ways. Dumb hicks. Pushy New Yorkers. The
Mason-Dixon is a fault line between two brash and
exclusive worlds.

In truth, we have more in common, North and
South, than many a hothead would care to notice.
Everyone cares deeply about family, taxes, and crime.

3
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We love our children equally. And thanks to that
great cultural leveler—television—the whole nation
for a short while found common ground behind
Susan Smith. But on Friday, November 5, 1994, the
gap between the two societies was about to widen
into a gaping maw, as the army of Northern media
types invaded Union.

It was with this in mind that we landed in
Greenville, a nondescript-looking, landlocked Southern
city containing a few office buildings, batches of resi-
dential subdivisions, and many, many strip shopping
centers and fast-food chains. Greenville is compara-
ble to a town on the edge of the frontier; Union is
located, quite literally, in the middle of nowhere.

It wasn’t long after David steered the rental car
off Interstate 85 and headed southeast on Highway
176 that all evidence of civilization vanished. Ten
miles outside of Greenville’s neighboring city of
Spartanburg, trees—tinged with November hues of
red, yellow, and orange—dominate the landscape.
For another twenty miles, the sea of timber sprawled
before us, virtually unbroken by anything created by
man.

The first sign of town appeared in the form of a
yellow ribbon, affixed to a sign in front of a conve-
nience store. '

d“We’re praying for Michael and Alex,” the sign
read. :

Soon, houses appeared, each one decked out in
ribbons. By now, most of the yellow ones had already
been replaced by sashes of black or blue, symbols of
mourning for two little boys.

Finally, when we saw the golden arches of
McDonald’s, we knew we'd arrived.

By Friday, some of the press was camped out in
Union’s two noisy, low-rent motels, the Palmetto
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Inn—instantly dubbed the “Palmetto Bug,” a polite
euphemism for the breed of giant, flying cockroach
peculiar to the South—and the equally grungy
American Economy Inn. Others chose to stay in
Spartanburg, another unexceptional city that looks
sophisticated in comparison to Union. Each morning,
we’d brave that thirty-mile trek through the wilder-
ness to arrive bright and early at the courthouse
steps. :

Friday morning was cranking up as another
scorcher. By 9 A.M., the sun already beat down mer-
cilessly on the shiny dome on top of the Union
County courthouse. Sitting high atop a hill on Main
Street, the courthouse is an imposing structure,
fronted by fat, white columns that give Union the
picture-postcard look of a genteel Southern town.
On this day, even Union’s grandest building was
draped with huge yellow ribbons.

Scheduled for 10 was Susan Smith’s bond hear-
ing; it was her chance to ask a judge to set her free
on bail. From early morning, correspondents from
as far off as London lined up on the courthouse
steps, vying for seats inside. Satellite trucks were
stacked, two-deep, in front of the white columns.
On the street, a crowd of onlookers—mothers carry-
ing small babies, working stiffs who’d finagled a
morning off—snaked around the building. Traffic
along Union’s ordinarily sleepy Main Street was
hopelessly gridlocked as the entire planet, it seemed,
rolled into town.

We all came hoping to catch a glimpse of Union’s
newest and most famous attraction: Susan Smith. If
this event were in Los Angeles or New York, some
clever entrepreneur would have roamed the sidewalk
hawking soft drinks and T-shirts. Here, nobody
looked like he was enjoying himself.

#
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“Why don’t y’all go home?” one woman said to
reporters, hostility dripping from her drawl. To some
people in town, the media invaders had already over-
stayed their welcome.

On the roof of the courthouse, armed law-
enforcement officials scanned the crowd for signs of
trouble. Inside, SWAT team members, clad in gray
bulletproof vests, fanned out in the courtroom where
Susan was scheduled to appear.

Finally, as 10 A.M. drew near, the car carrying
Susan approached the courthouse parking lot. The
moment the newly dubbed “Monster Mother”
emerged from the car with Sheriff Wells, the crowd
stampeded.

“Baby-killing bitch!” a woman carrying her young
daughter shouted at the top of her lungs.

“You murderer!”

Fists in the air, mouths twisted with rage, the
crowd who came to denounce Susan Smith quickly
transformed into a lynch mob. Cops formed a ring
around the captive, keeping would-be gate crashers
at bay. Nobody was going to hurt Susan Smith
today.

Neither were the people going to get the show to
which they felt entitled, after all Susan put them
through. Sheriff Wells put one arm around his pris-
oner protectively, and ushered her through a side
door. With his free hand, the sheriff placed his coat
over Susan’s face, making sure that the only thing
anyone saw of her was a ponytail, secured high on
top of her head with a child’s white bow.

Staked out at a spot inside the building, however,
a photographer from the nearby Rock Hill Herald,
scored the shot of a lifetime. The picture, beamed
worldwide, showed Susan’s bespectacled face pho-
tographed through a windowpane, her slender wrists
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sealed together by a pair of thick steel handcuffs. She
looks like she’s praying.

The line of spectators crawled into the court-
house like fans at a high-security rock concert, as
scores of reporters, curiosity-seekers, and family
members had their bags searched and their bodies
patted down by sheriff’s deputies. Finally, everybody
took seats on dark, wooden pews in the sun-drenched
courtroom, waiting to see Susan face the music.
Upstairs, in a' balcony where blacks were restricted
not so long ago, TV cameras prepared to record her
every move.

But the show for which many of us had traveled
thousands of miles was canceled. Instead of Susan in
chains, we had to make do with lawyers in suits.

The first to speak was David Bruck, a Harvard-
educated attorney who specializes in keeping killers
out of South Carolina’s electric chair. He informed
Judge Larry Patterson that Susan was giving up her
right to be present at the hearing. She would not ask
for bail, nor would she enter a plea. Instead, Susan
Smith agreed to be locked up in the women’s deten-
tion center near Columbia. Solicitor Tommy Pope, the
six-foot-four prosecutor in charge of Union and York
counties, had nothing to argue about this morning.

They were in and out of court in just a few minutes.

By the time Susan was led out the back door, the

 mob had grown both in numbers and intensity.

“Hold your head up! You’re a baby murderer!”
shrieked one woman.

“Give her to the people,” suggested another.
Susan was going to need all the security she could
get.

As she drove off to jail, someone asked David
Bruck about Susan’s state of mind.

“She is heartbroken,” said Bruck, forty-five.
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Lean and soft-spoken with a generous head of
salt-and-pepper hair, Bruck did his best to shine a
sympathetic light on his client.

“She is mourning her children,” he said.

But there was little fondness for Susan Smith on
Main Street. -

The crowd fanned out on the sidewalk, each lapel
decorated with pictures of Michael and Alex. They
wanted always to be reminded of those little faces.

Lisa White, twenty-four, a high-school classmate
of Susan’s, walked purposefully up and down the
block in front of the courthouse, carrying her daugh-
ter, Brooke. Brooke, a little beauty with wide, blue
eyes and corn-silk hair gathered in a tiny barrette,
waved at strangers who stopped by to admire her, then
buried her face demurely in her mother’s hair. At four-
teen months, Brooke was the same age as Alex when
he died. Lisa wanted people to meet her, and to see
what Susan stole from the world when she killed Alex.

“I want everyone to know my baby is precious to
me,” said Lisa. “I gave life to her. There’s no way I
would take it from her. Life is too short already.”

Lisa was torn by conflicting emotions—she and
Susan had been in Union High’s Beta Club, the orga-
nization for gifted students, and socialized together
after graduation. Just a month earlier, Lisa and Susan
attended a birthday party for Susan’s friend, Tracy
Lovelace. Michael and Alex didn’t come, but Susan
always seemed eager to be around children.

“Susan got my baby and walked to the park with
her,” said Lisa. “She seemed happy. She just seemed
like nothing was wrong.”

Like so many in Union, Lisa believed Susan
throughout the ordeal of the last nine days. She
drove out to Monarch to search for the boys, and
passed out flyers all over town.
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“This is like a dream, and I haven’t woken up yet.
She was my friend. But I have no sympathy for her.

“Justice will be done,” the young mother said
with finality. “Her day will come.”

Across the street, April Vinson, another of
Susan’s high-school chums, stood with her three-
week-old daughter, Kayla, snuggled against her chest.

“She was a nice girl,” April said of Susan. “She
never did no harm to anybody. She was sweet to
everybody and smart as a whip.”

But then, April started talking about Susan’s
overdoses. Her father’s suicide. The ugly scenes
between Susan and David at Winn-Dixie, where
April worked before having her baby. They were
clues to what happened, but not excuses.

“She showed good love and affection to those
kids,” said April. “She loved them with all her heart.”
April paused. The murders, she was certain, were not
the unintentional act of a deranged creature, but the
calculated work of a woman who wanted her kids out
of her life.

“Deep down in her heart, she knew she killed her
kids. How in the world can a mother do that?” .

Others were not so introspective. Besides Susan
Smith, the murder case against O.J. Simpson and the
coming election were hot topics of conversation in
Union. Crime and punishment were on a lot of peo-
ple’s minds.

“The electric chair is too good for her,” said one man.
“They should do to her what she done to those kids.”

On talk radio, that barometer of populist sensibil-
ity, callers wanted to discuss nothing but the killer
mother. Several expressed outrage over the cavalier
manner in which Susan Smith blamed her crime on a
phantom black carjacker. And they were incensed
that the investigation took so long to conclude.
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“This is just another example of African-
Americans being demonized and blamed for all of
society’s ills,” one caller complained.

One woman caller irritated the radio host by sug-
gesting that Susan may have been led astray by the
ready availability of legal abortions:

“The problem is, we’ve been telling women for
the last twenty years that abortion is okay. But why is
it okay to kill a baby in the womb, but not after it’s
born? That’s confusing. Maybe Susan Smith just
didn’t know where the line is drawn.”

Most callers, though, were not ready to accept
any excuse for child murder, regardless of their social
views. Many were livid about the so-called abuse-
excuses used to defend the perpetrators of violent
crimes, from Lorena Bobbitt’s penis-slicing in
Virginia, to the Menendez brothers’ killing of their
parents in California. The people of South Carolina
were adamant that Susan Smith take responsibility
for her own hideous acts. _

“They should string her up on Main Street,” one
man exclaimed on the air. “Make an example of her.”

The attacks on Susan grew ever fiercer as people
contemplated the utter senselessness of the murders.

“If she didn’t want those boys, she should have
left them on the courthouse steps,” one black woman
said on Main Street. “Someone would have taken
them in a minute.”

And the crying didn’t stop at Union’s city limits.

In New York, Kathie Lee Gifford, who has used
her nationally televised Regis and Kathie Lee morn-

ing talk show to make the name of her son, Cody, a

household word, told her co-host, Regis Philbin, that
she cried her eyes out when she learned Michael and
Alex Smith were found dead in the lake.

In Duluth, Minnesota, President Bill Clinton,
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campaigning on behalf of Democratic candidates,
steered his comments away from the coming election
to say his “thoughts and prayers” were with the peo-
ple of Union.

“Like every American, and especially every par-
ent, | have followed this gripping incident and it has
been a heartbreaking thing,” the president said.

Clinton placed two personal calls to Sheriff
Wells, his fellow Democrat, to praise him for police
work that led to the arrest of Susan Smith. He also
thanked Wells for using restraint and good judgment
in handling the investigation, and preventing the case
from triggering racial unrest. Wells shrugged when
asked to describe the contents of the conversations;
the president, battling for the future of his party,
didn’t really have much to say.

The comments that drew the biggest gasp, how-
ever, came out of the mouth of Newt Gingrich, the
Republican congressman from Georgia and, at the
time, the House minority whip. In a tape-recorded
interview with an Associated Press reporter in
Atlanta, Gingrich used the Union child slayings to
make a point about Americans’ concerns regarding
crime and the Democratic leadership as Election Day
approached. He said:

“How a mother can kill her two children, four-
teen months and three years, in the hopes that her
boyfriend would like her is just a sign of how sick the
system is and I think people want to change. The only
way you get change is to vote Republican. That’s the
message for the last three years.”

Gingrich was roundly criticized for milking the
tragedy for political ends, and he later protested that
his remarks were taken out of context. The contro-
versy didn’t stop Republican candidates from steam-
rolling through the election November 8, winning a
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majority of seats in both the House and Senate.
Gingrich was quickly elevated to the position of
Speaker of the House.

Amid the din of anger and recrimination, the sad-
dest words of all were said on Toney Road. With
tears in her eyes, Alice Valentine, Susan Smith’s
longtime neighbor and supporter, looked over at the
lawn where she’d watched little Michael and Alex
play.

“'m just stunned and disappointed in the
mother,” she said. “Evidently they were in the way.”

She then dared utter aloud what everyone in
town was thinking. “I just hope they were asleep or
something and didn’t know the horror of dying alone
in that car.”

But it was not to be. On Friday, authorities sum-
marized the preliminary findings of the autopsies per-
formed on the Smith boys: Michael and Alex were
very much alive when their mother drowned them in
the lake.

What’s more, the sealed Mazda had floated, pos-
sibly for a long time, before it filled, slowly, with cold
water. One law-enforcement source estimated it may
have taken as long as forty minutes for the sealed car
to travel 100 feet, roll over, and sink eighteen feet to
the bottom. :

No one could have slept through that.

David Smith remained secluded in his apartment. But
he, too, could not avoid news of his sons’ gruesome
fate. In the hours since Susan confessed to murder,
David was surrounded by his parents, his step-
mother, and friends. He cried intermittently, then
stared at the photographs of his boys as if in a stupor.

“Why? Why? Why?” David asked over and over.
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“Why didn’t she just return them to me? 1 would
have taken them. I'd even pay the child support,”
David pleaded with his father, as if the offer some-
how could bring the boys back.

There was much talk of the hereafter, and of the
Resurrection. It did little to soothe the grieving father.

“If I live on sixty more years,” David said, “will 1
have to live that long to see my kids?”

But it was his eerie bouts of calm that proved the
most troubling to the people closest to David. They
worried that he was locked in a state of shock.

One close friend, W. T. Williford, twenty, the
dairy manager at Winn-Dixie, went over to David’s
apartment to comfort his pal, only to find that “he
was calming me down. I was the one who was crazy.”

“He’s hurtin’,” W. T. surmised. “But he’s trying
to hold it in. He don’t understand it, neither. He
don’t even know what’s going on.

“He loves his kids. She loved ’em, too.”

As W. T. spoke outside the supermarket, his
mother, Janie, smoked a cigarette, her eyes red-
rimmed and swollen. “You never seen her without
those kids,” she said.

That night, David’s and Susan’s families faced a
difficult task. Together, they had to plan a funeral.

The Russells and the Smiths, joined by their chil-
dren’s marriage, always enjoyed cordial relations. But
on Friday night, the couple who’d just learned their
grandchildren were murdered sat down with the cou-
ple whose daughter confessed to the killings. The
awkwardness of the situation was tempered by the
fact that Susan’s parents had lost their grandchildren,
too. They all decided that animosity was not only
unnecessary, but un-Christian. They would see
Michael and Alex off into the next world with all the
love and dignity they deserved.
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The funeral was scheduled for the following
Sunday, at Buffalo United Methodist Church, the
house of worship that Susan and David attended
most Sundays. Then the children would be buried at
the small country cemetery adjacent to Bogansville
United Methodist Church, where David and Susan
were married. David wanted his boys to find eternal
rest next to his dear brother, Daniel. To achieve that
end, Daniel’s grave had to be moved a few feet to an
empty spot, with room enough beside it for his
nephews. :

David had one last, pressing request. He wanted
Michael and Alex to be buried in the same coffin.

“They would have wanted that,” David told his
family.

Michael and Alex would spend the rest of eter-
nity as they spent their short lives, secure in each
other’s company.

Meanwhile, a minor player in the case who made a
huge splash in the headlines was busy packing his
bags. Tom Findlay, the wealthy “Catch” who, by
dumping Susan, may have unwittingly driven her to
murdering her sons, received a number of death
threats. Through his lawyer at Conso, he issued a
statement to the Union Daily Times newspaper. His
words were chosen far more carefully than those in
the computer-generated “Dear John” letter that Tom
sent to Susan a little more than two weeks earlier.

“I am devastated by this tragedy,” Tom’s state-
ment began.

“I cooperated with and have been cooperating
with legal authorities since last week in the disap-
pearance of Susan Smith’s children. The only reason
I am coming forward to issue this statement now is
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because of the continuing inaccurate reports of my
relationship with Susan Smith.

“I did have a relationship with Ms. Smith and on
October the 18th I told her that I was terminating
that relationship for a number of reasons and gave
her a copy of a letter to that effect—a letter which I
gave to the authorities early in this investigation. One
of the reasons for my termination of the relationship
was that 1 was not ready to assume the important
responsibilities of being a father. However, that was
far from the only reason for terminating the relation-
ship and certainly was not the most important. At no
time did 1 suggest to Ms. Smith that her children
were the only obstacle in any potential relationship
with her.”

Tom wrote that he would continue cooperating
with authorities, as needed, then closed his statement
with:

“I share in the grief of this community in the loss
of these two children.” '

Shortly afterward, Tom left town. Friends said he
went to London where his father, J. Cary Findlay, the
richest man in Union, was opening a new textile
plant. ’ ' ‘

Nobody slept well Friday night. David Smith spent
the night staring at his dead sons’ pictures, long after
his visitors ran out of words to say. The Russells
opened their fine house to friends and relatives, who
brought over so much food that was destined to
spoil.

Reporters, touched in ways 1 have never seen
before by the overwhelming grief engulfing Union,
sat up and wondered how they’d make it through
another day of this awful assignment.
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Down in Columbia, Susan was alone locked into
a cell measuring six-by-fourteen feet. It contained a
sink and a toilet and a small window that looked out
into a world she was no longer a part of.

Susan was on suicide watch. Her clothes were
taken, and she was handed a paper gown to wear, out
of fear that she might try to fashion fabric into a
noose. Every fifteen minutes, a guard checked on her
through a second window facing into the prison, then
recorded her every movement in a log.

Susan was allowed to wear her glasses and was
provided a blanket. That was about it, as far as
amenities were concerned. However, the girl who
gave up everything to live in a castle was given one,
solitary possession—a Bible. Through the long, sleep-
less night, she cradled the black-covered volume,
reading from the book of Psalms out loud. The Bible
was Susan’s only friend in her tiny, new world.

12

How Long?

Those babies had to have suffered.

—Scuba diver Francis Mitchum, after locating the
bodies of Michael and Alex Smith at the bottom of
John D. Long Lake.

How many minutes ticked by from the instant
Susan Smith’s burgundy Mazda touched the water of
John D. Long Lake until the moment it settled on the
muddy bottom? .

How long did little Michael and Alex Smlt!'l,
strapped helplessly in the car’s back seat, suffer in
the chilly, catfish-stocked water before death over-
took them?

And after Susan Smith sent her children spla.lsh-
ing into the lethal lake—with their mother screaming,
“Oh God! Oh God, no! What have I done?”—did she
have sufficient time to go back and save them? Or
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else, did she have time to call someone to help to pull
the boys out alive? Time she then frittered away by
spinning a web of lies intended to save her own skin?

How long did Michael and Alex live in that car,
terrified, screaming, gasping for air? The precise
number of heartbeats may be impossible to gauge.

But experts speculate it could have been as little as
five to ten minutes.

Or as long as forty.

The question of how long the children suffered
not only preys on the mind, it forms a pertinent piece
of evidence in the case against Susan Smith. The
level of pain inflicted on crime victims is a matter
judges and juries take seriously. And that is why the
calculations of forensic experts are potentially dam-
aging—not to mention heart-breaking.

They could show that the blood coursing through
Susan Smith’s veins runs colder than the water of
John D. Long Lake.

Think about it. Look at a clock, and try holding
your breath for five minutes. You can’t do it. Now,
imagine someone is holding your face in a tub of
water for the same amount of time. Panic would
engulf your entire being within seconds.

However long it took Michael and Alex to die,
the physical evidence indicates that the end did not
come quickly.

For one thing, the car floated into the lake for a
long distance. During the nine days that Susan’s
Mazda was the most sought-after car in America, the
sedan was sitting just beyond investigators’ noses.
Twice, experienced frogmen spent hours looking near
the shoreline of John D. Long Lake. Twice, they
came up empty-handed. .

But on November 3, after Susan Smith pin-
pointed to authorities the spot where she dumped her
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car and its precious cargo, and described how the
Mazda floated off, divers were able to locate the vehi-
cle within minutes. Incredibly, they found that the
car had skimmed along the lake’s surface for 100
feet—much farther than the experts had expected—
before it toppled on its back and slowly sank into a
deep crevice eighteen feet below.

How could an automobile weighing well over a
ton respond like that? And what does that suggest
about the boys trapped inside?

In an attempt to answer some of these questions,
a forensics team went over the Mazda with a fine-
tooth comb. Armed with revised information about
the condition of the car, the experts were able to
make far more precise calculations about its potential
behavior than they had before the vehicle was found.

As it turned out, the car, though constructed of
sturdy steel, behaved like a toy balloon.

First of all, the Mazda’s windows were rolled up
on the night Susan took it for its final spin. When the
car hit the water, the sealed-off interior formed an air
pocket that made it float.

Perhaps even more significantly, the car’s gas
tank was nearly empty when the divers found it.
Apparently, on the night of October 25, as Susan cir-
cled for three hours around Union County on her
harrowing journey down memory lane, she never
bothered to stop for fuel.

With the Mazda about out of gas, John D. Long
Lake represented the end of the road for this family,
in more ways than one. Susan may not have realized
it at the time, but the virtually empty gas tank created
a natural flotation device that might have contributed
to prolonging her children’s lives.

As the steel balloon moved out into the lake, the
laws of physics that made the car float soon conspired
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to sink it. Though the car is reasonably airtight, tiny
fissures allow water to enter, in this case slowly, into
the vehicle. Traveling on water, a car has no traction,
so its speed would be difficult to determine. But what
is known is that the Mazda moved out fully 100 feet
before the water inside grew heavy enough to topple
the car. That the Mazda was found lying upside-
down indicates that the sixty-eight-degree water filled
up the space above the boys’ heads first. As the water
seeped in, gradually it reached the faces of Michael
and Alex.

As heavier water continued to displace the air,
the Mazda was pulled downward, ever downward, to
its final resting place.

All of which leads to the question: Could she
have saved them?

The distance from the shore of John D. Long
Lake to the home of Rick and Shirley McCloud mea-
sures approximately 1,500 feet. Traveling on foot,
the first part of that journey involves walking up a
gently sloping path. Then, it’s a short stroll along the

flat pavement of Highway 49 before the pedestrian -

arrives at the McClouds’ lighted front porch.

On the night of October 25, the moon was two-
thirds full. Walking—not running, not meandering—
from the shoreline, up the moonlit path, across the
highway to the McClouds’ front door should take the
average person about eight or nine minutes to accom-
plish. On the night she showed up at the McClouds’
place, Susan was so hysterical and out of breath, the
family assumed she had been running.

Eight or nine minutes, at a normal walking rate.
Could she have saved her children? In her handwrit-
ten confession, Susan suggested otherwise.

“I wanted to turn around so bad and go back,”
she wrote, “but I knew it was too late.”
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What if Susan had run up that path? Could this
story have had a happier ending?

Whether Susan, who lied to the entire world for
nine days about her crime, was sincere when she
claimed that her deadly decision was irreversible is
something known only by her. As to whether there
was enough time for Susan to call someone to help
rescue the boys—the final word on that mystery may
have died at the bottom of the lake. The best guesses
of the experts will have to serve as a reasonable sub-
stitute on dry land.

But what troubled investigators and Union resi-
dents alike was the fact that Susan Smith never, for
one instant, tried to save them.

For that alone, they will never forgive her.

]




13
Mothers Who Kill

I know indeed what evil I intend to do,.
but stronger than all my afterthoughts is my fury,
fury that brings upon mortals the greatest evils.

—Euripides’ Medea, 431 B.C.

The act strikes us as unnatural. Mother—the giver
of life—murders the child she carried inside her, fed
and nurtured. She snuffs the breath from a helpless
being who depends upon her for his every need. So
alien is the crime to our way of thinking, we try to
deny it even exists.

