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Hear me, O God, as I voice my complaint;

protect my life from the threat of the enemy.

Hide me from the conspiracy of the wicked,

from that noisy crowd of evildoers,

who sharpen their tongues like swords

and aim their words like deadly arrows.

They shoot from ambush at the innocent man;

they shoot at him suddenly, without fear.

They encourage each other in evil plans,

they talk about hiding their snares;

they say, “Who will see them?”

They plot injustice and say,

“We have devised a perfect plan!”

Surely the mind and heart of man are cunning.

But God will shoot them with arrows;

suddenly they will be struck down.

He will turn their own tongues against them

and bring them to ruin;

all who see them will shake their heads in scorn.

All mankind will fear;

they will proclaim the works of God

and ponder what he has done.

Psalm 64:1–9
As quoted from the Bible by Colleen Stan


PART ONE

NOT EVEN A SCREAM

May 19, 1977–November, 1977

I never let her see papers. I never let her have a radio or television. It happened one day before ever she came I was reading a book called Secrets of the Gestapo—all about the tortures and so on they had to do in the war, and how one of the first things to put up with if you were a prisoner was the not knowing what was going on outside the prison. I mean they didn’t let the prisoners know anything, they didn’t even let them talk to each other, so they were cut off from their old world. And that broke them down.

The Collector, by John Fowles

Nobody who has not lived in a dungeon could understand how absolute the silence down here is. No noise unless I make it. So I feel near death. Buried.

Miranda, The Collector, by John Fowles


CHAPTER 1

Straddling the cool, green rush of the Sacramento River is a town too small and undistinguished to warrant a stop by most tourists. It’s a long way from postcard visions of the West Coast—no beach-front condos, few flashy sports cars, not even a whole lot of freeway.

This sleepy metropolis is the heart and capital of Tehàma County, a bucolic expanse of olive, plum, walnut, and almond orchards; a few busy timber yards; and rolling cattle range.

Red Bluff got its name from the russet bluffs that plunge to the edge of the Sacramento River, cut there by time, glowing nearly iridescent in the afternoon sun. When early settlers steamed up from San Francisco on big paddle-wheelers in the 1850s, they spied those cliffs and christened this town after them—but most of today’s residents wouldn’t know that, so little time do they spend on that swift, dangerous river.

It must be the cattle ranchers that give that Southwestern twang to this place. Never mind the California address, chewing tobacco is more popular than alfalfa sprouts. Men in cowboy boots, denims, and an occasional Stetson stride up the sidewalks, and more than a few pickups rumble down the streets.

They say that Red Bluff’s annual Bull and Gelding Sale, held every January, is the biggest in the country. And Round-Up Week, “a celebration of the Best in the West,” tops off the silliness of a cowchip-throwing contest, a whisker-growing contest, and a roving jail for unlucky locals wearing non-Western garb, with what is billed as “America’s Biggest 2-Day Rodeo.”

With those new fast-food places and shopping centers sprouting up by the freeway, you’d think Red Bluff was booming, but in fact the population has only just crept past 10,500, and “going out of business” sales plague the older parts of town. The economy is depressed, the streets are quiet, the pace is slow. There’s not much to do here on a Saturday night.

Like other small towns, Red Bluff is a place with few secrets; broken marriages, accidents, and affairs are big news. But it’s a fine place to raise a family, a place where strangers still get a nod and a “hello” on the street, a place where old-fashioned values are upheld by the congregations of little churches that seem to stand on nearly every corner.

The heart of Red Bluff is still Main Street, a long, wide road with only two stoplights that lies on the edge of a downtown grid less than a mile square. The names of the streets running north and south are as all-American as a marching band: Washington, Jefferson, Madison, Monroe, Lincoln. And those running east and west ring as honest as wood: Cedar, Hickory, Walnut, Pine, Oak, and Elm. The Tehama County Courthouse presides over it all. Built in 1920, the impressive brick structure opens onto Washington Street, its front made appropriately solemn with massive columns and its entryway boasting trophies and ribbons from past rodeos, parades, and Little League championships.

A right turn on Oak leads away from the interstate to an older, quieter part of town, where shade trees have grown large and houses have settled deep into their shrubbery. It’s a comfortable, quiet neighborhood, if not especially prosperous. Modest homes from the forties and fifties watch children pop wheelies on bicycles while local dogs sniff about for news.

A few of the homes are rented, as is 1140 Oak Street, a small stucco structure painted an unlikely pink and edged in a brick color that’s almost red. The owners of the home, an elderly couple by the name of Leddy, live next door. They’ve seen a lot of tenants in the past thirty-odd years, but they recall that in 1976 and ’77 they were renting 1140 Oak Street to Cameron and Janice Hooker.

Mrs. Leddy remembers them as “a nice couple.” They paid the rent on time, were hardworking and quiet. Cameron struck them as the serious type. He piled the backyard high with young trees that he’d cut, then sold them in six- or seven-foot segments as fence posts. “He was all business, you might say,” Mr. Leddy says.

After sixty years of marriage, the Leddys seem to agree on almost everything, and they agree that Cameron’s thin young wife, Janice, was very nice. She sewed, crocheted, and used to come over and sit under the arbor to visit.

And the Leddys can’t recall anything at all about the Hookers that they would call strange. “They were no trouble whatsoever,” Mrs. Leddy recalls. “We liked them.”

To neighbors and onlookers, Cameron and Janice Hooker seemed simply average, another young couple just starting out. At twenty-four, Cameron was tall and gangly. He worked as a millworker at Diamond International, a big lumber mill that at that time boasted of being Tehama County’s largest employer. Janice, at nineteen, was still slim, despite having become a mother several months before. Both wore glasses, both had brown hair—hers wavy and long, his straight and shaggy.

They kept to themselves. They kept out of trouble. And none of their neighbors remember the slightest thing out of the ordinary, the smallest ripple of peculiarity about May 19, 1977.

There were probably dozens of reasons Colleen Stan shouldn’t have been hitchhiking that day, but this was a time when hitchhikers were plenty and those reasons seemed less important. Thumbing rides on freeway on-ramps was almost a rite of passage for America’s youth. Whether it was prudent or not was hardly a consideration. It was cheap. It was easy. And you never could tell what interesting people you might meet out there on the road.

