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Not long after Stephen Marshall had driven 
from Nova Scotia to Maine to visit his father for
Easter, he disappeared in the middle of the night
with an arsenal of weapons. He also took along a
list of addresses he’d found online for thirty-four
sex offenders in the state, and one very dark plan
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It wasn’t backpacking across Europe – or even
driving buddies down to Florida for spring
break – but it was to be an epic rite of passage
nevertheless.

Marshall had floundered since finishing
high school two years before. His grades hadn’t
been good enough for university. Still, like a
lot of twenty-year-olds, he yearned to make
something of himself. He’d tried joining the
military but had been rejected on account of
his asthma. Instead, he completed a one-year
information-technology program only to rea-
lize that sitting in front of a computer all day
wasn’t really his thing.

His dream job would have been comedy.
After all, satire was his specialty – he’d spent
countless hours before the TV, soaking up pro-
grams such as the political send-ups The Daily
Show and The Colbert Report, as well as popular
cartoons like The Simpsons, Family Guy, and
South Park. Marshall had developed a few
routines of his own. For one of his favourites,
“The Bully Dance,” Marshall stomped and
flailed his skinny body about the room, like an
out-of-control drunk. The number skewered
blowhards and any one else puffed up with
his own importance. The act never failed to
bust up his friends, but it didn’t bring in any
money. For income, Marshall worked as a
dishwasher at a Chinese restaurant.

But in the week before this past Easter, he’d
decided to take a few days off and drive solo
in the Sentra to Houlton, Maine, where his
sixty-four-year-old father, Ralph, had been
living for the past three years. Soon he was
driving across the rugged interior of Cape
Breton Island. An hour later, Stephen’s pro-
gress hit a pothole: His Sentra broke down
just inside the New Brunswick border, and he
was forced to call his dad, who made the

three-hour drive to pick him up. They didn’t
make it to Houlton until Thursday.

On Saturday night, after his father had
gone to bed, Stephen began a new stage of his
trip – one he’d kept secret from everyone,
including his dad. Into his backpack went a
laptop computer and a small arsenal: two
handguns, a .22-calibre job and a bigger, more
powerful .45, along with an AR-15, a civilian
version of the U.S. Army’s M-16 semi-auto-
matic rifle. All of these items, including the
laptop, belonged to Ralph, a gun buff.

The last thing Stephen grabbed was the keys
to his father’s white Toyota Tacoma pickup
truck. Then, worrying the front door might
wake his dad, Stephen snuck out of the house
through a window. Within minutes, he was
on the Interstate heading southwest into the
heart of Maine.

Some time before 3 a.m. he passed through
Milo, the sort of picturesque village that flies
tablecloth-sized American flags on every tele-
phone pole. The address he sought was on the
north side of a rural road cut through a thick
forest, about a mile west of Milo.

Its mailbox read 233 W. Main Street, and it
was decorated with the painted outline of two
cardinals. Stephen parked, pulled the .45 out
of his bag, and got out of the truck. His shoes
crunched along the gravel driveway, which
curved through fifty metres of woods before
giving way to a clearing illuminated by a light
mounted high on a pole to his right.

Stephen stopped in the dark just inside the
forest, lit a cigarette, and studied the house in
the clearing’s centre. It was a modest but neatly
kept one-storey building finished with tan
vinyl siding and green trim. Through a picture
window by the front door he spied the aqua-
marine-filtered glow of a television set. Three

steps led to a porch before the door.
Stephen stood there a while longer, smoking

three more cigarettes before he flicked the last
butt away, and walked toward the porch. The
first step creaked when his foot touched it. The
noise set off a cacophony of barking dogs.
A man got up off a couch on the other side of
the picture window. Stephen raised the .45 up
to the glass and pulled the trigger seven times.

