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Prologue

It’s only natural to want to believe we are in control, that when we wake each morning, we decide what we do, that our lives don’t rest in the hands of others or, even worse, of that unseen yet eternal influence commonly referred to as destiny. We humans crave the ability to plan. We set goals, bargaining off today in exchange for where we want to be tomorrow, even what we hope to be doing a decade in the future. Much of the time, that’s a wise decision, one that brings prosperity and happiness. Yet doing so is a risk, for fate is always a factor, and fate can be capricious.

In 2006, a few months after my mother died, I was preoccupied and missed my freeway exit. Instead, I took another. A mile down the road at a traffic light, a young man texting behind the wheel plowed into the rear end of my small SUV. The result: a back problem that’s plagued me ever since that day. How many times when I push myself out of bed in the morning have I lamented missing that exit, wondered if the pain I endure could have been avoided by simply paying more attention and getting off the interstate sooner. A fleeting moment, I was distracted, and chance claimed control.

Yet, I’ve been lucky. I have few complaints.

Thirty years writing true crime, first for magazines, then books, and I understand what can happen when chaos truly takes over. Others may debate if evil exists in this world; I’ve looked it in the eye. In courtrooms, in prison interviews, killers describe how lives were taken. Sometimes there’s sadness, the belated realization that wrong has been done, yet more often, years later, there’s no empathy for the victim. Instead, even when a murder is admitted, I’ve witnessed an indignant righteousness, an entitled anger, a scowl as a killer describes a victim, one that implies the dead bear the blame. The victim was flawed, she caused the events that led to her death, or she was simply too accessible, not careful enough, and that led to her murder.

Since 1985, I’ve often written about sensational Texas murders. But my journey didn’t begin on the Gulf Coast. In the fifties and sixties, I lived in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. My father was a factory foreman, my mother a school secretary who loved to read. I have three brothers, and we lived in a small house on an abbreviated street where maples and elms shaded the homes in summers, and in winters we shoveled snow into banks that we recycled into stiff, twig-limbed snowmen with clichéd carrot noses and button eyes.

My parents cautioned me when I was very young that there were dangers hidden in the shadows. I heard tales about the ubiquitous boogeymen, the frightening Rumpelstiltskin-like figures that waited for imprudent children, especially little girls who strayed from the safety of their homes. The outcome was always described in obscure manners, perhaps nothing more than the raising of eyebrows or tight-lipped frowns that implied unlucky children suffered tragic ends. Yet the message was clear: There were forces to be wary of, people to fear.

Sometime in the sixties, a segment aired on the local news reporting that a girl had disappeared from a nearby park. Then a teenager, I’d walked a dirt path that led from my home to the community swimming pool for years, a trail that bordered the verdant banks of the meandering Menomonee River. I’d grown up playing on the riverbank, among the trees. It was where I smoked my first and last cigarette while reclining on a sturdy yet graceful branch of a massive oak.

When my parents handed me a newspaper account of the kidnapping to read, I was ordered to stay out of the park. From that day forward, I was to walk not on the trail but across the street, on a sidewalk that ran in front of the homes facing the parkway. I argued against it, but they were steadfast. A young girl had mysteriously vanished, a warning that wasn’t to be ignored. All girls were in danger. But it was the sixties, a time when the hubris of youth made news across the country, a stormy era when danger seemed in the very air as neighborhood boys headed off to war. Vietnam dominated the evening news. Flags burned and life felt electric. With so much to consider, the disappearance of one girl carried little impact. I was coming of age, and the world was opening up for me. I felt strong and invulnerable.

So I ignored my parents’ entreaties and continued walking the footpath until the day the lost girl was found. I honestly can’t recall where her body was or how long she’d been missing. Yet I’ll never forget the fear in my mother’s eyes as she repeated her warning to be vigilant because there were wicked people in the world.

I can’t say that I never entered the park again or walked leisurely yet defiantly along the peaceful pathway, where I tore off the tips of evergreen branches. I rubbed the weblike needles between my fingers, releasing a near-intoxicating fragrance of pine. But there were times, when a car slowed or I sensed movement in the dense shadows of the trees, that I darted across the street to the perceived safety of the sidewalk, within shouting distance of front doors. Was I safer there? I don’t know.

In truth, Milwaukee even then was a fairly big city, home to many young girls, the vast majority of whom grew up playing safely in their front yards, skipping to their friends’ homes, walking to and from school. The movement in the bushes? Undoubtedly a soft breeze. For the most part, we were safe. Yet a girl had been murdered.

It was disquieting.

Then something happened in July 1966, an event that made an even bigger impression. Again the news came in headlines, this time describing a scene of horrific carnage. In a Chicago flat a little more than an hour from my home, Richard Speck had raped, tortured, and murdered eight student nurses. How was such evil possible?

It would be another decade, the late seventies, before I first heard the term serial killer. It was in conjunction with the unfathomable darkness that was Ted Bundy. Like many across the globe, I read and watched legions of news accounts on the handsome, charismatic young man with the piercing eyes, mesmerized by the former law student who’d left a trail of blood extending from Washington State to a sorority house in Florida.

Just before his execution, Bundy admitted committing thirty murders, but authorities speculated that he’d killed many more. His name became synonymous with wanton slaughter, and he forever changed the image of the dangerous stranger. No longer could we tell ourselves that we would recognize the face of evil. Now it could be lurking behind the eager smile of a neighborhood boy or the pleading face of a handsome stranger asking for help in a parking lot. For the first time, America wondered what lingered in the hearts of the solitary figures jogging our streets, the drivers of the big rigs that passed us on the interstates, the good Samaritans who stopped to help us change flat tires along the sides of deserted roads. Good deeds were not to be taken at face value. Bundy tricked his victims, and they paid with their lives.

In 1981, my husband and I settled in Houston. I can’t remember the first time I encountered an article in the Houston Chronicle that detailed a strange phenomenon along Interstate 45, beginning south of the city and extending onto Galveston Island. It was most likely around the time fourteen-year-old Sondra Ramber ambled out her front door in Santa Fe, a small, mostly rural community not far from the interstate corridor. In October 1983, Sondra was last seen walking to a store. When her father returned home that evening, the house was unlocked and empty. He reported her missing the following morning. Who took her? Why? Did she simply walk away? If so, she left with biscuits baking in the oven and without her coat and purse.

