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Part I

			1971





Chapter 1

			Garryowen Church

			As the boys walked out of the empty church into the dark night, they did a double take. They had thought they were alone, and Pam Jackson and Sherri Miller were among the last people they’d expected to see on their way to a rural teenage keg party.

			“We can’t find the gravel pits,” the girls called out from Sherri’s grandfather’s 1960 Studebaker Lark.

			High school juniors Mark Logterman, Steve Glass, and Pat Gale were on their way to the senior class’s end-of-the-year celebration at a secluded country spot known as “Lyle’s Pits,” an active gravel pit sixteen miles northeast of Vermillion, South Dakota. Like many small town high schools in rural America in the 1970s, the students from Vermillion High often held parent-free weekend parties at rural gravel pits. The pits usually provided cover from highway traffic and allowed the kids to get away with drinking alcohol and smoking marijuana undetected. The main problem for partygoers was that these spots could be hard for even them to find.

			“I can tell you how to get there,” Pat said as he approached the Studebaker, situated right next to the boys’ car in the Garryowen Catholic Church parking lot. The church was a small, white, two-story structure with an adjoined bell tower topped with a cross. At 10:00 p.m. on a Saturday night, the structure looked ominous, and the reason for the boys’ impromptu visit was ironic.

			Pat’s family were members of the Garryowen congregation, and the boys stopped there on their way to the party in search of disposable cups. He knew the church doors would be unlocked, just like most homes and churches in the trusting South Dakota countryside. The boys found what they were looking for in the church basement and now were ready to party on this Memorial Day weekend.

			As Pat began to give directions to the gravel pits, describing a turn off the highway onto a dusty gravel road then over an unmarked grassy trail, Mark noticed the puzzled looks on the girls’ faces inside the dark cabin of the Studebaker. He still was taken aback that Pam and Sherri were so eager to attend a drinking party. They ran in different circles than the boys, who were star athletes and never missed a weekend party. Mark thought back to one of the only conversations he’d had with Pam. She’d invited him to attend a Billy Graham crusade with her church youth group. Mark politely declined.

			“Umm, why don’t you just follow us,” Pat said when he finally realized how complicated his directions sounded to the girls.

			“Sounds great,” they responded.

			Pat turned right from the dusty church parking lot onto a paved road known as “Old Highway 77,” and the boys smiled in anticipation of the big party. Besides the seniors in the grade ahead of them at Vermillion High School, there were going to be a lot of kids from nearby Beresford High School as well. The boys would potentially meet new people, and they’d be heroes for showing up with the cups for the beer keg.

			After driving three miles on Old Highway 77, Pat turned right onto an unpaved country road. Mark, sitting in the back seat, turned around and saw the Studebaker’s headlights behind him. The straight, dusty road went up and down like a roller coaster for a couple miles before Pat started navigating a sharp right-hand turn.

			“Hey, you missed the driveway!” said Steve from the passenger seat, prompting Pat, the rural road “expert,” to realize in embarrassment that he needed to turn around.

			Steve and Pat lived in the country not far from the gravel pits. They thought they knew the area well, and they still couldn’t find the spot on their first try. Mark, a town kid, shrugged. He had never been out there before, and every country road looked the same to him. As Pat turned their car around, Mark realized the Studebaker was no longer behind them.

			“Where did Pam and Sherri go?” Mark asked.

			Pat idled the car for a few minutes as the boys waited. The Studebaker’s headlights never materialized. Mark began to think perhaps the girls saw some cars and turned into the driveway to the party. Or maybe they had second thoughts and decided against going to this drinking party where very few of their friends would likely be.

			“I guess they didn’t need our help after all,” Mark said to his friends as Pat put the car into gear and started driving back toward the party.

			Mark, Steve, and Pat found the grassy driveway to the gravel pits, turned in, and followed the car tracks into the property around a bend where dozens of cars were parked. Loud music blared as teens stood around a small bonfire. School was over, summer was taking hold, and it was party time. The boys didn’t give a second thought to Pam and Sherri, not realizing their chance encounter had just set off a mystery that would haunt the region for the next four decades.





Chapter 2

			Vermillion

			The city of Vermillion is located in the southeast corner of South Dakota, just north of Nebraska and about fifteen miles from the Iowa border. The Vermillion River wraps around the southern border of the town, and located just a couple miles south of that is the great Missouri River—the “Mighty Mo.” The city itself is perched on a river bluff, and it is easy to imagine how the area looked before Europeans arrived over two centuries ago—the grassy, rolling hills scattered with herds of bison.

			Between 1950 and 1970, the population of Vermillion nearly doubled. But in 1971, with just over 9,000 people living within the city limits, Vermillion still very much felt like a small town. About 120 students in each class attended Vermillion High School, which was small enough that the students all knew each other but big enough that the school had the usual cliques—jocks and cheerleaders, band kids, and brainiacs. Many of the students who grew up outside of the city limits attended elementary classes in small, one-room country schoolhouses with very few classmates. Those country schools began closing in the 1960s, and while Vermillion was a small town, the change was a big adjustment for those rural students who began busing into the city to enroll and assimilate with their new peers.

			Vermillion’s farm community came mostly from Scandinavian or Irish descent. Most of those Scandinavian farm families attended rural Lutheran churches, while most Irish families were Catholic and were part of country congregations such as Garryowen. Those churches provided much of the social life for those families as well, with weekly softball leagues during the summer and potluck dinners year-round.