Not everyone has children, but we’ve all had
mothers. So perhaps because of the thl:eat such an
act poses to our own security, we feel obligated to fall
for every tear-drenched entreaty from a mom who
claims her kid was snatched from a shopping mall the
moment she turned her back. We give the benefit of
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the doubt to each distraught young woman who cries
that she “dropped” her bruised and battered baby.

And when the truth emerges—she strangled her
infant, she broke his neck—we turn to a ready list of
excuses that satisfy our need to believe the heinous
crime was an aberration: The mother was suffering
from postpartum depression. She was abused as a
child. Her husband beat her. She was stressed-out;
she snapped. :

Western culture continues to romanticize moth-
erhood, in spite of the wide number of family choices
now available to women. Domestic violence is
reserved for the occasional movie-of-the-week, while
everyday films and situation comedies celebrate the
career woman who jumps off the fast track in favor
of fulfilling what we’re told is everywoman’s true
nature: Maternity.

Dr. Lee Leifer, a psychiatrist who has treated
many mothers who've killed, refers to this as the
“American myth of what it takes to be a mother.”

“We assume women are born with love for chil-
dren, when they are not,” says Leifer, assistant pro-
fessor of clinical psychiatry at Columbia University
Medical School of Physicians and Surgeons in New
York.

Killing one’s baby, he says, “goes against the cul-
tural norm—the need for men in our society to feel
that women are care-giving and nurturing.”

In reality, murderous acts committed by mothers,
while uncommon, aren’t nearly as rare as we’d like to
believe. And that’s been a fact of life since at least the
beginning of recorded history.

More than 2,400 years ago, a writer of Greek
tragedy gave us Medea, that classical precursor to
Susan Smith. Enraged after being spurned by her
lover, Medea killed the two sons she bore. Euripides
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didn’t invent this character out of thin air. Medea
certainly was not the first woman to go the baby-
killing route; Susan Smith is not the last.

Nor is covering up the evidence with a tall tale a
unique phenomenon. Just three days before Susan
Smith reported hysterically that her sons were stolen,
a strikingly similar child-snatching drama was playing
out near Fort Lauderdale, Florida. Pauline Zile,
twenty-four, told police that she was shopping with
her seven-year-old daughter, Christina Holt, at the
Swap Shop flea market west of the beach front com-
munity when her little girl disappeared from a stall in
the women’s rest room.

It was daytime, but there were no witnesses.
Police had not one clue as to what happened to the
child. For five days, Pauline pleaded tearfully on tele-
vision, begging anyone in earshot to provide informa-
tion that might help find Christina. As Pauline spoke
to reporters, she ran her fingers tenderly through the
hair of a doll she described as her daughter’s favorite.

Police now believe the mother bought that doll to
use as a TV prop.

On October 27, as the Susan Smith ordeal was
cranking into high gear over in South Carolina, the
gory truth emerged in Florida. From the start, police
were troubled that Pauline referred to her little girl in
the past tense the moment she was gone—“She was a
nice girl.” During a search of the mother’s apartment,
police found a bloody pair of jeans. Cornered,
Pauline Zile dropped her kidnapping fable, and
claimed her husband, John, had beaten the little girl
to death. '

John Zile led authorities to a five-foot-deep,
hand-dug grave behind a nearby K-Mart discount
store, where Christina was buried. The little girl was
never at the Swap Shop.
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According to police reports, six weeks earlier
John be?t Christina savagely over the face and bod};
as P.auh.ng watched. John Zile later told cops that
Paulmq joined in the beating. When Christina started
screaming, John shoved a towel into the little girl’s
mputh, and sl}e choked and went into seizures. John
tneq Performmg cardiopulmonary resuscitation, but
Chqst}na died. For four days, the couple hid
c(l::cr'ljgcli]at’s l;:orpshe in a closet, before they finally

i o bu €r remains. i
with the child’;ymurder. nis- John Zile was charged

Pauline’s attempt to throw the entire
Christina’s death on her man didn’t wlc))lralg1 eTf}?;
announcement that Pauline Zile would also be
charged with murder came just seventeen hours after
Sheriff Howard Wells of Union announced that
Susan Smith faced murder charges in South Carolina.
| If two similar cases occurring virtually at the
same time sounds like a bizarre coincidence, think
again: During a three-month period before Christmas
1994, at least four children were slain by their moth-
ers, fathers, or both in the state of Florida alone. One
man stuffed his little girl under a waterbed mattress
alive. Whether motivated by greed, as suspected ir;
the case of Susan Smith, or pure, blind rage, the
result is the same: dead children. The only differences
are the lengths to which the killers go to conceal their
misdeeds.

. If the public doesn’t want to believe that parents kill
chlldrer}, authorities are forced to face the facts.
Abductions by strangers, not mothers, are the aberration.

A. preva}ling myth that’s taken hold of the
American mind has earned the pithy label Stranger
Danger. I.t suggests that the woods and shopping
mall§ are jam-packed with perverts prepared to steal
a child the second the mother turns away. Though
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the risk can’t be ignored, the threat posed by
strangers is minimal compared to the hype the phe-
nomenon has received.

In truth, such instances are so isolated, we
remember the victims’ names for a long time: Polly
Klaas of California, Sarah Ann Wood of upstate New
York, Etan Patz of Manhattan. To this day, the
Lindbergh baby’s kidnapping of the 1930s remains a
mystery to be reckoned with. All this illustrates the
fact that no evidence exists whatsoever that an army
of strange men lurks in the shadows, hunting for chil-
dren to sell into slavery, to remove their organs for
shipping to Mexico, or to sacrifice them in black-
magic rituals—all stories that have fallen upon the
ears of officials in the National Center for Missing
and Exploited Children in Arlington, Virginia. A
combination think tank and clearinghouse for cases
of stolen and abused kids, the private, nonprofit cen-
ter is funded by a Justice Department grant, and its
staffers work closely with the Federal Bureau of
Investigation.

Take a close look at the carton next time you
drink milk. Chances are, the missing child pictured
on the side is the victim of what’s called “custodial
interference.” That is, one parent hides a kid from
the other, either to protect her from abuse or simply
out of spite. Not a healthy way for a child to grow up,
experts contend. But not necessarily lethal, either.

The most comprehensive study on the matter was
conducted by three researchers: Dr. David Finkelhor
of the University of New Hampshire, Dr. Gerald
Hotaling of Lowell University, and Dr. Andrea
Sedlak of Westat, Inc. They found that the number of
children abducted by family members nationwide in

1988 totaled some 354,100—far higher than earlier
estimates of 25,000 to 100,000.
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.The most unexpected statistic to emerge from
their work, however, was the smallest. The
researchers pegged the number of children snatched
by strangers each year at a mere 200 to 300.

Tha.t number is disputed by Ruben Rodriguez,
the senior analyst for the Center for Missing and
Explmted Children—but not by much. Rodriguez
bel!eves t.he 200-t0-300 estimate ignores cases in
which a kidnapper takes a child in order to commit a
far-more serious crime, such as rape. The rape, he
belleve§, absorbs the attention of authorities, who
then fail to classify the crime as a stranger abduction.

Ev?n so, Rodriguez pegs the number of stranger
abductions at 500 to 600 annually—still considerably
lovs./er than the thousands of children many people
believe are stolen off the streets of America each
year.

On one thing researchers are in unanimous agree-
ment: The vast majority of murdered children under
the age of five are killed by parents. The FBI esti-
ma-ted. that 662 children aged four and younger were
slain in 1992—more than two-thirds of them by one
or both parents. But that number only tells a fraction
of the story. Another 1,100 children died from abuse
or neglect during the same year, according to U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services statistics.

There are many who believe even that enhanced
body count is low. Sometimes parents cover up mur-
der by claiming a child died from Sudden Infant
Death Syndrome, or accidents. Some researchers esti-

mate that as many as half the parent-killers get away
with murder.

Who’s doing the killing?

Parents who kill span the spectrum of gender,
race, -and class. Rodriguez cites the case of a police-
man in San Bernadino, California, who beat his two-
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year-old daughter to death because she violated
household rules by raiding the refrigerator after per-
missible hours. After killing his daughter, the father
told fellow police officers that the girl vanished in a
shopping mall the moment he turned his back.

“Dad cuts up the body, burns it, places it in con-
crete which he dries into cinder blocks that he dis-
poses of throughout the county in different areas,”
Rodriguez says. After he was found out, the murder-
ous cop committed suicide.

“] use this case in my training course to show it
cuts across all social classes, all ethnicities. It runs the
gamut of race, religion, and type. This kind of crime is
not specific to any type or kind of individual.”

Nor is child-killing a regional phenomenon.
Parents commit murder in small towns and villages,
in rural areas and major cities at about the same
rate.

More fathers kill than mothers, but that trend
reverses when the dead child is very young. “Under
five years of age, Mother has total control of the

child,” explains Rodriguez. “The child is not in
school, and not under the care of anybody else.”

But when the parent tries to cover her tracks, the
lies that are told tend to follow predictable patterns.

“The two biggest scenarios used to cover up a
death are what we call the ‘mall scenario’ and the
‘pick-up scenario,”” Rodriguez says breezily.

The lingo of the murdered-children experts may
sound flip to the uninitiated, but it’s no different
from the shorthand spoken by doctors and nurses,
reporters and cops—anyone who faces horrible death
every day on the job. Rodriguez sees so much of this
kind of thing, he’s developed a nose for sniffing out
rotten abduction cases with minimal information.

The case of Pauline Zile, who allegedly helped
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kill her child, then blamed it
, on a stranger in t
Swa‘P‘Shop, fits the “classic mall scenario,”ghe_says:he
childsvl;e sa)":)s.(,j 1 was in the bathroom stall when the
o as abducted.” That’s often how these stories
Susan Smith’s tale, on the oth i
. , er hand, fits into
tge category of plc}(-up story. “It might go, ‘I ran into
: l(: 7-Eleven for just a second, and my child was
ﬁ cn out of the car.” However you want to color it
t e mothc?r says, “The children were taken from me :
It’s ell version of the pick-up story.” .
n spring 1994, a French-Canadian couple fi
. ound
their ten-week-old daughter dead in her cri%. Afr;;d
gf being a.ccused of killing her, the parents dumped
;r body in thc? wgods 100 miles from home. Then
they dro_ve their pickup truck over the border and
;toppec.i in New Ygrk City, where they told police the
aby disappeared in Central Park. For two days, heli-
copters, t_>loodhounds, and scuba divers searched the
park, until the couple broke down and told the truth
g}l)lpare?}tlly, t}}:iﬁ believed the world would buy the:
acy that children get s
ey tha get swallowed up every day by
Pick-up story or mall scenario, th
. , the ya
comfg;m fglveaway: No witnesses. yams have one
y first question to the FBI is, “When h
children last seen alive by someonc hor than
the mother?’” Rodriguez sZiys eone clse other than
When confronted with a c;hild ’s bod
_ _ . y, experts can
predict with relative certainty whether the klijﬁer was
male or female, based on such things as the place-
ment of the corpse. Women tend to place the body
within three ml_les of home. “She’ll wrap it in a blan-
ket and put it in a shallow grave close to her,” says

Rodriguez. Or, like Susan Smith ’
> , , she’ll d
children close to where she lives. rown the

%
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Men, on the other hand, might travel up to 350
miles, and mutilate or dismember a body to obscure
evidence of the crime.

In addition, women tend to concoct more elabo-
rate stories to explain a child’s disappearance.

Back in 1965, people throughout New York City
were traumatized when Alice Crimmons, forever
referred to as a divorced, red-haired cocktail waitress
from Queens, claimed someone broke into the win-
dow of her ground-floor apartment and killed her
four-year-old daughter and five-year-old son. But
authorities decided that Alice wanted her children
out of the way so that she could take off with her
boyfriend, a wealthy contractor, and alleged Alice
Crimmons masterminded the break-in herself.

Alice was found guilty in the strangulation deaths
of her children, although a manslaughter conviction
in her son’s killing was overturned on appeal. In
1977, Alice was freed on parole. In the end, she
sailed off into the sunset on the yacht of her
boyfriend, who stood by her throughout the entire
twelve-year episode.

In another case with striking similarities to Susan
Smith’s, Diane Downs of Eugene, Oregon, in 1983
reported that a “shaggy-haired stranger” tried to com-
mandeer her car on a dark, deserted road. When she
said no, Diane claimed, the villain shot her three
sleeping children. The mother could provide no rea-
sonable explanation why the man let her escape
unscathed. Police, however, had a clue. Like Susan
Smith, Diane Downs had a boyfriend who didn’t
want to have anything to do with raising kids.

Cheryl Downs, age seven, died from her wounds,
while four-year-old Danny was paralyzed. Eight-year-
old Christy suffered a stroke. But she lived to testify
that her mother was the one who pulled the trigger.
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Based on Christy’s heart-wrenching testimony, Diane

DO\iV!‘lS. was convicted in the slayings and sentenced

to life in prison. She escaped briefly in 1987. When

she was caught, Diane claimed she was out looking
for her children’s attacker.

Thg fact that women feel comfortable inventing
fantastic stories may stem from the public’s reverence
for motherhood, combined with the widely held myth
that a woman isn’t capable of killing her own child.

“With both Susan Smith and Pauline Zile, who
does the camera gravitate to?” Rodriguez poses. “To
the mama. She’s the one crying. Dad is to the right or
to the left, giving moral support. The camera’s on
her; I\s,lhe gets the sympathy.”

eanwhile, John Zile was perceived
whatCRodriguez calls a “dirtballe’e by many as
‘ “Can you see this man going on camera saying,

Help us find our baby?’ The cgommunity 'wou{:ingt
gravitate to him, it would gravitate to the mother.”
David Smith, while no dirtball, played second-string
to Susan as a media star.

. .The stories fall apart, however, because the
klllll‘.lgS and cover-ups tend not to be carefully pre-
meditated. “You’re looking at desperation. In a lot of
these cases they don’t plan the killing, and they have
to do everything on the fly.”

In the Susan Smith case, Rodriguez worked
closely with the FBI, watching tapes of Susan’s public
statements. He immediately focused on two things:
With each successive press conference, David gradu-
ated fr(_)m standing next to Susan to holding her hand
to putting his arm around her; she seemed to demand
an ever-increasing level of support in order to con-
tinue spinning her story. Another telling tidbit was

that Susan studiously avoided makin
_ eye contact
with the TV cameras. &
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When the unthinkable comes true, and a mother
is revealed to be the killer, the public’s tendency to
protect her doesn’t erase automatically.

“If Mom does it, there’s sympathy for the mother.
There may be other dynamics here, like postpartum
depression. Society says she must be under a lot of
pressure. '

“If the father victimizes the child, it’s much more
heinous. Society says, ‘Here’s a strong man beating
this two-year-old child to death.””

Susan Smith may be heckled in the street, but her
attorney is well aware of the possibilities for exploit-
ing the public’s compassionate nature. Since Susan’s
arrest, David Bruck uses words like “fragile” to
describe his client, who always appears in court with
her hair in a frilly bow.

But are baby-killers worthy of our compassion?
What is it that makes them kill?

Psychologists have more success explaining why
women murder their husbands than they do determin-
ing why women strangle, smother, or shoot the kids.

The literature is filled with cases of mothers who
apparently harm or kill children to draw attention to

themselves. Marybeth Tinning of Schenectady, New
York, had all nine of her children die inexplicably
between 1972 and 1985. She was convicted of the
final child’s murder in 1986.

When all five of Waneta Hoyt’s children died
mysteriously between 1965 and 1971, she chalked up
the deaths to Sudden Infant Death Syndrome—or
SIDS. More than two decades later, a local prosecu-

tor, suspicious of that explanation, interrogated the

mother, who confessed she suffocated the children
with pillows, a towel, or her shoulder. Though she
later recanted the confession, Waneta Hoyt was
charged with five counts of murder.
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. The common psychological explanation for this is

Munchausen’s syndrome by proxy.” With Munchausen’s
syndrome, adults pretend they’re sick, or actually make
themselves ill in order to win attention. The “by proxy”
a<.idition implies the adult makes a child sick—or kills
him—in a bid for sympathy. Susan Smith’s behavior after
she drowned her sons suggests spotlight-grabbing was
one of her motives. ‘

But what makes a woman turn out this way? At
the Behavioral Science Unit at FBI headquarters in
Qu-antico—also known as the “Silence of the Lambs
Unit”—agents study personal and environmental fac-
tors that create killers.

“Generally you’re talking about a woman with
!ow self-esteem, emotionally immature, she’s socially
Immature,” says Rodriguez. “She’s young, financially
strapped, emotionally strapped.

“We see a lot of cases, the Smith case is one
example, where the child becomes a hindrance in a
relationship. The man says, ‘No, thank you, I don’t
want a ready-made family.’

“She says, ‘I'm living alone, I have an adulterous
husband, I'm involved in relationships, too,’—all
these dynamics are present for this woman to make
her decision.”

In other ways, Susan does not fit the mold of the
typical killer. Experts point to a woman’s isolation—
her lack of a safety net of friends and family—as con-
tributing to a woman’s desperation. “She says, ‘I’ve
had enough. The only solution I can come up with is,
I must eliminate those children.’” But in the case of
Susan Smith, friends and family were in ample sup-
ply; she had many places to turn for monetary and
emotional support. '

Spousal abuse can be a factor, too, in making
women accept, or participate in, violence against
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children. In New York, Hedda Nussbaum was bat-
tered to a pulp for years by her lawyer-lover Joel
Steinberg. She stood by, cowed and supportive, as
Steinberg inflicted beatings that ultimately killed six-
year-old Lisa, the couple’s illegally adopted daughter.

But there was never as much as a hint that David
hit Susan. Except for her unsubstantiated, and later
recanted, claim of molestation by her stepfather,
there is no evidence that Susan suffered abuse at the
hands of any man.

Instead, Susan apparently was backed into a cor-
ner by the very loving network on which she
depended. Their scrutiny prevented Susan from giv-
ing away her children to someone who might not
have killed them.

“Union is a very small community,” notes
Rodriguez, “where everyone knows everybody else’s
business. If you sneeze, dammit, the sheriff lives two
houses down.

“If everybody knows your business, do you want
to deal with, ‘Oh man, she gave up her children.’?”

Leaving the kids on the courthouse steps, as one
neighbor suggested, was not an option. Neither was
shipping them off to David. That is, not if Susan
wanted a shot at snaring the man of her dreams.

Still, Susan’s predicament was no different from
that of thousands of stressed-out and lonely mothers
who wouldn’t dream of killing their children to make
their lives easier. What separates the Susan Smiths
from the rest of us?

Some therapists take a woman’s word for it when
she says her child would be better off with God than
with her. One popular psychological term is “boundary
confusion”—it suggests a woman starts out intending
to kill herself. Unclear on where she ends and the kids
begin, she winds up murdering the little ones.
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The FBI researchers’ position on all that is per-
fectly clear: These mothers are in denial.

Consider Susan’s handwritten confession. It is
riddled with attempts to rationalize or even excuse
her crime.

“My children, Michael and Alex, are with our
Heavenly Father now, and I know that they will
never be hurt again.”

“That’s major denial,” insists Rodriguez.

“I felt I couldn’t be a good mom anymore, but I
didn’t want my children to grow up without a mom.”

“I was an absolute mental case.”

“What she’s saying is, “‘What J did was disgusting
and heinous, but it wasn’t me who did it. I was taken
there by circumstances beyond my control. I wasn’t
myself. I was hurting. The person who did that
wasn’t the real Susan Smith.’

“These are the excuses and the denial.”

In any case, many mothers who take that drastic,
final step give out warning signals well ahead of time.
Some complain about not being able to cope. Others
express their stress in a physical manner. Many dead
children first suffered beatings for years, and many of
their parents had brushes with social-service agencies
whose interventions fell short of saving the kids. But
Susan Smith gave out no signals that she was having
trouble. In fact, everyone in Union thought she was
the perfect mother.

What is it that separates the Susan Smiths from
the millions of mothers who find solutions to their
problems other than murder? If we could identify
that spark, that single ingredient that turned an aver-
age, normal, well-adjusted woman into a killer of
innocent children, it might help society pick out
potential killers before they take that final step.

Unfortunately, all the data in the FBI computer
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and psychological literature combined is only useful
in finding the murderer after the fact. The compo-
nent that makes a woman Kkill remains the unfath-
omable mystery it was during the time of the Greeks.

| 14
The Lake

Damn, you’re right. That is Oprah!

—Woman on a pilgrimage to Smith boys’ death site
spotting a celebrity, November 5, 1994.

David Smith Sr. opened the door of his son’s place
at the Lake View Garden Apartments complex. The
one-bedroom dwelling, just big enough for a newly
minted bachelor with two little boys, was jammed
beyond capacity with ashen-faced adults. Food bas-
kets, their colored cellophane wrappings still intact,
lay untouched all over the kitchen and dining room
tables.

Not in any mood to mince words, David Smith
Sr. cut to the chase. Without hesitation, he told me
what no one else in his son’s apartment would dare
say aloud about his daughter-in-law.

“She deserves to die.”
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Father and son have quite a bit in common. Both
men are small-boned and slight, with blue-green eyes
that warm up engaging smiles. On the afternoon I
met him, David Sr. clung to his good humor—it was
only polite. The Smith men have this habit of sub-
merging their darkest feelings while taking care to
comfort the very people who are trying to console
them.

Still, there was no pushing the issue of the day
out of thinking range. Death was the subject on the
forefront of everyone’s minds. Susan’s death, that is.

On Saturday morning, the two David Smiths met
with Solicitor Tommy Pope of South Carolina’s 16th
Judicial Circuit, which covers Union and York
Counties. The meeting was friendly but its purpose
was bleak: Pope needed to decide whether he would
ask a jury to make Susan Smith the first woman in
forty-seven years to be strapped into South Carolina’s
electric chair. It was a decision, however, that Pope
did not care to make alone.

So he asked father and son, Do you want to see
Susan die?

David Sr., a Navy veteran with an agnostic
streak, answered Pope with an emphatic, “Yes.”

“I think she should get the death penalty,” he told
me. “It was just a senseless, senseless, brutal murder.”

David Smith Sr. faced death in Vietnam, and he
wasn’t about to turn and run now. Thoughts of his
grandsons’ last, frightful moments alive strengthened
his resolve.

“She drove those two children into the lake with-
out so much as giving them a sedative—she did not
put them to sleep first,” he said, his eyes drifting off
into the distance and landing on the far-off lake.

David Sr. wore blue jeans and a trim, white T-shirt
decorated with a cable car and the words San
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Francisco—his current home. He and his wife, Susan,
had already spent two weeks in David’s apartment,
accgmpanied by David’s manager at the Manteca,
California, Wal-Mart where he worked. Until this
day, the word death was never mentioned in the
crgwded apartment as everyone concentrated on
bringing Michael and Alex home, alive. All that
changed after Susan’s confession.

“Who even knows if she really said, ‘Good-bye’?”
the grandfather said bitterly about Susan. “Whatever
she said, I wouldn’t believe it.”

Grief welled in David Sr.’s throat as he contem-
plated his own loss. He still smarted from the death
of his older son, Daniel, three years ago, and his
breakdown shortly afterward. Now this.

“All I know is, I used to have two sons, and now
I have one. And I used to have two grandsons, now I
have none.”

In a turn of events no one could possibly have
for.eseen, David Smith, father and son, were now
being asked to decide the ultimate fate of another
human being—one they knew and loved. Now that he
held the power of life and death in his hands, David
Smith Sr. discovered that his fervent desire for
Susan’s demise was the minority opinion. |

That made matters tough for Tommy Pope, a
man who believes South Carolina’s electric chair is
fearfully underutilized. What’s more, Pope’s position
in the Smith case was complicated by a ticklish fact:
The family of the crime victims and the kin of the
killer were all the same people.

On Friday, Pope felt duty-bound to pay a call at
the home of Susan’s parents, Linda and Beverly
Russell. He was accompanied by the woman in
charge of Union County’s victims’ services program.