Colleen left Eugene, Oregon, that morning at about eleven, when her roommates, Alice and Bob, drove her to the freeway. She stood at the side on the road under the gray Eugene sky looking virtually indistinguishable from any number of hitchhikers in a town nearly dominated by University of Oregon students. She wore a plaid wool Pendleton, jeans, and Earthshoes. She was medium height, medium build, and had thick, tawny hair so long that it brushed against the small of her back. And at twenty, her eyes still held a hint of naïveté.

Colleen’s destination was Westwood, a small town in Northern California where her friend Linda lived. The occasion was Linda’s birthday. This was Thursday. Colleen told Alice that she’d be back on Saturday.

Interstate 5, the long ribbon of concrete that snakes all the way from the Canadian border to San Diego, would be her route.

She made good time. After just two rides, she was all the way down to Red Bluff, and it was just four o’clock. Here she would exit the freeway and head east, with another hundred miles to go.

A carload of guys offered her a ride, but she turned them down—too risky. Another car stopped, but the couple said they were only going a short distance, so she turned them down, too.

Then a blue Dodge Colt pulled over, and Colleen saw a young couple in front, the woman holding a baby in her arms. They looked about Colleen’s age, and not very different from her roommates, Alice and Bob—not wealthy, but not hippies either. From the looks of their faded clothes, they probably didn’t have much more than each other.

The man said they were headed toward Mineral, a giant step in the right direction, so Colleen tossed in her sleeping bag and backpack and climbed into the back seat.

Things started off badly. Colleen carried a jug of grape juice with her. She opened it to take a drink. As she raised it to her lips the driver accelerated, and purple juice spilled a stain down the front of her shirt.

But Colleen didn’t take this as a bad omen. Nor did she pay particular heed to the odd wooden box sitting on the seat beside her. Nor did she notice the secret marital exchange that took place in the front seat as the little car sped out of town: The driver gave his wife a meaningful look; she frowned and shook her head, but said nothing.

When you drive east on Highway 36, the fringes of Red Bluff soon fall behind. The road climbs past pastures into hills of oak strewn with chunks of lava as it heads toward Mt. Lassen, a dormant volcano that heaved off its mountaintop in 1914, leaving the black spores of that spectacular disaster scattered across miles of terrain. At Dale’s Station, the road banks right and climbs into the beginning of the pine country. To the right lies a magnificent canyon ... but no matter how stunning the scenery, Colleen could not help but notice that the driver of the car kept glancing at her in the rearview mirror. It began to make her nervous.

A few miles up the road they stopped for gas, and Colleen took this opportunity to go to the restroom and change her blouse. Standing in the small, cool room, she had a strange feeling that she should escape, as if a voice were warning her: Run! Get away! She noticed the restroom’s little window, and the voice insisted: Crawl out the window! Run! You can get away! But Colleen couldn’t understand why she was having such crazy notions; she shook off the impulse to flee and went back to the car.

The wife had bought some candy bars, and as they continued toward Lassen National Forest, she shared these with their backseat passenger. There was chitchat, and soon the conversation turned to the subject of ice caves.

The driver was saying: “My brother said there were some ice caves up around here. Wouldn’t that be something to see?” With another glance at Colleen in the rearview mirror, he asked, “You wouldn’t care if we turned off for a quick look, would ya?”

All Colleen wanted was to get Westwood, but she told them she wouldn’t mind a short detour.

There was some discussion in the front seat about where exactly the turn-off was, and soon they were off the highway, bumping down a dirt road, the afternoon sun flashing through the pine trees.

About a mile or so down the road they stopped. It was quiet, still, with the pine needles swaying only slightly in the breeze, a small stream bubbling nearby. They were completely alone, with only the mountain birds there to watch them.

The wife stepped from the car, carrying her baby over to the nearby stream. Then the driver climbed out, leaving Colleen momentarily alone in the back seat of their two-door Colt.

He came over to the passenger’s side of the car, suddenly pulled the seat forward, jumped in, and put a knife to her throat.

“Put your hands above your head,” he ordered.

Colleen froze, too frightened to move.

The man repeated the order, and she felt him press the blade harder against her skin. Its point pricked her throat, and she felt his hand shaking. Weakly, she lifted her arms above her head. She was shaking too.

A pair of handcuffs flashed across her vision. The man grabbed her hands, and swiftly locked them behind her back.

He had everything ready, and he moved quickly, with practiced motions. He pulled out a piece of cloth and tied it tightly over her eyes. “Are you going to do what I tell you to do?” he demanded. There was menace in his voice.

Colleen managed a feeble “Yes.” Maybe if she went along with him he wouldn’t hurt her, maybe she could somehow calm him down.

Next, she felt a strange leather strap encircling her head, tightened at her cheek until the strap beneath her chin made it impossible for her to open her jaw—a gag, of some sort. Then he grabbed her ankles, wrapping rope around them and tying an expert knot.

Now she was handcuffed, blindfolded, bound, and gagged. But he had more in store for her.

The peculiar wooden box that Colleen had noticed sitting on the seat beside her was this man’s special creation. Its construction was deceptive, for though it was made of plywood and was only about the size of a hatbox, it was surprisingly heavy, weighing nearly twenty pounds. Dense insulation was sandwiched in between its double walls, and it was hinged with metal. He opened it now. The circular hole at the bottom split into semicircles on either side. The interior of the box was carpeted.

Forcing his hostage to lie down, he maneuvered her head into the box, fitting her neck into the sculpted hole. Then he closed it around her head with a snap.

It shut out all light. It muffled all sound. It pinched her neck, trapping her thick hair tightly against her nape, the stranglehold heightening her terror. The carpeted interior pressed against her face with a sickening closeness, and her breathing turned to gasps.

Colleen would come to know this horrific contraption as the head box.

The man covered Colleen with the sleeping bag she had so conveniently provided, and then he was done. He called to his wife, and she brought their infant daughter back to the car and got in. Then he started up the engine, turned the car back down the dirt road, and this average-looking family headed leisurely toward home, their human cargo secreted in the back seat.