			1971 was full of change in the United States. Congress passed the 26th Amendment, lowering the voting age to 18 to match the draft age. The Vietnam War continued to be waged, but polls began to find a majority of Americans in opposition. In South Dakota, Republican Gov. Frank Farrar commuted the death sentence of Thomas White Hawk, a Native American convicted of murdering a Vermillion man in 1967. That action, giving the killer a life sentence instead of an execution, is almost unfathomable today in the deeply conservative state. Gov. Farrar said he believed an execution could have caused the state’s Native American population to uprise, potentially leading to more deaths in a time filled with division over race and the Vietnam War.

			South Dakota’s own Senator George McGovern was preparing to run for the Democratic nomination for president to challenge Richard Nixon in 1972. He wouldn’t even come close to winning in his home state, although Clay County—where Vermillion is centered—gave McGovern a slight majority of its votes.

			Vermillion had always been the liberal corner of South Dakota, similar to Austin, Texas, but on a smaller scale. The University of South Dakota is located in the middle of the city, giving Vermillion more diversity and more of an artistic and academic feel than other South Dakota cities. In the early ’70s, the countryside outside of Vermillion contained several self-identified hippies in small communes—living together in farmhouses, throwing parties, and selling vegetables or soliciting painting jobs to make ends meet.

			Fred Gage, one of the four founding members of the “Blue-feather Farm,” described them as typical young hippies of the era.

			“There were a lot of hippie farmers in those days,” Fred said. “We would dally around in peyote, and pot was a big deal. Spiritual stuff. We were very spiritual. We were kind people.”

			The university in the early 1970s helped the hippie demographic grow, and the cultural differences between them and the conservative farm families in the region contributed to a large generational gap between parents and teens, like elsewhere across the country during this period. When the hippies would stage a Vietnam War protest march through downtown Vermillion, the older men would step outside the main street stores and look on in disgust, suggesting those young men needed jobs more than anything else except perhaps a haircut. Many of the divides that existed in 1971 in Vermillion, South Dakota, frustratingly bubbled to the surface after Pam and Sherri disappeared.





Chapter 3

			Sherri

			Cheryl “Sherri” Miller spent much of her seventeen years struggling to rise above a household filled with alcoholism, abuse, and chaos. Her home life was unlike anything most of her classmates at Vermillion High School could imagine. It all started with her father, Melvin Miller, a World War II veteran who drove a grocery truck for a living.

			Sherri’s mother Helen married Melvin when she was just sixteen years old. Before she turned seventeen, Helen gave birth to Sherri’s brother Al. When Helen was eighteen, Sherri’s sister Linda was born. And Sherri came along in November 1953 when her mother was twenty-one. As the three children grew, so did the level of abuse in their home. Al tried to protect his mother and sisters, but as a boy, there was sometimes nothing he could do. Melvin molested his daughter Linda and physically abused his wife Helen.

			One story of abuse in particular shows how remarkable it was that Helen survived the relationship. When Al was about twelve years old, he was forced to watch as his father tied up his mother. Melvin opened up the back doors to his old van and made Al sit on the back end to watch as Melvin dragged his tied-up wife behind the van on a gravel road. Al shared the story with his siblings years later, only when they asked for more details about Melvin.

			By the time Helen was able to escape the abusive relationship, she was a heavy drinker and had a tenuous relationship with all of her kids. She was often absent in her parenting, leaving the older siblings to watch and care for the younger ones. By 1961, Helen found her way into her second abusive relationship, marrying Leonard Bye. That year, Sherri was seven and often left home alone with her ten-year-old sister Linda. The next year, Helen and Leonard had a daughter, Rita, and the pattern began to repeat itself, with Sherri left home alone as a child to care for her new baby sister.

			LuAnn Sorensen was one of Sherri’s best friends when they were younger, and she remembered how chaotic Sherri’s home life was then. LuAnn said that when they were young, Sherri was often left to babysit Rita. Sherri would call LuAnn, overwhelmed, and ask for help.

			“It would be too much for her to handle,” LuAnn said. “The first time I met her little sister Rita, she had run out of the house and was hiding in a neighbor’s house. I helped Sherri find Rita, and when I did, she was wearing just a wet diaper and no clothes.”

			In the late 1960s, the family moved to Beresford, South Dakota, just thirty miles north of Vermillion. Leonard wanted to run the Ritz, a historic ballroom where Lawrence Welk often performed in the 1930s and ’40s. As part of the rental agreement, Leonard and Helen would manage the steakhouse and bar portion of the Ritz, and the family would live in the basement. Sherri was in eighth grade, and Rita was starting first grade, and the two would walk together to their one-room country school. The next year, Sherri started as a freshman at Beresford High School.

			At home, the chaos and absent parenting continued, affecting all the children.

			“My mother never got up to see us off to school. Nothing. No kiss in the morning. No breakfast. Nothing. We had to get up and get ourselves ready,” Rita said.

			In adolescence, Linda, who was three years older than Sherri, was growing increasingly boisterous and unmanageable at home. She became a teenage mother, giving birth to her first son, Darwin. In her lifetime, Linda would have thirteen children that her family knew of, and she was pregnant at least three additional times. Rita, who was eleven years younger, remembers Linda was just plain mean. Only years later did Rita learn more and fully understand the trauma that led Linda to become who she was.