By coincidence, Pope knew Bev Russell; he’d run




178 Andrea Peyser

for the office of Solicitor as the Republican candi-
date, and Russell was a bigwig in local -party circles.
But now, Russell was keenly aware that the same no-
nonsense, law-and-order stances that once attracted
him to the young lawyer were going to be used to
prosecute Russell’s stepdaughter for murder. In fact,
Bev Russell knew that the man who stood in his
doorway could be the person responsible for putting
Susan to death.

All that went unsaid as Pope knocked on the
door at Mt. Vernon Estates. The prosecutor
expressed his condolences for the Russells’ loss, and
made a vague offer of assistance, but his reception
was decidedly icy. Pope was out the door within fif-
teen minutes.

Pope’s meeting with David Smith Sr. and family
was far more cordial than his session with the
Russells, but no less confusing. Pope did not come
away with the clear-cut decision he’d asked for. That
is, David’s family did not, as Pope had hoped, lift the
life-or-death decision from the prosecutor’s own
shoulders.

David Sr.’s wife, Susan, opposed capital punish-
ment on principle, and she made no exception in this
case. His daughter, Becky, the dead children’s aunt,
also had problems with the concept of execution.
David’s mother, Barbara Benson, a Jehovah’s
Witness, thought it best to leave the matter to the
proper authorities—in this world and the next.

“Justice will be done,” she told me confidently.

As for Michael’s and Alex’s father, it was far too
early for David Smith to focus on his wishes for
Susan. As the hours led up to his sons’ funeral, David
spent much of his day locked in the bedroom, staring
at photographs of his boys, memories of their last
moments together playing over and over in his mind.
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He saw them on a Sunday, two days before the
children disappeared. As the boys played in David’s
apartment, the father brought out a set of wooden
blocks. Michael meticulously arranged the colored
objects into a stack. Alex, baby that he is, sent it
crashing to the floor. Michael built the pile back up,
Alex pushed them down again. The guys played this
game for a long time, laughing their heads off all the
way.

It still hadn’t sunk in. David did not fully realize
that he would never see his sons again.

In his bedroom, David also wrestled with his feel-
ings for the woman he married. He still loved her;
David couldn’t help it. He wanted badly to talk to
Susan, to understand why she killed their children.
Perhaps something happened to Susan. Maybe she
wasn’t responsible.

“I have no opinion,” David said on the subject of
Susan’s execution. He was not going to be the man to
pull the lethal switch.

Over the weekend, David accepted visits from
two ministers, local men who thought they might
help ease his aching soul. As the rest of the family sat
quietly in the living room, the men sat with David in
his bedroom. There, they promised David he would
indeed play with his children again, in heaven.

It only made David sadder.

“I don’t want to see my sons later,” David told
his dad. “I want to see them now.”

For the grandfather, the hardest part was dealing
with his son’s inability to accept the events of the last
two weeks.

“Why didn’t she just return them to me?” David
asked his father repeatedly. “I would have taken
them.” He could not dislodge this thought from his
brain.




180 Andrea Peyser

As he sat with his son, David Sr. flashed back on
his own final visit with his grandsons. It was during a
visit to South Carolina the previous February. Susan
and David were still living together at the time. Alex
was six months old. Michael, then two, ran all over
the house. His grandfather delighted in chasing after
him.

“He called me Gran,” David Sr. remembered. “I
was his Gran.”

Like his son, David Sr. is not a man prone to
emotional outbursts. But now, he could not stop the
tears.

“They were good boys,” he whispered. “I miss
them so much.”

Traveling by car and by truck, from nearby towns
and far-away cities, they arrived on the shores of John
D. Long Lake.

The visitors came from as close as Union and as
far as North Carolina and Tennessee. As they
approached the lake’s glassy surface, nobody had any
idea what he expected to find. A strange, potent
attraction drew them to the spot where Michael and
Alex breathed their last gasp. They just had to see.

The lake sits off a small road just off two-lane
Highway 49, a few minutes’ drive out of Union. You
can’t miss it.

On an autumn day, the lake’s lovely serenity
strikes the uninitiated as an obscenity, in contrast to
the awful events that unfolded on this spot.
Approaching the lake, the first thing a visitor sees is
the boat ramp where Susan sent her sons to their
deaths. The ramp, built of white gravel and concrete,
slopes downward from the grass before ending in the
cold, murky water.
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Individually or in small groups, they all walked
down the ramp—mothers cradling children, fathers
smoking Marlboros. Eyes stared as if in a trance at
the lake’s luminous surface; legs seemed propelled, as
if by themselves, to the water’s edge.

Blacks and whites came out to stare at the lake
alongside one another, all smarting over the loss of
the little boys. All eager to toughen the bonds with
their own children.

Flowers, cards, and teddy bears were scattered all
over the shoreline. Balloons protruded from the sur-
face of the lake. By Saturday, the lake was no longer

" a spot for fishing or a picnic, but a shrine to the dead.

“Sleep well in peace,” read a card attached to a
small bouquet of flowers, sent to Union by someone
in Minneapolis.

“The angels will protect you now.”

The visitors did not seem sure of exactly what
drew them to the water, but once they arrived, all
were glad they came. Danny Monroe drove an hour

_from Charlotte, North Carolina, to visit the lake

with his sixteen-month-old son, Nicky. Monroe
agreed to take full custody of Nicky when he split
up with the boy’s mom. The recent events in Union
solidified his feeling that he had made the right
choice:

“For the last couple of days, I just felt a lot of
hurt. Something dragged me down here to get closer
to my son.

“It’s almost like an awakening. It’s a fine line
between being civilized and anarchy. People never
imagine what someone can do to kids.

“I just had to see this. I needed to come down
and see for myself.”

Each visitor to the lake experienced his awaken-
ing on deeply personal terms. For the most part,
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people stared quietly, hugging their children, lost in
thought.

Others were gripped with rage when physically
confronted with the cold, wet place where Michael
and Alex died.

“I’'m angry, very angry,” said Lucille Smith (no
relation). “The way she lied and said a carjacker did
it. They ought to tie her hands and put her in there.
She oughta pay.

“They should drown her in boiling water. 1 want
her to suffer. If you kill her it would be over, just like
that,” Lucille said with a snap of her fingers.

Lucille’s train of conversation was picked up by a
man named Robert Shetley, who knew Susan slightly
through a mutual friend.

“They oughta put her in the car with a half hour’s
worth of oxygen,” he suggested.

Tuesday Brown chimed in, “She should come
down here and they should put her in the water, and
take her out and put her back in again. She needs to
suffer.”

They stood at the lake, topping one -another with
torture techniques. Nothing, it seemed, was awful
enough for Susan Smith. Not after what she’d done
to them all.

“The devil got ahold of her,” reasoned Sharon
Glenn. “She needs to be caned.”

As we spoke, a van appeared at the lake, and out
popped none other than Oprah Winfrey, followed by
her entourage. Dressed in a tan wool sweater and leg-
gings, an outfit more appropriate for Chicago snow
than South Carolina sun, the top-rated TV talk show
host scrunched up her sleeves as she looked around.

For a long while after | mentioned Oprah’s
arrival, no one at the laké noticed her. Suddenly, one
woman looked up, and made the connection.
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“Damn, you're right,” she declared. “That is
Oprah!” Celebrities aren’t often spotted taking the
waters in Union, South Carolina. A

Abruptly, everyone at the lake ceased talking,
stopped what he was doing. In seconds, the star-
struck throng formed a wide circle around Oprah and
crew. The shoreline, crowded moments earlier, was
emptied in favor of this new attraction.

That afternoon, Oprah was scheduled to tape her
show at the church where Michael and Alex’s funeral
was planned for the next day. Finally, Union had
something to talk about that was bigger than the chil-
dren’s death. Oprah was here! Donahue was on the
way. The circus was in town.

When, the grieving people wondered, will it ever
leave?

Employees at Holcombe Funeral Home on Union’s
South Street exchanged nervous glances when David
arrived. He carried with him two little suits for his
sons to be buried in. Apparently, David wasn’t aware
of the bloated condition in which his boys were
found. Funeral home workers promised him they
would do what they could with the suits.

From morning to night Saturday, van loads of
flowers arrived on the funeral home’s doorstep. Floral
arrangements were sent from mourners in Connecticut
and Florida, from Kentucky and Alabama and
California. David Smith’s family even received a mes-
sage of condolence from a family in Australia.

~ The flowers and plaques, stuffed bears, and toys
threatened to take over the entire Victorian mansion
in which the funeral home was housed. Employees
stacked them to the ceiling in one, two, then three of
Holcombe’s elegant rooms.
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“God’s little angels,” read a huge card that was
crafted completely from flowers. Another grouping
centered on two large, wooden hobby horses.

In the home’s largest and airiest room, the coffin
holding Michael and Alex rested on a platform. The
boys lay in a single casket of white, polished wood,
bordered with gold. Their heads were placed at oppo-
site ends. To the coffin’s side, an easel stood, sup-
porting a huge portrait of the little boys, together in
life. Before the coffin and easel were dozens of pews,
providing enough room for several hundred well-
wishers. It would not be enough.

David dropped off the suits, then left the funeral
home, planning to return in the evening to receive
visitors. But on Saturday afternoon, he decided it was
time to get some air.

For the first time since Susan’s confession, David
visited his co-workers at Winn-Dixie. Afterward, he
took a stroll on Union’s Main Street, accompanied by
his uncle, Doug Smith, who was down from
Michigan. In baseball cap and blue jeans, David
looked a decade younger than his twenty-four years.
Even so, a sharp-eyed CBS-TV reporter spotted him
walking purposefully along the sidewalk, and
ambushed David with a camera.

Walking briskly, David told the crew that he
wanted to thank everyone for their flowers, cards,
and letters of support. But David was clearly uncom-
fortable with the fact that the streets of Union were
no longer his own.

“It’s going to take a long time to get back into the
groove of things, but I will,” he added, refusing to
respond to questions fired at him about whether he
ever suspected Susan of murdering the children.

That night, David’s uncle tossed out ideas. Should
we issue a statement? Hold a press conference?
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What will it take to make all these damn
reporters go away?

In the afternoon, at the cemetery behind the
Bogansville United Methodist Church, there was
much work to be done in preparation for Sunday.
Four huge, strong men were busy digging graves with
the help of a backhoe.

The job was not a simple one. Before Michael
and Alex could be put to rest, they had to move the
grave of Daniel Smith, David’s brother, to a roomier
spot where he could be close to his nephews. David
wanted it that way.

The men were accustomed to hard, lonely work
in a setting most of us find depressing, but this job
proved harder than all the others. They spent what
felt like an agonizingly long time digging these
graves. Thoughts of the children who would rest in
this spot filled their minds.

“We don’t bury many little kids,” said one of the
gravediggers, a man accustomed to dealing with
untimely death.

“Everyone’s cried over this one.”

In the evening, all of Union and places beyond
arrived on the doorstep of Holcombe Funeral Home.

The line of visitors extended from the spacious,
pew-filled room where Michael and Alex were
placed, then snaked through anterooms crammed
with flowers before spilling out into the parking lot.
As the temperature dropped close to the freezing
mark, folks waited on line, illuminated by the lights
of TV cameras, for up to two hours.

Inside, David Smith stood in front of his sons’
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casket, and forced a smile for the thousands of peo-
ple who came to say good-bye to Michael and Alex.
Many of them had never even met the boys in life. In
a dark suit, his sons’ picture pinned to the jacket
along with blue ribbons, David stood with his uncle,
father, and stepmother on one side. David’s girl-
friend, Tiffany Moss, the Winn-Dixie cashier of
whom Susan was so jealous, set tongues wagging by
standing glued to David’s other side, near his mether
and sister.

“Thank you for coming.”

David hugged each person who stopped by, send-
ing many into tears. Once again, it was David who
wound up comforting the same people who tried to
make him feel better.

When he wasn’t bravely greeting guests, David
rubbed his sons’ coffin and ran his fingers gently
along their two-dimensional photograph. At times,
David’s smile evaporated. Overcome with grief, he
broke down in tears, and relatives brushed his hair
and caressed his back. David always recovered
quickly. There were so many people to see. Holding a
tissue tightly to his eyes, David made it through the
night.

“I thought I knew her,” he said at one point to his
family. It was the only time Susan’s image would be
evoked. This was a time to think about Michael and
Alex.

Mourners who kept up a courageous facade for
David’s sake lost it the second they hit the parking
lot. The sight of David standing strong near the
photo of his children was almost too much to bear.
Exiting the funeral home, women and men, black and
white, hugged one another in tears.

“We just couldn’t get no peace until we came,”
said Michael Toney, holding his two-year-old son.
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Toney and his wife Roxanne never met the Smiths,
but they made the two-hour drive from their
Anderson home to say good-bye to Michael and Alex.

“I have not stopped crying,” said Joyce Bobo,
who lives in Union. “I feel like if I could get up on
top of a hill and scream, maybe I’ll be all right. But
it’s going to be a long time.”

Stacy Hartley, Susan’s childhood friend, was one
ofothie: few who asked people to find it in their hearts
to forgive Susan. Eyes puffy from crying, Stacy
implored the mourners to recognize that there once
was good in Susan. She called on the so-called God-
fearing citizens of Union to leave the rest to their
higher power.

The grief that took hold of the Holcombe Funeral
Home that night did not stop with the mourners.

Standing behind yellow police tape outside the
funeral home, a line of photographers was having
trouble focusing. A man I know from New York, a
video photographer who’s built like a Mack truck
and has more homicides under his belt than most
people have socks, stood behind the line sobbing
openly.

The camera crews stood in the cold until past
midnight, when David’s uncle, Doug Smith, emerged
from the home to address them.

“The flowers, the number of people are overwhelm-
ing,” he said appreciatively, making sure to mention
that David thanked everyone for their kindness.

“He’s a very young man, it’s a very heavy load,”
David’s uncle said.

He talked about David’s earlier cruise through
town, and said his nephew intended to go on with his
normal life, right here in Union.

David remained in the funeral home nearly two
hours after the scheduled 10 p.M. cessation of visiting
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hours, making sure to greet every person who came
to see him. Then he escaped the crowd outside by
sneaking out through a side door. It would take a
while longer before life could go back to normal.

Much later, after everyone left the lake, a solitary fig-

~ure approached the water. He was small-boned and

slight, and so very, very sad.

The pull to the water was a force that could not
be ignored, and David Smith was not immune. He,
too, was drawn to the shores of John D. Long Lake,
to the spot where his two little boys spent their last
moments of life.

He just had to see.

15
The Saddest Day

The land cannot be cleansed of the blood that is shed
therein, but by the blood of him that shed it.

—Numbers 35:31.

On Sunday morning, the rain came. Not the brisk,
cleansing shower some people secretly wished for,
but a dank and chilly drizzle that doused and then
receded in fits and starts, like the gnawing pain that
grabbed the townsfolk by the pit of the stomach. On
this gloomy day, Michael and Alex Smith were to be
laid to rest.

For Union’s many churchmen, the most difficult
task of all was at hand, and it was not saying good-
bye to the little boys. The men of the cloth felt the
need to urge their flock to forgive Susan Smith. For
the people of Union, forgiving the Kkiller required
more strength than anyone felt he could muster.
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Healing the rifts in the community would take
even longer.

The day of mourning did not begin in the ordi-
narily lily-white environs of Susan’s favorite church,
but in a house of worship that fills each Sunday with
an exclusively black congregation. The service at St.
Paul Baptist Church was billed as a community
forum for healing.

Pastor A. L. Brackett beseeched congregants to
dig into their hearts to find compassion for Susan.
And he called on them to praise authorities for refus-
ing to persecute Union’s blacks. While torn up by the
tragedy, members of the black community felt vindi-
cated by the white mother’s confession.

“There was a sense of relief that it was not a
black man” who did the killing, said Brackett, “and it
is sad that a black image had been created in the
minds of the community.”

It was the Reverend James W. Richards who
urged the audience to put aside their own complaints
and remember the people who suffered most dearly
from Susan’s crime.

“Those kids are dead,” Richards said. “David lost
his children and his ex-wife in one fell swoop.

“David stood with his arm around a woman he
trusted only to find out that she was the culprit. To
add insult to injury by trying to call this a racial inci-
. dent would be obscene.”

The forum at St. Paul was well-attended, but not
everyone who was invited showed up. Sheriff
Howard Wells and his wife were the only whites in
the audience. The others saved themselves for the
day’s main event.

Over at the Buffalo United Methodist Church,
the crowd grew so large, employees erected speakers
in the basement and set up another pair outside. The
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little brick church, sitting under the shadow of
Buffalo’s seemingly ubiquitous textile mill, was the
site where, just a few Sundays before, parishioners
greeted Susan and her beautiful boys, Michael and
Alex. Too young to fully appreciate that morning’s
sermon, the boys squirmed in the hard, wooden
pews, as Susan shushed them gently.

On this dismal day, the boys returned, without
their mother, to the only church they’d ever known.

The Methodist church in Buffalo is an under-
stated structure. Its hard pews are uncushioned; the
ceiling and walls of the main sanctuary are con-
structed of plain brick supported by rough-hewn
wooden beams. Not one rendition of a suffering Jesus
hangs from the walls. It exudes a moving spirituality
just the same.

The church’s altar sits before an imposing,
stained-glass window formed in the shape of a cross.
On Sunday, as the rain slowed to an intermittent
sprinkle, rays of sun sliced into the church. For the
dejected congregation, that was an uplifting sign.

Hours before the 2 p.M. service, mourners arrived
from points near and far. They squeezed their bodies
tightly into the pews and filled up the folding chairs
set in the aisles, until the only space left was out in
the hall. The majority of the crowd was white, but
many blacks sat among them, their clothes adorned
with blue ribbons identical to those of their white
neighbors.

Shortly before 1 p.M., the single, white coffin con-
taining the bodies of Michael and Alex was rolled
into the building on a gurney. Beneath the church’s
gigantic windows, the white box looked so very
small. :

An enormous spray of yellow roses spilled off the
top of the casket, while two smaller bouquets of red
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ones were placed on either side, along with plaques
bearing the dead boys’ names. The portrait of
Michael and Alex was taken from the funeral home,
and placed on an easel beside the coffin. For more
than an hour, mourners walked up to the altar, single-
file, to stare at the photograph and touch the little
casket. It was their last chance to connect with
Union’s lost boys.

Then David Smith arrived, and everyone gasped.

David woke up Sunday unable to walk
unescorted. In a black suit, his face a lined mass of
pain, the man who welcomed visitors so warmly the
night before entered the church hanging onto the
shoulders of his stepmother, Susan. His own legs
looked as if they would buckle under his meager
weight.

Tears streaming down their faces, close friends
and family of David and Susan filled up nearly half
the church. Relatives of David’s sat peaceably along-
side Susan’s kin. David, however, seemed completely
unaware of his surroundings. Sick with grief, he
buried his head in his hands and cried.

David’s agony was too much to bear. The sight of
him crying triggered a spontaneous chorus of audible
sobs, which reverberated throughout the building as
one person after another let go. A few minutes later,
the organist started playing “Jesus Loves Me,” and
four ministers took positions on the pulpit. This
church contained far too much grief for one minister
to handle.

“We have plumbed the watery depths of despair,”
the Reverend Mark Long began. It was an unfortu-
nate choice of words to begin with. If anyone
noticed, no one dared acknowledge it.

“Sometimes God takes from us the most pre-
cious jewels in life so He can give them back to us in
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eternity,” the Reverend Doug Gilliland soothed, tak-
ing on the role of healer.

“Forgive her,” he implored.

The Reverend Dr. Joe Bridges smiled and spoke
of the peace Michael and Alex were enjoying.

“They’re having a great time with the Lord,” he
said. “They’re having a grand time.”

“Michael and Alex are home,” added the
Reverend Bob Cato. “I like to think of them Sitting in
the lap of God.”

One minister managed to draw pleased nods
when he suggested that, with the funeral, the media
throng would surely soon pack up and leave. The
others did their best to paint a serene picture of con-
tented children, well cared for in heaven. And they
spoke of the reunion the boys would have with their
families in the hereafter.

But on Union’s saddest day, all the prayers in the
universe could not erase the pictures that burned into
the minds of audience members. Try as they might,
the people of Union could not let go of the vision of
two little boys, suffering and screaming for their
mother at the moment of death.

And nothing the ministers said could quell
David’s tears.

I don’t want to see my sons later, I want to see
them now!

David’s anguished words of the day before lay
heavily on his father’s mind. David was inconsolable.

During the service, an infant, too young to know
he was at a funeral, started squawking loudly. His
mother tried rocking him, then feeding him a bottle
before she gave up and left her seat, baby in tow.
Even the most impatient adult didn’t seem to mind
the child’s outburst, though. The sound of a child,
healthy and alive, was by far the most comforting
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noise to emanate from Buffalo United Methodist
Church during the entire forty-five minute service, _

And when it was over, David walked alongside
the coffin of his sons, this time leaning heavily on his
mother, Barbara Benson. The rain had stopped, but
David didn’t seem to care. He led the pallbearers,
most of them young men David’s age, to a hearse.
One of the men helping to carry the boys was
Mitchell Sinclair, Susan’s old friend.

The press, for the most part, gave David a wide
berth. One TV producer, however, seized the oppor-
tunity to hand the grieving father his business card,
along with an offer to appear on his show. David
crumpled the card and hurled it to the ground.

Shaking visibly, David climbed into a limousine,
surrounded by his own family as well as by Susan’s
mother and stepfather. Once inside, he buried his
head in his hands for the journey to his sons’ grave.
Behind the limo, an unbroken line of cars extended
the entire seven-mile route from the church to the
cemetery.

The walk from the limousine to the grave site
seemed to last for miles, but it really was only a mat-
ter of yards. On legs of jelly, David propelled his
body to a chair set up for him under a tent, where he
could see the headstone marking the grave of his
brother, Daniel.

David’s head sunk to his knees, and he let out a
wail of pure pain. For a moment, it appeared as if he
wanted to enter the earth himself. ,

As his sons were lowered into the hole in the
ground, David moaned a single word, over and over
and over again:

“No! No! No! No! No!”

» % %
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Susan Smith’s name was never spoken. As her sons
were bid farewell in the church she’d attended since
birth, and buried near the spot where she was mar-
ried, Susan remained on suicide watch behind bars,
seventy miles away in Columbia.

Joseph Workman, a local lawyer who’s repre-
sented the Russell family for years, said Susan had
been the subject of numerous death threats. But the
vile letters and menacing phone-calls never’rached
Susan. That was the plan. At the women’s correc-
tional center where she was held, Susan was labeled
a “safekeeper.” The perfect isolation in which she
spent her days and nights was supposed to be for
Susan’s own safety. '

As the Smith boys’ funeral procession played on
television sets everywhere, Susan Smith’s cell stayed
quiet. She ate her meals off a tray in her six-by-
fourteen-foot world, and used its exposed sink and
coverless toilet. Unlike other prisoners, Susan was
not allowed outside; it was a security thing. She had
no access to newspapers or magazines. She was not
exposed to radio or TV, '

Every fifteen minutes, a guard made note of her
cvery movement, making sure the prisoner didn’t try
to hurt herself. Susan just sat on her cot in a paper
gown, staring out the tiny window, thumbing the
Bible she kept close to her heart.

News of her sons’ funeral was broadcast world-
over. But Susan Smith was the only person alive who
couldn’t have had a clue what day it was in Union.

Forgive Susan Smith? That message was the domain

of church leaders. And of course, their media equiva-

lent, the talk-show hosts. _
Phil Donahue swooped down into South Carolina

.
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after the funeral. High-profile tragedy makes for good
ratings.

At a taping at the University of South Carolina,
Donahue put together four people who believed
Susan Smith should be given a break. One was the
Reverend Bob Cato, who begged for her forgiveness
at the funeral.

“I come from the side of forgiveness and grace,
that this small town can go on,” Cato said. “There are
a lot of people that are angry and the God I quote a
great deal says it’s okay to be angry as long as you
keep it under control.”

But one audience member grew weirdly con-
tentious while insisting that Susan was worthy of the
community’s love:

“We’re a Christian community and I’'m proud to be
a part of Union and if you can’t forgive Susan—I know
it’s a horrendous thing that she did—but if you can’t
forgive her, God’ll never forgive you for anything.”