The head box was suffocatingly hot, terrifyingly claustrophobic. And Colleen felt smothered beneath the sleeping bag. Her heart thudded in her ears, adrenalin shooting through her veins elevating her temperature. For a time, she felt the weight of the baby placed on top of her, but it cried and the mother took it back up front.

Now the car had turned back onto the pavement, and Colleen could feel it accelerate, rushing her toward some fearful destination. They wound downward, and she sensed they were backtracking, heading west now, back into the valley.

It seemed a long, hot eternity before Colleen could make out traffic noises, a few at first, then more, as if they were entering a town. She guessed it must be Red Bluff.

Suddenly the car stopped. Colleen could make out some conversation in the front seat; the woman was to go and get something. A car door opened, there was a slight shifting of weight, the door closed. Then they were moving again, driving short distances, turning, driving, and turning—aimlessly, as if they were circling the block. Then the car came to a stop again. The door opened, the woman climbed back in, and the car drove on. Odd.

They drove for a short time, the traffic lessening about them, and then the car came to a halt. To Colleen’s relief, the sleeping bag was lifted off and the stifling head box unlatched. She could breathe again. They let her sit up, and she felt her skin start to cool, the sweat trickling down her back, her long hair sticking to her bare, damp arms. The blindfold and her other bonds stayed on, but she was immediately aware of the smell of food. It was hours since Colleen had eaten, but she felt no appetite. Her stomach was a knot.

The wife had fetched a fast-food meal, and now the couple sat in the front seat eating their greasy hamburgers and french fries. They were hungry, but they were also killing time, waiting for the sun to slip farther behind the mountains to the west.

It was dusk now, and the solitary car sat in a wide parking lot overlooking a fat expanse of the Sacramento River. Some ducks paddled downstream toward the diversion dam, birds chattered in the trees, and distant mechanical noises came from the low, gray buildings of the Diamond lumberyard across the river.

Colleen sat wondering where she might be and how she might get away, but the couple soon made her lie back down. The awful box was again snapped shut around her head, and the sleeping bag draped back over her. When they had finished their meal, they headed back into town.

It was after dark when the blue Dodge Colt pulled into the alley behind their house. The man climbed out, came around to the back seat, untied Colleen’s ankles so she could walk, and took off the head box. Everything else—the blindfold, the gag, the handcuffs—stayed on. There was no danger of his hostage escaping.

Colleen was led out of the car, up some steps, and through a kitchen. Out of a narrow gap at the bottom of her blindfold, she glimpsed the base of a stove or refrigerator. Then she was guided through a narrow door and down a steep, short flight of stairs. The basement.

The woman didn’t come down with them. Now Colleen was alone in the basement with her kidnapper.

“Stand up here,” he ordered. Awkwardly, he maneuvered her up on top of something. As she stepped up, she saw that it was a green and white Coleman ice chest. He unlocked one wrist, then quickly draped the handcuffs across a pipe that ran along the ceiling and locked them again. Now her arms were suspended above her head. He proceeded to strip off her jeans, tossing them onto the floor. Colleen felt a wave of sick dread. This had to mean rape.

Suddenly, he snatched the handcuff from one wrist and locked the other to the pipe. She could feel that he was still shaking as he took off her shirt, one arm at a time.

Next, the handcuffs were replaced by wide, stiff leather bands, tightened around one wrist, then the other. These were then hooked to the ceiling, her arms stretched wide apart.

Colleen didn’t understand what was happening.

At once, the support went out from beneath her. The world fell away, and there was a hot strain on her wrists, a wrenching of her shoulders. She wanted to cry out but couldn’t—the leather strap trapped her jaw. Tears burned behind the blindfold. She thrashed the air like a frantic marionette, her naked legs striking out but meeting nothing, searching for something to raise herself up on. The hard leather cuffs cut into her wrists. She struggled, throwing her legs out again and again, churning the air.

Crack! Pain leapt across her back and wrapped around to her stomach. Crack! Another sharp line slapped around her torso. Crack! The whip struck again, and the man shouted at her to stop kicking and just relax. Colleen went limp, sobbing silently into her blindfold, and the whipping stopped.

She hung there, stunned and trembling with panic, trying to hold herself still, afraid that the whip would bite into her again. Hot, red welts rose on her back and stomach, like screams caught in her skin.

Now she could hear him moving about the basement. She tried to concentrate, to figure out what he was doing, but alarms were going off in her head. Taking deep breaths, she tried to calm herself. This couldn’t be real. This had to be a nightmare.

Then, out of that slender gap at the bottom of her blindfold, Colleen spied an open magazine. She cocked her head and tried to focus on it. It was opened to a photograph, and with a slap of recognition Colleen saw that it was a picture of a naked woman hanging in much the same position as she.

She couldn’t quite grasp the significance of this, but it magnified her fear. There it was in black and white. This was no nightmare, this was reality.

In the back of her mind a small voice cried, Why me? Oh God, why me?

The chilling truth was that there was no one to save her. Her family in Southern California had no reason to think she’d left Eugene; her roommates in Eugene thought she was hitchhiking to Linda’s and would be back in a few days. When would they realize she was missing? By then she might be dead.

The man’s heavy steps came toward her and she held her breath, bracing herself for more pain. There was a dull scraping noise. The man grapped her ankles and something brushed against her toes. Just barely, on her tiptoes, she could stand, easing the weight off her wrists and shoulders.

Moaning deeply, Colleen didn’t notice the man’s footsteps on the stairs. He left the basement, fetched his wife, and brought her back down with him.

The small gap at the bottom of her blindfold afforded Colleen only a sliver of the scene below her. It was dimly lit, a single lightbulb casting a tentative spray of light about the room. The floor was concrete, and she could make out a low, wooden structure, something like a table.

Then she caught an unexpected glimpse of movement. Her captors. They seemed to be ... taking off their clothes. She watched them lie down and embrace. Then, to her horror, she realized they were having sex—copulating almost at her feet, like hedonistic worshippers before some strange erotic icon.

She felt sick. This was too weird, too perverse.

When they had finished, she heard the woman’s light steps on the stairs. The door shut solidly behind her. Now she was alone again with the man with the whip. She heard him approach. Perhaps he would let her down now.

