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PRAISE FOR CHASING EVIL



“Hilland’s story is so unbelievably captivating, it almost doesn’t seem real . . . in more ways than one. [. . .] Even doubters will appreciate this action-packed memoir. The psychic inclusions are earnest, no efforts are made to convert readers, and the friendship between the two men is touching. True crime fans and cynics alike won’t be able to put this riveting story down.”


—Booklist (starred review)


“An amazing story about the unique relationship between an FBI agent and a psychic who team up to solve crimes together. Stranger than fiction, but all true. A secret relationship that was even secret from the FBI. You won’t want to put this book down.”


—John Miller, CNN chief law enforcement
analyst, former NYPD deputy commissioner


“Storytelling at its best. Agent Hilland and psychic medium John Edward make an unlikely crime-solving duo in this riveting account of one law enforcement officer’s undying determination to stop a serial killer. As a lover of true crime, I was on the edge of my seat for all 300-plus pages. I read this in one sitting!”


—Lisa Pulitzer, New York Times bestselling author


“Put the coffee on, lock the doors and settle in, because it’s going to be a long night. Chasing Evil grabs you by the lapels from the first page, holding firm until the very end. For true crime fans, this is the Holy Grail. John Edward and Robert Hilland take readers with them, step by terrifying step, as they painstakingly chase down clues to solve some of the most notorious, bone-chilling crimes the U.S. has ever seen.”


—K.C. Baker, senior crime writer for
People and reporter on People Magazine Investigates


“Chasing Evil opens with the near-frantic hunt to rescue a missing five-year-old named Noah. It maintains its urgent tone to the final page, through a variety of cases for a real-life FBI officer, involving terrorists, mobsters, domestic abusers and the criminally insane. Chasing Evil is tough to put down and even tougher to forget.”


—Peter Edwards, Toronto Star criminal justice
reporter and bestselling author of A Gangster’s Life
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For my kids, Justin and Olivia . . . I hope this makes you proud.
—JOHN EDWARD


To my children, Connor and Caitlyn. As you journey through life, do not be afraid. You are never alone. Have faith. Thank you for letting me be your dad. I love you both more than I can possibly express.


And to the 10 percent of FBI Agents who do 90 percent of the work.
—ROBERT HILLAND
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“Evil prospers when good men do nothing.”
—attributed to JOHN PHILPOT CURRAN


“The arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice.”
—DR. MARTIN LUTHER KING JR.




PROLOGUE


Little Noah


DUBLIN, VIRGINIA
March 25th, 2015


THE PHONE RANG. JOHN. THANK GOD.


As soon as I picked up, his words were spilling out. He was on fire.


“Bob, you walked right over him!” said John, his sense of immediacy palpable.


“What?”


“Bob. STOP WHERE YOU ARE RIGHT NOW. Turn around. Go back in the direction you came.”


I turned around and started walking back to the tires.


Five-year-old Noah had been missing for three days, and I was stumbling around in the dark, at midnight, trying to find the little boy. I was searching the area between the junkyard and the steep hill behind his parents’ trailer. Hundreds of volunteers had been searching tirelessly, day and night.


“STOP! He’s right there. You just walked over him!”


I started to backtrack. I had the phone in one hand, the flashlight in the other.


“Stop! You’re going the wrong way. You need to go back up the hill. They’re telling me you need to go back up.”


John was talking a hundred miles a minute.


“Go back up the hill and look for that Star Wars toy—the X-wing fighter plane. Bob, the boy is there. I’m telling you.”


I could hear the emotion in John’s voice, and that was unlike him. He was usually clinical and composed when we worked together.


Noah was different for him.


The pure, guileless spirit of that red-haired little boy made the worried, loving father in both of us take over. It was personal. We felt Noah’s innocence and yearning.


He touched our hearts.


Whatever horror befell him, his own father couldn’t protect him. It was now up to John and me . . .
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After seven years as an NJ police officer, I joined the FBI in 1997
as a special agent assigned to the New York office.








I REMEMBER THE FIRST TIME I LOOKED INTO THE EYES OF EVIL: the day I first saw killer John Smith.


It was in the fall of 1991, and I was a 23-year-old patrolman in West Windsor Township, New Jersey.


New to the force, I would become painfully aware of the unsavory, dangerous characters that were part and parcel to the job.


I almost died once after a drugged-up jackass dragged me down the highway. I was on routine duty and spotted a stalled pickup in the middle lane of a three-lane roadway. I pulled over to investigate.


As I approached the truck on foot, I could see wild hair and a tattooed neck through the half-open window.


“Good afternoon, sir,” I said. “What seems to be the . . .”


The driver slowly turned to look at me, pupils dilated and fixed. He took a drag from a joint (laced with PCP, I’d learn later). A crazy-eyed Jesus on acid.


“Out of the car!” I ordered, pulling the door handle. It was locked.


At 6'8" and 250 pounds, I was an intimidating figure. Coworkers at the department nicknamed me “Big Bird” for my size—and later, for the number of collars I brought in.


But Crazy Eyes didn’t flinch. He took another drag and turned away.


I reached through the window for the lock—big mistake. He raised the window, trapped my arm, slipped the truck in gear, and sped off—yanking me with him.


My body slammed against the truck and bounced off the road like a rag doll as I fought from getting sucked under the tires.


“Pull over!” I yelled. “You’re going to kill me!”


Crazy Eyes swerved and slammed against a concrete barrier, releasing my arm and sending me flying. I landed in the middle of four lanes of speeding oncoming traffic.


I scrambled to safety and chased the guy in my car, finally pulling him over and dragging him out of the truck before wrestling him to the ground and cuffing him as backup arrived. At the hospital later, doctors were shocked I had no broken bones or ruptured organs.


After the incident, I realized that the driver was the same man I’d spoken to several days earlier about kicking his drug habit.
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As a patrolman, I was dragged down a highway
by a criminal high on PCP.








That guy was drugged up, but his crazy eyes were not the eyes of evil— that was reserved for murderer John Smith and his cold, soulless gaze.


At the end of my shift one day in the fall of 1991, I passed through the department’s dispatch area on my way to meet colleagues for a drink.


Through the lobby’s bulletproof glass, a figure caught my attention—a thin, pale man sitting with another officer. He was fortyish and had a meek disposition. He would have disappeared into the colorless background except for his reddish hair and those eyes. Killer eyes. A devil with an innocuous name . . . John Smith.
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April 1992—police photo of John Smith seven months after he reported
his second wife, Fran, missing (COURTESY OF THE FBI)








He looked up and our eyes locked.


His were like a shark’s the second before it rips you apart.