Frightening? Yes. It would have been more so had I known that over the previous decade nearly a dozen other girls had disappeared in and around that same slice of the metropolitan area. Some bodies were eventually found. Others were never recovered.

The first reference I read to the plot of land dubbed The Texas Killing Field was around September 1991. A body had been discovered in an oil field off Calder Drive, not far from I-45. Janet Doe was the fourth victim found in that same location over a period of seven years. It was then that the Houston Chronicle ran a full-page article documenting the history of unsolved murders of young women along the southern I-45 corridor, two decades of murder: sixteen young women, sixteen grieving families.

It seemed that there was no end to the horror.

Five years later, in March 1996, thirteen-year-old Krystal Jean Baker, by family legend a great-niece of screen-icon Marilyn Monroe, walked a few blocks from her grandmother’s house and called her mother from a tire-store phone. Moments later, fuming over not getting her way, Krystal huffed off toward a friend’s house. Her bloodied, bruised, strangled body was discovered in a neighboring county under a freeway overpass.

The next murder sent waves of anger throughout all of Houston, when in April 1997, Laura Kate Smither, a bubbly twelve-year-old ballerina with curly brown hair and playful eyes, went for a jog on the rural roads surrounding her home. Laura was only supposed to be gone for twenty minutes, but seventeen days later her corpse was recovered from a retention pond. Thousands of volunteers had scoured the fields surrounding her home, and law enforcement, including the FBI, searched for clues, all to no avail.

That hot Texas summer, the tally grew when, four months later, Jessica Cain, a young actress and soon-to-be college freshman, disappeared within a few miles of her home. Her pickup was found on I-45’s shoulder, heading south. Did someone force her off the road? Jessica left her purse inside the truck, as if only planning to step away for a moment, but she never returned.

Houston-area newspapers published the first illustrations of the terror, charts depicting the abductions and murders, in the late nineties under headlines that read variously MYSTERIES ALONG I-45, and UNSOLVED. With her disappearance, Jessica Cain joined so many others whose faces stared out from grainy newspaper photos, a black-and-white gallery of smiling girls and young women, school pictures, snapshots, family photos, the last images of the dead. Below each ran a name, dates, and brief descriptions of their disappearances. At times, the heartbreaking list changed when crimes were solved. Serial killer Anthony Allen Shore, for instance, was arrested in 2004 and the photos of three of his alleged victims, Dana Sanchez, sixteen, Maria Carmen del Estrada, twenty-one, and Diana Rebollar, nine, were deleted from the list.

Sadly, more often than the deletions came additions, new photos appearing as more girls and young women died along I-45 at the hands of unknown killers. Through it all, grief spread from family to family. Unimaginable pain. Unforgettable horror. No closure. Rarely justice.

I don’t know when I first realized that I would write about these tragedies just down the highway from my Houston home. Perhaps I always knew. As I went from reporting on sensational murders in magazines to books, I cut out and kept articles on the I-45 murders. The young girls in the newspaper pictures troubled me, seemed to ask for help, wanting their stories to be told. Whenever I saw their faces, I considered how quickly and unexpectedly life turns. I knew it could have been my photo or that of someone I loved, and I wondered how so many cases remained unresolved. I had to do something because the victims were real, they mattered, and they deserved not to be forgotten.
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One version of the chart documenting the unsolved 1-45 cases.

(Courtesy of the Galveston County Daily News)

As I began writing this book, my goal was simple: to tell not all but some of the victims’ stories along with those of the people who toiled to bring their killers to justice. I hoped to share the trials of the families, those who never overcame their grief and others who used it to build a better world. For even in the deepest despair, there were those who found inspiration and redemption.

At the same time, I wanted to give a voice to those suspected of the crimes, for they, too, had important stories to tell.

In many ways, recounting these murders transported me on a journey through my own life, back to the seventies, when I was young, through the eighties and nineties. The world changed drastically throughout those years. Wars began and ended. Science made great strides. Presidents came and went. Our cities and our towns were redesigned, along with our styles and our habits.

What remained the same was that despite our best intentions, despite all we wish for our world, for our families, in 2014 we have little better grasp of the true nature of evil than we had when the first victim discussed in this book died in 1971. We were no more adept at recognizing its face. And we still didn’t know how to stop it.

This book is divided into three sections organized by decades: the seventies, eighties, and nineties. For the most part, the first two, the seventies and eighties, are organized chronologically. In contrast, the nineties unfold in two distinct parts. The first set of chapters explores the 1996 murder of Krystal Jean Baker, the investigation into her death, and the trial of her killer. The final chapters examine one of the Gulf Coast’s most infamous cases, the 1997 abduction and killing of little Laura Kate Smither.

What binds these cases? They all center on a fifty-mile section of Interstate 45, running south of Houston, the nation’s fourth largest city, onto Galveston Island.

The dead as well share a common bond—all were young women, the majority teenagers, and victims of chance. If they’d taken another road, refused to accept an offer of a ride, or called in sick to work on the days they died, they would likely still be alive. Most if not all would have gone on with their lives, unaware that one choice could have brought them face-to-face with stark terror. By now, they could be mothers with children, some even with grandchildren. Instead, their faces and their stories haunt the Texas Gulf Coast.

Deliver Us is an account of the slaughter, the brutal murders of young women around the corridor that runs south of Houston into Galveston, an area loosely dubbed by the press as the I-45/Texas Killing Fields. Three decades of loss and redemption along a busy highway, in our midst, where more than a hundred thousand commuters drive each workday.

“Deliver us from evil,” believers plead in an ancient prayer. Deliver us from the evil among us, the hunters, the killers concealed in the shadows. For they exist.


Chapter 1

A Serial Killer on the Island

Galveston, Texas 1971
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Maria Johnson, like so many of the girls, worshipped the sun and the beach.

Man is drawn to water. It is part of us. It comprises more than half of our bodies, and we require a supply each day to live. Scientists say the sea is where our species began. Perhaps that’s true, for certainly it calls to us. Rarely do we feel as invigorated, as cleansed as when we stand on a beach, the sun warming our skin, watching light dance on waves, as we breathe salted breezes and absorb the rhythm of the surf. The tides come and go, the water climbs and recedes, and we stare entranced, engaged in a primitive ritual. Even if we never venture into the white-foam waves, for most of us simply being near a vast expanse of water has the power to clear our minds and relax our bodies. At the end of the day, as the sun sets, we leave refreshed.