Having emptied his gun, Stephen turned
and sprinted to the pickup; he was cruising
back through Milo in no time. He opened the
laptop, activated a navigation program, and
looked up the next address he wanted. A map
flashed on the screen outlining the best route,
and Stephen was on his way.

he man stephen marshall
had just shot was a fifty-seven-
year-old named Joseph L.
Gray, and like everyone else
Marshall would visit on Easter
Sunday, Gray was among the
2,300 people whose names,
addresses, and crimes are post-
ed on Maine’s sex-offender

registry, an online list of state residents
who’ve been convicted of selected sex crimes
since 1983.

In the week leading up to Easter, Stephen
had used the registry to assemble a potential
group of targets – thirty-four sex offenders
linked only by their criminal records and the
fact that they lived in central Maine. The first
target he sought out was Gray, who was on the
registry for something he did fifteen years ear-
lier, in 1991. Back then, the forty-three-year-old
Vietnam veteran was a factory manager who
lived with his wife and daughter in Attleboro,
Massachusetts, when the local district attor-

On the Wednesday before the Easter weekend,
in the Cape Breton Island port town of North
Sydney, Nova Scotia, Stephen Marshall packed up
the battered Nissan Sentra his mother had just
given to him to prepare for his first real road trip.
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paused a moment, then pressed her palms
into her eye sockets, and spoke in a tone that
was almost a wail. “What kind of a monster
would do something like this?”

riving around central Maine,
Stephen Marshall accessed the
names and addresses of his
targets in one of two ways. One
police theory is that he stopped
periodically to look them up
on the sex-offender registry
using the wireless connection
on his father’s laptop computer.

Another possibility is that Marshall had writ-
ten out his target information by hand ahead
of time and subsequently destroyed it, as no
such list was ever found, either on paper or
his father’s laptop.

The four men he decided to pursue after
Gray, though, were lucky. They managed to es-
cape his wrath, possibly because they were deep
sleepers and didn’t hear Marshall’s knocks at
the front door. Or perhaps Marshall assessed
the locations as too risky, because, say, the
front door was visible from the road. What-
ever the reason, none of the four were aware of
a visit by Marshall.

At about 8 a.m. on Easter morning, Mar-
shall arrived at the home of his sixth target.
He drove past it for a quick look, then pulled
the Tacoma into a U-turn and parked on the
gravel shoulder nearby. A thick layer of trees
obscured the view of the property everywhere
but the driveway, which led to a pair of weath-
erworn mobile homes.

The lot appeared to be some sort of junk-
yard. Ringing the clearing were about a dozen
vehicles in various stages of rot; several had
trees growing from them. Scattered among the
cars were the skeletons of dirt bikes, amputated
snowmobiles skis, and a chest-high snarl of
bicycles. The door to one of the mobile homes
was open; inside, rusted metal parts covered
every horizontal surface including the floor.
The other mobile home looked like a better
candidate for a human dwelling. And as luck
would have it, the trailer was positioned so
that the front door was out of sight from the
road. Marshall gripped his .45 and rapped on
the aluminum doorframe.

When the front door opened, Marshall
faced a man in track pants and a T-shirt. They
were about the same height, but the sleepy-
looking guy Marshall had just woken up was
stockier, with thick brown hair, a beard, and
narrow eyes.

Marshall recognized William Elliott from
his picture on the state’s sex-offender registry.

Marshall raised his gun and shot six times.
Three bullets hit their mark: One landed in
Elliott’s abdomen, one smashed a toe, and
another pierced his heart. Elliott was dead
before Marshall returned to his father’s truck.

Dirt and gravel sprayed from the Tacoma’s
rear tires as Marshall swung the truck through
another U-turn. He was accelerating south
on Route 15, even with the Elliott place, when
he got a shock. Someone was running up
Elliott’s driveway. Marshall had time to realize
it was a woman. Their eyes met. Then Mar-
shall was gone.

tephen marshall intended
to spend his Easter morning
ridding the world of a few sex
offenders, detestable criminals
who prey on the innocent and
the weak. But with his second
victim, William Elliott, Mar-
shall missed his mark.

