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Shannan Maria Gilbert

On October 24, 1986, Shannan Maria Gilbert was born in Lancaster, Pennsylvania to Mari Gilbert. Mari grew up in Lancaster, and was the daughter of a bricklayer who spent his weekends drinking heavily, and a mother who kept switching churches constantly. The last born in a family of five children, Mari steered away from religion, strongly believing that life was a constant battle, and that the only way to live was by being “real.” While living in Lancaster with her husband, Mari gave birth to three daughters, Shannan in 1986, Sherre Gilbert in 1987, and Sarra Elizabeth Gilbert on January 17, 1989. By the time her third daughter was born, Mari’s marriage was disintegrating, and she finally moved out of her hometown. She made her way to Rockland County with the girls, and the four of them stayed with Mari’s mother for a while. Not one to let other people meddle in her life and parenting choices, she started looking for a place to live on her own. 

Mari, in her bid to provide for her family, began working various jobs, including as a manager at Sears and Dunkin’ Donuts, as an assistant-teacher at an after-school program, then at an Ames gardening supplies warehouse, and then at a Walmart in Middletown for a couple of years. When Mari met and began dating David, life in the Gilbert household became particularly tense. After Mari gave birth to David’s daughter, Stevie Smith, the fights in the house escalated, including one where plates of spaghetti were thrown against the wall as Shannan cowered under the table. When Mari’s mother, Junerose C. Gran, found out what was happening in her daughter’s house, she informed authorities. David was arrested and went to jail, and all four girls were put in foster care. For the better part of the next two years, Mari spent her time trying to get her kids back. Soon after she got them, the family moved to Ellenville in 1991. In the small town, Mari’s parenting methods soon became part of the gossip. By her seventh birthday, Shannan was placed back in foster care. Her school friends noticed that Shannan sometimes disappeared from the neighborhood, but had no idea that she did not stay with her mother fulltime. Up until she got to eighth grade, Shannan lived in a number of nearby foster homes. She attended the same schools as her sister, but didn’t sleep under the same roof. The arrangement devastated her, and more than once she ran away from the homes to stay with her mother. However, the stays wouldn’t last long, and Mari would soon be on the phone with the state asking that Shannan be placed in another home.

In eighth grade, Shannan was eager to participate in her middle school’s production of Annie. She was hoping to get the lead role, but was deemed too tall to play the little orphan. Fortunately, the teachers were already enthralled by her voice, and cast her in the part of Miss Hannigan, the head of the orphanage. Fueling her desire to succeed in the play was the promise that she would get to live back home with her mother and sisters. Shannan, who had been racked by nerves during rehearsal, delivered an outstanding performance on opening night. Her solo performance of “Little Girls,” Miss Hannigan’s song, was so powerful that the audience’s applause fueled her desire to perform on stage in the future. Shannan spent eighth grade living with her family, the only time she managed to spend a whole year with them. However, this period of time was also filled with challenges, and the stay was not as rosy as she thought it would be. Mari’s boyfriend at the time was abusive to Shannan’s siblings, and when Shannan tried to reconcile them, both camps would push her away. The boyfriend was not interested in mending fences with the kids, and Shannan’s sisters never told her about his abusiveness. After eighth grade, it was clear Shannan would not be able to live in the house anymore. She was placed in yet another foster home.

Shannan was moved to a foster home in New Paltz, thirty minutes away from Ellenville. The more affluent neighborhood had better schools, and her new foster mom, Jennifer Pottinger, was younger than most foster parents. Shannan liked her, and whenever she talked about wanting to live on her own, Pottinger encouraged her to pursue early graduation. Under Pottinger’s care, Shannan seemed to be thriving. She kept performing in high school, writing emotional poems and essays to cope with the challenges she was facing. Her high school performance was great, but she would often get into trouble for shunning curfews. She made her way to Ellenville several evenings a week, but her relationship with her mother had become more complicated. Mari and Shannan would often end up arguing, and Shannan began feeling more and more like an outsider in her mother’s home. After her graduation, Shannan became less and less inclined to visit her family in Ellenville, preferring to start her journey towards accomplishing her life’s dreams. She moved in with her grandmother, Mari’s mother, and enrolled in nursing school. She began working, and held positions at a hotel, a senior center, an Applebee’s, and as a secretary at a school. She got into arguments with her grandmother often, usually about how she would often come home late at night. Within a year, she had dropped out of school, quit her secretarial job, and made plans to move to New York.

Disappearance

After leaving a movie in Jersey City, Shannan kissed her boyfriend, Alex Diaz, goodbye. She had received a call out from a client in Oak Beach and promised to come back the next day. Diaz was not worried about her since she had a driver who acted as her security, pocketing half of Shannan’s earnings. Shannan called her driver, Michael Pak, and the two drove off from Jersey City at around 10 p.m. that night. Pak drove into the gated community at around 2 a.m., parking outside the client’s home to wait out Shannan’s appointment. He watched as she walked up to the door, and then settled in his seat to wait for her to come out so he could drive her back home. Sometime after 4 a.m., Pak saw Shannan running out of the house, seemingly scared and acting irrational. She kept stating that the client wanted to kill her, and kept running when Pak tried to help. She was on the phone telling the person on the other side “They’re trying to kill me!” Pak drove slowly in the community, trying to follow Shannan’s screams and cries. He had never seen her behave like this before, so he assumed it may have something to do with drugs. Shannan, who was on the phone with 911 at the time, ran around the neighborhood looking for someone to help her. When she saw a light on in one of the houses, she ran to the door and began knocking frantically, screaming for help. 