In hindsight, water would play a part in many of the I-45 cases, if not in the girls’ lives, in the aftermaths of their murders. Nearly all the bodies were found in or near water. Yet it was obviously not for its healing qualities. Why? “Water washes away evidence. It makes it harder to solve the crimes,” an aging investigator told me. “They know that.”

“They?” I asked.

“The killers.” After a long pause, he concluded, “They know.”

Despite its name, Interstate 45 is an intrastate highway, linking the Lone Star State’s two largest, and two of the nation’s biggest cities. From I-45’s northern point, Dallas, it slices through the countryside, traveling two hundred miles south to Houston, an immense, sprawling metropolis fueled by the oil industry and the businesses that feed off it. But 45 doesn’t end in the mirrored and granite skyscrapers at H-town’s bustling center.

Instead, the interstate continues its arrow path. South of Houston, I-45 becomes the Gulf Freeway. It skirts the University of Houston’s split-obelisk-guarded campus, then continues on, surrounded by commercial and retail businesses, clusters of stores, car dealerships, businesses, and shopping malls, typical metropolitan spread. Half an hour from the city, the economic forces switch from what’s found within the earth to the skies above it, as the Clear Lake exit leads to the Johnson Space Center, NASA’s mission control, where engineers and scientists monitored the men who walked upon the moon and shuttle traffic to the space station.

Past Clear Lake, the landscape is wooded but not particularly interesting, flat coastal plain. Flash back to the seventies, when the killing began, and much of this southern I-45 corridor remained undeveloped land dotted by small towns. During the three decades the murders in this book took place, the population mushroomed, as Houston grew from the sixth to the fourth largest city in the nation. In its shadow, the population of Galveston County, including the majority of the I-45 towns, expanded from less than 170,000 to more than 217,000.

Jobs brought many of those who settled here. Residents commuted to work by joining the flow of traffic on I-45 north into downtown Houston, west to the I-10 energy corridor, or east to the pipe jungles of chemical plants and refineries that proliferate along Galveston Bay’s winding coastline, immense facilities operated by goliaths Exxon, British Petroleum, Dow Chemical and others. From towering steel stacks, torchlike flares burn off excess hydrocarbons. At night, the flames and refinery lights shimmer against the darkness.

Their names give the towns and small cities separate identities: Alvin, Santa Fe, Hitchcock, Friendswood, La Marque, Kemah, Bacliff, Dickinson, La Porte, San Leon, League City, Texas City, Seabrook, and Webster. Yet as the region developed, many absorbed any vacant land between them, until it became common to leave one burg and enter another without notice.

The official boundaries, however, have importance, including a substantial effect on law enforcement. The towns and cities where the killings took place fall into three counties: to the north, toward Houston, Harris County; to the south Galveston County; and to the west Brazoria County. Each employed a separate sheriff’s department, and each municipality its own police department. The result: The investigations, as the murders unfolded, fell under the jurisdiction of eleven different law-enforcement agencies.

What is consistent? Water.

Fingerlike bayous weave through cities and towns, neighborhoods, alongside roads and past oil-collection tanks housed on vast empty acres. These usually shallow waterways flood during downpours, eventually washing discarded rubble into Galveston Bay. At times the debris isn’t only fast-food containers or empty beer cans, however, but something far more sinister: human bodies, used and discarded.

In Galveston, I-45 comes to an abrupt end.

A barrier island, 28.9 miles long and 3.2 miles at its widest point, Galveston lies 50 miles southeast of Houston. Attached to the mainland by a mile-and-a-half causeway, the city has an aura all its own, a presence, the feel of a notorious past, a seedy sophistication—think New Orleans or Venice—places haunted by history.

On September 8, 1900, Galveston ranked among Texas’ five largest metropolises, a wealthy, thriving commercial center with a busy harbor and a bright future. Then came the hurricane. Standing on the beach staring out into the Gulf of Mexico’s pewter surf, it’s easy to visualize what it must have been like on that awful day. Decades before television and storm-tracking radar, when horse-drawn carriages provided the primary means of transportation, a blue sky with scattered clouds darkened by midmorning into what at first appeared to be merely a particularly tumultuous tropical storm. But the waves swelled, and the water rose. By the time the island’s residents realized a massive hurricane approached, they had no opportunity to flee. The Great Storm, as it’s still called, remains the deadliest natural disaster in U.S. history, killing at least six thousand and perhaps as many as twelve thousand. At St. Mary’s Orphans’ Asylum alone, ten nuns and ninety children perished.

In the decades that followed, Galvestonians built a seawall, a ten-mile, seventeen-foot-high buttress designed to hold back Gulf waters. Based on lessons learned, they trucked in earth and raised the land and more often built homes on stilts. Some of the grand Victorian mansions survived, yet the island was forever changed. Houston dug its own port and flourished, dominating southeast Texas, and Galveston became a beloved appendage, a playground. Prohibition brought bootleggers and The Balinese Room, a casino that attracted A-list celebrities: Frank Sinatra, Bob Hope, the Marx Brothers, and Texas billionaire Howard Hughes.

This brush with celebrity ended quickly. The Texas Rangers moved in, staking the nightclub out to prevent gambling. The glitter moved to Las Vegas, then to Atlantic City, and from that point on, Galveston’s light faded. As time passed, the island drew mainly tourists, college students celebrating spring break, summer-vacationing families, and wealthy Texans who wanted second homes with a beach view.

By 1970, except for the summer months, when tourists elbowed onto the beaches and the population could top 250,000, the island was a sleepy place with approximately 61,000 full-time residents. Along with tourism, the main employers were American National Insurance, founded by the Moodys, one of the island’s wealthiest families, and UTMB, the University of Texas Medical Branch, with its teaching hospital and research center.

Off and on, more hurricanes battered Galveston, some dealing devastating blows. Always there was the threat of the next big storm. Perhaps that’s part of the city’s appeal, the expectation of impermanence, the knowledge that any summer could bring a direct hit from a category five, and much of the island—like the mythical Atlantis—might disappear under the sea.

