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  PROLOGUE


  Two Missouri families prayed for a miracle on January 12, 2007.


  One family had started praying four and a half days earlier, when their thirteen-year-old son disappeared after a school bus dropped him off in front of their home in Beaufort.


  The other family’s prayers had begun 1,558 days earlier, when their then-eleven-year-old boy vanished on a sunny Sunday afternoon while riding a bicycle less than a mile from their house in Richwoods. Every day, for four years, the boy’s parents appealed to a higher power to bring home their son.


  On that bleak, icy day in January, the families’ prayers were answered.


  The miracle had occurred.


  CHAPTER 1


  Shrouded in Secrecy


  Richwoods, Missouri, is the perfect place to get lost.


  The area is shrouded in lush layers of trees: red oaks, white oaks, pines, hickory, ash, cherry, walnut, and other native eastern hardwoods in forests so dense, there are parts where the sun struggles to shine through and temperatures drop slightly. The thick trees offer obscurity, as do rocky ridges of limestone snaking across the bramble. It’s a topographical topsy-turvy, where sinkholes and cave pits depress into the countryside, rolling hills meander across the landscape, and cascading creeks canter every which way. Inexperienced trekkers, beware: Abandoned mine shafts and tailing ponds threaten to swallow. Old rusted farming equipment, shabby sheds, and mangy mobile homes litter the hollows.


  In these woods, it is easy for a person to disappear—by choice, or by accident.


  CHAPTER 2


  A Mother’s Intuition


  October 6 had all the makings of a memorable day.


  The frothy forests surrounding the small town of Richwoods still resembled summer on that Sunday afternoon in 2002. Big, green leaves draped the rising red oaks. The townsfolk still favored cotton shirts, drove with the windows down, and relished ice-cold cans of Pepsi-Cola and Milwaukee’s Best beer. Daytime temperatures with highs in the sixties had replaced the scorching heat and suffocating humidity that mark summers in Eastern Missouri. Lower temperatures seemed to have buzzed away the pesky mosquitoes that thrive in the old tailing ponds left over from the town’s mining days.


  Not too hot. Not too cold. Just perfect. Even the children seemed to know that they had to seize the day and play outside, realizing that soon they would be confined inside, cooped up. Bone-chilling temperatures were only weeks away, or possibly days away, given the area’s unpredictable weather patterns. It seemed as if all the boys and girls of Richwoods spent that Sunday outside, jumping on trampolines, tossing balls and Frisbees on green grassy lawns, and riding their bikes along Highway A, a windy, two-lane road that cuts through the town’s center.


  Shawn Damian Hornbeck had awakened to a day that seemed to promise the carefree spontaneity that eleven-year-olds like him reveled in and that overworked, over-scheduled adults envied. His stepfather, for one, probably would have appreciated such a luxury. That morning, Craig Akers had skipped his Sunday ritual of cooking a hearty breakfast of sausage and eggs, according to the St. Louis Post-Dispatch; instead, he opted to sleep late, exhausted from all of the overtime he was working at his job as vice president of technology at Fastrans Logistics, located about an hour’s drive away in north St. Louis County. That morning, with his parents and two teenage sisters all doing their own things, Shawn basked in his freedom to spend his time as he pleased, the newspaper reported: he fueled up with a Pop-Tart, the sugary sweetness most likely a treat in itself, and set out for a day of fun in his hometown.


  Settled by the French in the 1770s, Richwoods is a former mining community that sits roughly sixty miles southwest of Greater St. Louis, the largest metropolitan area in Missouri. Many of the townsfolk root for the city’s professional sports teams: Major League Baseball’s St. Louis Cardinals, the National Football League’s St. Louis Rams, and the National Hockey League’s St. Louis Blues. And with employment opportunities limited in Richwoods, some of the people commute to and from metro St. Louis for work. But that is where the common bonds end between Richwoods, a town of approximately 1,300, and the St. Louis area—with nearly 2.8 million people, it’s the eighteenth-largest metro area in the United States.