			“Was she this way because she was molested? Was she this way because she was left to look after Sherri?” Rita said. “Linda just looked for attention in all matters, all shapes and forms. Just simply, she wanted to stretch her neck out there and feel loved. But she did so in all the wrong ways.”

			Sherri may not have suffered the same sexual abuse, but her friends knew Linda’s suffering deeply affected her younger sister. Sherri’s friend Nancy McGuire remembers Sherri coming to school one day at Beresford High School very distressed because Linda had just given birth again, but Nancy had no idea of the rest of the dysfunction surrounding that event.

			Linda and her baby Darwin had been living with her mother sporadically when she got pregnant. The father was a different man than Darwin’s father, and Linda wasn’t in a relationship with either of them. When she went into labor, Sherri was old enough to know what was happening, but Leonard rushed Rita, who was eight years old at the time, over to a neighboring farmhouse. When her parents picked her up, they lied and told Rita that the baby died during childbirth. Actually, Helen immediately gave Linda’s baby up for adoption to a family from Minnesota. While Sherri internalized this latest family secret, young Rita believed the concocted story. Decades later at a funeral, Rita met her niece for the first time and learned the truth.

			“That’s how crazy and bizarre all this was,” Rita said.

			In contrast to Linda, Sherri was extremely innocent and even naïve. Her friend Nancy remembers one conversation during her freshman year of high school that illustrated the difference.

			“Sherri, what’s wrong?” Nancy asked, picking up on Sherri’s glum body language.

			“Oh, nothing,” Sherri lied.

			Nancy pressed, so Sherri began telling her about a recent date with a boy. Then Sherri blurted out, “I think I’m pregnant!”

			“Oh my gosh, what did you do?” Nancy asked.

			“I kissed him!” Sherri said.

			At fifteen years old, Nancy was no expert in sex, but she was well aware that a girl could not get pregnant just from kissing.

			“But that’s how naïve she was,” Nancy remembered. “That’s how innocent she was.”

			Sherri and Nancy became great friends during the few years Sherri lived near Beresford. They were baton twirlers together. Nancy remembers being immediately drawn to Sherri, who was growing into a pretty teenage girl with long, flowing blonde hair.

			“She was always very sweet, very happy. She loved to sing. She would cut her hair in all different styles by herself. She was very creative. She had big blue eyes. And she always reminded me of Goldie Hawn. That was in the Laugh-In days. She always had that really big contagious laugh. She was somebody you wanted to be around,” Nancy said.

			Once, while living with her family below the bar at the Ritz, Sherri hosted a sleepover. The teenage girls could have easily swiped some booze upstairs. Sherri’s parents likely wouldn’t have noticed or cared, but Sherri wanted nothing to do with that. The party was innocent, highlighted by Sherri belting out her favorite song, “Ain’t No Mountain High Enough.”

			“A lot of dancing, a lot of singing. It was just your typical, innocent, fun party,” Nancy said.

			Sherri would sometimes go with Nancy’s family to Catholic Mass. She often sought out spirituality since she didn’t receive much of it at home. Nancy knew Sherri didn’t get along very well with her stepfather, Leonard, and all of Sherri’s friends knew that she detested her older sister Linda, but Sherri kept secret the extent of the dysfunction at home.

			In 1970, when Sherri was a sophomore in high school, her stepfather’s gambling got out of control. He was no longer making enough money running the Ritz to afford the rent, and Leonard and Helen moved the family back to Vermillion, but Sherri refused to join them. The sixteen-year-old wanted to finish the school year in Beresford, so she stayed behind and moved in with the grandparents of one of her best friends.

			Shortly after the return to Vermillion without her sister Sherri, Rita witnessed the end of her parents’ marriage. It came during a fight in the bedroom that got physical.

			“He was beating her across the bed,” Rita remembered.

			The police came, handcuffed Leonard, and took him out in front of his nine-year-old daughter. Nearly immediately, Helen began dating another bar owner from Vermillion, Fred Waggener, and Helen’s time was soon consumed at his establishment, Our Place.

			That summer, Sherri returned to Vermillion, but instead of moving in with Helen and her new boyfriend, Sherri moved in with her grandparents Nick and Pearl Jensen, who lived about three blocks away. Sherri was fed up with her mother and her home life and pleaded with her grandparents to provide the change of scenery.

			“It was very chaotic,” Sherri’s cousin Pam Jensen said. “A lot of boozing and parties and smoking and that sort of stuff. And Sherri didn’t want anything to do with it. She more or less went to Grandma and Grandpa and said, ‘I need to live here.’ She tried to help her mom as much as she could, but she stayed with Grandma and Grandpa because their home life was the kind of environment that she wanted to live in. She didn’t want to live in Helter Skelter.”

			Grandpa Nick was a chain-smoker who was adored by his grandchildren. Grandma Pearl was a tiny woman and a very hard worker. She got up early every morning to cook at a local cafe. When she knew grandchildren would be visiting, she would bring home cinnamon caramel rolls for all of them. The Jensens knew the living situation with them was much healthier for Sherri than was her mother’s home, and it worked well for Sherri, who slept in the upstairs bedroom in the small house.

			Sherri began driving Grandpa Nick’s Studebaker Lark and would still occasionally meet up with her good friends from Beresford. Nancy remembers one night in particular riding with Sherri and some other friends in the Studebaker, chasing a carload of boys, playing “cat and mouse” in the small town of fewer than 2,000 people. Sherri was hiding from the boys, parked inside a big grain elevator. When they found her, Sherri sped out onto what she didn’t realize was a dead-end road.