Said another:

“God is a forgiving God. God is love and the
devil’s the opposite—hate. And if we of the commu-
nity would pull together and pray for each other
every day and pray for Susan, pray for her family and
David’s family . . . ”

One man, Craig J. Richard, who served as Union
High School’s student body president in Susan’s day,
couched his religious convictions in philosophical
terms:

“I loved Susan then, I love her now. We cannot
hate Susan because of what went on. Right now,
Susan needs us. She needs our support and so does
the family and David. We can’t hate her. And what
we are doing is trying to convict her. It’s our job to
forgive.

“We call ourselves a Christian community, but as
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Christians we are supposed to forgive. I don’t see for-
giveness here.”

But underneath the vaguely threatening religious
entreaties, a note of honest, persistent disgust shined
through. It said, We are not like Susan Smith.

“Phil,” said one woman, “I’ve been married and
divorced and remarried. I've been separated. I’'ve got
three kids. I’ve had my power cut off, my water cut
off.

“I've seen hard times, and I’ve never thought of
killing my kids.”

Then, there was the question posed by a black
member of the audience, one the whites would prefer
not to consider:

“Had it been a black man, would we be saying,
‘Let’s pull together and forgive each other?’”

And so, Union aired its gripes and prejudices
under the national spotlight. No longer a sleepy,
crime-free town, Union took on the role of micro-
cosm of all the ills of society. What place could hold
up under such scrutiny?

At Buffalo United Methodist Church, the
Reverend Mark Long watched Union’s transforma-
tion with dismay.

“It’s almost as if our privacy has been invaded,”
he complained.

He hadn’t seen anything yet.

Like all else in this case, the news spread quickly.
First, a TV network reported the rumor that a
second arrest was expected in the Smith boys’
murder case. Names of possible suspects jumped
to the lips: Tom Findlay? Mitchell Sinclair? David
Smith?
The other piece of news was a bit more believable.
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Newsweek magazine issued a press release announc-
ing a shocking tidbit on the Smith case included in its
cover story, entitled “Sins of the Mother,” due out on
the stands the next day.

Quoting an unnamed police source, the magazine
reported what Susan Smith saw after she set her sons
adrift in John D. Long Lake.

The bombshell passage read:

“Smith told investigators that Michael, buckled
into his car seat, woke up and began to struggle. ‘He
was struggling in absolute terror for his life,” the offi-
cial told Newsweek, citing Smith’s conversations
with police. Smith, standing at the water’s edge,
watched and did nothing.”

The account was immediately refuted by Susan’s
lawyer, David Bruck. “Susan never saw any of that
and she never told anyone that she did. That account
is simply made up,” Bruck said. '

Of course, there was no second arrest in the mur-
ders of Michael and Alex. Authorities simply wanted
to determine if Susan told anyone about the slayings,
before or after she committed them. The TV account
was wrong.

As for the Newsweek story, Susan’s lawyer con-
tinued to deny the account flat-out. But that story
had a way of sticking with people.

In most ways, Bruck certainly was right about the
story. It was dark at the lake on the night Susan mur-
dered her children. It is unlikely Susan could have
seen Michael struggle for his life in the sinking car.

So if one or both of the children did put up a
~ fight during their slow, cold descent to the bottom of
the lake, he did so on his own.

16

The Ultimate
Penalty

Nowhere fries ‘'em quickly enough, not if you want to
use the electric chair as a deterrent. You don’t spank
your children twelve years after they misbehave, espe-
cially if you want your other children to take note.

—Union County Solicitor ‘Tommy Pope discussing
the death penalty, November 23, 1994.

I feel more strongly now than I did [before] that the
death penalty system, if you can call it a system, is so
random and arbitrary that it has a ghastliness about
it that no murder could ever equal.

—Defense lawyer David Bruck discussing the death
penalty, The National Law Journal, June 6, 1983.

&
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Capital punishment is an institution that at once fas-
cinates and repels. We strain to hear the condemned
man’s last words. The contents of his last meal. Last
rites. The last-minute phone call to the governor.

Death row is a culture unto itself, a mostly male
society in which prisoners turn to God, stick their
noses deeply inside law books, or engage in bizarre
practical jokes. Why not? inmates figure. What can
they do to us now?

A story making an orbit around death row in
Florida’s aptly named city of Starke a few years back
tells of a black, male prisoner who engaged in a
trans-Atlantic postal romance with a Frenchman. The
inmate, a convicted rapist and murderer, was careful
to conceal both his identity and his crime from the
suitor. Instead, he told the ardent European that he
was a white woman sentenced to die for killing her
cheating husband in the heat of passion.

The inmate’s payoff came on the day the French-
man arrived at the prison gate, arms loaded with pack-
ages of lacy lingerie and flowers. The would-be lover
was crushed when authorities took him aside and
broke the news that the joke was on him.

For more than three decades, death row has been
a secure, if not always raucous, environment for
criminals to live out their days. Thanks to a cumber-
some appeals process, hungrily taken advantage of by
devoted antideath defense lawyers, most inmates
spend a decade or more in prison before execution—
that is, if the punishment is meted out at all. The
same legal process that keeps condemned men alive
in their cells also results in the reversal of a great
many death sentences on technical grounds.

But in late 1994, change wafted through the dank
air of the death house.
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During the first week of December, five people
were scheduled to die in legal executions across the
country—a new record in the modern age of the
American death penalty system. The milestone came
a month after an Election Day in which Republican
candidates swept contested seats across the country
on platforms heavy on law and order. Just hours after
winning a surprise victory over antiexecution maven
Mario Cuomo, New York’s newly elected Republican
governor, George Pataki, talked about jump-starting
his state’s electric chair, which had sat in mothballs
for decades.

But December did not turn out as bloody as capital-

_Punishment enthusiasts hoped. By the end of the first

week, two of the five men scheduled to die were still
breathing. The nation’s executioners fell short of
their previous weeklong record of four state-inflicted
killings—but certainly not for lack of trying. Boosted
by a public fed up with crime, officials throughout
the nation immediately focused their energies on
streamlining the clunky death process.

Considering that more than 2,900 inmates live on
death rows coast to coast, the national execution rate
is actually quite puny. Before Christmas 1994, some
257 people had met their demise in electric chairs
and gas chambers, on the business end of a hypoder-
mic needle, or swinging from a hangman’s noose,
since 1976—the year in which America’s dormant
death penalty was reborn.

In that year, the U.S. Supreme Court lifted a fourteen-
year moratorium on executions and decreed that it was
indeed Constitutional for state governments to dispose
of their hardest criminals in a permanent fashion.
Today, the United States stands alone among Western
industrial powers in taking advantage of its right to
pull the switch or depress the plunger on its bad guys.
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But all states are not created equal in their zeal to
kill. Whether a convict winds up behind bars or
strapped in the electric chair has a great deal to do
with the location in which he murders, rapes, or rav-
ages innocent people.

South Carolina is among a handful of states,
mostly in the South, that lawyers refer to as forming
the Death Belt—a region whose boundaries corre-
spond, more or less, to that other well-known zone,
the Bible Belt. Politically and morally conservative,
the area’s powers-that-be are not squeamish about
putting to death their dregs of society. And they do it
far more efficiently than their Northern neighbors.

Only twenty-four states have put to use their
death-penalty statutes during the last eighteen years.
Four states—Idaho, Maryland, Nebraska, and
Wyoming—shipped just one person apiece to the
hereafter since 1976. On the other end of the death
spectrum, Texas, the Death Belt’s shiny buckle,
legally killed eighty-five inmates before the end of
1994. Florida was a distant runner-up, filling thirty-
three coffins.

In contrast to the big death states, however,
South Carolina ranks among those that inflict the
punishment sparingly; just four inmates were exe-
cuted since 1985, the year the state’s laws were
revised to meet the Supreme Court’s new death crite-
ria. The last. time “Old Sparky,” as the chair is
known, cranked into action was back on September
6, 1991, when Donald H. “Peewee” Gaskins, a fifty-
eight-year-old convicted serial killer condemned to
death for killing another prison inmate, had a lethal
jolt of electricity pumped through his body.

As 1994 drew to a close, and Susan Smith con-
templated the very real possibility that she might
become the first woman executed in her home state
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since 1947, South Carolina’s electric chair had sat in
the Broad River Correctional Institution in
Columbia—just a few hundred yards from Susan’s
cell—like an unused piece of furniture for more than
three years.

Death row is a cosseted world, whose citizens speak
an arcane lingo and live by rituals unknown in the out-
side world. In this exclusive club, new members
quickly learn to live by the rules—no matter on which
side of the bars they reside. On rare occasions, though,
outsiders are allowed a glimpse of life inside the death
house. For me, that came in 1986 when, as a legal-
affairs reporter for the Tampa Tribune, 1 traveled to
the rural reaches of Starke to watch a man’s life end
under the white heat of 2,000 volts of electricity.

An execution is an extraordinarily scripted event;
death row officials want to make sure that nothing is
left to chance. Before the inmate begins the slow
stroll from his cell to the waiting arms of the electric
chair, each step is written out on paper. During the
countdown that precedes E-Day—Execution Day—
prison authorities rehearse their roles in a series of
dry runs, timed to the second on a stopwatch. The
inmate has work to do as well. He puts his affairs in
order, picks his last meal off a menu, and selects the
clothing in which he wants to be buried.

It was a chilly April morning in Starke when offi-

-cials sat us down—journalists, disinterested witnesses,

and law-enforcement officials—for an hour-long brief-
ing in a room whose walls were painted a sickly shade
of peach. The exacting, second-by-second choreography
of the coming execution wracked our nerves even more
than thoughts of the event we knew was to follow.
People in the death business work hard to make
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executions appear ordinary and routine—and inmates
for a while seemed to go along with the program as
well. At the time I traveled to Starke, condemned
prisoners felt honor-bound by a jail house pact: They
gave no pre-execution interviews and made no dis-
plays of emotion. No cries for mercy rang out of
death row. Instead, proud prisoners simply swag-
gered into the death chamber, sat down, and read
their last words. The men’s behavior was as pre-
dictable as their exact times of death.

On this day, though, all that changed.

Standing behind a thick pain of glass, we watched
as the condemned prisoner, Daniel Morris Thomas, a
thirty-seven-year-old black man, was led into the
death chamber by a guard. His head was shaven and
smeared with conductive gel in advance of the elec-
trodes that were to be secured to his temples.

Ten years earlier, in a crime wave all but the vic-
tims had long forgotten, Thomas and his gang of
thugs donned ski masks and waged a reign of rape
and murder through rural central Florida. Entering
homes through unlocked windows, they held entire
families hostage. Drano down the throat was a
favorite torture. Thomas was sentenced to death for
shooting a Polk County man five times with a shot-
gun on New Year’s Day, 1976. The last thing the
man saw before he died was Thomas raping his wife.

Thomas’s face betrayed no sadness as he swag-
gered into the room, and even less remorse. He
approached the electric chair.

Suddenly, he forgot the script.

“Get off me, motherfucker!”

It was not on the agenda, but the inmate started
to fight. Fists flying, legs kicking, Thomas started
swinging at the warden and his aide with all the force
he could muster.
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“Get off me, motherfucker!”

A stream of obscenities penetrated the witness’s
side of the supposedly soundproof glass, as Thomas
fought mightily for his life. There was no fear in the
man’s eyes, just naked rage. And something else: the
will to survive.

As we watched, horrified, the man kicked a guard
in the groin and knocked the telephone connected to
the governor’s office out of the warden’s hand.

“This isn’t supposed to happen, is it?” asked a
young reporter, terrified Thomas might escape.

Even in the carefully ordered realm of death row,
some things cannot be predicted.

We watched as four additional guards stormed into
the death chamber. As one man pinned down an arm, a
leg broke free and started kicking. Once that leg was
secured, Thomas let loose with jabbing elbows. It went
on like this for seven, incredibly long minutes. Finally,
the six exhausted guards managed to strap down all of
Thomas’s athletic limbs. Normally, it takes one man
thirty seconds to put a convict in the chair.

Even after Thomas’s circulation was nearly cut

off under the tight leather straps, he tried to bite the

guards. Finally, the warden threatened the inmate
with the only thing he had left to use against him:
Stop fighting, he said, or you won’t get the chance to
read your final statement.

It seemed to work.

Reading from a yellow legal pad, the unrepentant
murderer who fought so ferociously for life declared
himself a “human sacrifice” in the political ambitions
of Florida’s then-governor. '

“Governor Bob Graham . . . has made it perfectly
clear to all politicians that the best way to win a polit-
ical race is to boast that he will carry out the execu-
tion of every prisoner on Florida’s death row.”

e AR A TR
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The man was so out of breath by the time he quit
struggling, we barely understood a word he said.
A guard covered the inmate’s face with a leather

mask. The executioner, his identity concealed by a

black hood with cut-out eye holes, like something out
of the Middle Ages, peered out from behind a blue
curtain. In a moment, the warden waved his hand.
The executioner nodded once, drew back the curtain,
and pulled the switch.

There was no puff of smoke. No acrid smell. Just
the silent, imperceptible passage of a man from life to
death. The whole thing was over, as scheduled, in
two minutes.

For most people on either side of the issue, exe-
cutions exist only in the abstract. Strangely enough,
watching the process in all its horrid imperfection
has left me with no clear-cut answers as to whether
it’s wrong or right for the state to take a life.

Why did this man fight? Did he believe he could
escape, or did he act on gut instinct? The answer
died with him. Perhaps he simply felt he had nothing
to lose. He might as well go down fighting.

But it is his defiance in the face of death that those
of us in the witness room will always remember—and
not the people whom Thomas killed, raped, and
maimed for life. Because in the cosseted world of death
row, where inmates outlive their victims by decades, the
death penalty has little relationship to a crime, other
than to satisfy a general public thirst for retribution.

And this is where people like Tommy Pope and
David Bruck come in.

One has chosen to spend his life fighting to
avenge the victims of crime—swiftly and completely,
before they are forgotten.

The other has made it his life’s work is to shine a
light on death row, exposing what he considers the
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horrifying, capricious, and unfair manner in which
this nation puts its criminals to death.

Perhaps the most interesting feature of South
Carolina’s electric chair is the clever way its designer
ensured that no one knows who is directly responsible
for snuffing out the life of the condemned inmate. In
the executioner’s room, located next to the death
chamber, three red buttons protrude from the wall;
each button sits on its own small, metal box. “All three

- buttons are capable of sending power to the chair, but

only one is active during an execution,” explains a
handout distributed by the state Department of
Corrections’ press office.

Around midnight on the day of an execution—an
event always scheduled, for some reason, at 1 A M.—
the inmate eats, showers, has his head and right leg
shaven, and dresses in trousers whose right leg is cut
off at the knee. Conductive gel is smeared on his
head and leg, electrodes are attached to his body, and
the inmate is strapped into the electric chair. A few
final words, and a guard covers the man’s face with a
leather mask. It’s time to roll.

Meanwhile, three Corrections employees, all vol-
unteers, gather in the executioner’s room; each is sta-
tioned at one of the three red buttons. When the

- warden give the go-ahead, the three executioners

push their buttons simultaneously. No one is told
which of the buttons is active. The executioners will
never know for sure whose button sent the lethal
dose of electricity coursing through the electrodes
attached to the condemned man’s head and leg.
South Carolina’s deep-seated ambivalence over
exercising its Constitutional right to take a human life
is not reflected in the state’s death-penalty statutes.
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But it is a .theme that crops up constantly in practice.
And that is a weakness that men like David Bruck
devote their careers to exploiting.

South Carolina’s death row isn’t a row at all, but
rather a horseshoe-shaped block consisting of two tiers
of cells, forty-eight per floor, overlooking a common
d?y room. Each one-person cell measures seven-feet,
el'ght-inches wide by eleven-feet deep, with nine-foot-
high ceilings. And, as described in the Corrections
Department’s intricately detailed literature, “The cells
are .painted a light beige trimmed in dark brown. The
ceiling is painted white. The floor has vinyl composi-
tion tile of a brown color.”

The numbing uniformity of the death house is
broken by the line of television sets suspended just
outside the cells, spewing out soap operas and game
shows morning until night. This beige-and-brown
w.orlc.l, infiltrated by TV happy talk, is home to fifty-
nine inmates, all of them men; twenty-eight are black,
thirty-one white.

Death row is noisy. The sound of TV is nearly
d.rowned out by metal gates, whose constant clang
§1gniﬁes the comings and goings of guards and
inmates. Unlike the tension that often permeates
maximum-security prisons, however, the cacophony
of death row is punctuated with spirited banter. In
their mutual incarceration, inmates and jailers can
gievelop relationships more intimate than those exist-
ing among people performing ordinary office jobs.

And these relationships are longer-lived than
those among most coworkers on the outside: Two
men have lived on South Carolina’s death row for sev-
enteen years; two others have been condemned for
sixteen. Such longevity is of relatively recent vintage,
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and for that you can thank men like David Bruck, a
tireless advocate who has fought battles on behalf of
the condemned all the way to the U.S. Supreme
Court. Sometimes, he wins.

But until the case of Susan Smith fell into his lap,
Bruck had yet to lock horns with Tommy Pope, a
lawyer who’s as passionate on behalf of victims as
Bruck is about the welfare of killers. In the next few
years, the course of the lives of the men in the

" cramped and clanging death house will be determined

in large part by which man’s world view prevails.

South Carolina’s electric chair has certainly seen
busier days. It was first plugged into existence in
1912, replacing a piecemeal system in which prisoners
were hanged by the neck in individual counties. For
most of its tenure, the chair was used primarily to
punish black men: Of the state’s 245 executions in the
last eighty-two years, 195 of the dead were blacks,
electrocuted for rape, murder or a now-archaic statute
called “assault with attempt to ravish”—something
like attempted rape—which, in practice, carried the
ultimate penalty exclusively for black men.

The average age at execution is twenty-eight. The
oldest person ever to be executed in South Carolina was
Charlie Smith, a black murderer who died at age sixty-
six on November 11, 1946. The youngest was fourteen-
year-old George Stinney Jr., who died on june 14, 1944,
Stinney confessed he bashed in the skulls of two white
girls, aged eleven and eight, after he tried, unsuccess-
fully, to rape one of them. An all-white jury sentenced
the teen to death after ten minutes of deliberation.

As with most modern executions, though, memo-
ries of Stinney’s sickening crime were all but blotted
out by the severity of his punishment. Newspaper
accounts at the time of the execution related how
prison guards had trouble strapping the five-foot-one,




210 Andrea Peyser

ninety-five-pound boy into a wooden chair built for
adults. To this day, Stinney’s death is cited in argu-
ments against executing minors.

The 1940s were also the decade in which two
women—the only females ever to be electrocuted in
South Carolina—took their seats in the electric chair;
one was black, the other white. On January 15, 1943,
Sue Logue, a forty-three-year-old white schoolteacher
from Lexington County, was executed for hiring a
cousin to shoot the owners of a mule that had kicked
to death a calf owned by her family. The last time any-
one in a skirt sat in the chair was on January 17, 1947,
when Rose Marie Stinette, a forty-nine-year-old black
woman from Florence, was put to death for murder.

The chair was unplugged in 1962, and it sat qui-
etly for the next twenty-three years. But even now,
with capital punishment once again in fashion, getting
the death seat back into action has proved a slow and
laborious task. It is perhaps no accident that since
1985, all four inmates executed in South Carolina
have been white men. Death-penalty foes, armed with
reams of data, argue that the chair isn’t color-blind.
For reasons of race, or reticence, or mere technicality,
Old Sparky no longer hums like he used to.

And that frustrates men like Tommy Pope no
end. '

Pope, a cocky and lanky six-foot-four, likes to call
himself “one of the good guys.” At a time when capi-
tal punishment is a subject cloaked in euphemism,
the hard-as-nails prosecutor invokes a wickedly
humorous candor on the subject.

“Nowhere fries ’em quickly enough, not if you
want to use the electric chair as a deterrent,” Pope
told me, when I asked about South Carolina’s dearth
of death. !

“You don’t spank your children twelve years after
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they misbehave, especially if you want your other
children to take note.”

But what to do about Susan Smith?

Deciding whether to seek life or death for Pope’s
most famous defendant is not a clear-cut choice. On
the one hand, South Carolina law lists several aggra-
vating circumstances for which the death penalty is
deemed appropriate—including murdering more than
one person and killing a child under eleven years of
age. Susan Smith fits the bill in both instances.

However, execution is usually reserved for crimes
committed against people who are not members of
the killer’s family—cases in which the perpetrator is
considered at a high risk of killing again. Also weigh-
ing against Susan’s electrocution is the fact that the
victims’ and killer’s family are one and the same.
Would the boys’ father and grandparents only wind
up doubly injured if Susan were to be killed, too?

The public at large, however, seemed uninter-
ested in these fine distinctions, and calls for Susan’s
demise flowed through the prosecutor’s office like
electricity. Pope listened to the din and shrugged.

“It would be 2006 before they execute her,” said
Pope. “In this current state, it’s a waste of time and
money” to feed and clothe inmates, not to mention
paying the staggering legal costs associated with exe-
cuting them.

It’s not that Pope lacks compassion. On the con-
trary, Tommy Pope is known around Union County
for being as energetic in defending the rights of vic-
tims as he is feisty in pursuit of their tormentors. For
the capital punishment fan, Pope is a regular pinup
boy.

The son of a small-town sheriff, Pope was born
with prosecution in his blood. When he was just
eighteen, he was hired as an agent with the state’s
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elite Law Enforcement Division—SLED. It was
SLED’s chief who suggested that the capable, young
crime-fighter attend law school. He did, at the
University of South Carolina.

"~ The newly minted attorney quickly got a job with
the Solicitor’s office in Lexington County. When he
was barely thirty, Tommy Pope ran as the Republican
candidate for Solicitor in South Carolina’s 16th
Circuit, covering Union and York counties. When he
took office in 1992, Pope became the youngest per-
son ever to serve as an elected prosecutor in the
state. Though he’s been said to be a poor money
manager—Pope got into a tiff with York County offi-
cials in early 1994 when his overworked office ran
low on funds—his record in the courtroom is consid-
ered about as good as it gets.

In contrast to his shoot-from-the-lip style, Pope’s
colleagues call him a hyper-organized and sharply
focused workaholic, a man who skips around his district
carrying a thick, black loose-leaf notebook, which he
refers to religiously. Like a very tall Boy Scout, Tommy
Pope believes a lawyer must always be prepared.

Three months into office, Pope tried his first cap-
ital case, involving a York County man accused of
breaking into the home of an eighty-six-year-old
retired schoolteacher, sodomizing and beating her to
death. The trial jury voted for the death penalty.

Of the other three capital cases tried by Pope’s
office during his first two years as solicitor, juries

twice convicted the defendants of murder, but chose .

life in prison; in the last, the defendant pleaded guilty
in exchange for life.

Before November 1994 rolled around, Pope
thought he’d seen plenty of high-profile crime. In
fact, on the afternoon of November 3, Pope had just
won a conviction against a preacher who embezzled

Mother Love, Deadly Love 213

$89,000 from his church, when the news of Susan
Smith’s confession permanently altered Pope’s view
of what a big-deal case looks like.

The news of Michael’s and Alex’s murders hit
Pope hard. Like most people in these parts, the Smith
boys’ disappearance touched the prosecutor in
intensely personal ways.

“I dreamed the first night or second night they
were gone that they found them alive,” Pope remem-
bers. “A lot of people thought they were going to
turn up, stashed away with a friend or in a hotel.
Even now that we have the truth, the whole thing
doesn’t make much sense.”

Pope says he will treat the Smith case no differ-
ently than any other. But the legal battle bears a
cachet unlike any case he’s ever tried. For one thing,
the national media have been calling, threatening to
turn the brash, young lawyer into a celebrity while he
still holds the distinction of being the state’s youngest
prosecutor. All that’s heady stuff. But it was Pope’s
five-year-old son, Logan, who brought home the
importance of winning a conviction.

“Daddy, something awful happened,” Pope
remembers Logan telling him, as the tot watched
news of the tragedy on TV.

How well Tommy Pope handles the biggest case
yet to land on his desk will help shape the kind of
world in which Logan Pope grows up.

