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				Thank you so much for reading one of our True Crime novels.

			


			

				If you enjoyed the experience, please check out our recommendation for your next great read!
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				“A great read and a fascinating retelling

			


			

				of a long-forgotten murder,

			


			

				that still resonates to this very day…

			


			

				for anybody interested in the history of the Silk City!”

			


			

				–Mark S. Auerbach, City Historian, Passaic, New Jersey 
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				“Told through the day-by-day experiences of the attorney and journalist whose reinvestigation of a small town murder case revealed the truth, this powerful story is both illuminating and disheartening. As each unexpected detail is discovered, the jarring revelations shine a light on justice system officials’ ability to defeat the ideals of American law. A riveting and unforgettable tale of heart-wrenching injustice.”

			


			

				–Christopher E. Smith, professor of criminal justice at Michigan State and author and author of 22 law books on criminal law, including Criminal Justice in America 

			


			

				 

			


			

				“Peopled with real-life characters straight out of a Coen Brothers film noir, Scrapped is a reminder that there are individuals who fight valiantly every day against injustice. The co-authors here, who tell this story in a seamless and compelling dual narrative, are among them – as this book so readily proves. Whereas many would have given up in a relentless fight to prove a man innocent, they never do – driven by conscience and conviction. Scrapped will make you thankful for their likes, and hopeful that you know people just like them should you or anyone you know ever end up a wrongful target of a criminal investigation.”

			


			

				–Gary Craig, author of Seven Million: A Cop, a Priest, a Soldier for the IRA, and the Still-Unsolved Rochester Brink’s Heist

			


			

				 

			


			

				“An impeccably documented page-turner. O’Brien and Peebles expose the staggering incompetence of small-town police who exploit a teen-aged victim and put her in the crosshairs of murderers. The authors -- an award-winning investigative journalist and crusading federal defense attorney -- unflinchingly detail their doomed, joint struggle against venal prosecutors and judges who collaborated with cops to hide truth and publicly spread lies that kept an innocent man in prison for more than 20 years, until his death. A must-read for anyone who has ever come up against the impenetrable Blue Wall of police “infallibility” and a complacent, sacrosanct criminal justice system more willing to destroy human lives than acknowledge and correct its mistakes.”

			


			

				–Jack Jones, author of Let me Take You Down: Inside the Mind of Mark David Chapman, the Man Who Killed John Lennon

			


			

				 

			


			

				“I can guarantee that you can’t put down Scrapped: Justice and a Teen Informant until you have finished reading the entire sordid story. Written by the lawyer and journalist who sought to free wrongly convicted Gary Thibodeau from prison only to see him die there without ever getting a chance to prove his innocence. Peebles and O’Brien share details about how they broke the Heidi Allen case wide open 25 years after her kidnapping and murder; only to be stymied by corrupt prosecutors and an inept court system. This true crime book combines the talent of a crusading attorney and the drive of an investigative reporter and this true crime book reads like something co-written by John Grisham and Bob Woodward.”

			


			

				–Joel Kaplan, associate dean for professional graduate studies at Syracuse University’s S.I. Newhouse School of Public Communications and co-author of Murder of Innocence

			


			

				 

			


			

				“Peebles and O’Brien uncovered more and more shocking evidence as they sought to convince New York State courts to overturn Gary Thibodeau’s conviction and grant him a new trial. This book succeeds in clearing Thibodeau’s name – and in answering many pressing questions that prosecutors in the Heidi Allen case never managed to solve – including, ‘What really happened to Heidi?’”

			


			

				–Janet Gramza, former reporter for the Syracuse Post-Standard who covered the case in the 1990s

			


			

				 

			


			

				“A stunner. Peebles and O’Brien unveil the story behind the story everyone thought they knew, and the truth will leave readers breathless.”