The killing began in 1971, at a time when the United States experienced a transformation.

Danger and turbulence seemed to permeate the country. In the prior decade, assassination had become not history but reality as a president, his brother, and the nation’s most prominent civil rights leader all fell. Despite President Richard Nixon’s pledge to end the bloodshed, the Vietnam War still raged, and the draft forced neighborhood boys to risk their lives a world away. Meanwhile, at home, discord invaded living rooms, spawning what became known as the generation gap. “Don’t trust anyone over thirty!” the young were advised. “Turn on! Tune in! Drop out!” Drugs invaded popular culture, and intimacy moved out of marital bedrooms, reemerging as a call to casual sex. America’s disillusioned youth worshipped freedom, the call of the open road, and the pull of sunshine and water. Teenage girls grew up playing with Barbie dolls, and beauty became redefined as slender, spirited and independent, the tanned and lithe California Girls celebrated by the Beach Boys.
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Athletic and tan, Maria Johnson didn’t understand the dangers.

This milieu surrounded Maria Andrews Johnson, the pretty, chestnut-haired fifteen-year-old pictured here and in the bikini under this chapter’s heading. As it would for so many, the world changed around Maria, appearing to offer a limitless future, one without the bonds that tethered women to family and home. Yet for Maria and the other young victims in this book, such freedom was an illusion, one that would end all too quickly in horrific deaths.

Maria Johnson was one of eleven girls, ages twelve to nineteen, murdered south of Houston along I-45 during the 1970s. When the I-45 Unsolved Mysteries charts first appeared decades later, their pictures formed the first two lines of black-and-whites. Many who investigated these vicious crimes believed that during those years a monster roamed Galveston Island and the surrounding area, a serial killer hunting for prey.

Some of the dead put themselves in peril by buying into the belief that they could be footloose and free, unconfined, without worry. Although they weren’t to blame, their choices put them in jeopardy. Others were less adventurous, teenagers who did as they were told and never strayed from their parents’ example. Yet they, too, died. For all, chance intersected their lives with danger; they could never have anticipated the terrors that awaited.

“Cruising the seawall really was our life,” said a woman who grew up on the island and came of age in the early seventies. Her Galveston was one where teenagers in their parents’ cars or their first hot rods revved their engines on Seawall Boulevard, surrounded by hotels, condominiums, restaurants and shops, bedrooms for rent with Gulf views. Tourists pedaled surreys topped by awnings on the sidewalk bordering the seawall, while vacationers and locals in swimsuits played volleyball on the sand or perched on gray boulders along the shoreline. Palm trees lined streets, and breezes filled with the invigorating scent of salt water. Summers, the sun beat down resolutely on its worshippers scattered across the beaches. Tropical-afternoon storms cleared the air, and at night the coastline disappeared into darkness that never muffled the cadence of the waves.
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The first incident may have been on Galveston’s East Beach.

(Courtesy of Kathryn Casey)

“The island felt safe. It was this quiet place when the tourists weren’t around. And during the summers, it was a never-ending party,” she said. “There were different beaches for different groups, the party kids and the banditos, the druggies, the families who brought their kids. But everyone got along, and no one worried ... not until the killing started.”

An unusual event occurred at 4:45 in the afternoon on April 27, 1971.

On that day, a sixteen-year-old girl sunbathed on East Beach, on the island’s far eastern tip. It was a Tuesday during the school year, before the crush of summer, and the shoreline was deserted. Later, the teenager would tell police that a white man approached her and forced her into his car, then drove her to the south jetty, a secluded area near the red and green beacons that mark the narrow entrance from the Gulf into Galveston Bay. The girl, unnamed in news accounts, was beaten but somehow managed to escape. When a small article ran about the assault in the Galveston County Daily News, it’s probable that few on the island paid much attention. After all, what was one such incident? Locals undoubtedly assumed it was someone who’d had too much to drink, a tourist from the mainland. What were the odds that it would happen again? How could anyone have predicted that it would later appear that the crime was an omen of so much more to come?
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In the blink of an eye, Colette Wilson vanished.

On Thursday June 17, 1971, at 12:30 P.M., thirteen-year-old Colette Anise Wilson stood in Alvin, Texas, at the intersection of Highway Six and County Road 99, northwest of Galveston on the mainland. The eighth-grader wore a Mickey Mouse T-shirt and purple shorts. Her hair long and dark, she carried a black clarinet case and a file of sheet music. Surrounded by cattle pastures bordered by trees, the intersection was a lonely place, the crossing of two sparsely traveled country roads. Yet there was no reason for the girl to be wary. The woods stretched out around her, but the location was familiar, only two and a half miles from her home.

In that day’s headlines, President Richard Nixon asked Congress for $371 million to fight America’s growing dependence on drugs, and sources unmasked military analyst Daniel Ellsberg as the informant of the leaked Pentagon Papers, a trove of top secret government documents that theorized the U.S. couldn’t win the Vietnam War.

On that country road, such concerns must have seemed inconsequential to the teenager. It’s far more likely that music drifted through Colette’s mind, snatches of selections she’d played with her classmates. She’d just left a multischool band camp, and her instructor dropped her off, then quickly drove away with a car full of other students to deliver. “This was a different time,” said Colette’s mom, Claire Wilson. “People wouldn’t do that today, but back in the seventies, it seemed safe.”

At the Wilson house, Claire tended to her other nine children. It was summer, and the house hummed with young voices as she called out asking which of the children would like to drive with her the short distance to pick up Colette, the second oldest. Two of the boys responded, and one of the youngest children, a daughter named Alice. Minutes later, Claire pulled out of the driveway.

Meanwhile Colette presumably stood alone at the corner, expecting her mother to arrive at any moment. A sweet, happy girl, she was unusually eager to get home. There were big doings at the Wilson house. The entire family was preparing for a wedding. Their neighbor was getting married the following day. Close friends of Claire and her husband, Tom, a dentist, the bride and groom were honoring the Wilsons by holding the ceremony on their anniversary. At home, Colette had a half-sewn dress that needed to be finished, one she wanted to wear to the wedding.
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When this Christmas photo was taken in 1969, the Wilsons had nine children (Colette is in the back row, second from the right).