			“Sherri went right through a fence, down through the ditch, and into a field so hard the passenger seat broke. It just laid straight back,” Nancy said. “We ended up backing out of the field and kept on going. And we got an old paint bucket and wedged the seat up, as if Grandpa wasn’t going to notice. She was so fun to ride with. She was just crazy. Just a crazy driver.”

			Nancy knew Sherri’s Grandpa Nick wouldn’t get upset with her over the broken car seat because he loved Sherri so much.

			When Sherri enrolled at Vermillion High School for her junior year, many of her childhood friends rejoiced. LuAnn Sorensen thought Sherri seemed more soft-spoken and reserved when she moved back to Vermillion as a seventeen-year-old, but she slid back into their friend group effortlessly. They enjoyed roller skating, taking walks, and participating in band events for school. As many weekend nights as they could, the girls planned sleepovers—setting up tents in the yard, running through the local cemetery at night, doing each other’s makeup, and plenty of dancing and singing.

			[image: ]

			Sherri, left, enjoying a sleepover with her friends. (Courtesy of Debbie Willett)

			Sherri’s group of friends was not in the popular crowd, but LuAnn believed Sherri could have fit into those groups if she had wanted to. LuAnn admired Sherri for how she overcame such a difficult home life and continued to stay positive, accomplish her goals, and set new ones. LuAnn, just like Sherri’s friends from Beresford, said Sherri didn’t confide in them about the details of her hardships.

			“She handled it admirably. She rose above all of that crap. And she still succeeded in fulfilling her goals and dreams. Staying in school. She took care of her mom’s little one. She babysat. She cared for her grandparents,” LuAnn said.

			Law enforcement officers who would investigate Sherri’s disappearance didn’t see the seventeen-year-old the same way her friends did. They saw a broken family and assumed Sherri was just like her mother. Sherri looked to them exactly like someone who would go to great lengths to escape her home life.





Chapter 4

			Pam

			Pam Jackson was the youngest child in a very conservative, traditional farm family that lived just outside Vermillion. By 1971, when Pam was seventeen, her mom and dad were slightly older than most of her friends’ parents. Oscar was fifty-nine and Adele was fifty-five. Pam’s older brothers Daryl and Jerry, who grew up helping their dad on the farm, had both moved out of state years earlier and were married. Older sister Kay lived 135 miles away in Omaha, Nebraska. Since the three older siblings were very busy with their own lives, Pam was the center of attention at home. And her siblings say she truly was the baby of the family.

			“Dad was more lenient with her,” sister Kay Brock said.

			There really was only one time Pam got into serious trouble with her parents. After getting her driver’s license, Pam took Oscar’s car and drove a few girlfriends down to Sioux City, Iowa, playing hooky from school. Debbie Willett was one of those girlfriends. She said they went to Sioux City Central High School, an extravagant building also known as “The Castle on the Hill,” built in 1893. The girls walked in and started roaming the halls, walking around as if they belonged there while holding in the thrilling feeling of getting away with something.

			“What are you girls doing here?” a Sioux City Central teacher asked the group.

			“Umm, we’re in college,” Debbie lied at first.

			The teacher found out who the girls really were, escorted them out of the school, and told them to go home. It was a spontaneous day of skipping school by a group of girls that ordinarily didn’t do that kind of thing. The trip was also memorable for Donna Haukaas, another friend who screamed from the back seat when Pam, an inexperienced driver, accidentally turned the wrong way onto a one-way street in the larger city.

			“I think we almost died several times,” Haukaas laughed.

			Skipping school was out of Pam’s character, so Vermillion High School administrators called the Jackson home, wondering why Pam hadn’t shown up for class. Oscar drove to the school that afternoon to investigate, and he happened to arrive just as the teens were attempting to return from their road trip undetected. They were busted, and Oscar took away Pam’s keys as punishment.

			Oscar farmed for a living, and Adele was a housewife. Growing up in the country, Pam lacked some of the childhood bonds that were formed among the “town kids” who biked the streets of Vermillion together all day long in the 1960s before their parents called them in for dinner.

			Pam went to a small country school through eighth grade, at which point she was the only student in her class. Her social circles included mostly relatives, neighbors, and other children who went to her church. Pam’s second cousin Julle Wood was a year younger than Pam and spent a lot of time with her at the Jackson farm after church.

			“We’d make up plays, sing songs, talk to the cows and pigs. It was a real simple time. I don’t know if children today would appreciate how simple our lives were,” Julle said.
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			Pam Jackson as a young child (Courtesy of Jerry Jackson)

			Pam was active in 4-H, a national youth development organization that is popular in rural areas. The Happy Helpers 4-H club included up to twenty kids who would meet monthly at each other’s homes and complete projects such as crafts, baking, sewing, and livestock exhibition. Pam would show her sewing projects at Achievement Days at the Clay County Fair with the goal of earning a ribbon. Joyce Peterson’s mother Linnea led the group. Joyce remembers Pam excelling at sewing and being a fun member of their club.

			“I remember her smile and her round face—her little, round, happy face,” Joyce said.

			When Pam started high school in Vermillion, she suddenly had access to dozens more friends. It opened a whole new world to her socially, and she often would bake birthday cakes for friends or sometimes for a boy whose attention she sought.

			“She had a lot of boy crushes,” friend LuAnn Sorensen said. “She really wanted to be in the popular crowd.”