Instead, the support was again yanked out from under her, and the pain shot down her arms, pulling at her underarms, across her back and ribs. She hung there for some time, sweating, her arms wide apart, naked but for the socks that he’d left on her feet.

The man watched her but she didn’t kick this time, so he didn’t whip her. After a satisfactory time, he pushed the ice chest back beneath her feet.

She could stand. The weight came off her wrists and shoulders with abrupt relief, but her body felt weak and rubbery.

Then the man unhooked her wrists from the beam and took her down. He steered her across a short distance, then forced her down into another of his strange constructions. It was a box, roughly square, standing about three feet high. One end was open, and he maneuvered her into it face first, so that her bare back faced him. Grabbing her wrists, he lifted them and replaced the leather cuffs with chains. These were locked to the roof of the box.

She sensed the walls around her, as if she were being caged. Her position was cramped, with her arms awkwardly suspended above her and barely enough room to sit up. Then she felt the pressure on her jaw suddenly loosen and the leather gag come off. She begged him to please let her go, but her words were cut short as the awful head box was again maneuvered around her head. It snapped shut, closing tightly around her neck.

He had somehow affixed the heavy head box to the roof of the box. Its weight was supported, but she couldn’t move her head. It was a petrifying sensation: sealed in darkness, each inhalation labored, no air, immobilized. The head box pinched her neck, choking her. She tried to yell into the box’s thick lining, but her voice came back as a hoarse, strangled wail. She gasped, tried to swallow, the terror rising in her throat. The box held her in a deadly grip. She was suffocating! In a claustrophobic panic, she kicked at the sides of the wooden crate that held her, pounding for her life with the only part of her body she could still move, kicking harder and harder.

Suddenly he was back. He grabbed her ankles, wrapped them with cord, then tied them to the side of the box so she wouldn’t be able to kick. Then he was gone.

Colleen suffered in the basement for what seemed a very long time. Terrorized and in pain, she was still unable to accept the truth of her situation. She cried bitterly into the head box, her breathing now a tortured panting, sweat beginning to bead and run down her skin. From time to time she would yell, not knowing even if she could be heard. She thudded against the sides of the box with her feet, fighting as best she could against the cord wrapped around her ankles. She wasn’t going to die without a struggle.

After some time he returned. His hands fumbled with the clasps of the head box, and in an instant it was open. She sucked the air into her lungs, but before she could speak he was shouting at her. “Why the hell are you making so much noise?”

“I can’t breathe,” she croaked. “Please, please let me out. Let my arms down. It hurts so much. I can’t breathe.”

But his only reply was to shut the head box back up again.

He left for a moment, found what he needed, and returned with something she couldn’t identify. He fitted it around her chest and tightened it until the straps dug into her ribs. Now she could scarcely expand her chest; it was even harder to breathe.

And then something very odd. He put a prickly object between her bare legs. It felt similar to a hair curler, small and bristly. She didn’t know it then, but it was an electrical gadget designed to shock her. To his great exasperation the device failed to work, so he shut the box up again and left her there.

As the husband and wife prepared for bed upstairs, Colleen Stan sat naked and gasping in a bizarre prison, the construction of a man with perverse obsessions and sinister habits. Her abduction had been carefully planned: the head box, the knife, the handcuffs, all the essentials of the kidnap had been placed in the car for the express purpose of capturing someone just such as she. When she had caught a ride out of Red Bluff with this wholesome-looking couple, she had fallen into his snare.

Now she was held captive in a box in their basement, her arms chained above her head, her legs tied, a spiny device between her legs, a constrictor cinched around her ribs, a blindfold around her eyes, and a sensory-deprivation box locked around her head. She could hear nothing but her thumping heart and her own tortured breathing. All night she thought she was going to suffocate. He left her boxed and bound and believing she was going to die.

Few prisoners have known a confinement more solitary, more frightening, more hopeless than the one Cameron Hooker was fashioning around his newfound slave.


CHAPTER 2

It was a long night for Colleen. Intense discomfort and sheer fright kept her awake. A few times she was startled by her captor’s hands unexpectedly against her bare back—she had thought she was alone, and suddenly he was there, touching her. Was he trying to scare her? Or was he just feeling to see if she was still warm and breathing?

For Cameron Hooker this night was surely thrilling almost beyond belief. No wonder he could hardly keep his hands off her; his fantasy had finally become reality. He had rehearsed it so many times in his mind. He’d built the head box; he’d prepared the blindfold and the knife and the handcuffs; he’d even readied the equipment in the basement. And he’d pulled it off flawlessly: She had succumbed with nary a struggle, not even a scream.

Now he had her totally within his conrol. And no one knew.

He’d waited a long time for this night. Nearly two years had gone by since he’d first discussed the subject with his wife. But the idea had been brewing inside him much, much longer.

Nothing in Cameron’s upbringing would have predisposed him to unnatural or sadistic tendencies. He was raised within a traditional, warm and caring nuclear family—no child abuse, no divorce, no wife beating. He couldn’t even remember any major battles between his parents.

In fact, nothing stands out about Cameron’s childhood except impermanence.

Cameron was born in Alturas, California, on November 5, 1953, to a couple who had moved out from Arkansas in search of a better life. Harold and Lorena Hooker were simple folk, not highly skilled or well educated, and struggling to make ends meet. While Cameron was growing up they moved every two or three years, his father pursuing work in construction or in sawmills, his mother usually staying home to take care of him and his younger brother, Dexter. The boys’ family life was secure, but they were constantly being uprooted: packing up, leaving school, and saying good-bye almost as soon as they’d made friends.

Cameron was generally quiet and kept to himself, though he was described as “a happy kid” in grammar school. He used to entertain the other children by pretending that he had a button in the middle of his back, and if anyone pressed it, he’d fall to the ground and play dead. It was a big hit during recess, especially with the giggling girls.

His sociable side seems to have taken a beating beginning about the time the Hooker family bought some property south of Red Bluff in 1969 and finally parked their mobile home at a permanent address. By now Cameron’s hormones had begun their adolescent campaign: he’d hit those horrible, awkward teens.