With so many children, the Wilson household could be a bit hectic. That meant things didn’t always happen on schedule. If her mother was late, Colette had standing instructions to walk to her best friend’s house, hidden in the trees just a short distance down the road from the intersection. Did Colette follow those orders that day, or did she wait on the corner? Perhaps she stood in the hot Texas sun for a minute or more, shading her iridescent blue eyes as she looked off to the distance, to where the intense heat radiated off the pavement, melting into a shimmering mirage pool.

Six minutes. Just six quick minutes elapsed between the time Colette exited her instructor’s car and Claire Wilson arrived at the designated corner, where she expected to see Colette patiently waiting. But when Claire drove up, Colette wasn’t there. Someone else was, someone pulled off the road in an old car. Claire sat for a few moments, looking at the car. A man was behind the wheel. Wondering why he was parked along the road, Claire surmised that the car must have broken down. With little hesitation, she drove off toward Colette’s friend’s house to collect her daughter.

Colette, however, wasn’t at the friend’s house. The friend hadn’t seen her. On the drive home, anxiety overcame Claire. Where was her daughter? This time when Claire passed the intersection, it was empty. No Colette. And the stranger in the car—the one she’d assumed had mechanical problems? He was gone.

At the house, Claire called Tom at his dental office. “Something’s wrong,” she said. “Colette’s missing.”

Authorities were called. Years later, Claire would try to explain how the disappearance of a thirteen-year-old initially caused little official concern. “There weren’t any Amber Alerts. The police weren’t worried. They said she was probably taking drugs or something, that she’d run away. We knew Colette. We knew that wasn’t true. But they wouldn’t listen to us.”

Frustrated, it was the Wilsons who investigated that afternoon.

One after another, Claire contacted Colette’s friends, but no one had seen her. None of her daughter’s friends or their families knew where Colette could have gone. Meanwhile, Tom and the older children combed the site where Colette was dropped off. They searched the surrounding woods, hoping to find someone or something that would lead them to Colette. As word spread, their neighbors helped, organizing search parties, doing the things authorities weren’t, looking frantically for any sign of Colette. Frustration welled, especially when someone found an unemployment check stub near the site and gave it to the police. To the Wilsons’ amazement, the officer threw it away. “Our neighbors were wonderful, and I’ll be forever grateful for all they did. But the police didn’t take any of it seriously,” said Claire. “If it weren’t for our neighbors, no one would have been looking for Colette.”

Meanwhile, Claire thought back to the car on the side of the road. Could that have been a stranger taking away her daughter?

Finally, on Saturday, two days after the disappearance, police admitted that it appeared Colette Wilson had been kidnapped. It was only then that they issued a statewide alert and brought in helicopters. But it was too late. Whoever had taken Colette had an insurmountable lead. Even when authorities admitted they had a missing teenager, it seemed to Claire that local officers did little but congregate at the intersection where Colette was last seen and talk to reporters. “I don’t think they knew what to do,” she said.

Not dissuaded by the lack of effort on the part of police, the neighbors continued their searches, extending their efforts westward, into Brazoria County. Despite their hard work, they uncovered no solid clues. Frantic to find his daughter, Tom Wilson raised $10,000 for a reward. Eager to do everything possible, still thinking about the lone car that day on the road, Claire agreed to be hypnotized. Sadly, nothing developed from the experiment; she recalled no description or license-plate number to help with the search.

Before long, Texas Rangers and state troopers joined the efforts, but again to no avail. Disheartened, when Tom heard that his daughter might have been seen in Louisiana, he didn’t rely on authorities but went himself, following what turned out to be one of many false leads. As the investigation faltered, Claire and Tom hired a private investigator, but he, too, failed to uncover any solid evidence.

As time passed without word of Colette, the Wilsons, a deeply religious family, adopted a ritual, every evening kneeling around their missing daughter’s bed and praying for her return. Where was Colette? How could she simply disappear? “We prayed that the Archangel Michael would lead us in our battle,” said Claire. “We prayed that God would bring our daughter home.”

Less than a month after Colette Wilson’s disappearance, on Monday, July 12, 1971, a crew on scaffolding painted the Pelican Island Bridge, a steel-and-cement structure extending north from Fifty-first Street, not far from the Galveston Harbor Channel, an industrial zone near the shipyards. They worked and talked, as the water around them glistened, sunlight dazzling on the surf. Around ten that morning, one worker noticed something floating in the distance. Before long, they were all staring at it, calling out ideas, guessing what it might be. A slight chop in the water lapped against the bridge as they worked, an echoing thunk, thunk, thunk. Slowly, the object floated closer, growing in size. It was then that they realized they were staring at a dead body.

The call came into the Galveston Police Department at 10:30 A.M., a report of what appeared to be a woman’s corpse in the water. When officers arrived, they pulled a lifeless figure from the bay, a young, light-skinned African-American woman. She was nude, her wrists and ankles bound with long, plastic laces. With no identification to tell them otherwise, police estimated that the dead girl appeared to be approximately twenty.

At the scene, however, an officer arrived who recognized the girl. Brenda Jones was only fourteen years old. Entering eighth grade in the fall, Brenda attended the island’s Holy Rosary School, the first African-American Catholic school in the state. She was a good student, and she was responsible, so when Brenda didn’t arrive home on time the previous afternoon, her family quickly grew worried. “I called and reported Brenda missing that same evening,” said Phyllis Southern, one of Brenda’s three sisters, describing how everyone in her family impatiently awaited news, wondering where Brenda had gone.

Outspoken and always ready with a wide smile, Brenda loved children and planned to one day be a teacher. The baby of the family, she tended to be a bit of a tomboy, whipping the neighborhood boys at marbles. Around the house she was a joyous presence, practicing her clarinet for the school band and singing her favorite Rhythm and Blues songs. Her mom, Evelyn, was a widow, and just the year before moved the family into the Cedar Terrace Projects, housing for economically strapped families on the island. “We’d led pretty sheltered lives,” said Phyllis. “Mom didn’t want to move us there, but she couldn’t afford anything else.”
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Brenda Jones had a personality that could light a room.