			LuAnn remembered just one boy with whom Pam had gone on a date, which caused a minor rift in their friendship because LuAnn had gone on a date with him as well. In her yearbook, however, Pam smoothed it over by writing that nothing happened between her and the boy.

			Where Sherri craved more structure in her home life, Pam’s friends believe Pam wanted more freedom. Since she was so much younger than her siblings, LuAnn said Pam often felt like an only child.

			“Like a caboose on a train,” LuAnn said. “Pam wanted to be more daring. She was kind of forced into being a good girl. Her parents were very strict.”

			At the same time, Pam had a very close relationship with her parents. Neighbor Dan Wetmore, who was three years younger than Pam, got to know the Jackson family over the course of a year when the school bus dropped off his siblings and him at the Jackson home where the Wetmores’ mother would later pick them up. The love and attention Pam received from Adele led Dan to assume she was an only child.

			“She was not the cheerleader, popular girl. But you would have a really hard time finding a nicer person than Pam and her mother,” Dan Wetmore said.

			The economics of farming in that era meant many farmers needed second jobs in order to make ends meet. Oscar was the maintenance man at Dakota Hospital for many years. All his coworkers there remember him as being very quiet, humble, and kind.

			After getting her driver’s license, Pam joined her father, taking her first job at Dakota Hospital. There, she worked in the kitchen, preparing food and prepping meal trays to be brought to the patients. Several adult women worked with Pam in the kitchen and so did her neighbor and classmate Debbie Wetmore, Dan’s older sister.

			May 1971 was a tough time for Pam. She got sick with mono and had to be hospitalized for fifteen days. She lost a lot of weight, and at the end of the month her glands were still swollen, she was taking medication, and she had scheduled surgery to remove her tonsils in June. Despite that, after recovering enough to return to school and work, Pam wanted to get out into the warm weather and have fun with her friend Debbie.

			The two friends heard rumblings at school that the seniors were planning a huge keg party on Memorial Day weekend to mark the end of the school year. Pam didn’t drink and never went to parties like that, but it sounded exciting. Her parents would never approve, so she and Debbie made flexible, secret plans to hang out together until a party materialized and then join the fun. Pam was excited to get out for a night with her good friend and check out a party where all the popular kids would be.

			Earlier in the week, however, those plans fell apart. Debbie’s family was invited to a Saturday night wedding, and her father insisted that Debbie go with them to the church ceremony. She sulked and whined, but her dad wouldn’t budge. Debbie gave Pam the bad news.

			Pam thought she would spend a quiet evening on Saturday, May 29, at home with her parents. She was able to put her original plans back into motion, however, when she received an unexpected call from another close friend and coworker at Dakota Hospital—Sherri Miller.





Chapter 5

			The Party

			The 1970–1971 school year at Vermillion High School really had been a year of stability for Sherri Miller. That stability was upended that spring when her beloved Grandma Pearl was hospitalized with cancer. Pearl was dying, and she was bedridden at Dakota Hospital, where Sherri worked in the housekeeping department. Sherri’s job gave her the opportunity to care for her grandmother.

			“Sherri was there three times a day. She fed her breakfast. She fed her lunch. She fed her dinner,” said coworker June Gasper.

			Sherri was training to become a nurse’s aide—potentially a gateway to a full-time job or career. Housekeeping was hard work, requiring Sherri to clean hospital rooms, mop floors, dust, clean restrooms, and clean the nurses’ station. Dakota Hospital was one of Vermillion’s top employers of women in 1971, and many high school girls worked or volunteered there part time—making it a social epicenter as well as a workplace.

			“She was always in a good mood, friends with everyone she worked with,” June said. “She was very proud of her work.”

			Despite the sadness involving her grandmother’s health and the uncertainty that laid ahead, that Saturday of Memorial Day weekend—May 29, 1971—was shaping up to be a very good day. That year, federal law changed to observe Memorial Day on the last Monday of May. All that remained for the junior class the following week were two days of classes and tests. It already felt like summer.

			Sherri worked a morning shift at Dakota Hospital and set her paycheck on the living room table when she got home. She initially didn’t plan on spending her evening with Pam Jackson but instead with another Pam—her cousin, Pam Jensen.

			Besides being Sherri’s cousin, Pam Jensen was also her oldest and dearest friend. The girls were the same age. Cousin Pam lived about thirty minutes away in a small town called Centerville, South Dakota, but she often met Sherri at their grandparents’ house in Vermillion.

			When Cousin Pam arrived from Centerville, the girls began to plot their evening. They decided they would go to a 9:00 p.m. movie.

			Earlier that day, a large box was delivered to the front door. Inside was a brand-new Schwinn bicycle that Sherri had saved seventy dollars to buy. Sherri and Cousin Pam loved biking on the trails outside of town near the river, often renting a tandem bike. That Schwinn was something Sherri had been waiting and waiting for. Grandpa Nick helped her put it together that day.

			“She was so proud of that bike,” Cousin Pam said. “It was always going to be kept inside, Grandpa said, in the front porch.”

			Grandpa Nick owned two cars, and one of them was significantly nicer than the other. The cousins did their best to talk their grandpa into letting them take his Buick. His other vehicle, a 1960 Studebaker Lark, was not in good shape. It burned a quart of oil every twenty-five to fifty miles. Eleven years was old for a car like a Studebaker Lark in 1971, and the automaker had gone out of business five years earlier.