			


			

				–Jennifer Pashley, author of The Watcher

			


			

				 

			


			

				“Scrapped captures the barren roads and fallow fields of Oswego County the way Capote captured Finney County, Kansas in In Cold Blood. This crisply written page-turner limns the puzzle of Heidi Allen’s disappearance from a dozen different angles. Why did those who knew better put a wide eyed teenager in such a perilous position, what happened to her on that Easter morning at the D&W Convenience store, and why was Allen’s case so hard to solve? O’Brien and Peebles bring their criminal law expertise and award winning reporting skills through the hot trails and false leads of this dark and involving tale.”

			


			

				–Tom Barbash, New York Times bestselling author of The Dakota Winters and On Top of the World
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				Prologue

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				November 2017

			


			

				 

			


			

				Inmate 95B1489 wheezed like a drowning man coming up for air just long enough to get his words out between gasps of water.

			


			

				“They want.”

			


			

				Back underwater.

			


			

				“To watch.”

			


			

				Under again.

			


			

				“Me fucking die.”

			


			

				Under.

			


			

				“In here.”

			


			

				He wasn’t drowning. Water was nowhere in sight. 95B1489—that was who Gary Thibodeau had become—lay dying in a bed inside a maximum-security state prison in Upstate New York. It was November 2017. He’d been imprisoned for 22 years. At his bedside were a lawyer and a former newspaper reporter, leaning in to decipher his words. Each one could have been his last.

			


			

				The 64-year-old prisoner was a shrunken version of his old self. The old beer belly was long gone. His cheeks were sunken. His eye sockets, too. Even his whiskers seemed weak and tired. The man could no longer walk. He had oxygen pumped into his nostrils through a plastic tube. He needed a saline solution infused through his nose to keep his one working lung moist and reduce the coughing. He had not eaten solid food in a month.

			


			

				Gary pointed to the guard sitting outside the hospice room where the prisoner had been living for the past two months. He whispered to his visitors.

			


			

				“That guy,” Gary said, then sucked in air before he continued. “Really hates me.”

			


			

				The guard had all the accessories of a macho cop. He sported sunglasses, even though he was indoors. The sides of his head were shaved close, with the top grown longer and slicked up high with hair product. The coif was swept into a fancy wave, coming to a point two inches above his head, like the finishing touch to a soft-serve ice cream cone. This guy, Gary thought, believed 95B1489 was getting what he deserved.

			


			

				Gary knew that outside the prison, 250 miles to the northwest, throngs of people took the opposite view. They’d held rallies for his release. They’d seen what the lawyer and reporter had dug up, and believed Gary was innocent. Here he was, dying from a lung disease with only one lung, trying to hold on long enough for a New York state appeals court to agree.

			


			

				Gary had kept his sense of humor. When the two visitors entered the room, he pointed to the plastic bottles containing his own urine. Nurses had hung them on a railing beside his bed.

			


			

				“How about,” he said to his visitors between air intakes, “a drink?”

			


			

				When the lawyer tried to pour Gary a cup of water and somehow messed up the task, he turned to a nurse in the room.

			


			

				“Now you see,” he said, then wheezed the familiar wheeze. “That’s why I’m still in here.”

			


			

				The former reporter, a man, tried to heed Gary’s request to loosen a nut on a little fan attached to the bed and reposition it. He failed.

			


			

				“The lady needs some help,” Gary said.

			


			

				The lawyer and former reporter finished their visit and signaled to the guard with the slicked-up hair that they were ready to leave. His job was to escort them out.

			


			

				The guard led the visitors down a long hall. He took a moment before he spoke. He obviously wanted the visitors to know where he stood.

			


			

				“He shouldn’t be here,” the guard said. “Everyone knows he didn’t do it.”

			


			

				He had one more question. It was one that most guards never ask.

			


			

				“When can you come back?”

			


			

				 

			


		




			

				CHAPTER 1

			


			

				Wandering

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				{Lisa Peebles, November 2013}

			


			

				 

			


			

				Nineteen years after Heidi Allen’s kidnapping, my investigator and I were knee-deep in mud looking for her remains.