  Richwoods is an economically sluggish, nearly all-Caucasian community with winding two-lane roads and occasional one-lane bridges. Old farmhouses and mobile homes scatter across the town. No big-box stores or chain restaurants call the area home. It is one of eleven townships in Washington County, which has a population of approximately twenty-four thousand people who live in a swath of the state known as the Missouri Ozarks. Parts of the county contain a portion of the Mark Twain National Forest, a haven for hunters, fishers, and outdoor enthusiasts as well as 530 native wildlife species such as aquatic three-toed salamanders and sorrowful-sounding mourning doves. The county seat, Potosi, a city of nearly 2,700 people approximately twenty miles to the south of Richwoods, is home to the century-old county courthouse, a Wal-Mart Supercenter, and the Potosi Correctional Center, a maximum-security, state-operated facility housing eight hundred high-risk male inmates including those on Missouri’s death row.


  In the county in which Richwoods sits, just over half of the residents have obtained a high school degree or higher. Unemployment rates consistently hover above state and national averages, some years more than doubling it. Median household and per-capita incomes sink below state and national figures as well, mostly due to Washington County’s limited job opportunities, which are mainly confined to local educational and health care agencies, retailers, and a dwindling number of manufacturing companies. To find work, about half of the residents—such as Shawn’s stepfather—have to travel outside of the county.


  It used to be that people flocked to Washington County to mine the land rich in lead, iron ore, and barite. But three centuries of mining have contaminated soil and water, bequeathing health problems to hundreds of current county residents, including children poisoned by lead. In May 2007, the Post-Dispatch reported that the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency had slated $8.5 million for waste cleanup of old mining operations in Washington County, where there are 1,431 documented sites, a significant number of them in Richwoods. Many households must drink bottled water because of high traces of lead and other contaminants in the well water systems.


  None of the problems plaguing the Richwoods area seemed to bother Shawn or most other residents on October 6, a Sunday with such pleasant weather it invited folks to forget worries and savor the moment.


  For Shawn, that meant hanging out at home, meeting friends, and riding his bike. Later, his parents, Pam and Craig Akers, would recall to the media how Shawn had started his Sunday morning nestled in a recliner, relaxed and focused on a PlayStation high-speed-racing video game that blared across his family’s big-screen television. They would remember Shawn’s love of electronics and engines: He was a video game fanatic. He liked monster trucks and motocross racing. When Shawn grew up, he wanted to become a computer programmer like his stepfather, partly because the boy loved machines and partly because he loved Craig, really the only dad he had ever known. When Shawn was a baby, Craig stepped into the role of father, just like that. It was as if the two had always shared the same bloodline. Just three years earlier, Shawn had walked his mother down the aisle and given her away when she married Craig. In fact, the Akerses were in the midst of completing paperwork that would have allowed Craig to legally adopt Shawn. His parents recalled all of that to the media, as well as how Shawn was a happy boy, intelligent and affectionate. He had a lot of friends. He liked eating junk food, playing with dogs, and watching cartoons such as SpongeBob SquarePants.


  More significantly, he was a boy who feared the dark.


  It was the dark that made Pam’s stomach sink that Sunday in October. Shawn had not come home. And it was dark out. Like a lot of kids his age, he sometimes had trouble coming home on time. But not when it was dark outside. He always made it home before the sun set—darkness frightened him that much. So when Shawn left to go outside that afternoon, around one o’clock, and promised he would be home by 5 p.m., Pam thought nothing of it. Kids in Richwoods played outside by themselves all of the time.


  Of course Shawn would be home in time for dinner.