			“No, if you’re just going downtown, you don’t need anything more than the old car,” Grandpa Nick told his granddaughters.

			As dinner time approached, the girls started talking about which movie they would see. They planned on first stopping by the hospital to visit their grandma. Despite wanting to use the Buick, the Studebaker would do just fine. Then the phone rang, and the girls’ plans were jeopardized. On the line was a family from Cousin Pam’s hometown, asking for a last-minute favor. They needed a babysitter. She felt obligated to help them out, even though she had been looking forward to her night with her favorite cousin.

			“Rats. Bummer,” Sherri said.

			“I don’t have to say yes,” Pam told her.

			“It’s OK, I’ll just call around and see if I can find someone else to go with me. Just go ahead,” Sherri said.

			When it came to their jobs, the girls had an understanding. They were both saving money for a road trip they planned to take the following year, in the summer of 1972, after high school graduation. Sherri and her cousin wanted to go to California, which to them seemed like paradise. In their seventeen-year-old minds, they thought they’d never get an opportunity to see an ocean unless they made it happen themselves, so their dream was to visit California.

			Cousin Pam lined up a ride back to Centerville for her babysitting job as Sherri finished a bath and started making phone calls to find someone else who wanted to hang out that evening.

			“I’ll talk to you tomorrow,” Pam Jensen said to Sherri before leaving, with plans of returning to her grandparents’ house in the morning.
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			The phone rang at Pam Jackson’s house at about 6:00 p.m. Pam, who wore dark-rimmed glasses and shoulder-length dark brown hair, jumped up to answer. The high school junior was home with her mother Adele and father Oscar, sewing a maxi skirt she planned to wear to the Vermillion High School graduation commencement exercises three days later. The talented seamstress sang in the choir and would be performing at the ceremony.

			Pam hung up the phone. It was Sherri, her friend, classmate, and coworker at Dakota Hospital.

			“Mom, can I go driving tonight with Sherri?” Pam asked.

			Adele said “no” the last time Pam asked to go out, but Pam wasn’t the kind of girl who got into trouble, and the fifty-five-year-old mother didn’t want to hold her back every time.

			“Sure. Just as long as you finish your sewing, clean your room, and promise to be home by midnight,” Adele said.

			“That’s no problem. Sherri’s using her grandpa’s car and she has to be home by midnight, too.”

			What Pam didn’t tell her mother is that she and Sherri actually intended to find a high school keg party. That’s what Pam initially wanted to do with her friend and neighbor Debbie Wetmore that night, but there’s no way Adele and Oscar would let Pam leave the house if they knew she’d be at an underage drinking party.

			Adele noticed Pam was in a particularly good mood that Saturday, “chattering away” and making plans for the following week.

			Sherri withheld her true plans from her family as well. Her nine-year-old sister Rita was at her grandparents’ house when Sherri started changing her clothes. Rita wanted to tag along with her older sister.

			“Where are you going?” Rita asked.

			“Oh, we’re just going roller skating,” Sherri lied.

			“Please take me! Please take me!” Rita pleaded.

			Sherri gave her a hug as Rita started to cry. Her childhood was extremely lonely whenever Sherri was gone. As Sherri pulled away in their grandfather’s Studebaker Lark, Rita watched from the end of the sidewalk, crushed.

			At about 8:00 p.m., Sherri pulled into the Jacksons’ driveway at their rural farmstead in her grandfather’s tan Studebaker Lark. Pam grabbed her father’s red plaid flannel shirt, folded it over her arm, smiled at her parents, and said goodbye. Pam walked out the front door, and Adele and Oscar watched their seventeen-year-old daughter happily ride away.
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			Sherri’s grandfather’s 1960 Studebaker Lark (Courtesy of Rita Allen)

			Pam and Sherri had known each other for less than a year, meeting after Sherri moved back to Vermillion for eleventh grade. They quickly became very good friends over the course of that 1970–1971 school year at Vermillion High. Their backgrounds could not have been more different, but their personalities drew them close.

			When the girls got back to Vermillion in the Studebaker, they started driving around town. “Cruising the loop” was how most teens in 1971 began their weekend nights. In the days before cell phones, driving up and down the main streets in Vermillion was often the best way to find people and make plans if they couldn’t connect on their home phones. Rather than shooting a text to friends in different cars, they would have to wave each other over or holler out the window at a stoplight.

			Sherri and Pam expected another friend to join them that night—Debbie Willett, whom Sherri had reached over the phone earlier. Debbie initially agreed to go along with Sherri and Pam to the senior party, but she changed her mind after talking to her best friend Donna Haukaas. Debbie and Donna decided to go to a different party instead, one held along the Missouri River where they would know more people. Pam and Sherri were salty about it, and they let Debbie and Donna know it by giving them the cold shoulder when they crossed paths that evening.

			“When the sun was still up, we met the Studebaker on a highway just east of Vermillion,” Debbie said. “And we honked and waved, but they were mad because I didn’t go with them. So, they wouldn’t even look over at us.”

			Pat Fostvedt is another friend who saw Pam and Sherri cruising around earlier in the evening. As Pat and a friend sat at a Main Street intersection, the Studebaker pulled up next to them, and the girls asked them to come to the party.

			“Why don’t you come with us?” the girls yelled out the window.

			“Uhh. Maybe later,” Pat answered, but she never went.

			Sherri also invited two of her coworkers in the housekeeping department of Dakota Hospital, Phyllis Hunter and Betsy Taggart, to come along to the party. Sherri and Pam stopped by the Westside Bar in Vermillion that evening to pick them up, but the two friends decided not to go.