From that first moment, it was a battle of wills between Smith and me. We stared, each challenging the other to look away.


I couldn’t. I was seeing something difficult to comprehend—an evil spirit hiding in a human body, daring me to expose it.


We remained locked in our staring contest until the officer asked Smith a question and he looked away.


The date was October 4, 1991, and Smith had come to the department to report his second wife, Fran, missing. I would later learn that Fran was not his only wife to have disappeared. Seventeen years earlier in Ohio, he’d reported his first wife, Janice, missing.


Little did I know at the time that this scrawny man with the eyes of a killer shark would change my life forever.


Little did I know that I’d spend much of the next three decades searching for his missing wives, trying to find justice for them. And that they would haunt the rest of my days and come to me at night in my dreams.
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Fran was outgoing and
enjoyed posing for photos.
(COURTESY OF THE FBI)










[image: ]




Janice Hartman’s high school yearbook photo. She went missing in 1974, a few days after her divorce from Smith was final. (COURTESY OF THE FBI)








My role as defender and protector began in childhood, out of necessity.


The eldest of five children, I grew up in a dysfunctional family plagued by trauma, apathy, and alcoholism. As a boy growing up in Brooklyn and later in New Jersey, I took care of and protected my younger siblings. I was the family guardian.


My father, Bob Sr., was Archie Bunker with a drinking problem—the world was black and white to him. My mother, Virginia, grew up with an alcoholic and absent father after losing her mother at an early age. Her upbringing was so tough that the city of New York put her in a shelter to protect her from her own father. Both my parents had unresolved traumas that affected every aspect of our family dynamic. I tirelessly tried to keep the family together while striving to win my parents affirmation.


As a teen I pumped iron and excelled in sports and academics. And I grew, towering over my family, my classmates, my teachers.


I never considered myself a fighter and never looked for trouble. But if I saw a bully picking on a weaker kid, I jumped in with my body and fists. In high school, I was suspended a few times for brawling. It didn’t bother me much. My instinct was to protect the innocent and vulnerable and take down the abusers. If that got me in trouble, so be it.


You’d think my instincts would’ve led me to the police academy, but being a cop never occurred to me. When I joined the police force at age 22, it was by accident. (Although, I’ve learned since that there are no “accidents” or “coincidences” in life.)


I was a junior at Rutgers University studying history when a buddy asked me to go with him to take an entrance exam at the local police department. I aced the test, and if it’s true that biology is destiny, my physique sealed my fate. The department had a winning softball team with a couple of vacancies, and I knew how to swing a bat.


I’d only been on the force for a year, still a rookie, when that drugged-up maniac dragged me down the highway in ’91. I could take the beating; I was used to it. I wanted the tough assignments others didn’t. I wanted to go after the bad guys no one wanted to touch. I liked going into battle, fighting the good fight, then walking off the field when it was over—no accolades or awards required.


My work gave me the validation I needed, the approval I never got from my parents.


It gave me purpose.


Six years after I looked into John Smith’s predatory eyes, I began a new job: FBI special agent working on New York City’s Cold Case Squad. The squad reexamined unsolved homicide investigations that were stuck in limbo, some for decades.


Our downtown Manhattan office was blocks from the World Trade Center and across from the Supreme Court buildings where Law & Order actors ran amok playing cops and criminals. On coffee breaks, I’d sit on a bench behind 26 Federal Plaza and see them with their cameras and lights, their imaginary world next to our very real one.


It was 1997, the era of Walkmans, fax machines, and pagers. Slow-as-a-snail technology compared to today, but back then it was cutting edge. The streets of New York City bustled with an energy and pace I hadn’t known in Jersey, and I thrived on it.


Inside my new office, the pace was different.


My first day on the job, I found my officemate, Richie DeStano, asleep at his desk with glasses resting on the end of his nose and hands folded on top of his belly. His desk was strewn with coffee-stained files, empty cartons of chow mein from nearby Chinatown, and crumpled coffee cups. He was short and balding, my physical opposite. Someone nudged him awake. With a yawn, he got up and gave me a tour.


“Homicides can be some of the easiest cases to work,” he said. “Bad-Guy-One kills Bad-Guy-Two over money, drugs, power, or a woman. Change the names, dates, and locations, and it’s the same case over and over.”


He grabbed an armload of files from his desk and dumped them on mine.


“Your first cases. Some are old dogs that won’t ever be solved. For others, your murderers are already in prison for something else, or maybe even dead. Don’t kill yourself on them. We got hundreds more,” he said.


Then he pointed at me with a warning.


“And remember,” he added, “big cases, big problems . . . little cases, little problems. No cases . . . get the picture?”


I nodded, to be polite. But I was the kind of guy who went big and all the way; I didn’t do anything on a “little” scale.


I made my way through the mountain of files he’d slapped on my desk—faded yellow reports with crime photos dating back years, and sometimes decades.


Does anyone care about these victims anymore?


Someone had to.


A year later, in the summer of 1998, I was called to testify in some old cases from my police officer days. When court was over, I stopped by my old department to catch up with the guys, walking past that thick, bulletproof glass where I’d seen Smith years earlier. Everybody yelled:


“Hey, Big Bird!”


“Birdman!”


“The Bird!”


Detective Matt Dansman pulled me into his cubicle.


“How’s the FBI treating you, Bird? Are they making you run after Russian spies or something?”


Dansman’s desk was piled high like DeStano’s, with the addition of an unusual item—a cheesy fortune teller’s crystal ball. Dansman sometimes consulted with psychics on cases, and the guys teased him about it, giving him the novelty gift as a joke.


It was a sunny day, and as we talked, a beam of light from a window hit the crystal like a laser. It threw a rainbow of colors onto a bookshelf next to us, illuminating a binder with words in black magic marker:


BETTY “FRAN” SMITH—MISSING PERSON.


As we chatted, I got up and pulled it off the shelf, opening it.


The photo on the first page gave me a jolt.


There he was, that guy from six years earlier with the evil eyes.


Oh, no, not this monster. I turned the page to find photos of his missing wives—Janice Hartman and Fran Smith. Again, I felt a thunderbolt—but this one was different. These women in the photos were strangers to me, but I felt an immediate, emotional, all-encompassing need to help them. As if they were urging me to.


“What’s the status on this, Matt?” I asked, trying to be nonchalant.


“Dead in the water,” he said. “No bodies, no evidence, no crime we can prove. That guy got away with at least two murders that we know of.”


I couldn’t take my eyes off the women; Fran’s smile was full of mischief, and Janice looked like someone’s sweet kid sister.


“There must be a way to breathe new life into it. Shake the trees a little?”


“Nope. We did everything. Between here, Ohio, and Connecticut, there’s nothing left.”