In early 2002, when Will-
iam Elliott was twenty, he worked as a driver
for a small delivery operation that had a con-
tract with the daily newspaper published out
of central Maine’s largest city, the Bangor Daily
News. Soon enough, Elliott’s boss discovered
that his twenty-year-old driver was messing
around with his fifteen-year-old daughter.
The young couple had even discussed moving
in together.

Once Elliott’s boss found out what was
going on, he put his daughter in a state foster
home – he said he couldn’t control her – and
asked police to charge Elliott for the sexual
abuse of a minor. The crime is classified in
Maine as a Class D offence, a misdemeanor,

and is punishable by one to three years in jail.
Elliott didn’t see anything criminal about

a twenty-year-old going out with somebody
who was fifteen. In fact, his mother was herself
fifteen when she began dating Elliott’s father
– and he was thirty-five at the time. To further
complicate his parents’ situation, Will’s father,
Wayne Elliott, a Vietnam veteran and one-time
pressman for a printing company, began seeing
Will’s mother, Shirley, when Wayne happened
to be married to somebody else – Shirley’s
mother. (Shirley was the progeny of an earlier

relationship of her mother’s.) That dating
fifteen-year-old girls ran in the Elliott family
meant little to the judge, who sent the younger
Elliott to the county jail for six months and
placed him on the state’s sex-offender registry
for ten years.

The sentence spawned several coincidences.
The first was that six months happened to be
what separated Elliott’s underage girlfriend
from the magic, legal age of sixteen. The sec-
ond was that Will Elliott’s dad happened to be
in the county jail when Will arrived in the
lock-up. Père Wayne had been sentenced to
three-and-a-half years in connection with an
ugly Elliott family argument that began with
Shirley leaving Wayne on the day after Amer-
ican Thanksgiving in 2001 and ended with
Wayne unloading Shirley’s gun at a car Will
was driving. Happily, father and son reconciled
in the lock-up.

Four years later, in the months leading up
to his death, Will was still doing his best to
overcome his ignominious brush with the
law, as well as a youth spent on the wrong side
of the poverty line in rural, backwoods Maine.
He was working hard to make a living for
himself as a scrap-metal hauler, what’s known
in central Maine as a “junker.”

And Will had a new girlfriend, Ann Camp-
bell, who, at thirty, was six years older than
him. By Easter, they’d been living together
about ten months and were starting to think
about having kids.

I met Ann Campbell two hours after my
visit with Janice Gray, in a springtime down-
pour, after I’d parked in the driveway of the
place where Elliott lived with Campbell. Sud-
denly, a mud-covered SUV skidded to a stop

inches from my rear bumper. Two women
and a man jumped out, slammed their doors,
and stomped a direct route to my car window.

“Get off my property!” snarled the closest
woman, her brown hair matted to a face red
with exertion.

“You’d better go,” said the man, stepping
forward. Seeing his clenched fists, I hurried to
explain what I was doing there, gradually con-
vincing them that Will’s father, Wayne, whose
house I’d just left, had given me permission to
check out his son’s place.
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ney’s office charged him with the rape of a child
under the age of fourteen, as well as indecent
assault and battery.

A spokesman for the regional District
Attorney’s office in Massachusetts says the
abuse happened more than once while the
female victim was between the ages of seven
and ten but declines to release further details
in order to protect the victim’s identity. Gray’s
family, however, claims the charges stem from
a single incident, which happened at night,
when Gray, an alcoholic since the death of his
only son in 1986, had consumed more than a
case of beer. They say that the ten-year-old
victim was a niece of Gray’s from his wife’s
side of the family who was sleeping over at his
house. Some family members believe that
Gray inadvertently groped the young girl after
she’d crawled into his bed in the middle of the
night. No penetration occurred, and Gray
claimed to be so inebriated he had no memory
of the episode. The family also has serious
doubts about the girl’s claims of being abused
by Gray on other occasions; according to them,
these additional allegations were “recovered”
memories that didn’t surface until she’d seen
a therapist.