			


			

				On that day, as we trudged through the woods, I had no idea the case would devour my life for the next five years. I wore two-inch heels with my pants suit. My foot sank deep in the mud. Just great, I thought. My feet were getting soaked and I had mud splattered on my pants.

			


			

				“Damn it, Dick, do you even know what you’re looking for?” My investigator, Dick Haumann, was focused intently on his phone, glasses barely on the tip of his nose. He didn’t answer. He didn’t hear me. We were in the middle of the woods, off State Route 11 in Oswego County, New York. I thought we were wandering aimlessly.

			


			

				“Hello?” I said. “What are we looking for?”

			


			

				“Just give me a few minutes. The body of an 18-year-old girl has never been found and no one seems to want to bother looking for her.”

			


			

				I knew his law-enforcement training had kicked in. He was on a mission. Haumann couldn’t believe the Oswego County Sheriff’s Office hadn’t combed the woods for the girl’s remains. I saw his point, but how did it become our job? I was the federal public defender for the Northern District of New York. We were on our way back from working on a criminal case in northern New York state when Haumann asked if I would mind taking a detour.

			


			

				“I just want to take a quick look in the woods off 81,” he’d said.

			


			

				I had not planned on walking in the woods that afternoon. I certainly was not dressed for it.

			


			

				“I want to find a deserted cabin,” Haumann said. “Now’s a good time. The leaves are off the trees.”

			


			

				It was a warm day in November 2013. I thought it was a horrible idea. It was hunting season. People with guns were out there. We hardly looked like we fit in. I agreed to go with him, but I told him we only had a half-hour. I wasn’t about to spend any longer on something so absurd.

			


			

				We parked along railroad tracks and walked them. I tried stepping on the railroad ties to maintain my footing. I slipped and tripped almost the entire half-mile. By the time we got to an opening in the woods, I realized we had surpassed my half-hour time limit.

			


			

				“I really don’t want to spend all day doing this,” I said.

			


			

				Haumann was using the compass on his phone. He glanced at his notes with the description of the cabin location and pointed the compass in the direction he thought we should walk. It did not seem like he had a clue where to search. Before I knew it, we were deep in the woods, walking in circles.

			


			

				“Why don’t we ask people who live in the area if they know of a cabin?” I asked.

			


			

				“We will, just give me a minute.”

			


			

				I was losing patience. I thought I heard gunshots and feared we would get lost if we wandered too deep. It was a muddy mess. Without any real direction, it seemed like an exercise in futility. We did see a collapsed, rusted-out school bus. I wasn’t sure if it was on someone’s property. I didn’t think we should go near it until we found out. Haumann finally agreed to knock on doors. As we made our way back to the railroad tracks, I felt myself picking up the pace. I was uncomfortable in remote areas. I always preferred to work in cities, with more people around. I was walking so fast I started to sweat. Haumann was falling behind. I looked back at him.

			


			

				“Why do you drag your leg when you walk?”

			


			

				“I’m not dragging my leg.” Haumann glared. “I don’t know why you’re in such a rush. I have the keys.”

			


			

				Good point. I waited for him to catch up. We had now invested more than an hour. It made sense to knock on doors before heading back—we were already there. We drove up to a house where an elderly man was standing in his yard. Haumann got out and approached him. I sat in the car and watched as they talked. I saw the man point in the direction we had come from. They talked for five minutes before Haumann got back in the car.

			


			

				“She knows about the old bus,” he said. “It’s on her property and she mentioned a cabin. It’s down the road further in the woods, but it collapsed long before the abduction.” She thought it could not be the right place.

			


			

				“She? I thought you were talking to a man.”

			


			

				“Yeah, I thought ‘she’ was a ‘he’ until I got closer.”

			


			

				Haumann thought she was a nice lady. She was happy to answer his questions.