In many ways, David Isaac Bruck, at age forty-five, is
the older, liberal mirror-image of Tommy Pope. The
father of a girl, age six, and a boy, four, the soft-spoken
antideath maverick is, too, deeply concerned about
the kind of world he’ll bequeath to his kids.

A native of Montreal, Canada, Bruck enrolled in
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Harvard in 1966, where he was active in the antiwar
movement. Writing editorials against the Vietnam
War for the Harvard Crimson, Bruck befriended the
writer Michael Kinsley, CNN’s generally left-of-center
commentator. In an interview with his old college
chum on November 26, 1994, Kinsley described
Bruck as having been “widely regarded at the time as
the nicest, most decent person in our crowd.”

Asked Kinsley, “What’s a nice, decent guy like
David Bruck doing representing a woman who is
accused of doing something that horrible?”

And, “Does it ever bother you that you might be
putting back on the streets, or denying society’s right
to vengeance, against a person who has committed,
in fact, a horrible crime?”

Even more to the point, Kinsley asked him,
“These are people accused of horrible crimes . ..
most of [them] have committed these crimes . . . and
yet you’re spending your life trying to save them from
this punishment. And you're not making as much
money as you could doing less controversial things.

“Why do you do it?”

Maybe it’s the quiet, measured cadences of his
voice, or maybe it’s the face that has “decent” written
all over it, but David Bruck sounded sincere when he
offered this overworked reply:

“The most valuable thing in life isn’t, I don’t think,
making more money as much as it is finding something
useful and meaningful to do with your time. It’s the
time that’s irreplaceable, and it will never come back
and can’t be amassed or put in your bank. And I just
feel very lucky that I get to spend my time, my working
life, helping people who are in terrible trouble, helping
families who are in terrible trouble.

“And when people say, you know, ‘How can you
do this? What about the victims?’ Well, my clients
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are parents and wives and husbands and children
who have not killed anybody. They’re not even
accused of killing anybody, but they are hurting terri-
bly. And they are victims of this process, too.

“...Ifind it to be very rewarding work, and on
top of that, there’s the particular question of the
death penalty, where a society is really hell-bent on
making a God-awful mess out of tragedies and cases
which are enough of a mess already. And to be able
to put my shoulder to that wheel and try to be part of
the minority, right now, of folks who are pushing the
other direction—I think that’s worthwhile.”

If Tommy Pope is a capital punishment fan’s sex
symbol, David Bruck is its bogeyman.

Bruck was raised on pacifism just as his court-
room nemesis was schooled on police work. And it
was those two, diametrically opposed preoccupations
that led each man to a similar line of work on the
same spot on the map.

After graduating from Harvard, magna cum
laude, in 1971, Bruck enrolled in law school in, of all
places, the University of South Carolina School of
Law in the state’s capital city of Columbia. At
Harvard, Bruck had participated in antiwar activities
near military bases, and tried his hand at community
organization in Boston’s blue-collar suburbs. He
picked USC because it was close to Fort Jackson—a
magnet for anti-Vietnam protesters.

After law school, Bruck accepted a job as a pub-
lic defender in Columbia. After three years, however, “I
felt I had learned the better part of what that job had to
teach me,” Bruck told The National Law Journal in
1983. So he settled in Vancouver, British Columbia;
and became a welder. It was on a visit to South
Carolina in 1980 that some lawyer friends gave Bruck a
reason to stay in the South: They were defending a

#
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group of antinuclear protesters who were arrested at
the nuclear dump in Barnwell, South Carolina.

Around this time, Bruck noticed that two black
men who had had their death sentences overturned
when he was a public defender were back in court
for resentencing. He froze. “The whole bar of South
Carolina knew that these men had not been well-
represented” at trial, Bruck said.

His sense of moral outrage reignited, Bruek-was
reborn as an activist. Hanging out a shingle in
Columbia, lawyer David Bruck declared war on the
American government, fighting, tooth-and-nail, over
its treatment of the people most folks refer to as the
scum of the earth.

To Bruck, it’s-a matter of fairness.

In a 1981 article in the Washington Post, Bruck
wrote that many of the men who drew their last
breath in South Carolina’s electric chair during the
1940s, when U.S. Senator Strom Thurmond, R-
$outh Carolina, was a trial judge, would still be alive
1t" today’s laws applied. For one thing, blacks at the
time were typically excluded from juries.

“Our country’s sense of justice has changed in forty
years and will no doubt change again,” Bruck wrote.
“The most up-to-date, safeguard-laden death penalty
law may well seem as barbaric and unfair to our grand-
children as the trials [of the 1940s] do today.”

And so, David Bruck turned his back on a lucra-
tive career as a Harvard-bred private-practice lawyer
to join a small fraternity of antideath ideologues,
whose meager salaries are paid, for the most part, by
government stipends. His efforts have saved the lives
of men his Harvard classmates wouldn’t dream of
engaging in conversation.

In January 1994, Bruck argued before the U.S.
Supreme Court that a man named Jonathan Dale
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Simmons should have his death sentence overturned
because a South Carolina jury had been tricked at
trial into believing that, if they didn’t pull the switch,
Simmons might some day be set free on parole. In
fact, Simmons, who was sentenced to die for beating
an elderly woman to death and raping two others,
was a three-time felon, making him ineligible for ever
again seeing the light of day. Despite the jury’s igno-
r#nde’of Simmons’s jailliouse prognosis, every court
in South Carolina was content to see him fry.

The nation’s highest court, however, sided with
Bruck, and voted seven-to-two to overturn the man’s
death sentence. Bruck’s victory did more than save
one man’s life. That ruling could result in a review of
death sentences imposed in Pennsylvania and
Virginia, as well as South. Carolina—the three states
in which juries are kept in the dark about a defen-
dant’s chances for parole.

In a scathing dissent, co-signed by Justice Clarence
Thomas, Justice Antonin Scalia railed against this fur-
ther erosion of the death penalty. The high court’s
“heavily outnumbered opponents of capital punish-
ment have successfully opened yet another front in
their guerrilla war to make this unquestionably
Constitutional sentence a practical impossibility,”
Scalia wrote.

With Bruck leading the troops, the battle lines
were drawn in Washington. But it took a woman to
yank the killers’ champion out of the relative obscu-
rity of the courtroom and into the limelight. Her
name is Susan Smith.

Soon after Susan confessed to killing her children,
David Bruck received a call from Joseph Workman, a
Union lawyer whom he’d helped five years earlier
with a capital case. With Bruck’s help, after three tri-
als, Workman’s client was sentenced to life in prison.
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Now, Workman again needed Bruck’s aid, this time to
defend the daughter of two of his regular clients.

“Will you take the case?”

Bruck said yes. As usual, his fee would be dis-
cussed later. Susan Smith’s mother and stepfather,
Linda and Beverly Russell agreed to try to raise
enough money to pay Bruck something close to what
he is worth.

At the time Bruck agreed to defend the %drld’s
most hated baby-killer, it wasn’t yet decided if South
Carolina v. Susan Smith was to be a capital case. In
fact, in its eighty-two-year tenure, Union is one of

only two of South Carolina’s forty-six counties that

has never seen one of its convicts executed. Bruck
wants to keep it that way.

“I can’t honestly say that being exposed day in
and day out to some of the ghastly things that people
do to each other doesn’t change your perspective,”
Bruck admitted a decade ago. “My heart doesn’t
bleed for murderers.”

But, he added, “I feel more strongly now than I did
[before] that the death penalty system, if you can call it
a system, is so random and arbitrary that it has a
ghastliness about it that no murder could ever equal.”

Capital case or no, it didn’t really matter. To
David Bruck, defender of the indefensible, Susan
Smith offered an unprecedented opportunity to tweak
the system. :

As 1994 drew to a close, Susan Smith, living in a cell
at the Women’s Correctional Center at the Broad River
complex, spent her days and nights less than a quarter-
mile from the death house that consumes so many hours
of the lives of lawyers Tommy Pope and David Bruck.
Already, their approaching legal fight was shaping up as
a battle between the forces of dark and light. Of course,
both men laid claim to the title of Good Guy.

17

The Living and
the Dead

Manson probably had some problems, too. Everyone
must be crazy to commit these types of crimes.

—Union County Solicitor Tommy Pope,

referring to convicted killer Charles Manson

to make a point about the insanity defense
anticipated in the murder case against Susan Smith.

For once in their careers, a couple of hotshot lawyers
decided to keep their mouths shut.

After Newsweek evoked the terrifying image of a
cold-blooded mother watching her three-year-old son
struggling for his life in John D. Long Lake—as she
stood on the bank doing nothing—David Bruck
released pieces of Susan Smith’s handwritten confes-
sion to the media. Carefully selected pieces, that is.
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“I wanted to end my life so bad and was in my
car ready to go down that ramp into the water, and I
did go partway, but I stopped. I went again and
stopped. . . .

“I took off running, screaming, ‘Oh God! Oh
God, no! What have I done? Why did you let this
happen?’”

Portions of Susan’s statement were beamed
around the nation with one clear intent: to show§hat
Susan Smith was a remorseful basket case. She was
not a mother who stood idly by as her child cried out
for her to save him, the excerpts were intended to
prove. Instead, she was shown to be a woman not in
- complete control of her actions. The leak was an
attempt to put in motion the lawyer’s arduous task of
convincing people that Susan Smith didn’t really
mean to kill her two helpless children.

The battle for public sympathy had begun.

All this did not amuse Judge John Hayes, the man
selected to preside over Susan Smith’s trial. Judge
Hayes did not want to see South Carolina’s most cel-
ebrated criminal case turn into a media travesty a la
O.]J. Simpson, in which lawyers on both sides of a
murder ‘talk first to their favorite reporters, then,
maybe, to each other.

In a fortv-five minute conference call with Bruck
and Pope, Hayes used his prominent position to issue
a stern request: “Put a sock in it, will you?”

The men agreed.

So on Monday, November 8, with rumors about
the case flying all over Union County, the lawyers
issued a blanket denial: No more arrests were
expected and no one had any knowledge that Susan
watched her little boy struggle for his life. With that,
they entered the cone of silence.

But not before Bruck again made headlines. This
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time, the stories did not focus on any of the lawyer’s
actions, rather they concentrated on a subtle remark.
Answering a reporter’s question, Bruck merely said
that a plea of temporary insanity was a defense tactic
he had not ruled out. ,

“I'm going to consider everything,” said Bruck.
From the reaction, you might think he’d paraded
Susan Smith around Main Street in a straitjacket.

Temporary insanity—or its technical term, dimin-
ished capacity—what other defense was there? The
Smith case geared up at a time in which lawyers
around the nation were having a field day defending
the guilty with abuse-excuses. The legal art form is
widely believed to have been born with the infamous
“Twinkie defense,” in which a lawyer claimed his
client committed a crime because Hostess Twinkies
played havoc with his blood sugar. More recently, a
California jury deadlocked in the murder case against
Lyle and Erik Menendez after the brothers testified
that they shot their parents because they had been
physically and mentally abused. Even ex-football star
O.]. Simpson, who pleaded no contest in 1989 to a
charge that he beat his wife, Nicole, claimed in a let-
ter that he, in fact, felt that he was the abused
spouse. ’

Susan Smith, on the other hand, was not a bat-
tered wife, nor did she fit the classic mold of a mother
so stressed-out and abused, she felt compelled to lash
out at someone weaker than she. Trying to prove she
was prone to insanity, however, falls into the abuse-
€xcuse category in one pertinent way: It suggests that
she was not responsible for her actions.

But with all the people running around, claiming
they were pushed into violence by forces beyond their
control, recent public sentiment funneled into. a
resounding cry—FEnough!

#
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Tommy Pope isn’t the kind of man to mince
words when offering his opinion on the issue of crim-
inal responsibility. Convicted murderer Charles
“Manson probably has some problems, too,” Pope
told me. “Everyone must be crazy to commit these
types of crimes. It depends what you mean by crazy.”

Still, Bruck’s task in defending Susan got a big
boost from the accumulating stack of news stories,
many of which speculated that Susan Smith’s superfi-
cially rosy existence wasn’t as perfect as it was
cracked up to be. Susan had known death and pain
in her young life. Her confession to murder can be
read as an account of a botched suicide attempt.

But another reading of that statement gives a
message that Bruck probably would have preferred
for Susan not to have uttered aloud. The confession
shows that Susan Smith, even though upset, was fully
aware of her actions on the night she drowned
Michael and Alex in the lake. And the ability of a
defendant to understand right from wrong is a criti-
cal legal test for determining sanity.

And so, the case against Susan Smith appeared to
boil down to a clash between psychology and politics:
Will the shrinks conclude that a mother who
drowned her boys had to be crazy to do it? And is
the court of public opinion willing to give another
confessed killer the benefit of the doubt?

Obviously, the news blackout in the case of
Susan Smith could not last long.

On the Tuesday following Susan’s confession, the
media were still camped outside the Union County
courthouse. David Smith decided it was time to get
rid of the reporters once:and for all. The only way to
do that, he figured, was to give them what they
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wanted: himself. David Smith scheduled a date to
face the horde.

But Tuesday turned out to be a bad morning for
the bereft father. Plagued by swings of mood that
ranged from numb to morbid, David woke up on
Tuesday weeping for his sons. The noon press confer-
ence in which he was to speak was postponed to 1 p.M.

When the Smith family’s car rolled up to the
courthouse, however, David was not inside. Instead,
David’s father emerged from the car along with
David’s uncle, Doug Smith. The Smith brothers were
joined by Susan Smith’s brother, Scotty Vaughan.

Dressed in a blue chambray shirt and dark slacks,
David Smith Sr., the neat, small man who looks so
much like his son, approached the microphones and
apologized that he would have to serve as a “poor
substitute” for the younger David Smith. Head
bowed with grief, voice perforated by sobs, the sad
man who stood before the media was a shell of the
angry grandfather who told me earlier that he wanted
to see his daughter-in-law fry in the electric chair.

“I'm here on behalf of my son and my two grand-
sons,” David Smith Sr. announced.

“On behalf of my son I want to thank everyone
who’s been so comforting and encouraging. The
cards, letters have overwhelmed us.” The elder
Smith’s face darkened. His son’s difficult morning
was at the forefront of his thoughts.

“This is more than one person can bear,” he said
of David Jr. “He’s recovering from this tragedy in a
very painful way. It’s gonna haunt him for the rest of
his life, I guarantee.

“He’s not ready to face the public. He’s still torn
up and he’s still hurt.” The grandfather’s voice cracked
and his shoulders heaved. Just when it appeared he
would have to stop talking, he pressed on.
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“David loves each and every one of you. He’s bro-
ken up. He wants his children back. That can’t happen.”
It was too much to bear. Nearly choking on his own
words, David Sr. forced himself to conclude: “May God
bless all of you, okay?” Then he walked off, sobbing.

Scotty Vaughan, Susan’s thirty-two-year-old brother,
walked-to the microphone next. A bearded version of
brown-eyed Susan, Vaughan looked dazed and heartbro-
ken over his nephews’ deaths. Acutely aware that some
folks might hate him just for being Susan’s brother,
Scotty was nervous as he approached the microphone.

Scotty began by thanking everyone for their cards
and flowers. “It’s unbelievable,” he said. Then he got
directly to the point: Please don’t blame us all for
Susan'’s sins.

“Many feel betrayed just as my family and
David’s family feel betrayed,” said Scotty. “Me and
my family and David’s family needed your prayers.
We are thankful to have people out there. Knowing
you were there was truly a comfort for all of us.”

Susan Smith should have been the one to say
what came next. But Scotty, a truly decent sort, took
it upon himself to make amends for the damage his
sister’s outrageous behavior had inflicted on the citi-
zens of Union.

“On behalf of my family, we want to apologize to
the black community of Union,” said Scotty. “It’s
really disturbing to us that anyone would think it’s a
racial issue. My black friends called me and com-
forted me and told me they still love me. It’s a terri-
ble misfortune.

“Had it been a white man or a purple man or a blue
man on the corner that night, that would have been the
description that Susan used.” There wasn’t any man on
the corner the night Susan killed her children, but
Scotty’s heart was in the right place. He concluded:
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“We apologize to the black citizens of Union.”

The next to speak was Scotty’s friend, Sheriff
Howard Wells. Unlike Scotty, Wells was a might
defensive when addressing the race issue. He’d
already made it well known that his deputies had
been careful during the investigation to refer to
Susan’s phantom carjacker as “the suspect”—not the
“black suspect.” His department refused to harass
Union’s blacks. What more did “anyone want? In
every way, Wells believed, his men were sensitive to
the feelings of Union’s blacks. Those who would take
issue with his department’s actions, Wells insisted,
were not from Union and had no right.

“Law enforcement would like to thank those who
encouraged us. They were very helpful in our time of
need,” said Wells. Then Wells got to his point. Saying
that he was pleased with Scotty’s statement “because
it was heartfelt,” Wells added sharply, “The commu-
nity at large has never seen this as a racial issue.
There have been some individuals, but they were not
representative of the community.

“I have no apology to make in any decision or any
action I took.”

Scotty Vaughan’s apology, made at a time when
his -entire family was tussling with grief, was like a
salve on the wounded feelings of Union’s blacks. “The
black community appreciated it,” said the Reverend
A. L. Brackett, pastor of the St. Paul Baptist Church,
Union’s largest house of worship attended exclusively
by blacks.

“I was scared to death,” Scotty, who was never
much of a public speaker, told me later. “I hope it
came out the way I intended it to. I guess it did.”

Although Sheriff Wells didn’t care to apologize,
most of Union’s blacks appreciated him, as well. On
Tuesday night, about 200 people at an interracial

%
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community service welcomed the sheriff with a
standing ovation.

A week into her captivity, Susan Smith was taken off
suicide watch in the administrative segregation unit
of the Women’s Correctional Center in  Columbia.
Now, instead of a guard jotting down her movements
every fifteen minutes, Susan’s activities are moni-
tored by an observation camera positioned perma-
nently in her fourteen-by-six-foot cell. The room has
a small, barred window looking out on the outside
world, as well as another pane of glass facing inside
the prison, upon which a guard’s nose is likely to be
pressed at any given time. Susan’s cell contains every-
thing a woman needs for day-to-day survival—sleep-
ing bunk, toilet, and sink. She just never knows for
certain when someone might be watching.

Being taken off suicide watch brought some new
additions to Susan’s wardrobe. Inmate Susan traded
in her paper gown for a prison-issue blue cotton shirt
and blue denim jeans. Three times a week, guards
take her out of her cell, in leg irons and belly chains,
then release her, naked, into the shower. Once a day,
Susan is led in chains to a small outdoor yard with a
cement floor. Under the watchful eyes of her jailers,

Susan’s chains are removed, and South Carolina’s

most famous prisoner is free to engage for one hour
in what’s known in the jailhouse as “exercise.”

All that means is Susan is let loose in an empty,
confined outdoor space. She is provided no exercise
equipment, and no one to play with. “Basically, she
can walk around,” says Robyn Zimmerman, director
of public affairs for the South Carolina Department
of Corrections. i

Save for the company of her jailers, Susan does
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everything—eat, sleep, bathe, squint at the sun—all
by herself. _

Not counting her lawyer, whom Susan calls upon
as needed, she is allowed to make two telephone calls
per week. Susan has chosen to engage in short, tear-
ful conversations with her mother, stepfather, and
brother, who have remained loyal to her through
thick and thin. Once a week, Susan’s parents make
the seventy-mile drive to the prison, where they sit
with Susan, her handcuffs and chains removed,
around a table in a small, depressing room. A guard
watches over them every second.

Since her status was changed, Susan’s posses-
sions increased from her former cache of paper
gown, eyeglasses, and Bible. Susan is allowed to pos-
sess such toilet articles as soap and shampoo. What’s
more, guards trust her to handle a pencil and paper,
which she uses to write letters to her family in the
same regular, schoolgirl script she has relied upon to
jot down all the most important missives in her life,
from her delight in giving birth to Michael to her
confession to committing his murder.

Susan’s keepsakes also include several pho-
tographs of her dead sons, which she keeps close to
her bed. In the dull blur of the passing days, when
the words of her Bible cease making sense, she stares
at those sweet, little faces. Susan compulsively puts
herself through this exquisite agony—constantly
reminding herself of all that she threw away. Any
feeling, even excruciating pain, is better than the
dreary, beige-and-brown death that is Susan’s life.

Susan is shown some of the mail that has poured
into the prison, as well as to the home of her mother
and stepfather in Union. Like everything else in her
cell, the letters and cards, many containing Bible
verses, are carefully screened. “We’re praying for
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you,” is a popular sentiment to come Susan’s way.
Under the watchful eyes of prison authorities, it
would be easy for Susan Smith to believe she’s cap-
tured the public’s love and support. She never sees
the other kind of letters, which outnumber the ¢onge-
nial messages many times over. “The electric chair is
too good for you, bitch,” is one popular refrain Susan
never encounters.

Aside from these material items, Susan’s only
regular company is a television set posted down the
hall from her cell, which blasts soaps and game
shows, from morning until night, until it feels like a
high-tech torture.

Not far from Susan’s cell, in another part of the
Broad River Correctional Institution complex, the con-
demned men of South Carolina’s death row live their
lives in very much the same manner. Only these men
spend every day within feet of the state’s electric
chair. It may not be the country’s most active chair,
but the men are well aware that their odds for sur-
vival could alter drastically at any time. For that rea-
son, the wooden death seat is kept dusted, wired up,
and ready for use at a moment’s notice.

With the same, exhaustive detail that distin-
guishes all its printed material, the Corrections
Department explains, to anyone who cares, every-
thing a reader could possibly want to know about the
care and feeding of Old Sparky.

From the segment entitled “The Electric Chair
and Execution Chamber”:

“The execution chamber is 15 feet by 8 inches by
20 feet. The ceiling is 10 feet 4 inches high. The walls
are brick and the floor is covered with a vinyl floor
covering.

“The 40-inch leather chin strap goes around the
condemned man’s head and buckles behind the
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headrest to hold the head in place. A dark brown,
soft leather hood covers the head and is tied in back.
A ground wire runs from a conductive band around
the right calf to a plug on the platform.

“There is a chest strap with a lap strap to hold
the condemned man in the chair. These straps are
2 1/4 inches wide and 1/4 inch thick. . . .

“The warden has a direct phone line in the
Capital Punishment Facility to the deputy commis-
sioner for operations who, in turn, will be in direct
contact with the governor’s office during the period
directly preceding an execution. Backup phones are

- installed to ensure system reliability.” And on and on

it goes.

Then, for serious technology buffs, there is a sec-
tion entitled “Electric Chair Operations”:

“Power to the chair is on an automatic cycle, acti-
vated when the active executioner’s button is pushed.
The cycle consists of 2,000 volts at five amps for five
seconds, followed by 1,000 volts at two amps for
eight seconds followed by approximately 250 volts
for two minutes. :

“There are three sources of power for the electric
chair and death house. Either the building or the
chair can be supplied from any of the sources inde-
pendently. The power sources are S.C. Electric and
Gas and two emergency generators installed perma-
nently on SCDC [South Carolina Department of
Corrections] property.”

From her lonely cell in a segregated corner of the
women’s facility, Susan Smith can’t see the wooden
chair. But often she imagines the feel of its hard
wood against her back, the grip of leather straps
secured snugly on slender wrists. Like her children’s
car seats, once strapped in, there is no escape. That
chair has a way of making its presence felt.
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As the days ticked by toward Christmas, Susan
Smith bided her time sitting on her bunk, her
thoughts invaded by the sound of the television blast-
ing down the hall. The noise haunted her. Susan tried
to close her mind to the constant commercials for
Mighty Morphin Power Rangers and The Lion King,
for all the fabulous toys and educational games she
should now be buying for Michael and Alex. Even in
prison, the sound of happy children anticipating
Christmas was everywhere; there was no blotting it
out. So Susan Smith used the only tools she had
available to combat it. She picked up her Bible, her
newest and dearest friend, and started reading it,
chapter and verse, out loud.

Louder and louder, Susan raised her voice. Soon,
the only thing anyone could hear in the women’s
facility of the Broad River correctional center was the
screeching symphony of metal upon metal, the urgent
voice of the TV announcer, and the sound of a young
mother praying to God to deliver her from living
hell.

18
David

But now he is dead, wherefore should I fast? can I
bring him back again?