I looked into Fran’s lively eyes and remembered Smith in the police lobby, filling out the missing person report on her. Days before, she’d been alive and smiling, like in this photo. I remembered Smith’s eyes challenging me, daring me to catch him.


“Do you mind if I look into it?” I asked.


“Are you kidding? Be my guest!”


It was a reckless move, taking on a hopeless case that was out of my jurisdiction when I had dozens waiting for me on my desk in New York. But as I said, I liked tough assignments. I liked figuring out the impossible. At home, I had a dozen Rubik’s Cubes I twisted and turned until I solved their three-dimensional puzzles. I liked mysteries.


But this went deeper. I was a no-nonsense, follow-the-facts guy. I was brought up a churchgoer and did not subscribe to superstition, hocuspocus, or the supernatural. Had I believed in such things, I might have said destiny or cosmic forces pulled me to this case. Whatever it was, I couldn’t explain it.


I made a silent vow: no matter how long it took, I was going to find Janice and Fran and put this monster behind bars. Forever.


“The answer is no, absolutely not,” my supervisor, Stan Nye, said the next day at the New York office. “You’re juggling dozens of cases here already without taking on Jersey’s work, too.”


“Stan, this guy Smith is bad news. Let me do some preliminary work and see what develops?”


Nye shook his head.


I got quiet. My voice took on a tone of urgency.


“This case means a lot to me. Would it be alright if I ran it past Buckbee?”


Dennis Buckbee was Nye’s boss, and no one wanted to deal with him— especially Nye. Buckbee had the temperament of a hurricane. He was born yelling at everyone.


“You’ve got some set of balls, Bob. Go ahead. If he’s good with it, so am I.”


An hour later I was in Buckbee’s office lining up photos of Smith, Janice, and Fran on his desk.


“New Jersey made an official request for our help,” I told him. It was almost the truth.


“So? Forward it to Newark. This doesn’t involve New York. We don’t even have venue.”


FBI offices were territorial and sensitive about poaching cases from other divisions. It was the kind of bureaucracy I hated. I was ready with an answer after skimming the details in the binder.


“We could open the case in New York as a kidnapping,” I suggested. “Smith had a girlfriend in Connecticut he drove to see the weekend Fran went missing. The timeline shows he traveled through New York at the time of her disappearance. He could have dumped her body in New York.”


Buckbee looked at the photo of Smith and grimaced.


“You know, we had a case like this in Pennsylvania a few years back. Guy killed his wife, reported her missing, had a girlfriend in Ohio. As hard as we tried, we couldn’t make the case against him stick. Your Smith reminds me of that arrogant cocksucker. But let’s be honest, the connection here to New York is weak. Our only interest here is your interest, correct?”


Damn it.


“Correct,” I said.


Buckbee gathered the photos and handed them back.


“Open the case, Bobby. Run down outstanding leads and report back to me. Get the state and local cops to contribute. I don’t want this case to take up all of your time. If this thing becomes a problem, I will shut it down. Do you understand?”


Absolutely. You bet. No problem.


I worked late into the night, sifting through police reports, statements, evidence receipts, search photos, and documents spanning decades of investigative work. I was so immersed I almost didn’t hear the phone.


“Bobby, it’s me. I haven’t heard from you, and I’ve been worried.”


Damn it.


“Alex, I’m sorry. I meant to call . . .”


The life of a cop’s wife is thankless, especially if the cop is an obsessive workaholic, like me. Alex and I’d known each other in high school but didn’t start dating until years later, in the fall of ’91, a few weeks before I locked eyes with Smith.


We married on Valentine’s Day, 1992, five months after our first date. Before I joined the FBI we had our son, Connor, and daughter, Caitlyn— now aged three and one. In that time, I’d missed family dinners, first words, and first steps because of my intense dedication to work.


When I was home, I tried to be the father I never had. Every day, I hugged my children tight and told them I loved them.


“Are the kids okay?” I asked.


“Caitlyn’s asleep but Connor’s molars are coming. He’s miserable.”


“I’m sorry. I have a new case. I’ll be home in an hour. Or two. Assuming traffic isn’t bad . . .”


Silence.


“Another new case?” she asked, sadly. “I hope you don’t get too wrapped up in this one. You’re hardly home as it is.”


I paused. I knew I was standing on the edge of a high-diving board, about to jump into the deep end of the Smith case. She sensed it, too.


“Will you still be up when I get home?” I asked.


“Probably not,” she said. “I’ll see you when I see you.”


Click.


I got home well past midnight. The house was asleep. I tiptoed into Caitie’s room and inhaled the sweet baby powder scent. At the crib, I touched her cheek.


“I love you, Caitie-bear,” I whispered.


I went to Connor’s room. He was curled up like a ball hugging a teddy bear. I sat on the edge of his bed and tucked the blanket around him.


“Goodnight, little buddy. I love you.”


At age 30, my days and nights were filled with blood, violence, criminals, and murderers. When I finally made it home, my innocent children were points of light in a dark world.


* * *


JOHN EDWARD, psychic medium


John Edward was wary of cops.


His dad was a cop and like me; he was named after his father.


Born John Edward McGee, Jr., in Queens, New York, the psychic had deep respect for the badge and uniform, something his Irish American police officer father, John McGee, Sr., instilled in him at a young age.


But John Sr. was also a hard-drinking, distant alpha male who didn’t understand his intuitive, sensitive son. As a kid, John saw colorful auras around people and could tell you who was calling on the phone before you answered it. He was into vibrations instead of sports.


John’s father hated anything that smacked of supernatural “nonsense” and was vocal about it. But John’s mother, Perinda, was a self-confessed psychic junkie. John was their only child, but her side of the family—she had ten siblings—was big, Italian, and boisterous, and they embraced the mystical.


Once a year, Perinda whipped up a cake, put on the coffee percolator, and invited two dozen friends and family over for a house party starring a special guest—a psychic, who’d set up shop in John’s bedroom and, one by one, tell people their future.


“Make sure Johnny’s not home,” his father would say. “I don’t want him around that crazy stuff.”


Even though he exhibited psychic abilities, young John was a skeptic like his father—a “huge doubter,” he recalls.


That changed when he was fifteen. At one of his mother’s psychic parties, John agreed to get a “reading” with the guest psychic to prove his mother and the other devotees wrong. He was the one proven wrong. The psychic—Lydia Clar—told the teenager details about his past and present she couldn’t have known.


And she made a pronouncement about his future: He had an exceptional ability to communicate with those who’d passed, to bridge the gap between the physical and nonphysical worlds. His destiny, she informed him, was to teach and help others. One day he would be known internationally for his work as a psychic medium.