  He left his house to meet his friends, riding his lime-green mountain bike. Shawn had received the twenty-one-inch NEXT-brand “Shockzone” boy’s bicycle for his eleventh birthday about three months earlier, on July 17. To celebrate, his parents had taken the family to Swing-A-Round Fun Town, approximately an hour’s drive away in Fenton, a growing St. Louis suburb of newly built homes, industrial and tree-lined parks, and chain-store strip malls. A popular birthday party venue among the preteen set, Fun Town is filled with attractions such as bumper boats, batting cages, mini-golf courses, “kiddie karts,” and a twelve-thousand-square-foot indoor arcade with more than eighty games, a pizza and ice cream parlor, and, according to the company’s website, “the newest, fastest go-karts and the longest track in the St. Louis area.” It was the perfect spot for a spunky boy who loved racing, loud engines, video games, and junk food.


  That Sunday, several townsfolk had spotted Shawn riding his birthday bike, ambling about on his afternoon adventures. He was hard to miss on his lime-green bike, with a shock of dark hair and dressed in a pair of blue jeans and a bright-orange T-shirt bearing the name of the DeSoto Astros, the Little League team he belonged to—Shawn played second base and outfield for the team in a larger town approximately fifteen miles to the east. Just about all of Richwoods’ residents knew Shawn, as is likely to happen in a small town where watching people come and go is often a favorite recreational activity.


  Sometime that afternoon, Ron and Shirley Cobb, owners of the only food store in town, Cobbs Grocery, greeted Shawn when he walked into the shop, which seems almost cave-like with its dropped acoustic ceiling and all of the items dangling from it: spider ferns, plastic machine guns, St. Louis Rams championship pennants, plastic American flags, Marlboro cigarette advertisement signs, and dozens of bejeweled purses featuring Betty Boop, Elvis, Marilyn Monroe, and Princess Di. The floor is a patchwork of plywood, linoleum, matted shag carpet, and unfinished wood, winding through narrow aisles and past shelves stocked with everything from Betty Crocker cake mixes and Spam to cans of baked beans and Sloppy Joe sauce to off-brand diaper creams, disposable douches, and other toiletries.


  In the back of the store, an old refrigeration system has been turned into a display case, a museum of sorts, featuring Ron’s collection of World War II memorabilia and Native American artifacts, much of which he accumulated more than thirty years ago when he visited Wounded Knee, South Dakota, site of an Indian massacre. Behind the glass, behind the thick chain lock, behind the sign reading Items in case are not for sale, are rows of primitive arrows from the Sioux, Navajo, and Cherokee tribes, an Arapahoe tomahawk with blue beading, shotgun shells, and an 1885 Winchester rifle with a letter of authenticity. Although the makeshift museum is a local attraction, most of the townsfolk come into the store for soda, beer, and cigarettes. “Marlboro is the most popular brand,” Ron said.


  On that October afternoon, the Cobbs recalled greeting Shawn but not what he purchased. Probably if he bought anything, it was candy, because that’s usually what the town’s kids shopped for. Ron and Shirley had seen him dozens of times before. He did not strike up a conversation or go out of his way to be polite. But he did not talk loudly, nor did he loiter out front on the store’s wooden porch or act boastful like some of the other young people. The older couple thought of Shawn as a normal boy who preferred to keep to himself when in the presence of grown-ups. Nothing unusual at all. Just a typical kid.


  Other townsfolk remembered seeing Shawn at various points along Highway A. There he was hanging out by the basketball court at the Richwoods Lions Club, the town’s gathering and entertaining hall chartered in 1975. There he was riding his bike past his school, Richwoods Elementary, a two-story building with a mostly stone facade and a gravel parking lot. There, Shawn was one of seventeen students in Donna Miley’s fifth-grade classroom. Some time after 4 p.m., one person sighted him riding his bike near an auto salvage yard near the highway crossroads. Around the same time, an alarm sounded, but law enforcement officials reported finding nothing out of the ordinary.


  The last Shawn sighting occurred around 4:30 p.m. He was seen riding his bike westbound on Highway A from the intersection of Highway A and Highway 47, near his elementary school. He appeared to be headed toward home. He was about a half a mile from his front door, where inside Pam Akers probably was preparing for dinner, expecting her only son to walk into the house at any moment.