			


			

				 

			


		




			

				CHAPTER 2

			


			

				T-R-O-U-B-L-E

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				April 1994

			


			

				 

			


			

				Inside a maroon Pontiac Sunbird station wagon, investigators found the trappings of a child becoming an adult. An empty Fred Flintstone Pez dispenser in the glove compartment. A shoebox—holding nothing but a bottle of cleaner with the words “Fooled you!” written on the inside—was in the trunk, along with two boxes of Christmas decorations, more than three months past the holiday.

			


			

				In the car’s tape player was a Travis Tritt cassette. Its title song, “T-R-O-U-B-L-E,” was a foot-stomping country rock tune that was popular at the time. It might have been the last song Heidi Allen ever heard. The refrain would take on ominous significance: “Mercy, look what just walked through that door. I smell T-R-O-U-B-L-E.”

			


			

				Allen was 18, with the nickname “Midget,” an ironic take on her height. At nearly 6 feet tall, she was adult size, but still a kid. She was coming of age in a place where cocaine and marijuana were quietly burrowing into the lives of children—an unexpected wickedness for an area with such a small-town feel.

			


			

				Oswego County was the opposite of what people from out of state think of when they hear “New York.” This wasn’t bright lights and celebrities. It was backwoods and pickup trucks. Its 968 square miles of mostly forest and forever farms were a place of slumping shoulders in 1994. The county had an unemployment rate of 8 percent among its 120,000 residents—the highest rate in all of New York state. It was a place people from Rochester and Buffalo knew only as the strange outback they passed through to get to the Thousand Islands.

			


			

				The towns and their stores and taverns remained largely unchanged. Small-town rules ruled: Everyone knew everyone else’s business. If you had a problem, you went to local law enforcement and trusted them to do right. Barroom brawls and drugs, not kidnappings and murders, filled police blotters.

			


			

				The Town of New Haven, population 2,700, was one such place. Situated on the southeastern shore of Lake Ontario, it borders the towns of Mexico and Scriba. The gutsy people who live in these northernmost towns and villages experience the brunt of the long, cold winters in the region 40 miles north of Syracuse. The summers and falls bring spectacular beauty, but the winters are brutally harsh. Snowfall is often measured in feet rather than inches. The Syracuse area usually wins a national competition for the most snowfall. These towns to the north of the city get even more. Whether they get hit with 10 inches or 11 feet—as has happened—the people carry on, business as usual.

			


			

				New Haven and its surrounding towns were tight-knit, and the locals were quick to scrutinize outsiders. Many of them were fourth- and fifth-generation residents. It was not unusual to have extended family living next to each other, occupying the equivalent of a city block, or an entire section of a trailer park.

			


			

				Most voters were conservative. Confederate flags and “Don’t Tread on Me” flags dotted the roadsides. It was a place where lots of guys drove pickups, and lots of pickups carried gun racks. It was home to rugged people who shoveled snow from Halloween till Mother’s Day. But in the spring of 1994, their mettle was tested.
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				D&W Convenience store, April 3, 1994. (Source: Oswego County Sheriff’s Office)

			


			

				 

			


			

				New Haven, in the center of Oswego County, was a town where police meant help. Cops found missing kids. The locals were on a first-name basis with officers because a deputy was often a friend or a brother. They were problem-solvers. That was why on Easter Sunday morning, April 3, 1994, a patron at the D&W Convenience store in New Haven instinctively flagged down a passing deputy to help locate the store’s clerk. Deputy Richard Curtis was in his fifth year working road patrol. He was on his way to begin his morning shift at the sheriff’s office when he turned from State Route 104B onto State Route 104 and noticed a man trying to get his attention. He knew the man, David Stinson, from Stinson’s former job at Niagara Mohawk power company.