“You’re the reason I’m here today,” she said. “I’m supposed to put you on this path.”


John was stunned.


After that day, he studied books on psychic phenomena, spirit guides, metaphysics, and spiritualism. He honed his abilities, communicating with the Other Side using energy. He saw pictures, heard words, and felt sensations. Soon, he was doing readings for friends and at local psychic fairs.


By sixteen he was making a name for himself in the psychic community on Long Island, where he lived with his mother and grandmother after his parents eventually split.


His father was not happy about this new path.


“You’re not allowed to use my last name,” John Sr. demanded. “I won’t have you besmirch the family name.”


John Jr. obeyed and used his middle name instead, creating the name he’d become known as professionally: “John Edward.”


His father had a second command for his son: he must never engage with law enforcement and risk embarrassing him.


“How come whenever a psychic works with the police, they always say, ‘The body will be found near water’?” his father asked, with a smirk. “The planet’s 90 percent water. That’s stacking the deck in a psychic’s favor. Psychics are not helpful on cases. Real cops don’t use psychics.”


But it was inevitable that clients would reach out to John hoping to find lost loved ones.


One woman who booked an appointment his first year wanted to locate her missing niece.


The niece and her live-in boyfriend both struggled with mental issues. One day, she vanished. Her purse, credit cards, wallet, and jacket were all home but she was gone, without a trace.


During the reading, John immediately got details. The young woman had been murdered, and he saw the scene like a movie clip in front of him.


“I described who I thought was the perpetrator,” John remembers, “and the details fit the girl’s boyfriend, down to his looks, the car he drove, and where he lived. And then I got a name—Timothy.”


The client immediately latched onto the name.


“My son Timothy passed,” she said, tearfully. “They must be together in the afterlife; he’s bringing her through!”


John didn’t feel that he was getting that Timothy, but the woman insisted. Her emotional outburst and need to connect with her deceased son soon derailed the reading, shutting down any new information.


Investigators later arrested the niece’s next-door neighbor—named Timothy. His looks, car, and location were similar to the information John got in the reading about the boyfriend.


The experience shook John up. “I decided I never wanted to point fingers at anyone ever again,” he says. “What if the innocent boyfriend had been arrested? It shut me down for working on other missing person cases.”


Against his father’s wishes, John attempted to work with police twice.


In 1989, the year John’s mother died, one of his aunts asked if he’d help out with a case she’d seen in the newspaper—the murder of undercover DEA agent Everett E. Hatcher on Staten Island. It was the first murder of a DEA agent in New York City since 1972.


The suspected killer was mobster Costabile Farace, an associate of the Bonanno crime family. The FBI issued a manhunt, putting Farace on the Ten Most Wanted list.


“Do your thing. Find him!” his aunt urged. She was proud of John’s ability.


“It doesn’t work that way,” he told her, as he scanned the news article she’d left for him on his grandmother’s staircase. “I can’t just think of someone and . . .”


A minute later, the staircase turned black and fell away. He steadied himself against the railing as information about the murder came to him in a dizzying rush. A minute after that, he was on the phone with police.


“The photo of the suspect in the newspaper, he doesn’t look like that anymore,” John told the officer. John’s own body began to move into a bodybuilder pose as he talked to the cop.


“This guy’s been in prison. He’s jacked. He’s huge now, like a body builder. You need to use another picture.”


The cop passed John to the FBI agent in charge of the case, and John repeated the information, frustrated.


“Listen, my dad’s a New York City police officer. I have great respect for the uniform. I’m not a crackpot, this is not a prank.”


The next day, the newspapers released a new photo of the suspect— this time with his pumped-up physique, in the bodybuilder pose John was making.


John was a wreck.


He kept waiting for his father to find out he’d called the cops and then confront him, outraged: “Are you fucking nuts calling the cops? Are you crazy? Keep that shit to yourself!”


His father never found out, but the fear was there for John.


Ten months after the Hatcher murder, mobster Farace was found shot to death. John never heard back from the police and never found out if his information had been helpful to them.


The second time John contacted the police about a case was after seeing a news item on TV about a bank robbery in Denver, Colorado.


“You’re not finding the robber because you’re looking for a woman,” John told the cop manning the tip hotline. “But they’re showing me it’s a man. You should be looking for a man, they tell me.”


The cop on the other line paused, confused.


“Who’s ‘they’?”


John sighed.


“That’s a whole other conversation.”


* * *


In 1990, the blockbuster romantic-fantasy, Ghost—a film about a murdered banker (Patrick Swayze) who tries to help his girlfriend (Demi Moore) with the help of a psychic (Whoopi Goldberg)—hit movie screens, shining a spotlight on psychics solving crimes.


John received calls from law enforcement looking for help, but now he vowed to stay away from that kind of work. His other attempts frustrated him.


His mediumship was still a sideline, anyway. He was studying for his master’s degree in healthcare and public administration and working as a phlebotomist at a hospital. He learned ballroom dancing (he met future wife, Sandra, on the dance floor and married in 1995) and eventually became an instructor.


“My male ego didn’t see psychic work as a viable or acceptable path forward,” he says. “I didn’t think of it as a real option. The image of my father’s disapproving face if I told him I was pursuing a career flipping tarot cards and talking to dead people was not something I wanted to see.”


But as word spread about his abilities, the hospital switchboard where he worked lit up with people looking for him, wanting sessions. In 1995, he quit his jobs and began working as a full-time psychic medium.


By the summer of 1998, at the age of 28, John was conducting seminars and readings and working on his first book, One Last Time.


That June, he appeared as a guest on the highly rated late-night talk show Larry King Live, describing his work and giving on-air readings. The phone lines at CNN blew up. His appearance ignited a media frenzy.


John Edward became a staple on the morning radio shows in the tristate area and across the country that summer. His celebrity grew. And yet, he continued to turn down requests to work with police.


“I didn’t want to waste their time or appear to be disrespectful or get in their way,” he says.


His father’s disapproving voice, years later, still rang in his ears.


“Psychics are not helpful,” said John Sr. “Real cops don’t use psychics.”


John didn’t get involved. He was guarded. He refused to go there.


Until the day in the summer of 1998, after I reopened the Smith case and heard John on the radio.