(Courtesy of her family)

Hoping to uncover clues to what led to Brenda’s disappearance, her family reconstructed what they could about the afternoon she vanished. It began like any other Sunday. They attended mass at Holy Rosary, then Brenda stayed to teach Sunday school. They gathered and ate dinner, and Brenda told her mother that she wanted to go to the University of Texas Medical Branch’s John Sealy Hospital to visit an aunt who’d fallen and broken a leg. Evelyn agreed and gave Brenda bus fare. Brenda kissed her family good-bye and left. “We didn’t have a car. Our mom couldn’t afford one,” said Phyllis. “Brenda took the bus to the hospital. She saw my aunt, and left. Later, the bus driver told us Brenda got on the bus at the hospital and got off at the stop just a few blocks from the house, on the corner of Avenue I (later renamed Sealy Avenue) and Thirty-first Street.”

[image: images]

Phyllis Southern and Pearl Smith, two of Brenda Jones’s sisters, holding her school photo.

(Courtesy of Kathryn Casey)

Brenda was in a hurry to get home. Phyllis had just given birth to a son four days earlier, and the infant had entranced his young aunt. “Brenda wanted to come home to hold him,” said Phyllis. “She loved babies.”

On the corner where she disembarked from the bus stood the school Brenda was scheduled to attend in the fall, Central Middle School. The bus driver saw her walking toward home as he drove off.

So close to the safety of her front door, but Brenda never arrived.

Police wouldn’t take a missing person report on the phone from Phyllis that night, saying it was too soon. If Brenda didn’t return home the following day, the officer suggested the family could come to the station to file paperwork. That never happened. Instead, early that Monday afternoon, an officer knocked on their front door. Once inside, he asked to see a photo of Brenda. One glance, and he asked Evelyn to accompany him to the morgue. A body had been found floating in the water. There on a slab, Evelyn identified her youngest child. When she’d disappeared, Brenda had worn a satiny white blouse, a blue skirt, and Roman-type sandals that laced up to her knees. When found, her body was nude. Her sandals’ long laces had been torn off the soles and used to bind her wrists and ankles.

“Our mother was shattered,” said Phyllis. “She couldn’t believe anyone would do that to her baby.” When police asked if anyone was angry with Brenda, if anyone in the family knew anyone with a reason to kill Brenda, no one had a name to give them. “Everyone loved Brenda. Why would anyone want to hurt her?”

The following day, at the Galveston County Morgue, a medical examiner conducted an autopsy, looking for any visible signs of trauma. Quickly, he











































































































Epilogue

Why Here?

I began this book in the fall of 2011, and it would take three years to complete. Early on, six months into the research, I realized that it was changing me. I watched more carefully, assessed strangers with a jaundiced eye, wondered what hid below the surface. And I became fearful. Not for myself—I’ve lived much of my life—but for others, the children and teenagers, young men and women I saw on the street. Especially those walking alone, as Krystal Baker had been in March 1996, but even those in cars late at night, like Shelley Sikes on that tragic Memorial Day weekend in 1986.

The pressure built. In late 2012, I spent a day driving to places police call dump sites, the fields where more than forty years earlier Debbie Ackerman’s, Maria Johnson’s, Sharon Shaw’s and Renee Johnson’s bodies had been found. I wrapped up for the day by walking through the grass at the Killing Field on Calder Drive, looking at Tim Miller’s sad, weather-beaten wooden cross. Around four that afternoon, I was tired and disheartened, troubled. It was difficult not to imagine what it must have been like for each of the girls, how they suffered.

Before heading home, I stopped to buy a drink at the Wendy’s on Main Street in League City, a short drive from the Killing Field, a block west of I-45. I stood at the cash register paying when I noticed a teenage girl enter, perhaps thirteen or fourteen. Her long brown hair was tied in a tight ponytail, and although it was cool outside, she wore a scant T-shirt and short shorts, white tennis shoes.

Seated at a table, I rested and checked e-mail on my phone, but my eyes trailed back to the girl. She wasn’t attracting attention, merely buying a hamburger and a Coke, taking the tray to a table and eating. She appeared content, unconcerned. I needed to go. If I waited much later, I’d hit Houston’s crushing rush-hour traffic. But I stayed. I stayed and watched. As the girl finished her food, she grabbed her purse and left. I stood up. I felt anxious, ill at ease, as I walked out the restaurant door. She cut through the parking lot to the corner, then crossed Hobbs, the side street, before seizing on a break in the traffic to rush across Main to a gas-station convenience store.

I didn’t realize at first that I’d followed her to the intersection. When I did, I stopped.

The gas station looked familiar. It was then that I recognized that it was the same convenience store where in 1983 and 1984, Heide Fye and Laura Miller were last seen alive. Until that moment, I hadn’t made the connection.

The sun glared off the cars and pickup trucks. A busy street dotted with fast-food restaurants and businesses. A girl alone. The same gas station. I took a deep breath.

“Calm down,” I muttered.

Logically, I understood that every day in League City, in Texas, across the nation and the world, teenage girls walk country roads and city streets. They jog like Laura Smither on the morning she disappeared. Like Jessica Cain, they drive home after a night out with friends. The vast majority arrive home safely. I knew my concern was unwarranted, but I couldn’t quiet my mind. “This is crazy.”

For moments, I thought about returning to my car, but I couldn’t make myself. I needed to be sure that the girl was safe. I fleetingly considered running across the street and confronting her, warning her of the dangers, chastising her for going out without a friend, telling her what occurred twice at that very same location three decades earlier. Didn’t she know the dangers? The teenager, unaware of my interest or my irrational intentions, leaned nonchalantly against the gas-station wall.

“Maybe she’s waiting for someone,” I whispered. “She probably is.”

Moments later a car drove onto the gas-station parking lot, and the girl waved. It stopped next to her, and she disappeared inside. When the driver cut across Main Street and drove past me, I saw the teenager in the passenger seat and the profile of a middle-aged woman behind the wheel, happily chatting.

While I focused on the cases off the I-45 Mysteries Chart that occurred between 1970 and 2000 for this book, the tragedies haven’t stopped. In this new millennium, five more photos and names have been added to the list. The first was Tot Harriman, a fifty-seven-year-old woman who disappeared on July 12, 2001, after leaving her son’s League City home. Tot lived in Florida but wanted to buy property in the area, to be closer to family. She drove away and was never seen again. Exactly a year later to the day, twenty-three-year-old Sarah Trusty took a bike ride and didn’t return home. Two weeks later, her body was found in a Texas City dike.