Used to being the tallest kid in the class, he now shot up even more, ungainly and skinny. With his heavy, horn-rimmed glasses, toothy smile, and uncoordinated limbs, Cameron was spurned by the “in” crowd and relegated to what students at Red Bluff High School called the “quad squad”—those outcasts who tended to hang out in a particular area of the grounds.

He had no close friends. He joined no organizations or teams. He excelled at shop classes, learning about tools and machines and construction, but wasn’t much of an athlete and barely passed his academic classes. He had lots of time alone, lots of time to think.

No one would have guessed that this bland, gawky kid had anything exceptional going on in his head. But Cameron Hooker apparently had fantasies. Wild ones. Fantasies in which he had absolute power over the frightened objects of his desire. It seems that, in his imagination, this awkward, spindly adolescent whom no one seemed to notice was powerful, commanding, virile—conjuring up visions of nude, bound women. Helpless. At his mercy. And when he discovered pornography, the magazines that he stashed away in secret places evidently fueled these fantasies with images of leather and handcuffs and whips.

When he graduated from high school in 1972, Cameron Hooker went to work at the local lumbermill, Diamond Lands Corporation. It was a manly occupation, working around large, powerful, deafening machinery, ear-splitting saws, and heavy, black chains. He grew sideburns and let his hair get shaggy.

To the handful of women at the mill, Cameron was still less than attractive—quiet, easily ignored, and from the outside, so unremarkable as to be almost invisible. But Cameron’s secret daydreams of tying up and dominating women seem to have continued unabated. His mindless work apparently left him free to let his imagination run, to play back what he’d read in magazines, to concoct plans. He must have longed to realize them, to act out his fantasies; he just needed someone who would comply. ...

A plain, shy fifteen-year-old was the answer.

In 1973, a mutual friend introduced Cameron to Janice, a naïve and insecure girl with frizzy brown hair, wire-rim glasses, and a personality less mature than her figure. Being so much younger than Cameron, she was also nonthreatening and pliant.

Still a wide-eyed ninth grader, Janice must have found the attentions of this strapping nineteen-year-old flattering beyond all expectation. Unlike the other boys she’d met, he was nice to her! She’d never been treated so well. The other boys walked all over her, but Cameron was gentlemanly, polite, and clearly a prize: well over six feet tall, congenial, with a big, warm smile. He even had a car.

They started dating—going out for drives, for burgers and fries, and to see horror movies like The Exorcist.

Perhaps they seemed an unlikely pair, but Cameron and Janice were similar in what they weren’t: Neither was attractive, well-off, or popular. Neither had much apparent interest in sports, literature, or culture. And neither was originally from Red Bluff.

Janice’s family had moved up from the San Jose area a few years earlier. They’d moved to a tiny house not very far from the Hookers’, with an orchard and not much more. Like Cameron, Janice lived in a rural setting, and grew up in a family that did not put much emphasis on education and never had much money.

She was the youngest of four children, the baby of the family. She doesn’t remember her parents as warm or demonstrative. Her father, a blue-collar worker who worked long hours, wasn’t around much. Neither was her mother, whom she describes as a strict and reproachful woman. Janice was left to be raised, mostly, by her older sister, Lisa.

Lisa looked out for her and taught her how to sew, but Janice says she also harbored feelings of jealousy and resentment toward her older sister. She felt Lisa was always the favorite, soaking up the attention for which Jan constantly thirsted.

Jan had epilepsy as a child and somehow connected her illness with her parents’ indifference. She thought her father believed that people who had epilepsy were possessed by demons, and so he kept his distance. Whatever the cause, Jan recalls feeling rejected and disapproved of at an early age and says she was often told she was stupid but rarely told she was loved.

Janice’s submissive side emerged early on. Unattractive and insecure, her first infatuations with boys were marked by a fear of rejection: “No matter how good or rotten a guy was to me, I just kind of latched on to him.”

So a few months into her relationship with Cameron, when he proposed something peculiar, her reservations were quickly dispelled. In Janice’s own estimation, she was the “kind of person who just gave in so somebody would love me.”

He wanted to hang her up, suspend her by the wrists from a tree without her clothes on. He told her his other girlfriends had let him do this, that lots of people did it. Not wanting to lose him, Janice went along.

He took her into the nearby mountains, strapped her into his handmade leather cuffs, and hung her up.

Jan was scared. It hurt: the leather cuffs cutting into her wrists, the pain shooting down her arms and back. But Cameron was so affectionate when he took her down—holding her, hugging her, and so obviously happy—that it was easier for her to agree the next time.

These excursions into the woods became regular events. Two or three times a month, he’d take Janice out to Tehama County’s vast woodlands to experiment. And though Janice was still little more than a child, her first sexual experiences involved a practice not many people know much about: bondage.

Cameron tied her up, staked her out on the ground, or hung her from trees. It frightened her but she endured it, waiting for it to be over because Cameron was always so sweet and tender to her afterward. It seemed worth the temporary pain. Soon he brought out the whips and beat her—not hard enough to leave permanent marks, he was careful of that, only welts. And when she’d beg to be let down, he’d let her down.

Sadism wasn’t a familiar word to Janice, nor was masochism. She didn’t think Cameron would really hurt her, and he seemed to know what he was doing, so when he wanted to tie her up and dunk her in the creek, she agreed.

It was a singularly harrowing experience, a brush with death by drowning that Janice would never forget. Still, she was too afraid to tell her aloof and aging parents, too embarrassed and ashamed to tell anyone else what was going on. The sex, the whippings, the photographs he took of her—she knew they weren’t right. Who knew what her parents would do if they found out? Probably punish her. Or worse, make her stop seeing the boyfriend who, except for this idiosyncratic side, was the nicest guy she’d ever met.

Jan’s emotions were jumbled. While disturbing, Cameron’s appetite for bondage seemed less important because he was always so loving toward her afterward. She couldn’t risk losing this relationship; it offered security, and no matter what the problems (which she didn’t fully understand), Cameron gave her the attention she was getting nowhere else.

And in some ways Cameron was good for her. He took her places she’d never been, and even taught her to water-ski and snow ski. Still just a young and idealistic girl, she romanticized the relationship, trying to ignore his bad points by concentrating on the good—his politeness, his easy-going manner, his sense of humor.

During a year and a half of dating, Janice decided she was in love.