That’s when John Edward got a call from me.
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THE PSYCHIC, THE BACKGROUND,
THE GAME PLAN


THE COPS


Detective Matt Dansman, New Jersey Police
Detective Dave Minor, New Jersey Police
Sergeant Brian Potts, Wayne County Sheriff’s Office, Ohio
Detective Sergeant Frank Barre, Milford, Connecticut,
Police Department


THE SMITH LIST


Unknown girl in Smith’s wallet photo
Sheila Sautter, girlfriend of Smith
Sherrie, Fran’s sister
Deanna, Fran’s daughter
Janice Miller, prostitute in Milford, Connecticut
Michael Smith, John Smith’s brother
Ethel, John Smith’s grandmother


THE WILD CARD


John Edward, psychic on radio


THE PSYCHIC


I first heard of psychic medium John Edward in the summer of 1998, a few weeks after I started on the Smith case. During my morning commute to Manhattan, I’d flick on the radio as I drove along the New Jersey Turnpike or waited to get into the Holland Tunnel.


One particular day, I was driving from the FBI’s downtown Manhattan office back to West Windsor, New Jersey, for a big meeting about the case. Stuck in traffic by the Holland Tunnel, I switched on the radio in search of some classic rock tunes.


Instead, I got The Big Show on 95.5 WPLJ. Scott Shannon was a radio legend and his co-host was DJ Todd Pettengill.


“. . . And we’re back with John Edward! Every time we have John on the show, the switchboard lights up like the Fourth of July! For those of you who aren’t familiar with my good friend Mr. Edward, he is a famous psychic who has the unique ability to communicate with those who have crossed over. He sees, feels, and hears energy and states the information out loud for the subject to validate. John has noooo idea who we’re putting on the phone for him to read.


“First up we have Karen from Corona, Queens. Karen, you’re on with celebrity psychic medium John Edward.”


“Hello, John.”


“Hello Karen. Right away I can tell you that there’s a female energy around you. This person is above you. I believe it’s your mother. Who has the ‘Cat’-sounding name like Cathy or Kathleen?”


“My mom. Her name was Katherine.”


“Okay, and this person’s passing was very sudden. I feel an impact. Was she in a car accident?”


“Yes, yes, she died in a car accident last year.”


“She’s telling me she had a sister cross over in the same accident.”


“Yes, Aunt Flo, her sister, died in the same accident!”


“And where’s the B sound like Betty, Bennie . . .”


I turned the radio off, fuming, and shook my head.


“How about B for bullshit,” I said out loud. “Is that the B you’re looking for?”


Why did people believe such crap?


The purpose of the West Windsor meeting was to gather investigators who’d been on the case since in 1974 when Smith’s first wife, 23-year-old Janice Hartman, went missing in Wayne County, Ohio.


I was eager to review the past details of the case, get up to speed to current day, and brainstorm new leads. I’d already pored through piles of reports and filings on the case and had a notebook filled with details, questions, and timelines in front of me.


But I wanted to hear that information from human voices, from the officers and agents who’d been there, face-to-face with Smith and others involved. I needed to know what they felt in their guts—a nuance you won’t find written in any police report. This would help me envision the puzzle, the Rubik’s Cube of moving pieces, that made up the case. I’d get a sense of what was missing, which way to twist and turn it.


THE BACKGROUND


In the conference room, I sat around a table with Detectives Matt Dansman, Dave Minor, and other investigators from the New Jersey department. On speaker phone, several investigators from Ohio and Connecticut waited.


After everyone filled their coffee cups, I stood up and placed photos of Smith, Janice, and Fran on the table.




[image: ]




Smith and 19-year-old Janice married in 1970.
(COURTESY OF THE FBI)








“Any time we revisit old homicide cases,” I began, “the intent isn’t to second-guess or criticize the initial investigation. In fact, I have been very impressed with what I’ve read in your reports.”


I tapped the tip of my pen under each photo.


“Cases like this don’t go unsolved due to a lack of effort, they go unsolved due to a lack of evidence. And clearly that’s what we have here.”


Everyone nodded.


“But now, the passage of time could work in our favor. Witness relationships and loyalties change. People reluctant to cooperate then are willing to provide information now. And we have the luxury of 20/20 hindsight, the evolution of forensics, and the general wisdom we all accrued over time. There’s no doubt in my mind that if we put our heads together, we’ll shake out new leads and create an investigation strategy.”


I rolled up my sleeves.


“Let’s get started. First, does anyone know where Smith is now?”


They all shook their heads.


A voice piped up from the speakerphone.


“Nobody’s seen or heard from him since we made that run at him in 1996 at Kent State,” said Sergeant Brian Potts, from the Wayne County Sheriff’s Office in Ohio. “He was working as a salesman at a used car lot. We found out he was driving around with a suspended license and had him pulled over and arrested. We interrogated him for hours. Dansman and Minor were there.”


Dansman and Minor nodded.


They hoped Smith would slip up and say something incriminating about Janice or Fran, said Potts, “but we got nothing. He sat there for hours, taking it all in like a sponge. He never asked to leave or even go to the bathroom. He just kept making that stupid ass sound every time we caught him lying.”


The officers groaned in unison.


“Sound?” I asked, looking around the table. “What sound?”


Potts cleared his throat.


“It was bizarre. A cross between a cat being run over and a woman screeching in pain. Kinda like . . .”


Officer Minor leaned toward the phone and let out a high-pitched shriek: “WRRREEEEEAAANNNNNN!!!!!”


Everyone chuckled.


“You’re kidding,” I said.


“No joke,” said Potts. “Whenever we had that guy cornered in a lie, he would make that stupid sound.”


Minor sat back in his chair. “Never heard anyone make a noise remotely close to that, before or since. And Bob, there was one other thing. Dansman?”


Dansman reached for a file folder and pulled out a wallet-sized photograph sealed in a plastic bag, which he handed to me. It was a picture of a heavyset woman with brown eyes and long dark hair.


“When we searched Smith at Kent PD, he had this photo in his wallet,” said Dansman.


“Who is she?”


“Smith wouldn’t tell us, Bird. He’d only say she was his girlfriend from New Hampshire. We didn’t know where to begin trying to ID her. We don’t even know if she’s alive.”


I scribbled notes on a yellow legal pad.


“Okay, what about this girlfriend in Connecticut? Tell me about Sheila Sautter.”


They told me Sheila had been Smith’s girlfriend for eight years, living as his common-law-wife in Milford, Connecticut, before he met, married, and got a condo with Fran in Jersey.


While married, Smith would visit Sheila on weekends, telling Fran he owned a house there with tenants and had to go to make weekly repairs.


“He was essentially living a double life for years,” said Dansman.


“Did Fran suspect anything?” I asked.


“Seems so . . .”


In the weeks leading up to her disappearance, Dansman explained, Fran was recovering from a broken hip, her family told police. She suffered from osteoporosis and slipped on a wet floor while getting out of the bathtub. I’d seen the medical reports and photos. She was housebound, in pain, unable to sleep, and unable to get around without a walker.