			


			

				Stinson told Curtis there was no employee in the store. Curtis parked his patrol car and went inside. He notified dispatch at 7:55 a.m. that there was suspicious activity at the store. Like most of the locals, he was familiar with the inside of the store. He looked through the building—no clerk. The store was a basic mini mart: a smattering of milk, eggs, dish soap and gas pumps. Regular customers went to the D&W because it was the closest store to their homes, and because it was a place to grab a bit of gossip.

			


			

				Curtis noticed money on the counter and a newspaper on the floor. But he saw no sign of a struggle. The clerk’s car keys were on the counter and her maroon Sunbird was parked outside, but she seemed to have disappeared. The only thing unusual investigators noticed outside the store was a tread mark from a tire, as if someone had screeched off in a hurry. Curtis’ supervisor, a sergeant, arrived at the store and joined the investigation. Deputies photographed the tread mark. By 8:15 a.m., Curtis was lining the parking lot with yellow crime scene tape. He learned that the missing clerk was 18-year-old Heidi Allen. He called the store’s owners, Kristine and Matt Duell, and asked them to come to the scene. When Kristine got there, Curtis went through the cash register receipts with her to try to recreate the morning’s transactions. The last recorded purchase was at 7:42 a.m.
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				Inside the D&W on the day of the kidnapping. (Source: Oswego County Sheriff’s Office)

			


			

				 

			


			

				Within a half-hour, more sheriff’s investigators arrived, along with Heidi’s family and her boyfriend, Brett Law. Heidi’s cousin, Missy Searles, was one of the first relatives to get there. Missy was 10 years older than Heidi, but they were close. They grew up together and lived next door to each other. In fact, Heidi’s aunts, uncles and grandmother all lived on the same road. Missy got to the store that morning and saw Heidi’s stuff, but no Heidi. Investigators told Missy to stand outside. She left the scene to let Heidi’s grandmother know what was happening.

			


			

				Curtis interviewed Brett and Heidi’s parents, Ken and Sue Allen. The family insisted she would not have run off without telling her boyfriend or family. Heidi was happy, they told investigators. She had big plans for her future. The sheriff’s office printed posters reading “MISSING: Heidi M. Allen.” The posters gave her height as 5 feet 11 inches and her weight as 160 pounds. 

			


			

				That morning, Heidi’s family provided a detailed description of her and the clothes she was wearing: jeans, sneakers, and a gray sweatshirt with “Syracuse University” written in plaid letters. They assumed she was also wearing a necklace and a chain bracelet that Missy had given her for high school graduation. The shiny bracelet had “Heidi” embossed on the front of a nameplate and “Love, Missy” on the back. It would be the only remnant of Heidi ever to resurface.

			


			

				 

			


			

				.   .   .

			


			

				 

			


			

				Heidi Allen weighed 9 pounds, 15 ounces when she was born on Sept. 14, 1975, at Crouse Irving Memorial Hospital in Syracuse. Her eyes were a blue that over time turned hazel. She was an easier baby than her big sister, Lisa, their mother told a reporter years later.

			


			

				Heidi was known as the Tower of Power on the volleyball court, starring for Bishop Cunningham High School’s varsity team in Oswego, N.Y. She stood nearly 6 feet tall and was a solid 160 pounds—not an easy force for her smaller opponents to reckon with from the other side of the net.

			


			

				But the big and tough appearance quickly fell away with a look at her face. Her lively eyes seemed to shine, especially when she smiled. Cheek dimples accentuated bright teeth like a pair of parentheses would a compliment. She wore her light brown hair long, with curls surrounding a sweet, pretty face.

			


			

				In a school essay, Heidi described herself as a tomboy. She used to help two neighborhood boys catch snakes—until the day they used the snakes to try to intimidate her. She stood up for herself. She wrote in the essay that she became outgoing when her parents used to take her and her sister to nudist camps as children. The Allen girls kept their clothes on, but their parents did not.

			


			

				“I thought it was boring because it was a bunch of naked people!” Heidi wrote. “I think this is part of the reason why I am not a shy person.”