			“Betsy and I decided that it was probably not our kind of crowd at that party. That’s why we didn’t go,” Phyllis said.

			Pam and Sherri didn’t let any of that alter their plans. They would just go to the party by themselves. First, though, they would stop by Dakota Hospital to check on Sherri’s grandmother, just as Sherri had planned to do with her cousin Pam Jensen. The teens visited with Pearl Jensen until about 9:30 p.m. Jensen’s hospital roommate noticed how concerned Sherri seemed about her grandma, who had recently undergone surgery.

			As they left, classmate and Dakota Hospital coworker Barbara Grass drove by the Studebaker at the intersection right outside the hospital. Shortly after that time, Pam and Sherri’s classmate Mary Kaye Larson was on her way to the gravel pit party with her boyfriend Ken Mollett. She knew Pam and Sherri from school, as is usually the case in a class of 126 people, but Mary Kaye didn’t know them well.

			Mary Kaye and Ken were driving right behind the tan Studebaker on “Old Highway 77,” which ran parallel to the recently built U.S. Interstate 29. Ken put on his right blinker to turn onto the unpaved road that led to the gravel pit, but in front of them, Mary Kaye watched the Studebaker instead turn left. She and Ken knew that would lead them down a little dead-end road that runs up to the interstate highway. They looked at each other and laughed, knowing Pam and Sherri wouldn’t make it far before realizing they’d made a wrong turn.

			“Because that road is only maybe a quarter mile long, then you run into the interstate. It stops,” Mary Kaye said.

			Mary Kaye would know because she and Ken used to park on that dead-end road, watching the cars drive by on the interstate after it was completed.

			“Big excitement in a small town,” Mary Kaye laughed.

			Frustrated that they kept getting lost and could not find the party, Sherri and Pam began driving south on Old 77 back toward Vermillion. That’s when they saw Pat Gale’s car parked outside the Garryowen church. The girls knew Pat and his friends would probably be heading to that party, so Sherri pulled the Studebaker into the rural church parking lot and waited for the boys to come out. After chatting for a moment, they started following the boys to the party, feeling a little more confident that this time they’d be able to find it.

			Memories of one high school drinking party tend to blend into the next, but there was one thing that stuck out to classmate Harry O’Connor about the 1971 senior party at the Lyle gravel pits: there were more than 100 people there, and with all the cars coming and going on the country road leading to the pits, it took a while for the dust to settle.

			“I remember that road just being solid dust. Just the traffic going up and down it, and there was no big wind to take the dirt out of the air and move it. So, it was just like driving in a fog,” Harry said.

			The epicenter of the gathering was well-hidden from the road, which is what made it a popular spot to host this kind of party. The teens all drove well into the property from the grass driveway, at least fifty yards until they reached the edge of the gravel pit, which resembled a shallow pond.

			Mark Logterman and Steve Glass, two of the boys whom Pam and Sherri were following to the party, remember people standing in groups, chatting, and drinking beer. Mary Kaye remembers a lot of kids laughing and hollering, and she remembers getting into a fight with her boyfriend Ken and leaving prematurely. Classmate Steve Reedy remembers a small bonfire and kids from different classes and cliques standing near the water. Just a typical high school beer party.

			“Not a real wild party. Sitting around, having a bonfire, shooting the bull, and drinking a few beers,” Reedy recalled.

			What absolutely no one remembers from that night is seeing Pam and Sherri at the party.





Chapter 6

			The Disappearance

			Adele Jackson woke up at 4:00 a.m. Sunday and knew something was wrong. She and Pam had a system in place on nights when Pam would go out. Adele would leave the kitchen light on, and Pam would turn it off when she got home. That way, if Adele felt uneasy, she could peer out her door toward the kitchen and know Pam was home safe without having to check her bedroom.

			Early that morning, however, the kitchen light was still on. Pam’s bedroom was empty. Adele informed Oscar that their daughter hadn’t come home. He tried to stay positive.

			“Let’s not worry,” he told his wife. “That car didn’t sound as though it was running too well. She probably had to stay with Sherri for the night.” Oscar went back to sleep, dreaming about his daughter. He saw her face, smiling. Then he dreamed Pam was telling him about something exciting that happened.

			Adele was too worried to go back to sleep. She got up and started looking around the house. She found a birthday card Pam had purchased for her friend Debbie Wetmore. Adele remembered that Pam planned to surprise Debbie with a birthday picnic in six days.

			Then Adele got on the phone to call Sherri’s grandfather. She had to dial several times before finally reaching Nick Jensen at about 9:00 a.m. He told Adele that Sherri hadn’t come home either. Sherri was supposed to work that morning at Dakota Hospital, and the staff there had been calling Jensen since 7:00 a.m., wondering where she was.

			Feeling helpless, Oscar suggested he and Adele go to their Sunday morning church service and pray that Pam would be home when they returned. They put on a brave face, pretending nothing was wrong and telling no one at church about the worry that was creeping up inside both of them. After church, they anxiously walked through their front door, and the silence coming from their house stung their faces. Pam still wasn’t home, and it was time to contact the police. Oscar and Adele drove into Vermillion and found Sherri’s mom Helen, who went with them to the sheriff’s office.