“. . . meanwhile, Smith was working long hours at his job,” Dansman continued.


“And then he’d disappear on weekends,” I said, “so, Fran would have been angry and frustrated, right?”


“Right,” said Dansman. “She wasn’t stupid, she suspected he had a girlfriend in Connecticut. She talked to her daughter, Deanna, and sister, Sherrie, about it. Deanna wanted her mother to walk away from the marriage and offered to drive up from Houston with a U-Haul to get her and her stuff.”


“And Sherrie, the sister?”


“Sherrie told Fran she should confront Smith with a list of demands, things she needed to continue with the marriage. Like going to his workplace and meeting his colleagues, going to the storage unit where her new furniture and belongings were supposedly kept, putting her name on a joint bank account and credit cards . . .”


“. . . and let me guess,” I jumped in. “At the top of the list was to go to Connecticut with Smith and see this house and meet his tenants.”


“Bingo,” said Dansman.


“I’m guessing she didn’t follow her daughter’s advice, or she’d be alive in Houston right now.”


“Exactly. Smith was Fran’s fifth husband—she married one of them twice, so four husbands, five marriages—and she was too stubborn, maybe embarrassed, to walk away from another marriage.”


“What happened next?”


Dansman gulped down some coffee.


“She confronted Smith with the list. And then evaporated off the face of the earth.”


I checked the timeline in my notes.


“So, the last time Fran was seen was Saturday, September 28, 1991 . . . six days before I saw Smith filing the missing person report.”


They all nodded.


“She spoke to her daughter that morning, excited because it was her first time leaving the condo since the accident. She and Smith planned to go to Toys“R”Us to buy presents for her grandson. The last person to see her are two neighbors who lived in the same condo building?”


“Right,” said Dansman. “The paramedic and his wife. Fran was walking with crutches toward the lobby exit door with Smith behind her, and the paramedic and his wife were walking in, so they held the door open for her. They later told us her face was red, blotchy, and swollen—as if someone had hit her. But because she was limping with crutches, they figured her injuries were the result of an accident.”


“Any neighbors hear an argument or fight that day between Smith and Fran?”


“Nope. Nothing.”


I leaned back in my chair and crossed my arms.


“So, after the phone call that morning with her daughter and the neighbor seeing her leaving the condo, she’s never heard from or seen again.”


“Right,” said Dansman. “We went to their condo after he reported her missing and Fran’s clothes, makeup, even her toothbrush were still there. She just vanished.”


A silence fell over the room.


“And what was your take on the girlfriend, Sheila. Did she know about Fran?”


A deep voice with a Northeastern accent came through the speakerphone. It was Detective Sergeant Frank Barre, from the Milford, Connecticut, Police Department.


“Eventually,” said Barre.


It was a relationship of convenience for her, said Barre. She suspected Smith might have a girlfriend in Jersey, but she didn’t have money to live on her own and was glad to have her house and her dogs.


But one day Smith woke Sheila up “and told her, ‘Just so you know, I’m married . . . and my wife is missing. Don’t be concerned if the police come talk to you. She left me and went back to her family in Florida.’ Sheila was shocked by that.”


“When we began showing up at her door asking questions, she was horrified,” said Barre. “This thing has been like a bad dream for her.”


“The day we executed a search warrant at the house, Sheila did a consensual call with John.”


“We thought we had him a couple of times,” said Barre. “She got him to admit he’d failed a polygraph and was lying to police. He told her the police would never find any physical evidence to use against him. And here’s the clincher,” the detective continued. “At one-point, Sheila pleaded with Smith, saying she loved him and would stand by him no matter what, and, ‘Let’s do the right thing. Let’s work together to help find Fran and Janice.’”


“What did he say to that?” I asked.


“He said, ‘It’s too late to help them.’”


Barre slid a cassette tape of the phone call across the conference table to me.


I pulled out a black-and-white mugshot from my notebook and placed it on the table. The young woman in the picture looked sad and bruised. It was taken seven years earlier, in 1991.


“Okay, and you talked to this prostitute in Milford?”


“Sort of,” said Barre.


In the summer of ’92 the Milford police got an anonymous call from a man saying he dropped off a prostitute at Smith’s house and recognized the house from a recent newspaper story about Fran’s disappearance, with a headline like, SERIAL KILLER LIVES IN MILFORD!


“The guy freaked out and called us from a pay phone,” said Barre. “We sat on the house and identified the girl as Janice Miller.”


I added her name to my notes and underlined it.


“What’s her story?” I asked.


“Wish I could tell you. We tried to talk with her, but she was so strung out on drugs she couldn’t speak to us about anything, even if she wanted to.”


I scribbled more notes.


Last on my list was Smith’s younger brother, Michael, who lived in Ohio. Sergeant Potts and another detective interviewed him early in the case.


“We both got the impression he knew something but wouldn’t tell us,” Potts said, over the speakerphone.


“At one point he looked like he was about to talk. He looked stressed and you could see he was hanging on to something. We kept talking, trying to solicit his help. But then his grandmother, Ethel, barged into the room. She grabbed him by the hand like a little boy and told him not to say another word to us.”


“How did that end?”


“Ethel gave us a ‘go to hell’ look and escorted us out of the house. It was clear something was going on there.”


I made a few more notes.


“I’ll send out leads to the Cleveland Division to gather as much information on Smith’s family as possible.”


I took one last look at the photos of Smith, Janice, and Fran in front of me, and ripped the top page off my notepad.


THE GAME PLAN


“First, we need to find out where Smith is right now and do a workup on him. Where does he work? Is he married again? Let’s hope not. Let’s use any financial records, credit card statements, and telephone data we can find to put together a timeline of his activities in the last few years.”


I held up the wallet photo in plastic.


“Next, let’s try to identify this woman. And find the prostitute, Janice Miller, assuming she’s alive.”


Everyone scribbled down their tasks.


“And lastly, I need each of you to make a list of other people you think might be relevant to the case. Anyone who might hold a little piece of information, even the smallest bit. We need to leverage the information we already have to develop a spreadsheet of new leads and data points.”


I stood up and scanned the room. Some of them seemed eager to revive the case and work together, others looked like they couldn’t care less.


“Looks like we have a game plan,” said Dansman, one of the eager ones.


“Right now, that’s all we’ve got.”


Dansman got up.


“Okay, Bird. You’re driving this one.”


I gathered the photos.


“Let’s shake the trees and see what falls.”


Back at the New York office, I was greeted by my doubtful office mate and thirty large boxes, just arrived from Butte, Montana, stacked on top of one another.


DeStano stood in the middle of the room, eyes bugging out over his reading glasses, shaking his head.