  Certainly, Shawn would be home by 5 p.m. before it got too dark.


  Pam started feeling nervous after the clock ticked five o’clock, then 5:30, 5:45 p.m., and Shawn had not yet walked through the front door. She reminded herself that sometimes her son was late.


  But she had a bad feeling deep in her gut. A mother’s intuition. Pam turned to her husband: something is wrong with Shawn.


  At six o’clock, Pam started contacting his friends. One of them was Patrick Reeves, who was eleven years old and played with Shawn on the same Little League team. Patrick’s dad knew Shawn fairly well, too. He coached the DeSoto Astros. Since the second grade, Patrick and Shawn had been best friends, according to media reports; and on that evening when Shawn went missing, Patrick told his friend’s parents that he and Shawn had not hung out together that Sunday afternoon and he did not know if Shawn had any secret hiding places. Patrick held out hope that his best friend would return home at any moment.


  By eight o’clock, Shawn was three hours late.


  And it was just too dark.


  Pam called the police.


  Her boy had vanished.


  It was a day she would never forget.


  CHAPTER 3


  The Monster Man Strikes


  Secrets as dark as that Sunday night in October linger more than four years after Shawn Hornbeck disappeared on his mountain bike near the intersection of Highways A and 47. The nitty-gritty details of the abduction may never be known to anyone other than Shawn and the monster man who lurked late that afternoon in the wooded town of Richwoods.


  Most likely Shawn is haunted by the secrets, seared into his soul at the tender age of eleven, squashing the boy’s innocence and potentially changing him forever as a person. And it is true: Without the proper psychological help, said Dr. Lenore Terr, a world-renowned child psychiatrist who specializes in trauma, as adults, child victims can encounter horrific memories “that have been locked up for a long, long time, that can come back and start bothering them at 3 a.m., and they feel like they’re going crazy.”


  After the monster man was caught and caged, and after months of gathering criminal evidence, law enforcement officials in 2007 released to the public a basic sketch of how Shawn vanished: A hulking savage named Michael John Devlin had driven approximately sixty miles southwest from his home in suburban St. Louis, trolling rural Washington County for his prey.


  He had a penchant for boys. He had hate in his heart. He had a gun.


  Devlin zeroed in on a brown-haired, brown-eyed boy riding a lime-green bike headed toward the main drag in Richwoods. He probably considered Shawn an easy target. At the time, Shawn stood four feet, eight inches tall and weighed ninety pounds; by contrast, the predator stood at six feet, four inches and topped the scales at around three hundred pounds. In addition to size, Devlin had more than two decades on Shawn’s young age. And being only eleven years old, Shawn was likely to be impressionable, as trusting as a puppy dog, as are most children that age. Based on the typical development of children his age, child psychologists and educators note that it would have been perfectly normal for Shawn to be unaware of his surroundings, focused on the self-important details of his own little world.


  At first, Shawn may not have noticed Devlin driving along his hometown’s rural roads. Even if he did, the boy may not have thought twice about it. Why should he? People drove by all the time. Plus, horrible, headline-grabbing events such as a stranger kidnapping did not happen in his small hometown. Not under the hawk eyes of the townsfolk. Anyone with the audacity to roam Richwoods uninvited may as well parade down the dusty, narrow roads naked—that’s how obvious interlopers are in these parts. Even people who live there acknowledged that it takes time to wear down the walls of distrust, to fit in well enough to be ignored. Longtime residents remember how difficult it was to blend in when they first moved to the town.


  “It was hard at first,” recalled Shirley Cobb, who moved from the St. Louis area to Richwoods with her husband, Ron, in 1981. “It takes a while for people to get to know you. It’s a quiet little place. Now we like it OK.”