Terressa Vanegas was only sixteen on the night in 2006 when she walked home from a Halloween party. A man on a motorcycle discovered her body days later on the edge of a Dickinson High School practice field. That same month, the body of Amanda Nicole Kellum, twenty-seven, was found by fishermen near the beach community of Omega Bay, beaten and stabbed.

Taking a few days off from her job in a Beaumont law firm, Bridgette Gearen, a twenty-eight-year-old mother of a toddler daughter, rented a beach house with friends. Waiting for the others to dress to go out, Bridgette walked out onto the sand at dusk in July 2007. Perhaps she wanted to watch the waves or feel the salt breezes. When her friends looked for her, Bridgette was gone. The next morning, her body was found near the shoreline. She’d been beaten, strangled, and raped.

The logical question: Why here?

Galveston County Lieutenant Tommy Hansen had contemplated that question for decades. As a younger man, he investigated many of the cases in this book, and he was one of the two officers who questioned John Robert King and Gerald Pieter Zwarst regarding their involvements in the abduction of Shelley Sikes. In 2013, he helped pull together the case against Clyde Hedrick for the killing of Ellen Beason.

“We have a very distinct group of factors here,” said Hansen, his hands arched before him, in thought. “With the beaches, Galveston County is a playground for the fourth largest city in the country. People flood here during the summers. People pass through, and we have no record of their ever being here. They stay on the beach, rent houses or condos, come and they’re gone. These are small towns, but during the summer and on holidays, the population swells.”

Geographic characteristics, he speculated, added into the equation, including seventy miles of beachfront, a multitude of bayous, and vast undeveloped tracts of land, many with water running through them, offering possibilities for the disposal of a body and evidence.

In addition along with the tourism, the area was highly industrial, workers migrating in for jobs in processing seafood, chemical plants, oil refineries, or for slots on the cruise ships that circulated in and out of the port. “Galveston is a beautiful place, but we have an extremely transient population,” said Hansen. As an example of the problems that brought to a criminal investigation, he mentioned 2007’s Bridgette Gearen case, one where leads had been plentiful and he hoped to eventually make an arrest. “Bridgette didn’t live in Galveston. She was here for the weekend. Neither did any of the suspects or the witnesses,” he explained. “It makes the investigation that much more complicated.”

Perhaps more frightening was what retired FBI profiler Mark Young contended over sushi in a Houston restaurant one evening. Young, a tall, dark-haired man with a ruddy complexion, wasn’t so sure that what was happening along the Texas coastline wasn’t transpiring in other parts of the United States, and the world. While some of the cases on the chart appeared to be single murders, crimes of opportunity like the abduction of Shelley Sikes, when it came to at least Galveston in the seventies and the Killing Field, the assumption remained that the persons responsible were serial killers. “At any one time, there are about six hundred serial killers in the U.S.,” Young said. “Of those, maybe half are active. The others have aged and stopped killing, or they’ve stopped for other reasons, like sickness, or they’re in prison for other crimes.”

Young’s bottom line: “Things like this happen all over the world. This isn’t a new phenomenon. These guys have always been with us.”

Events that unfolded while I worked on this book backed Young’s contention that serial predators aren’t headquartered in any particular location. In the fall of 2011, police announced that they believed ten bodies found in beach communities on Long Island, New York, were all victims of the same killer, active over a period of fifteen years. Then on May 6, 2013, Amanda Berry miraculously gathered the courage to escape from Ariel Castro’s house of horrors in Cleveland, after a decade in captivity. With her came her daughter fathered by Castro and fellow victims Gina DeJesus and Michelle Knight.

Despite the headlines they make, perhaps it’s good to remind ourselves that such crimes are rare. The vast majority of murders are committed by family members and friends, acquaintances. Stranger murder is scarce, and the FBI estimates that those by serial killers account for less than one percent of the killings in the U.S.

Still, they exist. Young helped facilitate the entering of the I-45 cases into VICAP, and he spent his career chronicling such crimes and going into the prisons to interview serial killers. Asked for his best advice, the retired FBI agent didn’t hesitate. “Don’t get in the car. Never let anyone transport you anywhere unless you’re sure you know the person and where you’re going ... All the killers I interviewed told me the same thing: When the victims got in the cars, they knew they had them. From that point on, it was all over.”
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Retired FBI profiler Mark Young spent his career hunting killers.

(Courtesy of Kathryn Casey)

When asked about the girls on the chart, Young acknowledged that anecdotally it appeared that the I-45 area in question had more than its share of unsolved cases. Why the cases weren’t resolved was also something that Young considered. One factor, perhaps, was that eleven different law-enforcement agencies covered the area. “They all think of it as their case, and that keeps information from being shared,” he said.

I saw that in person one afternoon while interviewing two of the officers involved in the cases. I’d just brought this same subject up. Back in 1992, I’d circulated through this part of Texas writing a book on a serial rapist named James Bergstrom. In Evil Beside Her, I documented how Bergstrom jumped jurisdictions to avoid being identified, and how law enforcement in the various communities failed to know what was going on just across their borders. “Is it still like that?” I asked.

The officers said it wasn’t although one admitted that in the past, her agency hadn’t “played well with others.”

When I brought up whether or not there was movement in any of the cases, the woman officer said that she thought there might be a new effort on one, based on what had recently taken place; someone from the Galveston County Sheriff’s Office dropped in their offices requesting copies of records.

“Did you give them what they wanted?” the detective asked.

“Not everything,” she said, then laughed.

My impression, then, was that perhaps the same old problems plagued the area with its multiple jurisdictions, and that as Young described territorialism helped condemn the investigations to failure.

[image: images]

Jessica Cain in 1997.

(Courtesy of C. H. and Suzy Cain)

In the first years after Jessica Cain’s disappearance, her father, C. H., attempted to tackle that issue. He lobbied the Texas state legislature for the formation of a new group of officers employed by the Department of Public Safety, the government branch that includes the State Troopers and Texas Rangers. This newly formed force would have been composed of specially trained officers designated to strictly investigate abduction cases. In his plan, the team—equipped with helicopters, tracking dogs, all the latest search devices—would move in immediately when there was a kidnapping, to help local law enforcement. That way, experienced investigators would be in charge from the beginning, not small-town police departments that rarely if ever saw such cases.