			


			

				Heidi called herself talkative and honest—a country girl who planned to be a teacher or counselor because she wanted to make a difference in the lives of troubled people.

			


			

				She worked as an intern at New Haven Elementary School, about a quarter-mile east of the D&W Convenience store where she worked as a cashier. At the school, she formed the Banana Splits, a support group for children of divorced parents. She convinced her employers at the D&W to let her start a 99-cent special on children’s movie rentals on Saturdays. The regular price was $1.99. She dubbed it Family Movie Night.

			


			

				At the store at Easter time, Heidi taped paper pastel eggs to items on shelves. A customer who bought one of the paper-egg items was entitled to a free movie.

			


			

				Heidi would drive through the notorious snowstorms of Oswego County for no better reason than to say good night.

			


			

				“She’d go out of her way 10 miles just to give me a kiss,” Brett recalled. She told him she wanted to start having kids with him when she was 30.

			


			

				Heidi had her first job at the age of 15. She eventually earned enough money to buy her own car, a 10-year-old Pontiac Sunbird station wagon. When she wanted contact lenses or a perm, she paid for them herself.

			


			

				At age 18, Heidi was on the verge of getting an associate’s degree in human services. She’d already mailed out 150 applications for counseling or teaching jobs.

			


			

				“I am willing to work from the bottom and do anything,” she wrote in one application letter. “I love this field and will start anywhere.”
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				Sheriff’s original “missing” poster. (Source: Oswego County Sheriff’s Office)

			


			

				 

			


		




			

				CHAPTER 3

			


			

				A Secret Life

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				The resumes that Heidi was sending out for jobs in 1994 revealed someone who was not your typical drug informant. Instead of being a drug user, smoker and troublemaker, she was athletic with a fresh, wholesome look. But at the age of 15, Heidi had found herself in a spot.

			


			

				Her aunt, Martha Sturtz, was interviewed more than 20 years later. Martha revealed that Heidi had been babysitting the 1-year-old daughter of her cousin, Missy Searles, in 1991, when Heidi drove to a party with friends and left the baby alone in the car. Missy later disputed the story, but Martha said someone called the Oswego County Sheriff’s Office, and the deputies who responded wanted to charge Heidi with a crime—endangering the welfare of a child—for leaving the baby unattended. Because Heidi was only 15, any charges would have been filed in family court. But her Uncle Russell, Martha’s husband, was a town judge in New Haven and a friend of some deputies. He talked to them about finding a way to avoid charging Heidi. Her case was referred to family court and she was declared a “person in need of supervision.”

			


			

				Russell Sturtz worked out a deal with the deputies. In exchange for not being charged, Heidi would go to work for deputies as a confidential informant. She would start snitching. Her court-ordered supervision created strife in her home situation. The stress was too much for her to bear.

			


			

				“She said it was like she was in jail,” Martha told deputies. The reason for the home strife never became known publicly. Heidi moved in with her grandmother and her Aunt Nancy. They were going to keep track of her.

			


			

				Heidi talked to Missy Searles about becoming an informant. Heidi told her that she wanted to help a friend of hers who was getting involved in drugs and hanging out with no-good druggies. Heidi told Missy she was also talking to her Uncle Russell about it.

			


			

				“The next thing you know, Russell had the cops there to talk to her about telling them who was doing what,” Missy said.

			


			

				Missy recalled that a year or two later, the cops went back to Heidi and asked her to do more.

			


			

				“I don’t know what instigated them re-contacting her or getting her involved again,” Missy said. “All I know is, someone did ask her to go down again, and she went with Brett.”

			


			

				Missy recalled being upset that Brett went to the sheriff’s office with Heidi.

			


			

				“I was like, well that’s not smart, to get him involved or to have him know about it,” Missy said. “If he had anything to do with that kind of thing, and she trusted him, and he wasn’t trustworthy, then that wouldn’t be a safe idea to have him know about it.”