Weeks earlier I’d sent a records check request to the FBI’s data center in Butte, Montana, for any activity linked to Smith’s name, Social Security number, and date of birth.


We both stared at the fortress between our desks.


I checked the cover sheet on the nearest box: “JOHN SMITH, date of birth 04/02/1951.”


“That’s a hell of a lot of John Smiths,” said DeStano, stabbing at a dumpling with a chopstick. “Looks like they sent you every John D. Smith in the country. Must be thousands of hits in there.”


My eyes glazed over.


“Please don’t tell me I’ve got to sort through all these to find him.”


“Why,” asked DeStano, mouth full, “are you even bothering with this case?”


I still found it difficult to explain.


“I’m not sure,” I said. “Maybe I want to solve the case from my old department that no one else could solve.”


“You’re setting yourself up for failure, Bobby. Some cases can’t be solved, no matter how hard you try or how good you are.”


DeStano circled the boxes and put an arm around me—as much as he could, seeing he was a foot shorter.


“Don’t forget what I said from Day One. Little cases, little problems. Big cases . . .”


He pointed at the boxes with his chopstick and left the room.


I dropped into my chair by my desk. What have I gotten myself into?


It was going to be a long night.


Hours later, as I was sifting through a pile of papers from the first box, the phone rang.


I looked down, saw the home number on the caller ID, and picked up, filled with remorse.


“Alex, I’m sorry, I meant to call . . .”


“Bobby, I haven’t heard from you and I’ve been worried.”


Damn it.
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YOUR WORST NIGHTMARE


THE COPS


Detective Matt Dansman, New Jersey


THE SMITH LIST


Janice Miller, prostitute in Milford, Connecticut


THE WILD CARD


John Edward, psychic on radio


WE BEGAN MAKING PROGRESS FAST.


I took the wallet picture of the unknown woman to the FBI photo lab and had it blown up. I could see tiny lettering in the lower right corner, too small to read. When the photo came back enlarged, I could make out a copyright and a company name: “Glamour Shots.” I looked it up in the phonebook; it was one of those photo studio chains in shopping malls where women get dolled up and pose like Marilyn Monroe or something.


I checked the state of New Hampshire, where Smith said the girlfriend lived, and found three locations. I made copies of the photo and sent one to each studio, in hopes an employee might still be around who remembered the woman and have contact information in their files.


“You think someone’s going to be able to ID this woman after all these years, just by seeing the picture?” Dansman asked.


“You got any better ideas?”


He didn’t.


A few days after the big meeting, Dansman picked me up at home. We’d tracked down the prostitute, Janice Miller, through a simple records check. She was in a women’s prison north of Milford for drug possession and prostitution. We arranged to talk to her that afternoon. Hopefully she’d be sober this time.


I was wrestling with Connor in the living room when Dansman pulled up in his unmarked cruiser and honked.


“Okay, little buddy, got to go to work now.”


Connor pulled at my pant leg.


“No Daddy, I want you to play with me!”


“When I get home tonight, we’ll play Rescue Heroes, okay?”


Alex walked in carrying Caitie and I gave them kisses.


“Will you be home for dinner?”


“I’m not sure. I’ll call from the road when I have a better idea. We’re driving up to Connecticut.”


“What’s in Connecticut?”


“A prostitute.”


“What, there aren’t enough prostitutes in New York?”


“Oh, you’re funny. You should take that show on the road.”


“You never know. One day I might.”


“See you later. Love you.”


The prison was surrounded by a twelve-foot-high barbed-wire fence.


A guard checked our ID at the first checkpoint and activated a series of large, motorized gates that slowly pulled open for our car to pass.


At the next checkpoint, we relinquished our holstered guns and pagers, but I kept an array of contraband essentials—two Snickers bars and a couple of packs of chewing gum.


We also carried the mug shot of Miller taken close to the time she knew Smith. She had long, blonde-ish hair and was sickly thin—her face gaunt and blue eyes sunken, typical of a street addict.


“Man, she looks like a hundred miles of bad road,” said Dansman.


We went through another set of heavy steel doors that buzzed open remotely—very Get Smart—before reaching the visitor’s room. The woman who appeared minutes later in a maroon jumpsuit was a shocking contrast to the photo we held—she was now plump, with short hair and a bright smile.


After introductions, we sat down and I slid a paper bag across the table.


“A token of our appreciation for your time,” I told her.


She peeked in, smiled at the Snickers and gum, and slid the bag out of sight into her lap.


Her grin evaporated and her eyes went dark when I took out a photo of Smith and slid it across the table.


“Oh, him. Yeah, I remember John. I’m afraid to ask, but why is the FBI interested in him?”


“People close to Smith have a tendency to disappear,” I said.


“People? Like, more than one?”


“Two wives, to be specific.”


Janice looked like she was going to be sick.


“I thought I was done with him,” she whispered, reaching for a bottle of water with trembling hands. “Does he know you’re here talking to me?”


“No. No one knows we’re here,” I told her.


She breathed a sigh of relief.


“Man, do I need a cigarette.”


She popped a piece of gum in her mouth and leaned forward.


“What do you want to know?”


Dansman and I took out notebooks and pens.


“For starters, how did you meet Smith?” I asked.


She told us they met in the summer of ’92 in Bridgeport, Connecticut, when she was hooking to support a drug habit. He picked her up and took her back to his place in Milford for $40 of “straight sex” and then drove her back to Bridgeport.


“It was quick and it was over,” she said.


“Then what?” I asked.


“After that . . . things got kind of strange.”


“How so?”


“Each night after that he came back and picked me up. He never wanted sex though. We drove around endlessly. Sometimes he’d drive me to work, watch me go on dates, and take me home at the end of the night. He would follow me in his car and park down the street while I was turning tricks. It was bizarre. Most times when I was done and got back into his car, John acted like he had picked me up from a normal job.”


“And the other times?”


“Other times he was pissed off at me and acted like he had just caught me cheating on him or something. One day he couldn’t do enough for me and the next day he was so pissed it scared the hell out of me.”


She paused.


“He was a real sugar daddy to me. He gave me money, bought me food, and even drugs. But mostly, he wanted to talk.”


“What about?”


“A lot of things. About growing up in Ohio and his family out there. And about his ex-wives.”


I made eye contact with Dansman.


“Was it two wives?” I asked.


“Yeah. I remember he said the last one . . . I think her name was Fran, divorced him and went back to Florida. When he told me about the other one, though, he really freaked me out.”


“Why?”


“I remember him saying his first wife was dead, that someone killed her. Then he said, ‘And guess what her name was?’ He stared right into my eyes with a smile and said, ‘Her name was the same as yours . . . Janice.’ When he said that my blood ran cold and I wanted to get out of the car.”