Unfortunately, C. H. Cain was unable to convince legislators to back the idea.

After working on this book, I have to agree that C. H.’s approach makes sense. Nearly all the victims’ families I interviewed voiced frustration with inexperienced police departments. Precious time was often lost and leads too often ignored or mishandled. It wasn’t that local police weren’t good people who wanted to solve the crimes, but that they had no or limited experience with such cases. “They were basically learning on the job, on my daughter’s case,” said one father. “They just didn’t know what to do.”

As my work on this book draws to a close, I consider how far I’ve come. The I-45 Mysteries/Texas Killing Field chart remains taped on my wall. The girls’ faces look out at me, and I hope that, while I haven’t brought any of their killers into a courtroom, I have provided insight.

Did I cover every case? No. One of the girls, I found, didn’t belong on the chart. Allison Craven’s mother returned to the family apartment after running errands in 1971 and found that her daughter was gone. The teenager’s remains turned up in a field the following year. Allison has been on multiple versions of the Unsolved Mysteries chart since its inception. She shouldn’t have been. Shortly after her death, a neighbor, Henry Doyle Shuflin, Jr., admitted abducting Allison from the complex’s laundry room. He pleaded guilty in 1973 and was sentenced to twenty-five years.

In other cases, although I tried to track down family members and records, I was unable to uncover enough information to include them in the book.

There were also suspects whom I decided to forgo, for the most part because I discovered no evidence linking them to the murders. That doesn’t mean something—perhaps DNA—won’t come to light in the future, but at this time there was nothing to report. One was a dead drifter named Bobby Jack Fowler who has been linked to at least one murder in Canada, that of sixteen-year-old hitchhiker Colleen MacMillen. There is, at the time of this writing, speculation that Fowler may be responsible for more killings in the Pacific Northwest and Canada. Fowler lived on Bolivar Peninsula, just north of Galveston, from the mideighties through the midnineties, leading to speculation that he claimed victims in Texas as well.

There are also theories that Anthony Allen Shore, already on Texas’s death row for one murder and suspected of three others in the Houston area, might be involved in some of these killings. Shore went to high school in the Clear Lake area and preyed on young girls. Thus far there’s nothing beyond speculation suggesting he might be involved in the murders of any of the girls on the I-45 chart.

I also certainly don’t mean to suggest that these were the only murders in Houston during this time period or the most important, or that only girls and young women fall victim to such homicides.

In fact, coinciding with the time period during which the Galveston Island killings took place, in the seventies, one of the largest and most brutal serial cases in American history unfolded in the Houston area, and nearly all the victims were teenage boys.

On August 8, 1973, Elmer Wayne Henley, Jr. called police to report that he’d just killed a man named Dean Corll. When questioned by police, Henley told a terrifying account of helping Corll abduct, rape, and torture teenage boys. For months after, bodies were pulled from under Corll’s home and his boathouse. The press labeled him the Pied Piper and the Candyman. In the end, authorities theorized that Corll committed at least twenty-eight brutal murders, making him the most prolific killer up to that time in U.S. history. Five years later, in Chicago, a man named John Wayne Gacy surpassed Corll’s record by murdering at least thirty-three boys.

For the most part, I now look at the I-45 chart with new eyes. I’m grateful that the Cain, Smither, and Johnston cases are all being investigated. As for the others, the folks I interviewed insisted that there’s no evidence left from most of the murders, but I wonder if some might still exist in dusty evidence boxes on forgotten shelves. I’ve repeatedly asked authorities to look and, if anything is found, to send it out for testing. I hope that happens at some point. Consider the difference Sherry Willcox, the evidence officer, made in the Krystal Baker case. She cared, persisted, and she solved the crime.

Mark Stallings said he left Janet Doe’s clothes on when he dumped her body in the Killing Field in 1991. Perhaps those clothes wait in a box somewhere. Perhaps they could be sent to the lab. If DNA was found, that could either confirm or rule out Stallings as the killer. It matters on more than one level. Yes, it could help answer painful questions. But based on what Stallings might be able to tell authorities, it could also identify a victim, give Janet back her name. It’s possible that her family still grieves for her, wondering if she’s alive or dead.

Through my interview with Stallings, if he’s telling the truth, we now know that the description of Janet law enforcement has worked with since her discovery in 1991 may be wrong. For the past twenty-two years, Janet’s been labeled as in her mid-twenties or older. If Stallings told the truth, the woman he murdered was a teenager.

Do I have disappointments? Sure. For instance, I requested prison interviews with John Robert King and Gerald Pieter Zwarst, the two men convicted of abducting Shelley Sikes. I undoubtedly naively hoped to convince them to divulge the location of her remains. It’s time. This case needs closure, and Shelley’s parents deserve to be able to bury their daughter. King and Zwarst refused to meet with me.

The truth is that despite my best efforts, there are cases in this book that will continue to haunt me, especially that of Laura Kate Smither. I will forever see her face, that endearing smile. Did Bill Reece murder her? Did he abduct Jessica Cain? I hope we know answers to both questions someday soon.

The most frightening thing about these cases? The killers all appeared so ordinary.

If Kevin Edison Smith stood at my door and had a good excuse for being there, I may have let him in. He didn’t, after all, look like a killer. But then, what does a killer look like?

What of these men? What shaped them? Why does anyone commit such heinous acts?

A 2005 study published by the FBI listed a set of factors when the perpetrator is a serial killer. One is a genetic tendency, something in a person’s psychological makeup that’s described as predisposition. The second is an early linkage between sex and violence. Certainly the histories Ed Bell and Mark Stallings recounted during my interviews fit that mold. I don’t mean to suggest that their upbringings excuse their crimes, but isn’t it important to consider how they were formed? Is there any other way to hope to comprehend why such criminals exist? Perhaps if we understand what fashions them, one day we may find a way to intervene.

It has often been said that evil flourishes within shadow. In the end, if nothing else, I hope this book serves as light into the darkness.

Kathryn Casey

February 2015
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