  “At first, I thought we made a huge mistake moving here,” said Kim Evans, who moved to the country town after spending most of her life in middle-class and upscale St. Louis suburbs such as Ladue, Kirkwood, and Ballwin. She and her husband moved because rents in metro St. Louis were too high and they had two kids. In the wooded outpost, the couple paid cash for a starter house on three acres. “I hated it at first. Everybody knows everybody here. Nobody trusted us because we were new. It took a while for people to warm up to us. It’s hard for a city person to adjust. But now I like it.”


  Of course, the suspicion Richwoods residents have toward newcomers is not uncommon in rural settings. People move to remote locales to get away from city hassles—and, often, to distance themselves from other people. Newcomer sightings were rarer before Shawn went missing. Many city and suburban dwellers from St. Louis had never heard of Richwoods, only an hour’s drive away. Even those with weekend homes in Washington County bypassed Richwoods, for the isolated town is not the type of country that uppity yuppies favor.


  Richwoods does not offer the quaint Kountry Kottage type of stores that sell just-add-water scone mixes in eye-pleasing bags tied with raffia bows, or mass-produced patchwork quilts, or faux antique furnishings in which the paint coat is professionally crackled for an “heirloom-quality” shabby chic flavor. The town does not boast an outdoor farmers’ market selling a rainbow array of fresh flowers, beeswax candles, and homemade lavender-scented soaps. Nor does it have overpriced bistros, diners promising down-home cooking, or charming bed-and-breakfast accommodations. If an outsider wants to spend the night in Richwoods, he better have a sturdy sleeping bag and a can of super-strength bug spray, because there are no hotels. The town does not even come close to offering the same urban-country appeal as a Nantucket or a Napa Valley; or the Missouri equivalent of a downtown St. Charles or Ste. Genevieve.


  Richwoods is unabashed country. The real thing.


  After the boy disappeared, quiet Richwoods became the center of attention, a town besieged by an onslaught of strangers, and not necessarily the friendly kind: Law enforcement officials combed every inch of the area, searching rickety trailers, abandoned sheds, and forest hideaways, thereby riling the meth-heads who used those places to get high. And while townsfolk initially embraced members of the media because the news-gatherers had the power to publicize the missing-child case, most easily outwore their welcome once they began asking one too many questions in that inane, arrogant, self-serving manner that journalists are prone to. Then there were the gawking lookie-loos, a version of a tornado chaser, but who, instead of getting their jollies following the path of a destructive twister, engaged in the freakish follies of becoming a part of—however vicariously and insignificantly—the latest human tragedy making the news.


  To be fair, the people of Richwoods have had every right and reason to distrust newcomers since that October Sunday in 2002. One of their own—an innocent child, no less—was snatched from their midst during daylight hours.


  To the monster man, Richwoods’s remoteness, its unguarded innocence, and its lack of potential witnesses seemed to make it a good place to pilfer a child. Devlin was familiar with the area’s back roads and pockets of people. At the time, he co-owned a vacant parcel of lush land in a development called Woodland Lake Estates in northwestern Washington County, approximately twenty-five miles from Shawn’s hometown. There, he camped and kept his twelve-foot fishing boat for use on the area’s thirteen lakes. He was headed toward his property on that beautiful Sunday afternoon.


  According to law enforcement officials, media accounts, and FBI reports, the abduction—which Devlin said was a random act—unfolded as follows:


  Devlin spotted the boy riding his bike on a gravel road next to a church. He passed Shawn and stopped his truck to watch the eleven-year-old’s every movement. He trailed Shawn along the road. “Shawn was riding on the passenger side of the truck and Devlin tapped him with his truck just to startle Shawn,” an FBI report stated. “Devlin stopped and got out of the truck and acted like he was making sure that Shawn was OK. When Devlin got to the passenger-side door of the truck, he opened the door and pushed Shawn into the truck.”


  He threatened the boy with a gun.


  Devlin taped together the boy’s hands, the St. Louis Post-Dispatch reported, and informed Shawn that he “was in the wrong place at the wrong time.”