The judge Gray faced in 1992 obviously
didn’t see him as a dangerous sexual predator.
After Gray pleaded guilty, the judge handed
down a light sentence, considering the charges:
A suspended term of four-to-six years in jail,
meaning Gray wouldn’t have to serve any
time unless he reoffended. He also was ordered
to seek alcohol and sex-abuse counseling.
Gray quit drinking soon after his conviction.

He completed his five years of probation
without trouble. As far as anyone knows, he
never committed another sexual offence. In
fact, when he made an application to be kept
off an early version of the sex-offender registry,
his court-appointed therapist wrote a letter
to the authorities, blaming the incident on
Gray’s alcoholism.

Gray’s marriage ended after the charges
were laid against him, but a year after his sen-
tencing, he became romantically involved
with a woman named Janice, a co-worker at
the Massachusetts jewelry-manufacturing
factory where he’d risen through the ranks to
manage a department of fifteen people. When
they started to get serious, Gray disclosed the
truth about his criminal past to her. The news
troubled Janice, of course, but by this time,
she was already in love with him. Plus, he had
so many other people who were supportive of
him – his daughter, two grandsons, and his
brother, Leonard, among others – that she
concluded he had truly washed away that part
of himself. So when Joseph asked her to marry
him, Janice said yes.

When Joseph was laid off at the factory a
few years after their wedding in 1997, the cou-
ple sought out a quieter, slower life in Maine.
Thanks to a new job Janice found, along with
Joseph’s pension from his war service, the
couple was able to afford a forty-six-acre
property where they kept goats, chickens, and
rabbits, along with five dogs and three cats.
Deer used their land for grazing. Every so often
a moose would tramp across their backyard,
and the couple would marvel at the creature’s
ability to move silently.

The night before Easter, Janice worked the
afternoon shift, from 3 p.m. until 11 p.m.

When she returned home, she and Joseph
snuggled on their sagging plaid couch and
watched television. Janice stumbled to bed
around 2 a.m., leaving Joseph on the couch to
watch a little more TV. About an hour later, the
sound of their dogs barking woke her up. She
got out of bed and approached the television
room. Out the window, on the porch, she
could see a figure, a man in a dark jacket.
“Joe,” she cried. “There’s someone out there.”

Joseph stood up, and the front window
exploded. Janice dove behind the kitchen wall.
“Janice,” cried Joseph. “Call an ambulance.”
The cordless phone was on the wall above her.
She rose to snatch it, dialed the three numbers,
and gave her address to the 911 dispatcher.
Janice crawled into the front room with the
operator still on the line.

“Joseph?” He didn’t answer. She touched
him. There was a hole in his chest that fit two
of her fingers. Joseph was dead by the time the
paramedics arrived.

A few weeks after Stephen Marshall visited
the Gray house, once the Grays’ cordless phone
had stopped ringing with interview requests
from newspaper and television reporters,
I pulled into the same driveway Marshall had
navigated in the dark on Easter Sunday. When
I stepped out of my car, a motley pack of dogs
gathered around me, barking and whining.
Seconds later Janice Gray appeared. She was
a compact fifty-five-year-old woman with
shoulder-length brown hair, dressed in jeans,
an embroidered red cotton T-shirt, and a pair
of horn-rimmed glasses that had slid low on
her nose. Janice spent twenty minutes giving
me a tour of their homestead. Hallmarks of
the couple’s affection for one another, as well
as an endearingly corny sense of humour,
were all around the place. There were photos
of the couple dressed in Halloween costumes
with Joseph’s grandchildren, and another of
Joseph pretending to ride one of the goats.
Janice kept a little trinket Joseph had given her
a few months earlier on Valentine’s Day, a pink
pillow embroidered with the words “Be Mine.”

Then, when we were both sitting in the
front room, she pointed out what I’d already
seen – a pair of thumb-thick holes in the wall
that separated the front room from the
kitchen. Bullet holes. She nodded at the picture
window, where cracks spread from a gap in
the window’s lower left corner.