			Sheriff Arnie Nelson had been the top cop in Clay County, South Dakota for eight years since 1963 when he was first elected. He would serve through the rest of the decade until 1980, when he reached South Dakota’s then-mandatory law enforcement retirement age of sixty-two. Prior to his first election, Nelson was a Vermillion police officer. Adele had hoped the Sheriff would show concern for her daughter.

			If two teenagers in a small, tight-knit county of fewer than 13,000 people disappeared today, you could imagine the urgent response that would follow. Police would organize search parties, the community would plaster posters on storefronts, and witnesses would give interviews on the local news. On May 30, 1971, when told that seventeen-year-olds Pam Jackson and Sherri Miller were missing, Sheriff Nelson shrugged.

			“He didn’t seem too disturbed,” Adele wrote in a letter to her other three children later that week. “He said kids do this all the time and they always come back. He put it on ‘police radio’ and said we should go back home and wait. He said he would notify us as soon as they were located or as soon as they found out anything about them.”

			Without cell phone GPS technology and social media in 1971, it was easier for anyone who wanted to disappear to do so. With the cultural and generational divides that existed in the Vermillion area, law enforcement authorities had dealt with teenage runaways and parents who seemed clueless on where to begin looking. The Jacksons, however, felt certain that Pam was not the kind of girl who would do that. They had a happy, loving home life. The fact the sheriff dismissed their concerns and claimed Pam ran away was offensive and frustrating.

			“You people need to calm down. She’s a teenager. They run off and have fun,” Adele’s sister Elaine Brown remembered Sheriff Nelson telling them. Brown was upset with how Sheriff Nelson dealt with their family in the first week of the disappearance.

			The Jacksons connected with friends from church and shared what they were going through. Oscar spent the afternoon with a friend, driving through the countryside, checking roadside ditches and other spots for any trace of the girls or the old Studebaker. Little did Oscar know that throughout the rest of his life, he would end up spending countless fruitless hours in his car searching the countryside just like he did that first afternoon.

			Neighbor Glenn Olson, who was in his late twenties at the time, saw desperation in the Jackson family.

			“They were obviously distraught. They were looking for any help they could get to locate them,” Olson said.

			Oscar and Adele drove back into Vermillion that evening and visited Sherri’s family again. There they learned the girls had visited Sherri’s grandmother Saturday night, just like they said they would. Grandma Pearl’s roommate at Dakota Hospital told them she sensed Sherri and Pearl were very close.

			As Oscar and Adele drove home that night, the sky thundered. As the lightning crashed, they couldn’t help but worry that their daughter was out there somewhere, possibly exposed to the elements. Five-and-a-half inches of rain would fall over the next week.

			The devout Christian couple took comfort in a Bible verse from Psalm 116: “He hath heard my voice and my supplications. Because He hath inclined His ear unto me, therefore will I call upon Him as long as I live.” Oscar and Adele left the door unlocked and the kitchen light on and went to bed with hope.

			That kitchen light was still on the next morning as news began to spread throughout the community of Pam and Sherri’s disappearance. Adele received phone calls from other mothers. They tried to reassure her that Pam would be home soon. Some of them told her that their own daughters did the same thing once, and everything turned out OK.
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			For Sherri’s sister Rita, the disappearance didn’t immediately sink in. Rita assumed Sherri had gone roller skating as she told her she was doing and that Sherri would be back. But the truth hit home when the family gathered at the TV to watch the evening news, and Sherri and Pam’s pictures flashed on the screen with the label “Missing Persons.” While finishing the last few days of elementary school that spring, Rita’s friends began to question her, which was extremely hard.

			Sherri’s turbulent home life no doubt played a role in Sheriff Nelson assuming she and Pam ran away. And the timing of the disappearance, at the end of the school year and the beginning of summer vacation, lessened the communal experience of shock and loss. A social media post today would put the entire city on the same page, but in 1971, the news trickled out to different people at different speeds.

			The information reached gathering places like coffee shops fairly quickly. Mary Kaye Larson was working the 6:30 a.m. to 2:30 p.m. shift at her family’s restaurant, Cavalier, where Pearl Jensen once worked. Phone calls looking for the girls led to coffee crews gossiping about what might have happened. Mary Kaye’s mind went right back to Saturday night, where she saw the Studebaker take a left onto the dead-end road instead of a right onto the gravel road to get to the party.

			Pam Jensen was one of the first people family members questioned since she and her favorite cousin Sherri originally planned to spend Sunday together after their Saturday night got cut short. Sherri’s sister-in-law Mary Ann Miller called Pam and asked if she knew where Sherri could be.

			“No, why? Isn’t she home?” Pam asked.

			Sherri had not told her cousin about the keg party. They simply planned to go to a movie, so Pam didn’t even know about that detail. She had no useful information to share with the family.

			Other friends of Pam and Sherri who lived in the country learned the news of the disappearance in the days that followed through television or radio reports.

			“Her big picture pops up, and it’s like, ‘Have you seen this person?’ It was shocking that she was gone,” Sherri’s friend Nancy McGuire said.

			Nancy and Sherri’s mutual friend Kevin Kennedy was in a tractor cultivating corn when the radio DJ announced Pam and Sherri’s disappearance. Just two weeks earlier, he attended Vermillion’s prom as Sherri’s date.

			“And it was like, my God, it was like someone took a stone and literally threw it at my face and hit me. I couldn’t believe it because it was like, what the hell happened to Sherri?” Kevin said.

			Pam’s cousin Julle Wood was pulling weeds in her family’s
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