Gustav Coletti was in his bathroom shaving when he heard the knocks. He opened and the young woman quickly ran into the house, looking absolutely terrified. He told her that he was going to call authorities for help, and she seemed even more terrified. At the mention of police, she quickly ran off from the house. When he looked outside, Coletti saw a black SUV driving slowly outside the road. He walked up to the driver and asked him what he was doing, and Pak responded “I’m looking for Shannan.” When Coletti told Pak that he had called the cops, Pak quickly drove away and headed home. After running from Coletti’s house, Shannan made her way to another neighbor’s door. Barbara Brennan heard the knocks and screams at her door, but afraid for her own safety, refused to open the door. She called 911 and reported the incident. Her next door neighbor, Tom Canning, heard the commotion outside and went to investigate. By the time he opened the door, Shannan had already left. 

That Saturday, Diaz spent the day waiting for Shannan to come home. He was sure that she would be home by the end of the day, believing that she may have gotten other appointments. When she did not come home that night, he began getting worried. He called her phone, but it was switched off. Diaz did not have the contacts of Shannan’s driver, although he did know his name. He began rifling through her drawers, and finally came up with a torn piece of paper with numbers on it. He called Michael, who was surprised by Diaz’s call. He explained the events of that fateful morning, explaining that Shannan was irrational and convinced that the client was trying to kill her. Diaz had a hard time accepting this story, especially since her behavior was definitely out of sorts. Even when she was on drugs, Diaz never saw Shannan behave irrationally. The two began searching for hospitals near Oak Beach, as well as police stations. They called six hospitals and four stations, but no one had seen her. Diaz asked Pak to help him find Shannan’s client from that night, Joseph Brewer. 

When Diaz finally reached out to Brewer, he became even more confused about the events of that night. According to Brewer, Shannan completely freaked out, and was particularly scared about something. He claimed that when he tried to hold on to her, Shannan took off. He maintained that he had tried taking her to Pak’s car, but she had refused and taken off. Diaz did not find his story convincing. First off, Shannan had been in Brewer’s house for three hours already. How come she suddenly got scared? What set her off? Not waiting for any more time to pass, Diaz drove to Oak Beach, arriving at the gate at around 11 p.m. He called Brewer to the gate, and the two men talked for almost an hour. Diaz noticed that Brewer was disheveled, and it seemed like he hadn’t left the house all day. He was defensive when Diaz asked about Shannan, insisting multiple times that Diaz search his house. Not willing to risk what could be on the other side of the door, he asked Brewer for directions to the police station. Brewer quickly accepted and asked Diaz to follow him in his car. The two made their way to the Suffolk County police department, but this proved to be a futile trip. When Diaz tried to file a missing persons report, he noticed that the officers were barely keeping in their laughter. They did not consider Shannan to be missing, especially since Diaz revealed that she was a prostitute. When he revealed that he was from Jersey City, the officers told him to file the report with the Jersey police. Diaz, feeling dejected, drove back home. Unable to sleep, he decided to drive back to Oak Beach the next day. When he got to the gate, he was stopped by a resident and asked to wait. Moments later, a man with a limp and a prosthetic leg came to the gate, introducing himself as Dr. Peter Hackett. Hackett asked him a number of questions about Shannan, writing some of the things he said in a notebook. He said that he worked with police from time to time, and that he would ask that they search the area to try and find her. Later in the day, Diaz saw helicopters flying in the area, but thy found nothing. He wasn’t surprised, since Shannan had been missing for over two days. When he got back to Jersey City that night, he filed a missing persons report, detailing Shannan’s distinguishing features, including the scorpion tattoo on her back and the cherries tattoo on her left wrist. He also explained that Shannan was bipolar, and that she used a number of drugs, including cocaine, marijuana, and prescription drugs.

A few days later, Diaz was back at Oak Beach, and this time he brought along Pak. He had made plans to meet with Mari and Shannan’s sisters at the gated community, but they backed out at the last minute. Diaz and Pak went to Dr. Hackett’s house, and just like the last time, Hackett took down notes as he talked to Diaz. He offered to drive the two through the more unknown roads in the community, and the search turned up nothing. Diaz gave Dr. Hackett one of Shannan’s pictures so that it could be put on flyers. A few days later, Mari and her daughters showed up at Oak Beach looking for answers. Mari, afraid that they would be accused of trespassing, remained outside the gate while the girls knocked on a number of doors to pass out flyers and ask questions. According to Sherre, it seemed like the residents did not want to be disturbed.