“I heard something Stephen Marshall’s
priest said,” she told me as she sat on the same
sofa on which her husband had been dozing
just before he died. “That we should forgive
Stephen Marshall, because God would. But
why couldn’t my husband be forgiven?” She
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Joseph Gray, with wife Janice and two of the couple’s five
dogs, in a photo taken shortly after their wedding in 1997
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Marshall intended to spend his Easter 
morning killing sex offenders, detestable
criminals who prey on the weak
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“Get your jacket,” Devoe said. “We’re going
to the hospital.”

The doctor Marshall saw at the hospital said
he couldn’t find anything physically wrong
with Marshall, who was told to pay more
attention to his diet. Devoe seemed unsatisfied
with the prognosis. The following night, Devoe
continued with more questions. “Something
seems to be bothering you,” he said.“We’ve all
been worried about you.” Marshall mumbled
something about the hard life he’d had.

Devoe knew that, to some extent, this was
true. Stephen’s parents – Margaret, a music
teacher, and Ralph, sporadically employed as
a grant writer for Native American tribes –
had a stormy marriage and separated when
Stephen was eight years old, soon after the
birth of Stephen’s sister. The two children
stayed with their mother on Cape Breton
Island. Ralph, who had been the primary
force in much of Stephen’s child rearing, had
moved to Idaho to work with the Nez Perce
tribe (he didn’t move to Maine until 2003).
Five years later, Margaret remarried a natural-
foods baker from Cape Breton; Stephen and
his new stepfather didn’t always see eye to eye.
Margaret thought her son’s new-found disci-
pline problems would be resolved by sending
Stephen to stay with his real father. Which is
how the young man ended up joining his dad
in Idaho, even though they’d seen one another
only sporadically since the divorce.

Idaho, where Ralph lived in the town of
Culdesac (population 400), holds at least one
possible clue to Stephen’s motive. Ralph, who
calls Fort Worth, Texas, his hometown, was a
bit of a gun aficionado, and in Idaho he passed
his hobby on to his son. Stephen told friends
in Nova Scotia that he was a junior member
of The National Rifle Association. One after-
noon in the spring of 2001, another local boy
began a fight on Ralph’s front yard with
Stephen’s friend. Stephen disappeared inside
the house and emerged at the front door with
his dad’s AR-15, scaring off the bully long
enough to save his friend. After word spread
about the incident, Stephen was arrested and
charged with aggravated assault – a judge put
him on probation, according to his mother –
but his record has since been wiped clean.

Another intriguing incident took place
during Stephen’s time in Culdesac, consider-
ing the Easter massacre he’d planned. Soon
after the teenager had moved to Idaho, the
town of Culdesac became the unknowing host
to a notorious child molester, Clark Gerwulf,
a seventy-something perpetual recidivist who
had lengthy criminal histories in Colorado,
Kansas, and California. In fact, before Gerwulf

moved to Idaho, he’d spent more than two
decades in a California prison due to a 1978
conviction for molesting a child. In Culdesac,
Gerwulf worked at a local convenience store
and became well known enough to the local
teenagers that they had given him the nick-
name “Gramps.” It wasn’t until a local teen
accused Gerwulf of molesting him (com-
bined with Gerwulf ’s decision to immediately
flee), that those in Culdesac learned of his
lengthy record. (Gerwulf is currently serving a
thirty-seven-year sentence at the Idaho State
Penitentiary.)

Stephen Marshall’s time in Culdesac over-
lapped with Gerwulf ’s by about two years. It’s
hard to imagine that their paths didn’t cross at
some point. Stephen’s friends in Cape Breton
told the press, in the days following his suicide
in Boston, that he often spoke of his “abhor-
rence of pedophiles.” Joe Reisdorph, Stephen’s
best friend during his high-school years in
Idaho, told The Globe and Mail that they had
also discussed sex offenders on a number of
occasions and had deemed them “scum of the
earth.” Did any of this have to do with Clark
Gerwulf? No one seemed to know.

Nor did Stephen’s roommate in North
Sydney, Dan Devoe, ever find out what had
been bothering Stephen back in January.
Whatever it was, Stephen seemed to snap out
of it after the collapse at work. Stephen began
monitoring his diet. He quit smoking. He
even took up running.