—David, about his son; II Samuel 12:23.

'13 I
don’t hate Susan.”

The words were spoken by the one man in the
world whom even the most God-fearing citizen of
Union might not blame for wishing Susan Smith
dead. His name is David Smith.

In the dark days following his children’s funeral,
David begged enraged friends not to speak ill of his
wife. Incredibly for a man who’d just had his entire
immediate family wiped out, David expressed his
continuing loyalty to the mother of his children—the
mother who murdered his children.

“She must not have been in her right mind to
have done this,” David said in a phone conversation
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with Susan’s older brother, Scotty Vaughan, a man
with whom he’d always shared warm relations. “I
don’t hate her.”

In a way, David’s unbroken devotion to his wife
brought him more pain than he might have endured
had his emotions toward her blossomed into hate. In
the days following Susan’s arrest, David winced at
the countless attacks leveled against Susan, all of
them made with the best of intentions. David’s
friends assumed their sentiments would comfort
David. They couldn’t have been more wrong.

The people who cared about David needed to put
themselves in his shoes. One day, David Smith was
the loving father of two young boys, who had an
estranged wife with whom he still shared warm feel-
ings. The next day, he grew closer than ever to the
woman he still loved as the couple banded together
to search for their missing sons. Suddenly and with-
out warning, David Smith’s entire immediate family,
the people he cared for most in the world, was taken
away forever for reasons David could not compre-
hend. In a way, those who maligned Susan also took
stabs at David’s delicate emotions.

While David’s parents remained cordial to
Susan’s family, they couldn’t help but maintain a
frosty distance from the people who raised their
grandsons’ killer. Any mail addressed to Susan that
arrived at David’s apartment was tossed into an enve-
lope by David’s father, who then shipped it without
comment to the home of Linda and Beverly Russell
in Mt. Vernon Estates. David, though, being the kind
of guy who looks after others when he’s dying inside,
felt compelled to tell Scotty Vaughan that he bore no
ill will—for his family :or for Susan. Eventually,
David felt the need to spread his message beyond
Union.
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Representatives from national news programs
and tabloid TV shows were still lined up on David’s
doorstep. Some sent condolence cards, or flowers
and gifts with notes attached, begging for interviews.
Apparently confident that he could speak his piece—
and reveal no more than he wished—David agreed to
appear on the NBC program Dateline. The program
aired on November 18, during the heart of televi-
sion’s all-important sweeps month, when viewers are
counted and advertising rates are set accordingly.
Katie Couric was the TV personality who scored
what’s known, in broadcast-speak, as “The Get.”
Perhaps David felt that Katie, herself the mother of
young kids, would be sensitive to his feelings.

David’s face was drawn and pale as he squinted
into the camera lights erected in his apartment on the
day the interview was taped. A deep drawl emanated
slowly, deliberately from trembling lips as David
weighed every word with extra caution. Katie pressed
gingerly, prodding David to spill his guts. David’s
strained face was almost too painful to watch.

He described being called at work at 9 p.M. on
October 25th, and rushing to the side of a weeping,

h.)('jsterical Susan. In many ways, David was still at her
side.

Katie Couric: What kind of mom was Susan? -

David Smith: Susan, she—she was—she was great.
She really was. She was a very dedicated, devoted

mother to those two children. She would—you

know, they—we—they were her heart just like they

were mine. They were her life just like they were
mine.
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Katie whipped out a scrapbook, and she and
David smiled together at the happy images of
Michael and Alex playing in Dad’s bachelor pad. In
one touching shot, their little heads peeked out of a
laundry basket.

Smith: You don’t know how much they enjoyed a
simple clothes basket together, how they would play
in that clothes basket for hours and just—you know.
But that’s—that’s them playing together in a simple
clothes basket.

The snapshots started with the birth of the boys,
and included all the important events of their young
lives—birthdays, Christmas, the unwrapping of excit-
ing new toys. There were plenty of shots of David
playing with his kids, events immortalized by unseen
hands. Was it Susan who held the camera?

Smith: Michael always enjoyed cutting grass with

me. He loved to ride the lawnmower with me. He-

loved to be, you know, be with his daddy doing
that.

In the next instant, Couric produced a shot of
Susan holding an infant Michael in her arms. It
wasn’t clear how the picture of Susan got into the
stack, but David grew visibly upset at the sight of
1t.

Couric: Hard to look at that picture?
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Smith: Go on to another picture.

Couric: Don’t want to talk about it?
Smith: Don’t want to talk about it.

Katie ignored the request, and pressed on in the
Susan vein.

Couric: You all spent a lot of time together during
those nine, nearly ten days.

Smith: Yes, we did.

Couric: At any point did you look at her and ask
her, “Did you do something to our children?”

Smith: No. No. I believed her 100 percent.

Couric: When she failed the lie detector test, did
she come to you and say, “I hope you believed me. I
hope you don’t think that I'm involved?”

Smith: Yes, she did. She did.

Couric: She did? What did she say to you?
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Smith: She just—you know, she said that she
wasn’t sure if she failed it. She said she believed from
what they told her that she did fail it, and that she
felt that they—that—that the local law force was
starting to doubt her. But I never did.

Couric: Not for a fleeting instant?
Smith: Not for a fleeting instant.

David was asked how he felt when he learned
that Susan confessed she murdered their children.

Smith: I was heartbroken. I was—it was a—a
sickening feeling that I’ve never felt—experienced
in my life before. I felt empty. I felt hollow. I felt
betrayed.

Katie was finally getting somewhere. She swooped
in for the kill.

Couric: How do you feel towards her now, David?

But David was ready for her.

Smith: I'm not going to talk about that issue. I
don’t feel comfortable talking about that.

Couric: Would you like to see her?
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Smith: For sure. Yes I would.

Couric: Why?

Smith: Well, because I've got certain questions
that, you know, need certain answers before I can
have my own self peace of mind.

What those questions were, David wouldn’t say.

David talked about his visit to John D. Long
Lake, to see the place where his children died. I
had—I had—I had to see,” he stammered. “I just
had—I just had to take a look.”

David’s composure returned when he described
his memories of Michael and Alex. As long as he
thought about the good times, David felt as if his
sons were alive again.

Couric: What do you miss most about the boys?

Smith: I miss those—those little smiles that they
can give. They could take this whole earth and turn it
upside-down. They could take your worst day of your
life and change it—and turn it around, and make it—
make the rest of it better, the rest of the day better,
with their smiles.

Couric asked David about the picture of Michael
and Alex he wore on his breast pocket.



238 Andrea Peyser

Smith: It makes me feel closer to them, and also
it’s right in their place, where Michael and Alex will
always be, which is right next to my heart. It’s where
they will always be for the rest of my life—will be in
my heart.

Nothing succeeded in melting David’s grief.
Preachers only reminded him that heaven was his
best hope for seeing his sons again. But how can
there be heaven after a world in which mothers kill
their own children?

David continued to spend hours locked away in
his bedroom. His worried father postponed his trip
back home to California, and spent most of his time
in the living room outside David’s door.

The bosses at Winn-Dixie, who hired David
while he was still in high school and promoted him
into one of their stars, respected his decision to stay
home, and promised to hold the assistant manager’s
job open for him. After awhile, David talked about
returning to work part-time. But it was still too soon
to return to a normal existence, whatever that meant.

In his bedroom, with photographs and memories
as his only company, David Smith was trapped in his
own prison. A prison made even more terrible by the
absence of bars on the windows.

19

Clash of the
Titans

In a case of dissension, never dare to judge ’til you’ve
heard the other side.

—Euripides’ Heraclidae, 428 B.C.

Scotty Vaughan hadn’t laid eyes on his little sister
in more than two weeks. Three times, Susan had
called him on the phone. Three times, they’d
exchanged just a few, quick I love yous before
quickly hanging up. But on November 18, Scotty
made the hour-long drive from Union to the York
County courthouse to see her.

In her prison blues, wispy hair swept up into a
ponytail, Susan looked pale. Her eyes were puffy
behind her wire-rimmed glasses, and her fingernails
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were bitten to the quick. But she was still Scotty’s
sister. She was still beautiful.

He threw his arms around her.

“We all still love you,” Scotty said, tears stream-
ing into his neat beard. “We’re still behind you.
We’re gonna help you get through this.”

The brother-sister reunion took place in a room
adjacent to the main courtroom in York, where a
hearing was scheduled in the case of South Carolina
v. Susan Smith. Also exchanging hugs with Susan
were her mother and stepfather, Linda and Beverly
Russell. In the course of a few minutes, the family’s
smiles and tears got all mixed up. There was so much
to say, but no words sufficed. To the loneliest inmate
in South Carolina, the presence of her family was all
that mattered.

“We’re all standing by her,” Scotty told me.

But all the family’s support did nothing to negate
Susan’s predicament. Security was tight around the
York County courthouse as the hearing drew near.
Sharpshooters, an unusual sight in small-town South
Carolina, stood at the ready to take out any trouble-
makers.

Susan was transported from her cell in Columbia
to York on that Friday for a hearing on an urgent
request filed by the prosecutor, Tommy Pope. Pope
asked a judge to order defense lawyer David Bruck to
hurry up and declare whether he planned to seek an
insanity defense for Susan. That way, Pope could
demand that Susan Smith be examined immediately
by a state-employed psychiatrist—someone, Pope
insisted, who might offer an unbiased opinion as to
whether she was legally insane. According to Pope,
there was no time to lose, not when Bruck’s shrinks
had unlimited access to the defendant.

“The defense has been talking to her from day
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one,” Pope told me in his indomitable style. “We
don’t want her to spend six months in insanity school
before we get her to trial.”

Pope had to convince the hearing judge, John
Evans, that the examination was critical to the interest
of justice. David Bruck, on the other hand, would fight
Tommy Pope tooth and nail. In his effort to get Susan
off the hook by any means possible, it was in Bruck’s
best interest to keep a tight leash on his client.

Some didn’t need any convincing about Susan’s
mental state, however. Already, Susan had persuaded
at least three people that she was quite insane when
she killed her children. Her family would grasp at
anything to explain how their beloved girl could do
the unthinkable. '

“The Susan Smith I know and loved could never
do this,” said Scotty. “She was not in her right mind.”

In her confession, Susan tried to suggest that it
wasn’t really she who did the Kkillings, but rather
some alter-ego over whom she had no control. Her
family supported this contention all the way.

“I don’t hold her responsible,” said Scotty. “She’s
pretty fragile.

“I just know that she, in her right mind, was not
capable of doing anything remotely close to this.”
Then, Scotty threw in a surprising twist: “She’s sad.
She’s heartbroken. She has hurt herself more than
anybody.” ,

Anybody, of course, except for Michael and Alex.

Susan’s family had made peace with the hatred
being flung in their direction. “One of the ministers
we talked to kind of put that in perspective,” said
Scotty. “Those people expressing their hatred and
having the negative attitudes, those are the people
who need our prayers also. They don’t know God’s
love and don’t have Christian love in their hearts.”
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At this hearing, another reunion of sorts was
about to take place. David Smith, the other man who
loved Susan but hadn’t seen her in more than two
weeks, made the trek to York to watch the day’s pro-
ceedings with his father and stepmother. Unlike
Scotty, however, David did not appear in the ante-
room to hug his estranged wife, nor did he declare his
allegiance to her. The two never spoke. In fact, Susan
didn’t dare make eye contact with the man whose
children she drowned. And David didn’t push it.

The moment Susan walked into the courtroom, it
was apparent to all who saw her that a new milestone
had arrived in the public life of Susan Smith. As TV
cameras recorded her every facial tic, Susan, for the
first time ever, shed tears for all the world to see.

During all those press conferences she presided
over during Michael and Alex’s disappearance, Susan
stammered and prayed and gazed sadly at the floor.
But now, as David Bruck led Susan to a chair, his
arm draped protectively around his client’s shoul-
ders, big, wet tears rolled from Susan’s eyes and
splashed off the table before her. Susan buried her
face in hands tipped with painfully chewed finger-
nails, and continued to cry. All the tears that Susan
had neglected to spill for her dead children now
streamed between her fingers and left salty trails
down her arms. When crying for herself, Susan
seemed to have an endless capacity.

As Susan wept, Tommy Pope began the slow and
laborious task of trying to pound the nails, one by
one, into Susan’s coffin. Of course, when it came to
escaping from tight spots, David Bruck was a regular
Harry Houdini. It was time to let the games begin.

Tommy Pope stretched to his full height and
addressed Judge John Evans. Right away, the prosecutor
produced a copy of Susan’s handwritten confession—
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the very document that Bruck released earlier in an
effort to show that Susan was out of her mind. If that’s
the case, figured Pope, it’s only fair that my-psychiatrist
have a crack at her. There was urgency in the prosecu-
tor’s voice as he took the podium.

“To begin,” Pope said, referring to the confes-
sion, “she said that she was very emotionally dis-
traught and she didn’t want to live anymore. Later on
in the statement, she said, ‘I felt even more anxiety
coming upon me about not wanting to live.” She
stated at one point that she wanted to end her life so
bad, that she was a nervous wreck, she was an abso-
lute mental case. ... ”

Bang, bang, Pope banged away at the nails.

“Your honor, it is my understanding that from
the time she was taken in until recently, that she has
been on a suicide watch. There has also been indica-
tions that, I understand, in her past, that she has
been suicidal. In addition, it is my understanding that
Mr. Bruck, and certainly, properly, is contemplating,
through what I’ve heard in the media, an insanity
defense.”

In the media. Bruck cringed as he heard his own
ill-advised comment come back to terrorize him. He
made a mental note to turn that one around in his
favor.

“So certainly,” Pope continued, “based on the
crime itself, your honor, the statements that she has
made and her history, it certainly warrants some indi-
cation or some reason to believe that she should be
evaluated.”

Pope was going great guns when Dr. Donald
Morgan, a forensic psychiatrist retained by the South
Carolina Department of Mental Health, took the wit-
ness stand. Morgan is a professor of psychiatry at the
University of South Carolina School of Medicine and
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a director of forensic psychiatry training programs at
the William S. Hall Psychiatric Institute.

Pope asked the psychiatrist to assess the impor-
tance of examining a criminal soon after she commits
a crime.

“Well, the closer to the time of the incident that
we get to evaluate the individual, the clearer our pic-
ture can be of the mental state at the day of the inci-
dent,” Dr. Morgan testified. “So that is very difficult,
sometimes, when we’re asked two years later, in a
very serious matter, to perform the evaluation
because so many things have changed in the person’s
mental state. Some people have gotten sicker. And
some people have recovered. And both of those could
give us a lead as to an erroneous conclusion.”

Judge Evans wanted to know if the stress of being
in jail could affect Susan mentally. Dr. Morgan said
yes, “particularly where someone has killed a loved
one.”

“There clearly are the stress of that loss, realization
of what’s been done. But, given that, the closer you can
be to the event, the clearer your picture can be because
the mental state can change, a person’s defenses may
change and we could err in either direction.”

Then the judge asked if the videotapes made dur-
ing Susan’s preconfession press conferences were
useful in evaluating her. Again, Dr. Morgan’s answer
was an emphatic “Yes,” although that probably was
not the answer that Pope, who wanted Susan on the
psychiatrist’s couch now, would have considered
ideal. .

Pope knows better than to declare victory before
the last man is cleared off the battlefield. But at the
start of the hearing, things seemed to be going his
way. :
“Your honor,” Pope said, “based on Dr. Morgan’s
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testimony, and I think that’s the issue—not, ‘Could
you do it later?’ but ‘What is ideal?’ Because one of
the purposes we have here is, obviously, to seek the
truth. And if there’s a determination of insanity, or
whatever determination may be made, it is incumbent
or proper for the court, for the defense, for the state—
for everyone—to know what the true issue is, or what
the true fact is in this matter.”

Bang, bang, bang, bang, bang.

But then, a crack materialized in Pope’s mighty
delivery. Something suggested by Bruck nagged at
the prosecutor, and he found himself on the defen-
sive. Pope elected to pursue the matter head-on.

What Bruck had brought up was the fact that
investigators, in their zeal to secure Susan’s confes-
sion, did not take the time and effort to set up a
video camera to immortalize Susan as she described
how she drowned her children. While videotaping a
confession is not required by law, the omission
forced Pope to concede that “an opportunity was
lost” for the prosecution to evaluate Susan’s mental
state. A videotape would have presented the state
with a golden opportunity to examine Susan’s unal-
tered visual and audio image at a crucial time. Now,
two weeks after investigators blew that chance, Pope
argued that every second that ticked by without an
independent diagnosis of Susan’s mental state was an
egregious blow to the prosecution’s case.

“The opportunity is here for Dr. Morgan, as soon
as possible, in Ms. Smith’s current state, to deal with
her now,” Pope said. “If we don’t deal with that right
now, then that opportunity will be lost. And so, as we
continue to delay, more and more opportunities to
seek the truth, more and more opportunities to get a
true picture will be lost as this is pushed and as this
is delayed.”
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Pope was treading water. Bruck came up to bat
with an advantage. However, the defense lawyer still
had a tough job ahead. Everyone in Union County
was hanging on his every move.

“David Bruck is really caught between a rock and
a hard place,” Robert Fierer, a defense attorney pro-
viding commentary for CNN, said during a break in
the proceeding.

“He knows that anything he does is being
watched, so he has to balance a fine line where he
tries to keep some privacy in his own examinations of
her ... Whereas, the prosecution is trying to force
that issue so that they can let the [potential] jurors
know just exactly where Susan Smith is.”

David Bruck had to be brilliant. The stakes were
too high if he failed. Silver hair conservatively
trimmed for the occasion, Bruck began by saying that
Pope had no right to demand that Susan be exam-
ined, based on nothing more than his hunch that she
might plead insanity. This was no time for a dry legal
argument, though. Bruck pulled out the violins, and
played to the judge’s heartstrings.

The lawyer got rolling with a little story about a
condemned man Bruck represented during his
appeal.

“I was there when his head was shaved and the
conducting gel was rubbed in and he was taken off to
be electrocuted,” Bruck started, in his best low-key
delivery.

“What happened in the case was that his public
defender saw no harm in consenting to the very
motion Mr. Pope makes today, because, after all, they
probably weren’t going to plead insanity anyway, so
what harm would it do to allow the South Carolina
Department of Mental Health have a crack at him?

“But two years later, when [the defendant] would
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be resentenced before the jury of Horry County, one
of the psychiatrists from the Department of Mental
Health popped up at his sentencing hearing to give
what could only be described as quack testimony,
predicting as a matter of absolute certainty this
man—who had never been violent a day in his life
before the murders of which he was convicted—
would certainly be violent every, single chance he
got, for the rest of his life, unless he was executed.
And that he personally derived sadistic pleasure from
making people suffer and, in effect, the only thing the
jury in its right mind could do was to order this man
to be electrocuted.”

Pop, pop, pop. All those nails Pope had banged
in were flying out of Susan’s coffin faster than the eye
could see.

“Now, he had no warning that that’s what could
happen as a result of that evaluation in the South
Carolina Department of Mental Health. And neither
did his lawyer. And that is why he consented to it.
And that is the testimony and that is what the jury
heard and their verdict was death, and he is dead.

“Now, his lawyer can be forgiven for having
made that mistake. But 1 am not going to make the
same mistake.”

Bruck was not a man to quit while he was ahead.
So far, he’d managed to insert into the record a sym-
pathetic tale about a murderer—prudently omitting
any details of the man’s crime. Now, he planned to
pass all the goodwill he conjured up for the poor,
executed killer over to the woman who sat -at the
defense table. The same woman who, at her own
press conferences, earned the goodwill of all who lis-
tened by telling little anecdotes about her life with
Michael and Alex.

“I’d like to tell you a very little bit about Susan,”
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said Bruck. “She is, at this moment, very fragile. She
is regressed. She is not able to protect herself.

“I live near a busy street in Columbia and there’s
traffic charging up and down it all day long and all
night. I have a six-year-old daughter who could prob-
ably cross that street and get to the other side safely,
if I let her do it by herself. But I would rather not let
her cross that street without my holding her hand.
Well, Susan right now is a lot like a six-year-old
child. She cannot defend herself. She needs to be
protected and she needs to be protected against the
legal peril that I have just described for you.”

Pop, pop. Bruck reached into his bag of tricks to
retrieve the never-made videotape of Susan’s confession.

“Now, the solicitor was saying that the opportu-
nity is being wasted, this opportunity is being lost,”
said Bruck. “The opportunity that was lost by law
enforcement can never be reconstructed, can never
be regained. That is water under the bridge.”

The moment arrived for Bruck to put a positive
spin on one of his own earlier statements. Fortunately,
this Harvard-educated native of Canada knew how to
speak fluent South Carolinian.

“Mr. Pope said he understood, from the media,
that I was considering an insanity defense. And I
have to tell you, I certainly am learning a lesson in
dealing with the media in the last two weeks. I didn’t
think that I was a complete hayseed about it, but 1
learned that I am!

“What he is referring to is the fact that I was
asked whether I will mount an insanity defense at the
one press conference I was foolish enough to give in
this case. And I said, ‘I’ve been on this case seventy-
two hours, I’'m not ruling out anything,” never imag-
ining that the headlines that would emerge from that
is, ‘Smith Defense Considering Insanity.” Well, that’s
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the press reports that he’s referring to. I have not
ruled out anything. I haven’t seen the state’s case. |
have a great more work to do with my own client. . . .

“We are way ahead of ourselves trying to figure
out whether there is a rush, a breakneck race for the
state to have the best possible opportunity to rebuff a
defense that may never be asserted. I simply suggest
that we take things one step at a time.”

From smoke and mirrors to brass tacks. Bruck
breezed along, declaring that it was “unprecedented”
for prosecutors to demand that a defense lawyer
declare his intention to use the insanity defense—and
give them a chance to psychoanalyze his client—
twelve days after he takes on the case.

Then Bruck threw in his master stroke.

Bruck told the judge that he had asked, nicely,
for Pope’s office to provide him with a list of the last
twenty cases in which prosecutors demanded a
defense lawyer give them immediate psychiatric
access to his client. Bruck also asked that, along with
each such case, Pope’s office provide the date of the
defendant’s arrest. Hey, said Bruck, if it’s so normal
for prosecutors to demand a defendant’s mental eval-
uation the second there’s any suspicion she might
plead insanity, surely they can give me a list of twenty
measly cases. '

Of course, the prosecution provided no such list.

“Now, please don’t misunderstand me. I don’t
mean this to sound like I am accusing the solicitor of
doing anything improper,” Bruck’s voice positively
dripped with sincerity.

“He has dealt fairly with me. He has handled this
very difficult case in a most honorable fashion and I
appreciate everything about his handling of the case
up until now. But I do think that if it is true, the
solicitor alone has the data to prove me wrong, I do
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think if they’ve never made a motion like this before,
the things Dr. Morgan said are not scientific discov-
eries that were made yesterday, to the extent that
they’re true at all.

“If the state ever made a motion like this before,
twelve days after an arrest in any case, and came into
court to argue against defense attorneys and urge the

instant evaluation . . . then the equities can’t weigh as

heavily on the state’s side as they claim.

“Why, for the first time, now?”

The nails were not only out of the coffin, the lid
was bursting open. Bruck went for the big finish.
Stealing Pope’s lead, Bruck claimed his method led
to the truth.

“It’s in Susan’s interest for the whole truth to
come out in this case. We are not going to be hiding
anything. It is going to take time and we are dealing
with things which are fragile as matters of the human
mind and heart can be, and I just have to ask you to
trust me when I tell you of the need to be careful,
and the need to go slow. That’s about all I can say.”

Actually, Bruck had a lot more to say. He tried to
suggest that any kind of examination by the prosecu-
tion’s “hired gun” psychiatrist could be unconstitu-
tional. It’s not, said the judge.

The hearing concluded after Bruck asked Judge
Evans to grant him another ninety days to review the
prosecution’s case against Susan Smith. In that time,
he planned to decide whether to invoke one of two
defenses—innocent by reason of insanity or guilty but
mentally ill. Judge Evans said he would rule on the
matter in ten days. That meant Susan would languish
in jail for ten more days, at the very minimum,
unseen by an independent psychiatrist.