But did Cameron love her? She thought she needed some kind of commitment from him. When she worked up the courage, Jan lied that she was pregnant and exacted a promise of marriage.

Janice’s sister had had to wait until age eighteen to marry; their parents weren’t thrilled about Jan getting married at such a young age, but they thought the world of Cameron, so at sixteen, Janice was given permission to wed. Instead of a big ceremony, she was given five hundred dollars for a wedding present. (In the back of her mind, Jan said later, she wondered why the rules should be different for her and her sister, and she suspected that maybe her parents just wanted to get rid of her.)

Cameron and Janice were wed on January 18, 1975, in Reno, Nevada. The young bride and groom said their vows, seemingly full of love and hope for the future—yet it was hardly a promising union, founded, as it was, on deceit.

And in fact, the two didn’t have much of a future to look forward to. Janice, not quite seventeen, dropped out of high school. And though Cameron had noted for his senior class yearbook that he desired a career in construction, that would remain but a hobby. He continued to work as a laborer at the local mill.

They didn’t have much money, but then Cameron and Jan didn’t have high expectations. They made do, moving into a cheap row of duplexes—boxy structures with little character and a shared cement alley for a front yard.

Outwardly, Cameron and Janice Hooker were just another hopeful young couple starting a new life together. No one knew what went on behind closed doors: The sadistic experiments continued, becoming even more severe. Sometimes, Cameron choked Jan until she passed out. Not long into their marriage, when Janice and Cameron had a fight, he got so mad he put a knife to her throat and asked her if she wanted to die. Another time, Cameron showed her a scene in one of his underground newspapers, a horrific crucifixion, and told her that if he ever killed her, that’s how he would do it. It was becoming harder for Janice to ignore the possibility that her husband might actually kill her.

The first couple of years of marriage, she tried to fulfill her husband’s strange fantasies by being ever more submissive to his demands. But when Cameron produced an Army surplus gas mask, its eyes and air-holes taped over, she balked. The gas mask terrified her, and Cameron had to gag her to keep her from screaming when he fitted it over her head.

Cameron’s experiments seemed to be getting more violent, more bizarre. Though she was afraid to actually stand up to him and refuse, Jan was no longer so keen on participating. It was too painful.

Perhaps Janice’s fearfulness made her a less exciting partner, or maybe Cameron was simply growing bored with her. More likely, one person was no longer enough to satisfy his cravings. In any case, Cameron began discussing a fantasy that he’d had for a long time: He wanted to bring a third person into the home, another woman who would submit to his sado-masochistic experiments, “a girl who couldn’t say no.”

He told her that this third person would take part in his more demanding practices. It would be easier on Janice, he said, if she would just go along.

And, finally, she had.

The underground papers Cameron read always had lots of listings in the back; maybe they could run an ad. Of course, most of the ads were from people in the San Francisco Bay Area. And it might be expensive—running an ad, bringing someone up. The woman might want to be paid. That was a problem. And it would only be temporary.

While Cameron fussed about the logistics of finding and keeping another woman, Janice worried that this third person would be a threat to their marriage. Despite his darker habits, Jan still felt that she loved Cameron; she’d grown so dependent on him, she could hardly imagine being without him. So, while she was relieved by the idea of Cameron focusing the more painful acts—especially the hangings—on someone else, she was insistent that there should be no sexual intercourse between her husband and this other woman. They were man and wife, and as she saw it, true intimacy should be reserved solely to them.

It’s not clear exactly when or how, but ultimately Cameron and Janice reached an understanding. It was a trade-off. He could kidnap someone if she could have someone as well. She wanted a baby.

By now they’d found a more suitable address: 1140 Oak Street. It was a small two-bedroom house with yards front and back, hardwood floors, a nice dining room, and a basement.

The basement was tiny, but it would do. With boards from the Diamond lumberyard, Cameron constructed a wide table—a platform, really—that he dubbed the rack. He affixed eye-hooks at each corner so the leather cuffs he’d made could be easily attached when he wanted to stake out Janice. He put additional hooks in a beam in the ceiling, for hanging. And then he built the head box.

It was an ingenious contraption, built strong and heavy—surprisingly heavy, with those big metal hinges and its dual walls. He had Janice come down to test it, and sure enough, the neck hole was the right size and it closed just as it should.

But not everything went according to plan. Though Cameron’s preparations were ample and his plans well thought out, finding the right person wasn’t so easy. Janice got pregnant and had her baby, a girl, in the fall of 1976, but Cameron still hadn’t managed to accomplish his end of the deal. He had all the equipment ready in the car, had even stalked a few women, snapping photos with his telephoto lens, but none of them had panned out. Though he’d come within a fraction of realizing his single, driving ambition, something always went wrong.

But on May 19, 1977, Cameron Hooker’s luck changed.

At the end of his shift at Diamond, he came home from work as usual at about four o’clock. He picked up his wife and baby, and they went for a drive. They drove around for half an hour or so, and then he saw her.

Standing at the side of Antelope Boulevard, Colleen Stan wouldn’t have struck most people as distinctive. She was an average size and wore the casual attire of young people everywhere. Looking closely, one might notice her soft features and crystalline blue eyes, but from the perspective of a speeding car, she was just a young female hitchhiker.

He stopped and offered her a ride. Colleen surveyed the man, his wife, and their infant daughter, and decided they seemed innocuous enough.

The next morning Cameron Hooker came downstairs and took Colleen out of the box. He walked his exhausted captive across the basement and laid her down on the rack. He now locked the chains that were still around her wrists to the hooks at the rack’s top corners and tied her ankles to the ones at the bottom. Then he left her there, with the head box still on, for the rest of the day.

That evening, Janice and Cameron finally brought down Colleen’s first meal. Cameron let her up from the rack and removed the head box, but the blindfold stayed on. Her dinner was a bowl of potatoes au gratin and a glass of water. Sitting on the edge of the rack, she was allowed to feed herself, the chains dangling from her wrists as she blindly scooped up the food.

After she’d finished her meal, Colleen was permitted to use a bedpan, which Cameron later emptied upstairs. Then the chains on her wrists were replaced with the leather cuffs, and Cameron hung her for a while. Later, he put the head box back on, chained her down on the rack, and left her to the darkness. ...