  He drove the boy to suburban St. Louis. At one point during the ride, he placed his hand on Shawn’s groin. Back at his apartment, Devlin sexually assaulted him numerous times. That night, Devlin “tied a rope around Shawn’s waist and tied it around his own hand or waist before going to sleep,” the newspaper reported.


  The next morning, before he left for his go-nowhere job at a nearby pizzeria, Devlin “tied Shawn to a futon and put duct tape over his mouth,” according to a report released by the Washington County Sheriff’s Office and cited by the Post-Dispatch. “He repeated the practice for about the first month of the boy’s captivity.”


  During his work breaks, Devlin came home to give Shawn food and allow him to use the bathroom. “Devlin told his co-workers that his cat had mites and that he had to go home each day for lunch to give his cat medicine,” an FBI report said. “Devlin would go home to feed Shawn and then return to work.”


  But not before binding and gagging the boy.


  For four years and three months, the monster man succeeded in his heinous heist. He stuck it to law enforcement officials, delivering a silent but sounding “screw you,” leaving them with what authorities publicly called a nightmare investigation. He left no clues as to Shawn’s whereabouts; not even a tire mark in the dirt. He left no evidence; not even the lime-green bike could be located during the intensive search for Shawn that left no leaf in the dense forest unexamined, no rocks in the karstic landscape unturned.


  To each other and to the media, the townsfolk would shake their heads in disbelief, shrug their shoulders, and reiterate: It was as if Shawn had vaporized into thin air.


  CHAPTER 4


  Searching for Shawn


  The morning after Shawn Hornbeck disappeared, not all of the people in Richwoods had heard that one of their town’s children was lost. By the time Shawn was reported missing to the authorities Sunday, many people had already settled in for the night, watching their favorite television shows, tucking their kids into bed, and, in some cases, turning in early in preparation for the busy upcoming week, although no one at the time could have fathomed the frantic nature of the days that loomed ahead.


  The morning after, temperatures were mild, promising yet another pleasant autumn afternoon. Pleased, Kim Evans was driving her kids along Highway A, as she did every weekday, heading toward St. Rose of Lima, a private Catholic school in the nearby town of DeSoto. Evans had not driven far when she noticed a swarm of about ten to fifteen police cars, pickup trucks, vans, and all-terrain vehicles gathered around the Book of Acts Methodist Church near the crossroads of Highways A and 47. Helicopters hovered above. A flurry of activity swirled around the men and women in uniforms.


  Uh-oh, Evans thought: Must have been one big drug bust.


  Clusters of ATVs, pickups, and police cars were not an everyday occurrence in Richwoods, but they were not unheard-of. While many of the townsfolk are decent, hard-working people who savor the area’s forests and faraway feel, Richwoods does have its share of drug users, specifically abusers of methamphetamine.


  The region’s compounding problems and limited resources have helped to fuel a meth problem in Richwoods and Washington County in general. Highly toxic, makeshift meth labs mar the landscape, where the lush remoteness offers meth users privacy for “cooking” the drug and getting jacked up on the highly addictive stimulant made from over-the-counter cold products, lithium batteries, rubbing alcohol, starter fluids, drain cleaners, and other products commonly found around the home. Meth is so prevalent that even the mayor of one of the county’s towns was charged with possession of the drug that law enforcement authorities link to crime, and health care officials deplore as a strain on an already stressed medical system.


  So when helicopters buzzed overhead that morning and the police vehicles, pickups, and ATVs descended on the town, it was quite understandable that some of the townsfolk thought that there had been a big meth bust.


  If only that morning’s adrenaline-packed activities were police catching a bunch of loser meth-heads.


  Evans’s husband, Wayne, a truck driver, also had noticed the vehicle swarm on Highway A. He had heard a grumbling helicopter. He did not have to wonder long what all the commotion was about: the radio informed him that Shawn Hornbeck of Richwoods was missing. A search was currently under way.