Bruck’s courtroom performance blew away the
commentators.
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“David Bruck has been very effective,” raved
attorney Robert Fierer. “He is a quiet, competent,
careful lawyer. He’s a persuasive lawyer. He is a per-
son who appears to me to both know the law and
understand how to present it to a court in the most
palatable fashion for the court.”

Echoed defense lawyer Herald Price Fahringer: “I
must tell you, I'm extremely impressed with the way
David is handling this matter. He’s moving along
cautiously, obviously choosing his words very care-
fully.”

In the end, the judge sided with David Bruck.
The attorney won another three months with Susan
all to himself. The defense takes Round One on a
technical knockout.

Of course, Tommy Pope had his own ace in the
hole. In the coming weeks, he would decide whether
to ask a jury to put Susan Smith behind bars for life,
or put her to death in the electric chair.

There was no denying it. In this war, it was win-
ner take all.

#




20
Moving On

OVERHEARD: A woman on a Brooklyn-bound R
train, talking to a friend: “So, my daughter asks me,
‘Why did God let that mommy kill her two boys?’
And I say, ‘Well, honey, God didn’t have enough
angels up in heaven, and they were so good and
innocent, he had to take them.’ So then she says,

‘Mommy, if God needs more angels, will you kill me,
too?’”

—New York magazine, December 12, 1994.

The last words spoken to me in the City of
Hospitality were far from hospitable.

“How the hell can you write about someone you
don’t even know?” a woman demanded after I asked
for her comment. It was clearly time to go home.

By van and by satellite truck, via puddle-jumper
or nonstop jet out of the Greenville-Spartanburg
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regional airport, the press took a hike, abandoning the
Deep South as quickly as we found it. We left Union
behind, gratefully, taking with us nothing but a new
set of war stories. But the Susan Smith case was
unlike any other assignment the wisecracking horde
had sunk its teeth into. We sensed it would stick with
us long after the next grisly murder replaced it.

To this hard-boiled bunch, even the most horren-
dous explosion, mass murder, or natural disaster was
fodder for twisted jokes in the playground we call a
newsroom. And the gallows humor has a way of
seeping into the culture at large. The massacre in
Waco, Texas, cannibal-killer Jeffrey Dahmer—no
story was too horrible when it came to providing raw
material for the likes of Saturday Night Live. But the
Smith case was the exception. No one, anywhere, had
the heart to poke fun at a mother who drowned two
such beautiful and innocent boys.

Stories about Union, however, were fair game,
and reporters had a ball recounting personal horror
stories to astonished friends in the big city. Like the
one about the waitress at Union’s Pizza Hut who, at
the stroke of midnight on a Saturday, tried to wrestle
a beer out of the hands of a six-foot photographer
with a powerful thirst.

“It’s Sunday!” the waitress shrieked, lunging for
the beer. He dodged, she missed. When the photogra-
pher stared at the woman defiantly, refusing to give
up the brew without explanation, she went wild.

“I could get arrested!”

“Do I have to pay for it?” the photographer
asked, noting that his mug was nearly three-quarters
full.

“Of course you do.”

Before she could make another dive for the glass,
he chugged it down, like a good New Yorker.
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“Would you like anything else?” the defeated
waitress asked icily. "

“Yeah,” said the victorious shooter, “another beer.”

And then, there was the producer who stopped in
K-Mart to buy a package of underwear at 1:15 on
Sunday afternoon. In a hurry to make it to the Smith
boys’ funeral on time, he sprinted with his purchase
to the nearest idle cashier.

“I'm sorry,” the woman informed him, “the law
prohibits us from selling anything but food until 1:30
P.M.” She muttered something about how the guy was
supposed to be in church, anyway.

“But you have to sell it to me now!” he whined.

Unable to chug a three-pack of Fruit-of-the-Loom
briefs, the producer tossed the package to the floor
and stormed out of the store empty-handed.

No one up North believed these tales the first
time they heard them. But I swear they’re true. I was
a witness.

Ragging on Union was not meant to be mean-
spirited. On the contrary, the laughs helped take
some of the tension out of covering what repre-
sented one of the most difficult assignments in many
of our careers. Sure, there are stories more horri-
ble—wars and famines and natural disasters where
body counts run far higher than the death toll in
Union. But those tragedies often are relieved by
accompanying tales of heroism and hope. There was
no such relief in Union. The faces of Michael and
Alex followed you everywhere. Reminders of their
death were unrelenting. For days, we had lived a
small town’s agony, lost our objectivity as we wept
at a funeral, and prayed for two little boys who
didn’t deserve what they got.

The woman who told me off was wrong. I did get
to know the people about whom I wrote.
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Once back in New York, it was amazing to see
the extent to which people had internalized a killing
that occurred more than 1,000 miles away. Even in a
place like Brooklyn, where infanticide is hardly
unknown, it was impossible to look at small children
without imagining the features of Michael and Alex.

“She had a nightmare,” a friend of mind said of
her four-year-old daughter, who had watched a news
account of the Smith case. “I've had to explain what
happened to her very carefully.” But who would
explain it to the mother?

“God!” she said. “Why did she have to do that?”

Friends and acquaintances turned to me for
answers, as if they believed spending time in Union
was all it took to understand an incomprehensible
crime. They wanted to hear that Susan Smith was
completely out of touch with reality, but that simply
was not true. Every other possible explanation—she
wanted to get rid of her children to snag a new
boyfriend, she was messed up in the head from her
father’s suicide—only made people angry.

“That’s not good enough,” they invariably argued
when confronted with the potential reasons. “I would
never kill my kids. Why did she do it?”

And so, Susan Smith was elevated from human
being to symbol. Her name was evoked to epitomize
evil in the same fashion that some people speak the
name Adolf Hitler. She may be a girl from South
Carolina, but something about her very existence
bothered folks from all parts of the country, who fol-
lowed the saga from day one.

Susan Smith’s sheer normality was troubling.
This was not some mad woman, but an ordinary per-
son who never gave a clue as to what she was capa-
ble of. She could be any one of us, and that begged
some difficult questions: What makes Susan Smith
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different from any other mother? Or, could anybody
snap, just like that?

Another character in the drama to take some flak
from the wider public was Union County Sheriff
Howard Wells. Even thousands of miles away, folks
were angry that the sheriff allowed Susan Smith to
carry on her carjacking charade for so long. Nine
days seemed an outrageous length of time for author-
ities to entertain Susan’s lie and prolong the nation’s
agony. Didn’t he know she did it? Fair or not, all of
Wells’s advanced law-enforcement training and pro-
fessionalism couldn’t shake the perception that he
ran a sheriff’s department in a Podunk town straight
out of Mayberry, staffed by a crew of bumbling
Barney Fifes. It made people feel better to see him
this way. At least, they told themselves, the same
thing couldn’t happen here.

Or could it?

Single-handedly, Susan Smith helped renew the
popular interest in capital punishment. In the electric
chair-free zone of New York, people talked as enthu-
siastically about putting Susan to death as did their
counterparts in Union. No one, however, made the
point quite so colorfully, or controversially, as Scott
Lobaido, an artist from the New York City borough
of Staten Island.

Lobaido wanted to tell the world how he felt
about the baby-killer from the South. So around
Thanksgiving, the artist went to work—in a big way.
He chose as his canvas a billboard overlooking Hylan
Boulevard, Staten Island’s main drag. On it, Lobaido
painted the head of a woman; her face was unmistak-
ably that of Susan Smith. Next to it, the artist
depicted a disembodied hand holding a bloody knife
that had just been used to cut the woman’s head off.
Below the graphic picture, Lobaido put the message:
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“Susan Smith Murdered Her Babies. I Say Cut
Her $#!@$#! Head Off!”

Maybe it was the billboard’s prominent place-
ment, in the line of sight of so many children, that
was so upsetting. A slew of outraged Staten Islanders
formed a picket line, and demanded that the grue-
some work of art come down. The billboard was
removed after just a few days, but not before it made
its memorable point.

As Thanksgiving rolled around, few people in Union
could find reason to celebrate. At the home of Linda
and Beverly Russell in Mt. Vernon Estates, the days
preceding the holiday weekend were particularly
bleak.

The first blow to the peace came the Tuesday
before Thanksgiving, when Judge John Hayes, acting
on a media request, released the text of Susan
Smith’s confession to the public. Not just the care-
fully culled excerpts shared by defense attorney
David Bruck, but the entire pathetic, self-serving
speech. Susan’s statement was broadcast worldwide
instantaneously.

I felt I couldn’t be a good mom anymore but |
didn’t want my children to grow up without a mom.

Why was I feeling this way? Why was everything
so bad in my life? I had no answers to these ques-
tions. I dropped to the lowest when I allowed my chil-
dren to go down that ramp into the water without me.

I love my children with all my heart.

For the first time, we got to see the little heart
doodles Susan was so fond of drawing.

That will never change. I have prayed to them for
forgiveness and hope they will find it in their heart
[ Y] to forgive me. I never meant to hurt them!!

.
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Susan’s convoluted logic for murdering her chil-
dren—she wanted to commit suicide, but didn’t want
the boys to live without a mother—was a devastating
insult to every parent who heard the confession. And
her statement proved unequivocally that Susan was
aware of everything she had done.

Within minutes of the confession’s release, savvy
court-watchers dissected Susan’s words. The verbal
math added up to a chilling equation:

sSusan Smith devoted just one-sixth of her two-
page confession to apologizing for her crime.

sShe referred directly to her sons’ deaths just
twice.

sShe used the word I in her statement fifty-seven
times.

Before the turkey could hit the table, even more
traumatic revelations would shake the foundations of
Linda and Beverly Russell’s split-level house in Mt.
Vernon Estates. On Thanksgiving eve, prosecutor
Tommy Pope filed court papers to support his
request that Susan Smith be examined immediately
by an independent psychiatrist. Pope’s brief, now in
the public domain, set forth Susan’s mental-health
history, for the first time, in exacting detail.

Pope spelled out how, at age thirteen, Susan tried
to kill herself, swallowing a large quantity of “aspirin
and Anacin.” Again, at age eighteen, said the court
papers, Susan tried to kill herself with aspirin. That
overdose landed her in the psychiatric ward of
Spartanburg Regional Medical Center for a week, the
papers said.

Susan’s brushes with madness, until then mere
matters of speculation and rumor, now were documen-
ted facts for public consumption. But the revelation
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about Susan’s forays into the medicine chest were not
the most horrifying news to sail through the airwaves
on the holiday weekend.

Several weeks earlier, media outlets had filed
requests, under South Carolina’s public information
laws, for details of a sexual-abuse complaint Susan
was rumored to have made to authorities while she
was in high school. Sheriff Wells refused even to con-
firm whether such a complaint existed. So far, he had
succeeded in sitting on the media request.

But on Thanksgiving weekend, former Union
County Sheriff William Jolly confirmed that Susan
had, in fact, told her high school guidance counselor
that her own stepfather, Beverly Russell, molested
her, The State newspaper reported. Counselor
Camille Stribling dutifully passed the allegation along
to the sheriff’s department, the former sheriff said.
But after an investigation was launched, said Jolly,
Susan had a talk with her mother, then withdrew the
complaint. With no witness and no independent evi-
dence of a crime, the sexual-abuse probe was
dropped.

Of course, the newspaper took care to point out
how easily a girl who had sought attention by swal-
lowing aspirin—and who grew into a woman capable
of lying for nine days about her children’s kidnap-
ping—could have made up a story of molestation in
another bid for the spotlight. Still, the six-year-old
complaint was out there now for everyone to read
and discuss. Nobody was very hungry on Turkey Day.

Linda Russell was always fond of cooking for a
crowd, and she did her best to live her life as nor-
mally as possible under the circumstances. She held
her head high while shopping in the local stores, and
continued socializing with friends and family. Real
friends don’t abandon people in times of need, she
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figured; Linda Russell had nothing to be ashamed of.
This year, of course, no one had the strength to make
a big to-do about a family holiday. For one thing, the
dining room table would look that much emptier
without Susan and David in their places, without
Michael and Alex perched alongside them in high
chairs.

But the family wasn’t giving up on life entirely,
and a small get-together was planned with just close
relatives.

“I don’t know if we can call it a celebration,” said
Scotty, “but we still have a lot to be thankful for. I
still have my family.”

And so they ate together, and rejoiced in the living.

Meanwhile, David Smith tried to get through the
holiday as best he could. David didn’t eat much these
days, and his mother worried he’d never recover.

“Don’t worry, Mama,” he assured his mom,
Barbara Benson. “It’s not so bad.”

In her cell in Columbia, Susan Smith had to
make do without her mama’s home cooking. She did,
however, dine on institutionally prepared, processed
turkey, reheated and slapped on trays for the enjoy-
ment of the guests of the South Carolina Department
of Corrections. Within sight of her photos of Michael
and Alex, Susan read grace from her Bible, then
picked at her plate. She ate this dinner, as she did all
the others, alone in her tiny cell.

21

Susan

Leave her to heaven,
And to those thorns that in her bosom lodge,
To prick and sting her.

William Shakespeare’s Hamlet, 1600—-1601

13
I have not turmed against Susan. I love Susan.”

Linda Russell was at home, cooking for company,
on an early December moming when the telephone
rang. After everything she’d been through—her daugh-
ter’s arrest, her grandsons’ funerals, and now, revela-
tions about - that dead-and-buried incest allegation
against her husband—Linda Russell was understand-
ably wary of strangers. For some reason, however, this
morning found her in an unusually chatty mood, and
she took a phone call from Susan Crimp, producer for
the syndicated TV program Hard Copy.

“I love my daughter.”
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After enduring the back-breaking load of the last
few weeks, Linda Russell braced this morning for more
torment. Susan’s lawyer, David Bruck, had called for a
preliminary hearing in her murder case, scheduled for
December 8 and 9. As anyone who followed the O.].
Simpson case knew, the “prelim” was something like a
mini-trial. Testimony would be given by the cops who
interrogated Susan, by the coroner who did the autopsy
on the dead children, and by the divers who discovered
Michael’s and Alex’s bloated corpses. For Bruck, how-
ever, the hearing offered an opportunity to win a peek
at the kind of evidence the prosecution planned to use
against Susan. If it helped her defense, everyone who
loved Susan figured, maybe the ordeal was worth it.

But to save Susan’s hide, would Bruck paint a
hideous picture of Susan’s family life? Would the
lawyer dare bloody his own client’s parents so that
Susan might live? These worries were not mentioned
in Mt. Vernon Estates.

Two days before the hearing was to begin, Linda
Russell was busy, as usual, with her day-to-day
chores. Hers was a religiously observant family; they
figured God would take care of things. Life must go
on. But the moment the subject turned to her daugh-
ter in prison, Linda’s voice was commandeered by
grief.

“Qur friends are still our friends,” Linda said,
“and Susan’s friends are still her friends.” The
mother paused as sobs wracked each sentence. It was
hard to go on.

“I have not turned against Susan—Oh, heavens no!
I love Susan. Nobody has turned against Susan at all.”

Linda was asked if she believed something must
have been terribly wrong with Susan mentally for her
to kill her children. “That’s absolutely true,” Linda
answered, and she cried again:
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“I want people to understand that there’s more to
this.”

But on this day, Linda Russell steered her ener-
gies toward her cooking. There was plenty of time to
worry about her daughter.

“My life hasn’t changed,” she insisted. “Everyone
is being supportive.”

In the end, Linda Russell was spared the potential
hurt and embarrassment of a preliminary hearing. At
the last minute, David Bruck withdrew his request, and
the event was canceled. Bruck gave no reason for drop-
ping it. Quite possibly, the lawyer saw nothing to be
gained from stirring up national publicity anew in a case
that had fallen from the headlines—though not from
public memory—everywhere except in South Carolina.
Union by now had become a permanent station on
the ghoul tour. People from miles around drove to the
town, making sure to stop at the intersection at Monarch
where Susan claimed a black man took her car with her
sons inside. The next stop on the journey was John D.
Long Lake, where the many flowers strewn on the banks
by mourners by now had wilted; blue and black ribbons
were tattered around the edges. Tourists pulled up to the
shoreline, took out cameras, and posed for snapshots.
Not much fishing went on in that lake anymore.
Meanwhile, the wheels of justice clanked on. A
grand jury was scheduled to hear the case against
Susan on December 12. No surprises were expected
to come out of their chambers. The indictment was
merely the first step in the long and drawn-out pro-
cess that could put Susan in an early grave.

“The prospect of an early death is not what is causing
Susan the most pain right now,” David Bruck said.
“It is life that hurts her.”
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On December 12, the Union County grand jury,
meeting in secret as always, returned an indictment
for two counts of murder against Susan Smith. The
process was a mere formality: Under South Carolina
law, prosecutors present evidence to the eighteen citi-
zens on the grand jury, at least twelve of whom must
vote yes in order that formal charges may be brought
against a defendant. An old courthouse joke says that
any prosecutor worth his salt could win an indict-
ment against a ham sandwich, if he chose to.

But three hours was quick. While it might not set
any records, the relative haste with which the panel
voted in favor of the murder indictments reinforced
the notion that prosecutors had plenty of evidence to
use against the confessed killer in a court of law.

It also meant that it was time, once again, for
David Bruck to wax eloquent on behalf of his client.

This time, though, Bruck faced an unusually
tough audience. The greater public was not as recep-
tive to tales of a murderer’s plight as the judge who
agreed that Susan did not have to be examined imme-
diately by an independent psychiatrist. Many mem-
bers of the folks at whom Bruck aimed his comments
would like nothing better than to throw the switch
on the electric chair with their own hands. Luckily
for the lawyer, Bruck was at his best when the odds
were stacked against him.

On the Monday that Susan was indicted, the
defense lawyer made himself available to reporters
for the first time since Judge Hayes requested a news
blackout in the case. Once again, Bruck painted a
portrait of Susan as a helpless girl only vaguely aware
of the events swirling around her.

Bruck mentioned the photographs of Michael and
Alex that Susan keeps in her cell. “She thinks about
them all the time,” he said.
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“During the day, she prays and cries. She dreams
about them at night and the nightmares begin. Denial
and shock are going away, and it is fair to say the full
horror of what has happened is bearing down on her
now.”

Interestingly, Bruck, like Susan, referred to the
murders as “what has happened”—rather than “what
Susan did”—as if the children’s deaths were some
unfortunate but unpreventable accident. Susan Smith
and David Bruck could learn a great deal from one
another about verbal gymnastics.

Rather than stress the horror of the death
penalty, as he did in court, Bruck’s strategy when
dealing with the media was to downplay its impor-
tance. Susan, he stressed, had long been suicidal, and
as a young child she was forced to deal with her
father’s violent and untimely death. Bruck went as far
as to say the topic of execution “seems irrelevant” in
light of the awfulness of Susan’s life.

“The prospect of an early death is not what is
causing Susan the most pain right now,” he said. “It
is life that hurts her, not fear of death.”

Bruck talked about the ever-present television down
the hall from Susan, blaring children’s toy commercials
and Christmas specials from moming until night.

“They are more knives through the heart. She
loved those children more than anyone. She is mourn-
ing her children, grieving for her children. She does
not understand it any better than anyone else does.

“I know that may sound strange, may even make
some people angry. She does not expect anyone to
feel sorry for her, not now. But I wanted to say these
things because this case has caused so much hurt and
so much pain.”

As usual, Bruck saved his master stroke for last.
He told how Susan’s mother and stepfather selflessly
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make the weekly trek to Columbia to visit their daugh-
ter. It is they, not Susan, who live in terror that Susan
will “die a violent death at the hands of the state.”

“They bear a far greater burden than human
beings are designed to bear.”

Kill Susan, he implied, and you kill off yet
another member of a family that already has suffered
such unimaginable losses. The lawyer carefully
sidestepped all questions regarding David Smith’s
possible feelings on the subject. '

Bruck also danced around questions about
whether he would pursue an insanity defense. He was
anxious to keep Susan out of the clutches of the
state’s psychiatrist for as long as humanly possible;
David Bruck was not about to tip his hand now.

Bruck wanted to make sure that, aside from her
family and prison guards, he was the only person
allowed to see Susan in the flesh, and the only one
permitted to talk to her at length. Prosecutor Tommy
Pope fretted that this was all part of a scheme to
enroll Susan in a crash program at David Bruck’s
“insanity school.” He became even more certain of it
when Bruck dropped strong hints that Susan’s men-
tal health wasn’t all it seemed.

“People are more complicated than what you can
put together out of the bits and pieces of their life,”
Bruck said.

Bruck was good at the sympathy game. He had to
be. For a man who’d devoted his entire career to sav-
ing the despised from death, David Bruck intuited
that eliciting pity was the only thing in the world that
might save Susan Smith’s life.

But with the quickie indictments in place, and
public sentiment still resoundingly against his client,
would pity be enough? The prosecution takes Round
Two, on points.

22

Who Are You
Calling Crazy?

Love truth, but pardon error.
He who is merely just is severe.

—Voltaire, Letter to Frederick the Great, 1740.

Is Susan Smith certifiably nuts? The answer is as
subjective and unpredictable as the opinions of twelve
jurors locked into a roomful of psychiatrists—further
tilted by the prevailing winds of political discourse.
Fellowship among the ranks of the insane is not deter-
mined by one constant set of rules. However, the fre-
netic efforts of Susan’s lawyer to keep his client in
shrink-free territory speaks volumes about the diag-
noses some top mental health professionals, experts in
the field of child-killing, are likely to impart.
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One such expert is Dr. Lee Leifer, whose work
has led him through the minds of mothers and
fathers who have shot, drowned, bludgeoned, and
mutilated their children. From his observation of the
Smith case, Dr. Leifer’s considered opinion is of the
type that would keep David Bruck up at night.

His bottom line: Susan Smith is no psychopath.

Dr. Leifer, an assistant clinical professor of psy-
chiatry at Columbia Medical School of Physicians and
Surgeons in New York, is also an attending psychia-
trist at St. Vincent’s Medical Center. He spent seven-
teen years as director of a medical and outpatient
drug-treatment center, which brought the doctor into
contact with thousands of patients whose cases bear
similarities to that of Susan Smith. Whether they are
insane, in a technical sense, is a matter to be decided
by the criminal justice system. But it is up to people
like Dr. Leifer to help navigate the bumpy road that
so often obscures a court’s arrival at a clear-headed
opinion as to whether parents who kill their children
are legally responsible for their actions.

Dr. Leifer believes the mental state exhibited by
Susan Smith places the young mother into a category
known as “impulse-control disorder”—a form of bor-
derline personality disorder. The disorder is marked
by the drastic means Susan chose for acquiring the
things she wanted—actions made easier by her inabil-
ity to feel empathy for the little ones she felt she
needed to get out of her way.

After the murders, Susan, fully cognizant of the
consequences of her crime, made a display of
remorse. But while technically aware of the differ-
ence between right and wrong—the key thing that
sets Susan apart from the true psychopath—the per-
son with borderline personality disorder has a gift for
rationalizing away the damage she inflicts. That is

Mother Love, Deadly Love 269

because she lacks the ordinary person’s ability to feel
the pain of others. This lack of empathy can grow out
of repeated rejection.

" “The statements that she made show she wanted
to get back with this guy, Tom Findlay, who rejected
her,” says Leifer. People with impulse-control disor-
der are typically “raised early in life with a deficiency
of fathering and mothering. Susan’s father committed
suicide, abandoned her. Then her mother remarried.

“A mother who is trying to get close to her new
husband not uncommonly may push aside her daugh-
ter. We can speculate that there was an insufficiency
of maternal nurturing.” |

Some of Susan’s emotional patterns may have
resulted from her attempts to follow her mother’s
example. “She had her mother as a role model: She
has intense relationships that end, then she moves
on.”

Leifer says a common thread that runs through
most impulse-control disorder patients is “not only
the fact that there appears to be a deficiency of both
paternal and maternal nurturing, but also a lack of
sibling nurturing.” Susan’s closest sibling, her
brother, Scotty, is nine years her senior; through
much of Susan’s young life, Scotty was married and
busy raising his own family.