Colleen remembers her second meal very well. It was a hot day, the heat exacerbated by the stuffy head box, and she had been lying on the rack, sweating. It had been another twenty-four hours since her last meal, and her captor apparently expected her to be hungry. He brought down a glass of water and a plate with two large egg sandwiches and let her up so she could eat.

But heat and anxiety had taken her appetite away. She ate half of a sandwich, drank all the water, and told him she was full.

“You should be grateful I brought this to you,” he scolded. He told her she was wasting good food and demanded that she finish it.

Colleen replied that she was grateful, but she was just full.

Now he was furious. He slapped the leather cuffs on her wrists, hung her from the beam, then set about teaching her a lesson: He whipped her until she passed out. When she came to, she was standing on the ice chest, still hanging from the ceiling. She felt faint, and her knees gave out from under her, but rather than take her down, Cameron pulled the ice chest out from under her again and beat her some more.

Finally Cameron took her down. He set her back on the rack, placed the egg salad sandwiches in front of her and said, “Now do you want to finish this?”

The last thing Colleen wanted to do was eat. Her back was on fire and she felt weak, but she was afraid of what Cameron might do if she refused, so she forced down the rest of the sandwiches. Then he snapped the head box back on, locked her again on the rack, and left.

Thus Colleen was initiated into what would become routine: one meal a day, extreme isolation, torturous restraints, and unexpected brutality. Time was no longer defined by the hands of a clock, but by the hands that turned the keys and unclasped the locks of her confinement. She teetered between hope and dread, yearning for those hands to release her bonds, yet fearing the pain those same hands could bring. She existed in a black, grim limbo. Helpless.

Even so, Cameron Hooker realized that keeping her chained to the rack was not the safest arrangement. True, she was secured in a cement basement with its two high windows covered and its single entrance locked, but it was just conceivable that she could alert neighbors or visitors by somehow making lots of noise. And if anyone entered, she was in plain view. No, the rack would not suffice for the long term.


CHAPTER 3

While Colleen sweated on the rack in the Hooker’s basement, her roommate up in Oregon was growing concerned. Colleen had told Alice Walsh that she would be back in Eugene on Saturday, May 21. When Colleen failed to appear, Alice guessed that she might have continued down the length of California to visit her mother in Riverside. On Monday, May 23, Alice called Colleen’s mother to see if Colleen was there.

Their conversation left them both worried.

Though Alice remembered that Colleen had intended to visit Linda Smith in Westwood, she had no way to get in touch with her—Linda didn’t have a phone. On Tuesday, Alice called the Westwood police. They checked with Linda, who told them she hadn’t seen Colleen for some time, and they reported this back to Alice.

By Wednesday Alice knew it was time to contact the Eugene Police Department. A missing person report was filled out, a description given:


Stan, Colleen Jean. DOB: 12-31-56. White female. 5’6”, 135 lbs. Long, light brown hair; blue eyes; freckles. Last seen wearing gray T-shirt, blue jeans, plaid jacket, brown shoes; has sleeping bag, sweater, and purse.



Like so many missing person bulletins, this one elicited no response. It was filed and forgotten.

Colleen had simply vanished.

There was no reason to assume that Colleen had been kidnapped and no evidence linked her disappearance to any particular locale between Eugene and Westwood. Cameron Hooker had left no clue that could be traced back to him.

On the surface, life at 1140 Oak Street went on as usual. Janice focused her attention on the baby, trying her best to ignore what was going on literally beneath her feet. Only rarely did she venture down into the basement. She felt an unreasonable fear of Colleen, and the first time she went down to check on their captive, whom she could hear moaning and making noise, she took the shotgun with her, just to be on the safe side.

Meanwhile, Cameron carried on with his working-day routine at the lumberyard. And no one paid much heed when he loaded some heavy particle board into his pickup. A lot of the employees took home a little lumber.

While all else seemed to proceed as usual, Colleen was on the brink of a change—not a major change, but her world had shrunk to such mean conditions that any alteration loomed large.

She endured long stretches of total immobility. Naked. Her head enclosed in the head box. Gagged, once again, and always blindfolded. A maddening stillness enveloped her, a blanket of isolation that her senses examined for the slightest fraying or variation. Finding none, her mind wandered.

How could she escape? She examined the possibilities. Her only chance would be when she was let up to eat, but then what? She couldn’t overpower the man, he was much larger and stronger. Perhaps her best chance was in persuading him to let her go. He must be sick. If she could somehow understand him and help him, maybe he would set her free ...

The hours stretched on. Tired of puzzling over a seemingly impossible escape, Colleen dozed and daydreamed, her thoughts drifting through an imaginary future of splendid things she would do when set free, then turning to recollections of friends, of family, of times that were rapidly slipping into the distant and irretrievable past.

Colleen’s childhood virtually began with her parents’ divorce. She was just three, the eldest of a trio of daughters, when Jack and Evelyn Martin split up. But the usual disruption that follows divorce was muted; neither of Colleen’s parents moved away after the break-up. Though Colleen was mostly raised by her mother, a sociable, chatty woman, she managed to stay close to her father, a quiet man who was an only marginally successful contractor.

(Both her parents eventually remarried, and Colleen and her two sisters, Janice and Bonnie Sue, ended up with two half-sisters and a half-brother.)

At the very least, Colleen grew up with a sense of place: Riverside, the site of California’s first navel orange tree, was always home.

In most respects Colleen’s seems to have been a pleasant and unremarkable upbringing in sunny, smoggy Southern California. She played with her younger sisters, made average progress in school, and at some point developed a penchant for poetry. It was typical of Colleen to write and design cards, or make gifts for people as an expression of her love. She had a creative, warm, dreamy side.

While some high school students were tending their grade point averages with an eye toward higher education, Colleen seemingly lost interest in academics. It wasn’t in the cards for her to go on to college, and unfortunately she would acquire her education in that proverbial school of hard knocks.

At sixteen she dropped out of high school and married twenty-two-year-old Tom Stan.

Not much was know about Stan, a young man from out of town whom Colleen had met a few months earlier, Colleen’s father gave her permission to marry, and she and Tom were wed in Carson City, Nevada, on December 12, 1973. Colleen was just a few days shy of seventeen.