To Shannan’s family, it was evident that no investigation would be conducted if the police were left to their own devices. Mari began hounding the Jersey City Police Department asking for answers about her daughter. It seemed like nothing was happening, there had been no search, no news coverage, and no updates whatsoever. She spent months trying to get the police to take Shannan’s case seriously, and finally they seemed to listen to her. In August 2010, a Suffolk County police officer showed up at Coletti’s house asking about the night of Shannan’s disappearance. He told the officer everything he knew, commenting that it took a mighty long time for the police to follow up on the disappearance. The Suffolk County police office blamed the Jersey City police for the delay, claiming that they received the report and never communicated it to them. Coletti told the officer that there was surveillance footage in the area, but that it was erased and taped over after a month. The officer started knocking on neighbors’ doors asking for their recollections about that night. Canning told the officer that on that fateful morning after he walked outside to check out the commotion, he saw Shannan talking with Dr. Hackett. 

Long Island Serial Killer

Eight months after Shannan’s disappearance, 59-year-old Suffolk County officer John Mallia was driving down along the parkway near Gilgo Beach when his German Shepherd, Blue, began wagging its tail. Trained as a K-9 cadaver dog, Mallia, assumed that the dog wanted to take a potty break. He parked by the side of the road and let Blue out. He found the dog digging a few moments later, and craned his neck to see what Blue had found. That’s when he noticed the burlap sack with the skeleton. He made note of the time, 2:45 p.m. on December 11, 2010. He called in his finding, and soon the area was cordoned off, swarming with cops and forensic investigators. Two days after the first skeleton was found, authorities found three more skeletons in burlap sacks. The four skeletons were spaced out evenly, with a distance of approximately 160 meters from one skeleton to the next. Given the proximity of Oak Beach from where the remains were found, authorities were convinced that Shannan’s remains were part of the four. Investigators quickly obtained a search warrant for Brewer’s house and seized his car. Brewer and Pak were interviewed by police, and both were seemingly cleared. Brewer told reporters that he had taken a polygraph and passed, although authorities never confirmed it. Pak’s name was never released to the press, and he was never considered a suspect.

On December 16, five days after the remains were first discovered, Suffolk County medical examiner Yvonne Milewski was certain that none of the remains were that of Shannan. After receiving a punch from Diaz, Shannan had a titanium plate inserted in her jaw. None of the four recovered jaws had the plate. Mari was angry, and began voicing her concerns about how the investigation was conducted. She questioned why it took four bodies for police to take her daughter’s disappearance seriously. Mari’s sister revealed that it had taken authorities an hour to respond to Shannan’s 911 call despite the fact that she had been on the call for over 20 minutes. On their part, authorities continued searching the area for more evidence, but had to take a break when heavy snow began falling just after Christmas. Milewski sent the remains to the New York State medical examiner’s office, and the task of identifying the remains fell in the hands of Bradley Adams, a nationally recognized forensic anthropologist, and his team. The team finally positively identified the remains as those of Maureen Brainard-Barnes, Melissa Barthelemy, Megan Waterman, and Amber Lynn Costello. Barnes had disappeared in 2007, Barthelemy in 2009, Waterman just a month after Shannan, and Costello in September. All four women were escorts, and were all from out of town.

After a month of refusing to admit that there was serial killer active in the area, Suffolk County police commissioner Richard Dormer and district attorney Thomas Spota announced – on January 25, 2011 – that the authorities were looking for a serial killer. The search resumed on March 29, 2011, and was planned to cover the seven-and-a-half mile area covered with poison ivy and bramble along Ocean Parkway, starting from Oak Beach all the way to the Nassau County line. On the first day, the search proved futile. On the second day, an officer driving down the parkway noticed something in the dunes near Cedar Beach. When he walked up close, he realized that he had discovered the remains of a fifth victim. With no titanium plate in the jaw, authorities knew that the search for Shannan was far from over. The remains were discovered further into the brush compared to the first four, and authorities soon realized that they had to change their methods. 150 officers were borrowed from the state police, and the search involved clearing the brush, with other officers using fire trucks to search from above. A Black Hawk helicopter was sent by the FBI, and workers from the medical examiner’s office were put on standby to help distinguish animal bones from human ones. On April 4, four more bodies were discovered, none of them Shannan’s. Authorities were quick to note that these new set of remains did not match the ones discovered months earlier. These ones were not in burlap sacks, were found deeper in the bush, and seemed to have been in the area for a longer period of time. The remains discovered on March 29 were linked to Jessica Taylor, whose torso was found in Manorville in 2003. A second set of remains was also linked to a torso found in Manorville. A third set of remains belonged to a small Asian man dressed in women’s clothing while a third set of remains belonged to a small child – possibly a toddler – wrapped in a blanket. On April 11, the total number of remains rose to ten. Human bones in a plastic bag were recovered a mile and a half from Jones Beach, and then four hours later, a cadaver dog found a woman’s skull in a wildlife sanctuary a mile away. The head
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