“Such a person deprived of that nurturing builds
up tremendous reserves of anger and rage, which
burden this person all through her life, and at times
that rage breaks through,” the psychiatrist explains.
“That’s why you have borderline people who commit
tremendous amounts of violence and destruction in
this world.” ‘

Curiously, the way society looks at antisocial per-
sonalities has changed radically with the times. Many
politicians, influenced by shrinks, no longer seem
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willing to believe that some people just don’t belong
in society—or are just plain bad. As the saying goes:
Crime is everyone’s fault, but no one is responsible.
Years ago, people who were unable or unwilling to
follow societal rules were treated as psychiatric cases
or thrown in jail. Today, the rush is on to excuse
even the most brutal behavior by faulting the culture
in which the felon lives.

In the cloistered world of the courtroom, public
outrage against crime plays less of a role than ever
before in American history. Leifer explains why:

“I had a woman who told me she murdered five
people, including her friend’s child,” Leifer says.
“Why? She didn’t use excuses like middle-class peo-
ple—‘1 was drunk, I was out of my mind.” She said,
‘They were in my way. They didn’t give me what 1
needed.”” In extreme cases like this one, explains
Leifer, patients, either through mental disorder or
hideous upbringing, fail to develop any sort of con-
science. “In psychiatry that’s called psychopathic per-
sonality disorder—they’re psychopaths.” In this day
and age, however, society is frozen in the presence of
the psychopath.

“They confound courts, do-gooders, and judges,”
says Leifer. “A sadist shows no remorse. They don’t
feel anything for the rights of others.

“People who used to be psychiatric cases are now
considered to be people who emulate many of our
stars—rap stars who break guitars and rape women,”
says Leifer. “These have become role models for a
certain number of youths. Before, they were consid-
ered disturbed. Now, they’re considered victims of
society.”

Now for the backlash. Social theorists recently
have started to decry what they see as a tendency,
growing out of middle-class guilt, to coddle criminals.
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U.S. Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan, D-New York,
has given a name to the increasing institutional toler-
ance awarded sociopaths and criminals that he
believes chips away at the overall quality of life—
“Defining deviancy down.”

With fingers being pointed everywhere, except at
the criminal, law and order has never been so diffi-
cult to enforce, deviant behavior so hard to define.
Meanwhile, violence continues apace.

“If you have a borderline personality disorder being
formed, you have a person with a tremendous amount
of rage and a hunger for closeness and attachment that
is unfulfilled,” explains Dr. Leifer. “Therefore, this per-
son, when she attaches herself to somebody, never
finds that this person lives up to her expectations.”
Susan, according to Leifer, apparently tried to substi-
tute a parent’s unconditional love with the immature
affections of David, then later, Tom Findlay.

“She’s trying to find in this person the missed
father and mother she never had.” When her needs
aren’t met “she gets enraged and breaks it off.” In
other words, she has short, intense relationships that
are doomed from the start.

“There was her husband,” the doctor continues.
“You don’t know about all the other guys in her past.
Another characteristic of this disorder is the inability
to handle all the anger that’s piled up inside her.”

And that’s when the sweet-faced woman turns
truly scary.

“Yet another characteristic is, because she missed
this early nurturing, she formed a very poor sense of
self-identity. That’s why such people used to be
called ‘as-if’ personalities.” Such people behave “as-
if” they are anything other than who they really are.

“If they take on a role,” Leifer explains, “they
make wonderful actors and actresses.”
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To many, the most perplexing aspect of Susan’s
crime was the convincing manner in which she lied
about the murders for nine days. To a man who has
worked with hundreds of people who share Susan’s
ability to tell the wildest tales as if they had lived
those experiences, this strange scenario is but
another component of a familiar psychiatric profile.

“People on stage whom I’ve treated as a psycho-
analyst say, “‘When I'm playing a role, I feel as if I'm
that person. When I'm not playing a role, I don’t
know who I am.’

“Think of this woman and the role she played
after the murders, the role of the aggrieved mother,
begging, making up a story of a black man who
attacked her. The beautiful act she put on. She was
playing the c‘as-if" aggrieved mother, the mother
despondent over the kidnapping of her children.”

But all the fancy psychiatric texts in all the
libraries on the planet can’t excuse the fact that an
accomplished actress rehearses her role before taking
the stage. Susan planned her performance—even if
she accepted the role at the last minute. She knew
exactly what she was playing at.

“This is not a psychotic disturbance,” explains
Leifer. “It’s premeditated what she did. This is not a
dissociative personality. She had to have [the
killings] in mind when she went out there to the lake.
She was protecting herself by saying she was really
going there to kill herself. '

“She was able to carry on another premeditated
act”—inventing lies about the carjacker—“after the
deaths of her children. This is not a thinking disor-
der.” And that is another thing that separates Susan’s
actions from those of the candidate for the proverbial
rubber room.

“A psychotic couldn’t do this.”
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A close reading of the literature provides nothing
to get Susan off the hook. While her actions cannot
be construed as “normal” by most of us, there was a
definite method to her madness.

“My opinion, based on what she said, ‘I felt I
couldn’t be a good mom anymore—I’m the wrong
mother for these children, they wouldn’t grow up
well with the kind of person I am.’ It shows she has
no positive feeling toward these children, or for her-
self being worthwhile as a mother. They were in the
way. ‘
“A borderline has to get attached to somebody,
will do anything to get to that person. Also, she is
very attention-getting. She tries to get attention from
the person who rejected her. A borderline is so self-
involved, she has no compassion for anybody else.
She would reason this way: ‘I could get [Findlay]
back, since he said he didn’t want to be a father, by
getting rid of the children. Then, I would be a woman
whom he could not reject.’”

Relinquishing custody of Michael and Alex to
Susan’s mother or to David Smith were not realistic
options in Susan’s quest for a new life. “She would
have to stay attached to them, do things for them.
They would still be in the way,” says Leifer. Still,
Susan’s reasons for killing the boys were more
involved than a simple yen for convenience.

“The self-hatred she has is projected on the chil-
dren. She hates herself, and the children were just an
extension of herself. She did not see them as separate
objects. So, the choice was either to kill herself, or
them.”

But Susan made her choice long before she rolled
up to the lake, Leifer believes.

“What was more important than anything was
her attachment to the boyfriend who didn’t want her.
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That was her single focus. So instead of murdering
herself through suicide, she got rid of the children.”

The logic is nightmarish: Susan Smith decided
she had to kill her children so that she would not
have to kill herself.

“The borderline must reattach herself to some
object. She will do anything to be attached. It doesn’t
matter what she does to get attention of the one who
doesn’t want her.

“Another characteristic of borderlines is they feel
dead inside. They can’t stimulate themselves. That’s
why so many of them get addicted to drugs.” _

Leifer believes it’s always a good idea for authori-
ties to perform drug tests on suspected felons.
However, nine days had passed between the commis-
sion of Susan’s crime and her confession—Ilonger
than most drugs tend to stay in the system. Besides,
Susan has no known history of drug abuse, except for
a couple of brushes with aspirin. In any case, courts
no longer accept drug or alcohol abuse as factors that
mitigate against a defendant’s guilt in the commission
of violent crime. Drug abuse is one abuse-excuse
that’s been stricken from the books. '

Leifer seriously doubts Susan’s earlier flirtations
with suicide were genuine attempts on her life.
“When a suicide attempt is real, you do it and don’t
let anyone know. When it’s an attention-getting
device, you let someone know right away so they can
save you.

“This is part of the borderline personality—a per-
fect example.” Borderline personalities use histrion-
ics, anything that’s necessary, to grab the undivided
attention of others in an attempt to replace their own
missing feelings of self-worth.

“She acts bigger than life,” says Leifer. “Her
whole life is an act.”
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But even the best act can wear thin. “The hunger
for attention is so great, such people finally confess to
get more attention.” _

While so many in our culture consider a mother
killing her own children to be an unnatural act, Leifer
has learned that women are not born with the nurtur-
ing instinct—what he calls the “American myth of
what it takes to be a mother.”

“Women are not born with any more love for
children than a man is,” he says. Love is a feeling that
is learned. Or so we hope.

“I've had hundreds of women patients with five
or ten children. Why do they have them? You hear
the same answers all the time: ‘I've never had any-
thing from my mother, my father I never knew. Now,
I have something all my own for a short while.” Then
the baby gets older.”

Short, intense, and satisfying relationships, to

these kinds of mothers, come with built-in expiration

dates. “These women feel they have nothing and have
nobody. All they do is get pregnant.”

People who work with violent mothers point out
that, in many cases, the women let off signals—some-
times for years—warning about the disaster to come.
Often, the mothers have been psychiatric patients or
clients of social-services agencies. But governments
are notoriously ill-equipped in dealing effectively
with such a deep-rooted social problem. In addition,
most municipalities aim their social programs at
keeping families intact, rather than tearing them
apart. Mistakes, of course, are made, often with hor-
rifying consequences. How can you tell with any kind
of certainty which mother is about to snap?

According to mental-health experts, however,
psychotic mothers can make excellent psychiatric
progress, with the help of intensive therapy. The
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problem is, help often comes along too late to pre-
vent a crime.

In one particularly lurid case, a divorced Ohio
mother named Lorene Smith—no relation: to the
Smiths of South Carolina—apparently suffocated her
sons, Michael and Jordan Arno, ages five and three,
on Christmas Day 1986. Doctors treating Smith
reported in a court-ordered psychiatric evaluation
that Lorene Smith believed Christ told her to kill her-
self and her sons so they could join him in heaven.
Like Susan Smith, she carried out only two-thirds of
her imagined order.

For two weeks, Smith stayed in the house with
her dead sons tucked in their beds, wearing their
pajamas. Smith was watching TV when cops broke
down the door. The extensive decomposition of their
bodies made it impossible for the medical examiner
to rule definitively on the boys’ cause of death.

Lorene Smith was sentenced to a mental hospital.
After six years, psychiatrists were so enthusiastic
about her recovery, they recommended her release.
She’s spent the last two years living with her father,
and has exhibited no further violent tendencies.

How do you cure a mother before she murders
the kids? '

Susan Smith did not show psychotic tendencies.
And, unlike the many mothers who are watched by
social-services personnel, there was no indication
Susan was under extreme stress or was prone to vio-
lence. In every apparent way, she was the epitome of
the perfect mother.

Was Susan Smith crazy or merely calculating?
That, of course, is a matter of opinion. Only one
thing is absolutely certain: She was one good actress.
That is one trait that’s hard to cure.

23

Closure

Only a fool would stand in the way of progress.

—Captain Kirk, facing his replacement with a
computer in an episode of Star Trek, 1968.

As the year drew toward its conclusion, great news
zapped through town like a badly needed shot in the
arm—Union was getting its first movie theater. And a
multiplex, at that!

For the first time since the city was founded, an
investor—this one a twenty-four-year-old visionary—
put together a deal bound to improve Union’s stand-
ing as a destination for a Saturday night date. Plans
were in the works to build a six-screen theater
designed to show first-run Hollywood films in a
vacant building in the nearly empty Westgate shop-
ping center, near the Hickory Nuts sports bar. No
more driving thirty miles to Spartanburg to catch a
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flick. No more waiting for a film to turn up on satel-
lite TV. Better late than never, Union County
chugged along into the twentieth century.

Of course, there were those around town who
saw the theater as representing the further diminish-
ment of the church as the focal point of Union’s
social life. First, a bar. Now, movies. What’s next,
they wondered, a bowling alley?

But once you set the wheels of progress in
motion, there’s no turning back. Union, in spite of
itself, was on its way. The efforts of people like Mac
Johnston, recruited the previous spring to head the
local Chamber of Commerce, were paying off hand-
somely. Under Johnston’s direction, Union had
waged an aggressive campaign to woo new business,
and four plants were now setting up shop in the

county. Fresh money always brings fresh blood along

with it, and the new faces destined to pop up in town
would arrive expecting a few basic amenities, like
movies.

The buzz of new industry couldn’t have come at
a better time; Union was about to lose yet another
textile plant. In late 1994, United Merchants
announced that it was closing its huge mill in Union,
throwing 586 people out of work. Sixty percent of
the soon-to-be unemployed were black—a group
already plagued with the area’s highest unemploy-
ment and poverty rates. Many displaced workers
were in their forties and fifties, and had worked in
textiles their entire adult lives. With cheaper men and
women in their late teens and twenties competing for
the same jobs, their futures were suddenly in jeop-
ardy. '

After all Union had been through, good news was
in order. So in early December, Carroll Campbell,
South Carolina’s outgoing Republican governor, paid
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a call on the town. Campbell, compelled by his state’s
term limits to step down after eight years in office,
had just accepted a job in Washington as a lobbyist
for the National Association of Life Insurance, at a
major salary. One of his last acts as governor was to
accompany South Carolina’s incoming Republican
governor, David Beasley, thirty-seven, to a desolate
little corner of their mutual home state.

About 200 people turned out at the Union
County courthouse to greet the luminaries. Campbell
and Beasley took pleasure in telling the downtrodden
populace that Union was to be the site of two new
textile plants, as well as two new machinery con-
cerns. Jobs galore! News of Union’s suddenly
improved economic picture was almost as big as that
of the town’s soon-to-be movie theater, and every bit
as welcome. :

The mood in the courthouse was festive as the
muckety-mucks paid homage to their rural brothers
and sisters. Handshaking and picture snapping were
the order of the day. But while everyone in the room
knew that the men made this trip, at least in part, to
soothe battered spirits after Union’s recent high-profile
torment, the name Susan Smith went unspoken.

Just as four new businesses arrived in the nick of
time to replace Union’s lost textile plant, new,
heinous crimes came along to absorb local attention
away from the Susan Smith case. In mid-December, a
sixteen-year-old girl, apparently in the process of
breaking up with her twenty-one-year-old boyfriend,
was shot in the head and killed. The boyfriend was
thrown in jail, charged with the young girl’s murder.
This couple was black.

Soon afterward, Union’s courthouse was the
scene of a murder trial—a rare event in this part of
the state. Gina Riddle, thirty-three, was charged with
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shooting to death her husband, Mike, with a .357
Magnum in November 1993. Mike, thirty-two, was a
wealthy landowner who raised cattle. Each had chil-
dren from previous marriages. “They were white and
pretty,” remarked Mac Johnston. In the pre-Susan
Smith days, the Riddle killing was considered the
most scandalous event to hit Union County in years.

In the trial, held two weeks before Christmas,
Gina Riddle testified that Mike had beaten her
severely since the first day of their marriage.
Evidence was introduced showing that on his last
night alive, Mike broke Gina’s nose and bashed in
her face. When she shot him, Gina testified, her hus-
band was lunging for her again.

The prosecution did a commendable job proving
that Gina Riddle had no choice but to kill. The jury
found Gina Riddle innocent; the shooting was in self-
defense. ‘

Union’s homicidal triple-header sent a message to
the townsfolk. After Susan Smith’s confession to
murder, the killing of the teenage girl, and Gina
Riddle’s acquittal, there was no denying the sad truth
that rules domestic affairs, not only in Union County,
but just about everywhere: You have more to fear
from a person you love than from any stranger who
might be lurking in the bushes.

In fact, the only recent murder that anyone in the
county believed may have been committed by a
stranger occurred back in 1991. A traveling sales-
man, passing about seven miles outside the city of
Union, was stabbed to death in an apparent robbery.
Two black men were charged with crime, and both
pleaded innocent. At trial, a jury found one of the
men not guilty, and he was set free. As for the other
defendant, the jury could not decide on a verdict, and
the panel deadlocked. By the end of 1994, a new trial
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had yet to be scheduled. The identity of the sales-
man’s Killer or killers was considered a local mystery,
but the odd case of the dead stranger didn’t prevent
anyone from sleeping at night. Many folks simply
assumed the true murderer was long gone. The
woods, they were certain, were free from peril.

A far more typical example of murder, Union-
style, occurred in January 1992, when Carl Mason
Maness, a forty-year-old white man, came home to
find his wife, Janice, reading a Bugs Bunny story to
the couple’s child. Apparently convinced his wife was
trying to put the devil in the youngster, Maness shot
Janice in the head with a .22-caliber rifle. He was
tried for murder in May 1992. Carl Maness was
found guilty, but mentally ill, and he was sentenced
to a mental institution.

In these parts, domestic killings don’t usually
result in prison sentences, that is, if they result in
convictions at all. The last person to be sent to
prison for homicide was Lisa Spencer, a white
woman who in December 1990 shot and killed her
common-law husband, Bobby Eugene Canupp, also
white, with a 12-gauge shotgun. As in the case of
Gina Riddle, there was evidence of physical abuse in
the Spencer-Canupp household. But Lisa Spencer
chose not to take her chances before a jury, and
pleaded guilty to a reduced charge of voluntary
manslaughter. She was sentenced to twelve years in
prison.

Keeping homicide in the family may be the cus-
tom in Union, but Susan Smith was different. You
just don’t kill your kids—folks tend to frown on that
sort of thing. However hard she worked to make her-
self look like the devoted mother and perfect citizen,
Union had never seen the likes of Susan Smith. And
they hoped they’d never see anything like her again.
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- - -

An odd thing happened in December. Donations
started trickling in to Union from around the country.

It started after Union County Supervisor Dale
Robinson worried publicly that the county might not
be able to afford Susan Smith’s trial, which was
expected to commence the following spring. The
entire budget for the 16th Circuit court system con-
tained just $60,000 for such things as expert witness
fees. Should Susan Smith’s trial cost half a million or
a million dollars—not unreasonable in a high-profile
murder case with an aggressive defense lawyer—
Robinson said, in effect, “We’re screwed.”

Suddenly, the checks started coming. A few dol-
lars from Georgia. Some more from Mississippi.
Some folks in Bosworth, Montana, pitched in and
sent $270 to Union. “From a little town that cares,”
read the attached note.

It was too much. Robinson and Solicitor Tommy
Pope appeared on Larry King Live—this time, urging
people to save their money. But the loot arrived in
tiny chunks, eventually totaling some $500. Union
officials put it aside, just in case. Then Union turned
the subject of conversation away from Susan Smith.
It was time for life to return, more or less, to normal.

David Smith’s father and stepmother eventually
left David’s apartment, and returned to California,
leaving him alone with his memories. Twice, David’s
mother, Barbara Benson, drove to Union along with
her older son, David’s half-brother, Bill Kull. It
wasn’t easy for the grandmother, but someone had to
sleep in little Michael’s bed, a well-designed piece of
furniture that converted easily into an adult-sized
double bed.

“'m doing all right. .Everything’s fine.” David

Mother Love, Deadly Love 283

protested so fervently to his relatives, he made it
impossible for anyone to argue. By this time, he’d
gone back at work at Winn-Dixie. But something
about him just wasn’t the same.

“He’s still in a state of shock,” Bill Kull, twenty-
eight, believes.

“He’s trying to get back to normal. He’s taking it
one day at a time. He’s still trying to understand why
this happened.” ‘

At Christmastime, without telling anyone, David
skipped town and went to stay in California with his
mother and stepfather. The prospect of spending the
holidays without his wife and children was too terri-
ble. Union was filled with too many ghosts.

Susan Smith spent Christmas and New Year’s
exactly as she spent Thanksgiving—behind bars, star-
ing at the photographs of the children she Kkilled.
Each day, the life she threw away, the streets of the
town she may never again walk, the faces of ‘people
she may never see again, loomed larger in her mind.

The feeling was not mutual.

As the churches celebrated the birth of their
Lord, the citizens of Union set about the task of get-
ting back to business as usual. As quickly as Susan
Smith had torn them down, the townsfolk again
erected barriers against prying eyes. They closed the
shutters around their sins, and erected warm smiles
over their pain. Once again, their secrets were safe.

As the days passed, the name Susan Smith turned
into a dirty word, never spoken in public. Her face
faded from the town’s consciousness as abruptly as it
entered.

Winter arrived in Union, forcing the leaves off
the trees. But the days were still balmy, the nights as
quiet and dull as always. Life really hadn’t changed
much at all.
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In time, even the blue and black ribbons, memo-
rials to Michael and Alex, came down from the
homes. Pictures of the boys, not long ago pinned to
every breast, were stashed in drawers and out of
sight. Even the newspapers, once crammed with sto-
ries about Susan’s crime, stuck new developments on
progressively deeper pages. Eventually, the saga of
Susan Smith fell out of the papers entirely.

It couldn’t last. Soon, there would be a trial. The
reporters would return. Union’s wounds would be
opened anew. But for the time being, the town did
everything it could to exorcise the demon mother
from its midst.

Says Mac Johnston: “It’s like the whole thing
never even happened.”

Epilogue

By mid-January 1995, Prosecutor Tommy Pope
arrived at the decision the entire nation had been
waiting to hear: Pope said he’d seek to have Susan
Smith put to death in South Carolina’s electric chair
if convicted.

In making the difficult call, Pope had help from
none other than David Smith. After more than two
months of grieving, David was finally ready to let go
of his wife. David let it be known that he welcomed
Susan’s execution. ‘

In December, David Smith made the seventy-mile drive
to Columbia for a face-to-face meeting with his wife.

Susan Smith was led in chains into the visitor’s
room where David waited, and her bonds were re-
moved. As guards stood by, the inmate took a seat
across the table from her husband. Throughout their
brief conversation, Susan was unable to meet David’s
steely gaze.

David stared emotionlessly into the face of the
woman he loved, clad in her blue prison uniform, that
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fan_liliar ponytail on top of her head. Susan had lost
weight. She was paler than before, and she wore no
makeup. Otherwise, Susan hadn’t changed one bit.

The meeting was restrained. Since she was taken
pff suicide watch, Susan was careful never to shed tears
in the presence of guards, out of fear they would again
deem her suicidal, confiscate her meager possessions,
and put her back in that dreaded paper gown. David
wasn’t in any mood for high drama, either. He never
really was the type who went in for that sort of thing.

With the court case pending, David understood
that this was not the time to demand any explana-
tions .from Susan. Instead, he requested this meeting
to discuss some business matters outstanding
between two people undergoing a divorce. Such as—
What should we do about the house? David wanted
to keep the little nest on Toney Road, but it remained
in his wife’s legal possession.

They never did talk about Michael and Alex.

As of this writing, Susan Vaughan Smith, indicted on
two counts of first-degree murder in the drowning
deaths of her children, Michael Daniel Smith, age
three, and Alexander Tyler Smith, fourteen months,
has yet to stand trial. Her defense lawyer, David
Bru.ck, has delayed announcing whether he will seek
an insanity defense in South Carolina’s most notori-
ous murder case. Despite strenuous protests by
Solicitor Tommy Pope, Bruck’s move has guaranteed
Su§an Smith at least three months in jail without
_bemg compelled to undergo an examination by an
independent psychiatrist.

Union County’s finances, which could be strained
beyond its limits by a lengthy murder trial, may get
some relief from the massive publicity the case has

*,
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generated. With all the scorn heaped on Susan by the
citizens of Union, Bruck is believed to have an excel-
lent chance, if he so wishes, to secure a change of
venue for a trial. The challenge will be finding any
place where twelve men and women exist who have
never heard the name Susan Smith. .

Susan continues to spend twenty-three hours a day
in a six-by-fourteen-foot cell, painted beige and brown,
in the administrative segregation unit of the Women’s
Correctional Center in Columbia, South Carolina. For
one hour a day, she is allowed to roam the sunlit con-
fines of a tiny, cement-floored exercise yard. Susan’s
cell, furnished with a bunk, sink, and toilet, is located
in a wing that sits just a few hundred feet from the
state’s electric chair. Susan was placed in the high-
security unit for her own protection against those who
wish her harm, who still number many. South Carolina
has not executed a woman since 1947.

The inmate continues to receive weekly visits
from her mother and stepfather, Linda and Beverly
Russell. Her husband, David, has come to see her
just once.

Michael and Alex Smith lie in peace in a family
plot at the Bogansville United Methodist Church,
outside the city of Union, next to David Smith’s
brother, Daniel. Since their murders, mothers and
fathers around the nation have continued killing their
own flesh and blood at more or less the same rate as
before. However, officials at such child-saving orga-
nizations as the National Center for Missing and
Exploited Children in Arlington, Virginia, report that
the Susan Smith case has caused a dramatic increase
in awareness of the plight of the nation’s most vul-
nerable citizens. In the end, the best thing that might
come out of this senseless tragedy is that another
young life will be spared because of it.