She moved with her new husband to his home state of Ohio, but they evidently started having problems as soon as they set up house. The marriage dissolved, and within a year colleen had returned, brokenhearted and alone, to Riverside.

Back on her home turf, Colleen had the good sense to go back and pass the high school equivalency exam, but she apparently entered a restless period; nothing seems to have held her attention for long. She evidently held a smattering of jobs, moved around Riverside a bit, and had boyfriends off and on. Then she made friends with a couple from Oregon—Alice Walsh and her boyfriends, Bob.

Colleen seems to have embraced Alice, Bob, and their two-year-old son, Tomack, almost as an adopted family, as if she were searching for a place to belong. Apparently discontent with Riverside and inspired by her new friends, she moved with them up to Eugene.

They found a place together, but jobs were harder to come by, and even with the help of welfare it was difficult to make ends meet. During her few months in Oregon, Colleen earned what little cash she could by collecting and selling moss.

So, at twenty, Colleen Stan was living on the fringe, a long way from the romantic married life she must have envisioned at seventeen. Apparently having little direction or focus, she’d been blown across borders by the winds of fate. But if she wasn’t an especially dynamic or ambitious person, Colleen Stan was certainly a caring friend, loving daughter, and devoted sister—the kind of child who didn’t forget to send cards, who wrote and called home often, and who, one spring day, tried to hitchhike to Westwood to wish a dear friend a happy birthday. ...

Whatever hopes and regrets occupied her thoughts as she lay spread-eagled on the rack in Cameron Hooker’s basement, Colleen’s mind returned, always, to prayer. Hers hadn’t been a strongly religious upbringing, and this was a very long way form the comfortable pews of her childhood church, but now prayers poured through her.

She prayed for freedom. She prayed for the wisdom to understand her captor, whoever he was. She prayed that she would be rescued, that she could escape. She prayed for survival.

She prayed in utter blackness, mortality hovering nearby, with only God to hear. Perhaps only those who have prayed in the face of death—the sick, the dying, the deeply bereaved—can understand the fervor of the prayers emitting from the hot, claustrophobic head box.

Her long periods of sensory deprivation were broken only in the evenings, usually at about eight o’clock, when the Hookers had finished dinner. Cameron and sometimes Janice would come down with leftovers. For a brief period, Colleen would be freed from the head box and let up from the rack. She must have felt tremendous relief just to be able to change her position, to breathe some relatively fresh air (though the basement was actually rather musty), and to focus her eyes on the tiny segment of the world she could see out of the gap between the bridge of her nose and the bottom of her blindfold. As much as nourishment, that single meal was refreshment to a mouth that tasted only a gag during the day.

Her drink was always water. And she used the bedpan with the blindfold in place, without privacy. Afterwards, Cameron would frequently hang her up and whip her. This became her bleak routine.

But one particular afternoon Colleen broke this pattern. She felt her bowels churn, and she knew she wouldn’t be able to wait until the bedpan was brought down that night. To avoid the humiliation of soiling herself, she tried to attract the attention of the man or the woman, whoever was upstairs, by making as much noise as she could. She hollered past her gag, into the head box’s carpeted interior, kicked, and rattled her chains.

Too late, she realized her mistake. The man rushed downstairs, unlocked her chains and wrapped the hated leather cuffs around her wrists. She cringed, knowing she was going to be hung again. Cameron cursed her for making so much noise—no excuses. He hooked the leather cuffs to the beam, kicked the ice chest out from beneath her feet, and then whipped her to unconsciousness.

She learned not to make noise, but to lie quietly on the rack until her captors decided to let her up. It was better to soil herself than get whipped.

But soon Colleen’s long stretches of solitude were shattered by the sounds of Cameron Hooker industriously pursuing his next project. He came downstairs in the evenings and began moving things about, sawing and hammering. He had brought down the particle board he’d gotten at Diamond, and now he was building something.

It was a big project. Working for a while every day, it took Cameron some time to complete. And though he was working within inches of Colleen, who lay uncomfortably on the rack beside him, he spoke scarcely at all.

Even at meals her captor gave her little opportunity to learn who he was or why he was keeping her here. He reacted to her attempts at conversation with anger. And when she repeatedly asked him when he would let her go, his reply was always the same: “Pretty soon.”

It took Cameron Hooker about ten days to complete his construction. It was heavy and solid and built to last. It stood about three feet tall and six and a half feet long and had a lid that opened at the top. It took up about as much space as a freezer, but was double-walled, so the interior was smaller, more confined, like a coffin.

Colleen was put into the box without comment. One small consolation was that Hooker removed the head box and the gag, but she was still blindfolded, still naked, as she’d been since her abduction. He made her step over the side to get in, then lie down. He had already put her sleeping bag on the floor of the box, so while it was hard, it was slightly padded.

Now Hooker brought out the long chain. He put it around her neck and locked the wrist chains to it before pulling it down to her ankles and securing them. As one final insult, he put wax earplugs in her ears. Then he shut the box and locked her inside. Even with the earplugs, she could hear the latches close and the padlock click shut.

Chained and blindfolded inside a locked box—elaborate as a Houdini trick. But surrounding her was not an expectant audience, just the indifferent cement of the basement walls. And there wasn’t the slightest hope that Colleen could escape from within that double-walled box. She was entombed. And no matter how desperately she might pray, this was where Colleen Stan was going to stay.


AUTHOR’S NOTE

This story is a reconstruction of actual events. The information given and crimes depicted are based on legal evidence, on statements and testimony given by those involved, on individual research, and on facts and personal experience related by the prosecutor of People v. Hooker, Christine McGuire. Given that the events occurred over such a long period, recollections of those involved sometimes varied, particularly in terms of chronology. Where discrepancies arose, the most plausible version was presented, based on the fallible judgment of the authors.

To help protect the privacy of Colleen Stan and her family, her maiden name has been changed to a fictitious name, Martin. Her mother’s current married name is fictitiously given as Grant. And as a courtesy, the first names of Colleen’s youngest half-sister, and Cameron and Janice Hooker’s daughters and niece have also been changed.
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