“What did you do?”


“Nothing. I giggled like it was no big deal. Inside though, my heart was beating like a jackrabbit. Girls on the street, we develop a sixth sense about danger, it’s what keeps us alive. With John, my sixth sense was always on. I never dropped my guard when I was around him. Something didn’t feel right to me. Like there was another side to him.”


After a few weeks, Smith asked her to move in.


“Now he’s offering me food, clothing, and shelter. And the best part was, I don’t even have to blow any strange guys, let alone him. So I said yes and moved in. It was a no-brainer.”


“And how did that go?” I asked.


She took a deep breath.


“I’ll tell you how it went. It was like living in an insane asylum.”


She described months of lies, gaslighting, control, and terror. At one point, Smith stole her clothes and returned from the attic carrying big garbage bags.


“He looked me up and down, and said, ‘I’m guessing you’re a size four?’ Then he starts pulling out women’s clothes from the bags, coordinating colors and outfits for me like we’re in a department store.”


“Did John say where he got those clothes?”


“He said they had belonged to Fran, but that didn’t make sense. They were all different sizes. And why didn’t she take her clothes? Some had tags on them, like they’d never been worn. And some were torn like they’d been ripped off someone. I could smell a woman’s perfume. It was strong.”


Smith had two house rules, Janice said. She wasn’t allowed to have friends over when he wasn’t home, and she wasn’t allowed to go into the attic. Ever.


“So,” I smiled, “tell me about the time you went into the attic.”


Janice smiled.


She looked while Smith was at work one day, she said. To get to the attic, you had to go through a square cut-out in the hallway ceiling outside of John’s bedroom. She stood on a chair and pushed the square open. On her tiptoes, she was high enough to scan the attic.


“What did you see?


Boxes and garbage bags. “One had fallen over and I could see clothes inside,” she said. “And that perfume. I could smell the same perfume that was on the clothes he brought down to me before.”


Later that night, when Smith realized she’d been in the attic, he went crazy.


“Did he hit you?”


“No,” she said, looking down. “It would have been better if he had.”


“What does that mean?” I asked.


She looked up and into my eyes.


“He scared the hell out of me. When you work the streets, you get smacked around sometimes, it comes with the territory. But even though John never laid a hand on me, he terrified me.”


“Why?”


“Because when he yelled, it came from deep inside his soul. Like he became possessed and transformed right in front of me. The night of the attic thing, he was inches from my face screaming. I could feel his breath and the froth from his mouth went everywhere. He was like a dog trying to attack but held back by a leash. It was a total freak-out.”


She stopped and tried to calm herself, taking a sip of water.


“I froze. I though he was going to kill me. My heart was racing. After screaming at me for what seemed like forever, he pulled back, contained himself, and walked away. It was like the demon left him.”


“And the next time you saw him?”


“He acted like it never happened. He was like Jekyll and Hyde. Living with John was like living with a hundred different personalities, and you never knew which one you were going to get.”


They shared a bed, she said, and she’d wake up in the middle of the night sometimes to find him gone.


“I’d hear agonizing yells coming from another room. I was shit scared. The first time it happened, I went downstairs to figure out what was going on. John was sitting on the couch in the dark, his face buried in a pillow. He was screaming like he was being tortured.


I sat next to him and put my hand on his shoulder, you know, to try and comfort him. He jumped back and looked at me. He was disoriented, confused. He had been crying. I gave him a hug and tried to kiss him but he pulled back. I felt bad for him. I tried to give him a freebie . . . you know. But when I tried, he couldn’t get it up. That sent him over the edge again. He called me a fucking whore and told me to get away from him. So, I did.”


“Did you ever have sex with John other than the night he first picked you up?” I asked.


“No. Just that one time.”


When Smith suggested a trip to Ohio to meet his family, Janice remembers being afraid.


“I had this feeling something bad was going to happen, so I pretended to call my mother and made sure John could hear me. I put the receiver to my ear and listened to a dial tone but ‘told’ my mother I was headed out of town with John and I asked him for the address of his family in Ohio.”


“Why did you do that?”


“I wanted John to think I had people out there who’d be concerned about where I was, or if something happened to me, people who’d look for me.”


“What made you feel that way?”


Janice reached for another piece of gum, her hands still shaking.


“I can’t explain it. When you live and work on the street you get a sense for things, a feeling when something bad is going to happen. John always gave me that feeling. It was like at any moment my worst nightmare would come true.”


An uncomfortable silence filled the room.


“What is your worst nightmare?”


Her eyes filled with terror.


“I never feared death when I was on the streets. Hell, sometimes I welcomed it. What I feared was dying at the hands of some cold-blooded stranger. It’s what all the girls feared. Sometimes these guys got violent. And there I was living with this dude I had a terrible feeling about. I felt a quiet, unspoken, pure evil. Like a storm about to hit, but before it does there is this quiet, unspoken calm. Right before the storm hits, you can sense the instability in the air. That’s what John was like. I was always waiting for the storm.”


I felt my stomach tighten at her description. Pure evil. She saw it in him, too.


“Did you go to Ohio?”


“Yeah, we went,” she said. “I met his whole family—his brother, Mike, his grandparents, and his mother, Grace.”


“What did you think of them?”


“They were all very nice, especially Mike. Grace was indifferent to me, like she was bothered by my being there. John was very close with his grandmother, Ethel. He seemed closer to her than with his own mother.”


“Why do you say that?”


“You could see it, even feel it. Ethel doted on him like he was this perfect little boy. It was a bit much, but John ate it up. With his mother, Grace, it was different. I felt like John and Grace held secrets about each other, it was very strange. They spoke in whispers, out of sight from everyone. One minute they were fine, and the next minute they were cold and distant to each other.”


“You mentioned he lied a lot,” I said.


“About everything.”


“Did you ever catch him in a lie so big he couldn’t explain it away?”


Janice nodded.


“He came home from work one night wearing a wedding band. I’d been with him for months and never saw him wear a ring. I asked him, ‘John what’s up with the wedding ring?’ I could tell by the look on his face that he forgot he was wearing it. He looked down at his hand and his face turned bright red.


He stuttered and told me some bullshit story that his boss at work told him to wear the ring because it would show ‘normalcy’ in his life, whatever the hell that is. John used that word a lot, ‘normalcy.’”


Anytime she tried to confront him about his lies, she added, “he became nervous and made this high-pitched squeal, like a scared little girl.”


Dansman and I nodded. I still had the sound of Minor screeching like a tortured cat ringing in my ears.


“Was there anything special about that day?” I asked.
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