Devoe was among the last people on Cape
Breton Island to see Stephen alive, on the
Wednesday morning before Easter weekend.
Devoe was leaving for work; Stephen was in
his car, driving off to go for a jog somewhere.
Stephen gave a wave and set off. It was the last
time Devoe would see his friend alive.

At some point that day, Stephen left to visit
his father in Maine. Stephen told neither his

roommates nor his mother about the trip.
During his interviews with the police, Ralph
Marshall said he had a nice time with his son
on Easter weekend; there’d been no arguments
or anything else he thought would trigger his
son’s homicidal behaviour.

In early June, I met Dan Devoe at the Blue
Mist Tavern, a Cape Breton Island pub, where
he described how his roommates have been
affected by what Stephen did. They’ve all left
the house they shared with him. Devoe
moved in with his parents and has decided to
take a year off from his studies. The mystery
of Stephen’s motive continued to trouble
him. Was there anything Devoe could have
done to stop him? 

“I keep going over what we did on the Tues-
day night [before Stephen left], but it was noth-
ing special,” Devoe told me. “We played Tony
Hawk on the Xbox. Then we stayed up until
about 3 a.m. watching TV. Same as any other
night.” Devoe took another pull from his bot-
tle of Schooner beer, and said, “You talk with
Stephen for five minutes, and you could tell
he’d had a hard life. But ten other of my friends
also had hard lives, and they didn’t go off and
kill anybody. . . . No one saw this coming.”

tephen’s mother, margaret
Miles, lives with her daughter
and second husband in a char-
ming farmhouse off a country
lane in Little Bras d’Or, a vil-
lage near Cape Breton Island’s
northeast shore. I met her
there on a sunny spring after-
noon the day after Margaret

had cleaned out her son’s apartment. In her
dining room, decorated in homey floral wall-
paper patterns, with oak furniture and wide-
planked hardwood floors, Margaret sat at the
table and described for me the prevailing the-
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Soon, the four of us were standing in the
downpour, jawing about Will. The first to
approach me that day at the car was Ann
Campbell, Will Elliott’s girlfriend. Her com-
panions were Dawna and Jason Durant,
friends who live across the street.

“When we heard the knock on the door on
Easter, we thought it was Dawna or Jason,”
Campbell said, wiping drops of rain and tears
from her cheeks. “Will was pissed they were
waking him up so early on Easter morning.
We’d been wanting to sleep in.”

She described how she’d rushed to the
door when she heard Marshall’s gunshots,
and how her first thought when she saw Will
on the ground was to get help. It was then, as
she raced up the driveway on her way to the
Durants’ place, that she locked eyes with a
fleeing Stephen Marshall.

“Some people have been talking like
Stephen Marshall’s a hero because he killed
child molesters,” Campbell continued, the
rain still coming down. Our conversation was
almost over and, in a few seconds, she and the
Durants would return to the Durants’ trailer
to change into dry clothing. “But Will wasn’t
a child molester. And that makes Stephen
Marshall a murderer, not a martyr. Will never
should have been on that registry.”

quarter after eight on
the morning of Easter Sunday,
a state trooper’s patrol car sped
north toward Will Elliott’s
trailer along Maine’s Route
15. Sirens on, flashers and
strobes firing, the car and the
trooper inside sped past Mar-
shall’s Tacoma, disappearing

in his rear-view mirror. For Marshall, it was
an easy guess where the trooper was headed.

Marshall’s actions from this point raise
questions about the extent to which he’d
planned his Easter morning exploits. He’d
made no attempt to obscure his identity dur-
ing his assaults. Nor had he removed his
father’s licence plates from the Tacoma. Mar-
shall doesn’t seem to have accounted for – or
expected – his victims having wives, family, or
housemates. Before he left to visit his father,

Stephen had paid an entire year’s worth of car
insurance. He’d also arranged with his room-
mate back in North Sydney to get cable Inter-
net. Such acts indicate that Marshall expected
to live a normal life after his murder spree. In
other words, he expected to get away with it.