  The Evanses knew the eleven-year-old boy. Shawn had played at their house with their kids, jumping on the trampoline in the family’s front yard, laughing like he had no cares in the world.


  “My God,” Wayne’s wife recalled him saying to her, “if this were my child, I would want all of the help I could get.”


  Wayne unloaded his truck right then and there and joined in the search for Shawn. He vowed to put his life on hold to help find the missing child. He would do whatever he could. He would spend days combing the surrounding woods, looking for the boy, for evidence, for clues to his whereabouts. Looking for anything. His wife, Kim, encouraged his commitment to the search, telling him to do whatever it took. The petite brunette also volunteered, putting in long hours manning phone lines at the makeshift command center along Highway A. At the moment, all that seemed to matter to them was helping to find Shawn and bringing him home to his family.


  At Cobbs Grocery, Ron and Shirley Cobb had heard the news, too. As the search for Shawn began mounting early that morning, the gray-haired couple decided to donate supplies to the rapidly growing number of locals who had joined law enforcement in the search for Shawn. As the owners of the only grocery store in town—whose customers had included Shawn less than twenty-four hours earlier—they felt they had an obligation to help. They donated packs of batteries for flashlights. They gave more than one hundred bags of ice. Ron even drove about fifteen miles to a Sam’s Club, a discount warehouse store owned by Wal-Mart, for cartons of bottled water.


  By noon, it seemed as if everyone in town knew of Shawn’s disappearance. And like the Evanses and the Cobbs, everyone—young and old—seemed to want to help in the search, officially being conducted by the Washington County Sheriff’s Department and the Richwoods Fire Department. At the time, authorities were hopeful that Shawn’s being gone was an accident; perhaps the boy had just lost his way and was waiting to be found. Shawn running away was unlikely, and the possibility of abduction is always there, but more likely, everyone thought, the boy was alone, scared, and ready to be rescued.


  The number of volunteers reached more than one hundred people, an effort coordinated in part by an organization of off-road enthusiasts belonging to the Midwest Trail Riders Association Motorized Search and Rescue Team. The group provides invaluable help in these types of situations because its members are experienced navigators of difficult terrain and smart about safety; for instance, during the search for Shawn, they prodded volunteers to sign in before trekking into the thick forest as a way to ensure that no one else got lost.


  By foot, by ATVs, and by horseback, volunteers and their scent-detecting dogs assisted law enforcement in searching the roads and wooded areas near Shawn’s hometown. Since many of the volunteers came from Richwoods, nearby towns, and the surrounding rural areas of Jefferson and Franklin Counties, most were prepared to tackle the rough terrain characterized by dense forests, sinkholes, caves, farm fields, bramble, dilapidated outposts, discarded junk, hills with sharp turns, limestone ridges with steep drop-offs, and narrow mine shafts abandoned decades ago.


  Although the locals knew the area, the backwoods proved more frustrating than expected. Jerry Sessums, who drove to Richwoods from neighboring Jefferson County to help search for Shawn, recalled his shock at the brush. He had never seen anything like it. Grass so tall and shaggy, Sessums had to crawl to get through some parts. He’d blink his eyes and think: Which way did I come from? Which way am I going? All around him, the woods looked the same, a dizzying, maddening kaleidoscope of greenery.


  “You would go through an area that could be looked at ten times and not know for sure if you have already examined it,” Sessums told his family and friends in the days after the search, shaking his head in amazement. “Never seen anything like it.”


  Despite the intimidating countryside, Sessums pushed aside any fears and kept looking for Shawn. He volunteered to join the search immediately after he heard the news. A retired assembly-line worker and repairman for the DaimlerChrysler plant in suburban south St. Louis County, Sessums is friends with Shawn’s maternal grandmother, Doris Duff. He is also the father of three grown children and the grandfather of two girls, ages two and seven at the time. “As a parent, I felt real bad for the family,” said Sessums, who was on the brink of turning sixty in 2002 and, astounded
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