But there had been a witness at the Elliott
place. And now a state trooper was blasting by
him. Had the woman at the Elliott place –
Ann Campbell – managed to memorize his
licence-plate number? Were police already
looking for a white pickup truck? Now appar-
ently panicked, Marshall dispensed with
using the navigation software on his dad’s
laptop and swung his truck onto the dirt road
of a sprawling dairy farm ten minutes south
of the Elliott place. The road stopped at a
field. Marshall continued and became mired
in the mud, likely forcing him into four-wheel
drive. After another attempt, and another
dead end, several farm workers approached to
offer him directions, but he pulled back onto
Route 15 before they could reach his car and
continued south, towards Bangor.

In Bangor, Marshall left the pickup – and
the AR-15 rifle – behind an arena about a
hundred yards away from the home of
another Stephen, horror writer Stephen King.
He found his way to the bus station a few
blocks walk away. There, in the public wash-
room, he lightened his load by depositing his
unused bullets in a toilet tank. He then bought
a ticket for Boston and boarded for the 1:45
p.m. departure.

From Bangor, it’s about a six-hour trip to
Boston, allowing for stops in between. Mar-
shall took a seat in the thirteenth aisle, where
he was alone. By this time, much of the Maine
State Police department had mobilized to
track down the killer of Joseph Gray and
William Elliott. Officers were visiting the

homes of other sex offenders in central Maine
to alert them that a killer appeared to be tar-
geting names on the registry. Ann Campbell,
as it turned out, had memorized the licence-
plate number of Marshall’s pickup truck. The
police quickly tracked down Marshall’s dad
at his place in Houlton, and they obtained a
good description of Stephen to be dispatched
to other officers throughout the northeast.

Two lucky breaks helped police end the
search for Marshall that Easter afternoon. An
employee at the Bangor bus station investi-
gated a complaint about a clogged toilet in the
men’s washroom only to discover its tank was
full of bullets. That led the state police to the
fact that a young man fitting Stephen Mar-
shall’s description had boarded a bus to Boston
earlier that day. By that point the bus should
have arrived, had it not been for the second
lucky break – the bus was delayed about an
hour by mechanical difficulties.

Marshall’s bus approached an exit on the
outskirts of Boston shortly after 8 p.m. The
driver suddenly slowed on the off ramp, then
stopped. Marshall likely saw the police officers
in tactical uniforms before they boarded the
bus. Once the driver opened the door, an
officer asked him to turn on the interior lights.

Suddenly, there was a crack that sounded
like a tree limb breaking in a windstorm and
screams erupted around the thirteenth aisle.
The mother of a nine-year-old boy went
berserk when she saw her son was splattered
with blood. She was sure he’d been hit, but the
only person hit was Marshall. He’d shot him-
self in the head with his dad’s .45 and was
pronounced dead several hours later in a
Boston hospital.

stephen marshall left
behind a mystery. What
caused this apparently normal
young man to one day decide
to conduct a hunting expedi-
tion for sex offenders? 

For the last year of his life,
Marshall lived in a burgundy
two-storey house in North

Sydney, not far from Sydney Harbour, with
three housemates. They were all smart, mid-
dle-class, and college-aged, including Mar-
shall’s best friend, Dan Devoe, who, at twenty-
one, was three years into his psychology degree
at nearby Cape Breton University.

At the beginning of the year, Marshall’s
roommates began to notice that their formerly
wisecracking pal was spending much of his
time in his room. He was losing weight. His
hands tremored occasionally. Then one week-
day at the end of January, Marshall arrived
home four hours early from his dishwashing
shift at North Sydney’s only Chinese restau-
rant, which usually ended at 10 p.m.

“Home early,” Devoe said.
“Yeah,” Marshall agreed.
Devoe pressed. “How come?”
Marshall explained that he’d collapsed at

work.
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Above: William Elliott, in an undated
photo from the Maine State Police
Sex Offender Web site. Right: Elliott’s
trailer the day after his murder
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Marshall missed his mark with William
Elliott. Did Elliott deserve to die for dating 
a fifteen-year-old girl when he was twenty? 



ory among Stephen’s family and friends
about what motivated her son to go hunting
for sex offenders.

“Pretty much everyone suspects he was
abused,” his mother said. Maybe in Idaho, she
said, when Stephen lived there with his father.

“Stephen wasn’t the type to bare his soul to
his mother,” Margaret said. “But I wonder,
sometimes, whether I should have sent him
to [live with] his dad when he was thirteen.
If he was molested, and he had a monkey like
this on his back – maybe he couldn’t shake 
it. Holding something like that in – it’s like any
emotion. It’s going to pop out one way or
another.”

Asked about Stephen’s relationship with his
father (who declined to be interviewed), Mar-
garet said, simply, “Stephen loved his dad. He
loved both of us.” Stephen’s friends said he
revered his father “as though he was Superman.”

Margaret believes events leading up to
Easter weekend unfolded like this: Stephen
was itching to drive his new car, so on the
Wednesday before, on an impulse, he decided
to drive to Maine to visit his father. Then, in
Maine, likely at some point on Saturday
evening, some event, or combination of events,
triggered an episode of post-traumatic stress
that set Stephen on his murderous expedition.

This impulsive post-traumatic outburst
theory, embraced by many people close to
Stephen Marshall, has holes. Maine police
records indicate that Stephen accessed the
state’s sex-offender registry from Nova Scotia
at some point on the Tuesday before Easter
weekend, the day prior to his departure for
Maine. Maine State police say Stephen didn’t
search online for any sex offenders who lived
in Houlton, which he’s likely to have done if
he was simply indulging his curiosity. In fact,
all of the people Stephen looked up lived in a
specific cluster of central Maine. Which sug-
gests Stephen had a purpose in mind before
he left. At that point, he already was a hunter
seeking his prey. (Joseph Gray, William Elliott,
and the thirty-two other intended victims were
likely picked at random simply because they
lived fairly close to the I-95 highway, several
hours away from his father’s place in Houlton.) 

The idea that Stephen had been planning –
or at least considering – these murders for
some time prompted Margaret to mention a
particular conversation with her son. Stephen
had come to her with a problem: He couldn’t
figure out what he wanted to do with his life.

After some thought, Margaret gave him
the best advice she could think of. “You have
to do something you feel passionate about,”
she said.

It’s tempting to wonder whether Stephen
Marshall went off, considered his mother’s
advice, and arrived at a cold-blooded conclu-
sion. He was a young man at loose ends for a
purpose in life, deliberating his passions and
peeves, his affection for firearms, his disdain
for child molesters, and the boost in self-
esteem he felt when he dallied with vigilantism
by brandishing his dad’s AR-15 to save a young
man weaker than himself – as happened years
before, in Culdesac. Combined with the poor
job prospects available to youth on Cape
Breton Island, and the contemplation of a life
spent washing dishes, perhaps Stephen calcu-
lated that his best bet for a satisfactory purpose
lay in a covert campaign against sex offenders
– whose photographs and addresses were
easily available, thanks to the online registry
maintained by his father’s home state.

In the end, there may be only one certainty
in the mysterious crimes committed by the
boy from Cape Breton Island during Easter
weekend. He went out into the wilds of Maine
to kill some monsters. And in the process, he
became a monster himself. What spurred his
actions may forever remain a mystery, leaving
the dozens of people who knew Stephen Mar-
shall to wonder whether there’s anything they
could have done to save his life, and the lives
of the people he killed. They wonder whether
they bear any responsibility for what happened.

Perhaps most of them wonder, anyway.
And perhaps there’s someone out there who
knows the truth. Ω
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Stephen Marshall, in an undated family photo, left no
explanation for his Easter-weekend killing spree.
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Christopher Shulgan reported from Haiti about the 
controversial death of retired RCMP Sergeant Mark
Bourque for the Summer issue.