			


			

				Mo Todd, who was undersheriff at the time, would say two decades later that his deputies would never have used anyone as young as 15 or 16 as an informant. She wasn’t old enough to drive, but that didn’t stop investigators from putting her in harm’s way as their secret agent in the sometimes-violent drug world of Oswego County.

			


			

				Heidi was forced into a covert world of drug-dealing and potential violence. She wasn’t given any random code name as a confidential informant. Hers was Julia Roberts, the same as the actress who two years earlier had become famous for her role in Pretty Woman.

			


			

				Sig Mazur, a former Oswego County prosecutor, talked to the DA, James Grose, years later about the case and Heidi’s role as a police informant.

			


			

				“He told me Heidi was a snitch and there was a lot of dope, cocaine, that was part of this,” Mazur said. But the DA’s office and sheriff’s investigators never went after that angle, he said.

			


			

				For the next 20 years, even after the kidnapping, Heidi’s family would never tell anyone about her informant work.

			


			

				“We kind of kept all of that hidden,” Martha Sturtz said. This was a family that repeatedly asked publicly, “Where’s Heidi?” They would surely want to know if her work as an undercover informant had gotten her killed. Why wouldn’t they want this seemingly important information known to everyone?

			


			

				 

			


			

				.   .   .

			


			

				 

			


			

				Oswego County Sheriff’s Deputy Chris Van Patten oversaw Heidi as a child informant. Van Patten and Sgt. Roy Lortie interviewed her at her home in 1991, two weeks before Christmas. Her parents were there when Van Patten created her informant card, photographed her, and had Heidi choose her code name. She’d given him names of people she knew to be using drugs.

			


			

				Sometime after that, Van Patten boasted at a local bar about a young informant he was working with. He was at Champ’s Bar in Hastings. Van Patten told the disc jockey, Brian Mensch, about the drug investigations he was working on.

			


			

				“He told me, which I thought was odd, that they had a girl from New Haven that was a CI that they were using in there and they were getting ready to do a big bust over there,” Mensch said.

			


			

				Van Patten did not give the girl’s name. But New Haven is small. It was unlikely it could’ve been anyone but Heidi.

			


			

				That wasn’t the only time Van Patten got careless with sensitive information about a drug informant under his watch.

			


			

				In January 1992, he dropped the 3-x-5-inch index card with Heidi’s biographic information and photo attached in the parking lot of the D&W Convenience store. She wasn’t working there yet. The suddenly public information included Heidi’s address, phone number, and that distinctive code name, Julia Roberts. It had a picture of Heidi and imprints of her thumbs.

			


			

				The store owner, Kristine Duell, found the card and photo and called the sheriff’s office. Neither Van Patten nor Duell ever told Heidi.

			


			

				Heidi’s days were filled once she started working at the store in 1992. She’d often start at 6 a.m. and drive to her classes at Onondaga Community College, near Syracuse, 45 minutes away. She’d drive back to New Haven for her night shift at the D&W. Her dependability won her a promotion to night manager. When she finished at 10:30 p.m., Heidi would stop at Brett’s house and iron his clothes for the next day. Then she’d drive home and finish her schoolwork.

			


			

				Somewhere in that packed day, she was gathering information on drug dealers and giving it to sheriff’s investigators.

			


			

				Heidi talked about her undercover work with a friend, Mary Parmley, in 1992.

			


			

				“She was doing something for her uncle or someone, went in undercover,” Parmley said. Parmley and Heidi had talked about it on a half-hour car ride. Heidi needed a ride that day to see Brett.

			


			

				“She said she was looking for people who did drugs or sold drugs—based on the drug problem,” Parmley said. “I was shocked that there was a drug problem in New Haven.”

			


			

				On that drive, Heidi said she’d been reporting her information back to someone. She was 16.

			


			

				“It was a big deal that she was doing this,” Parmley said.

			


			

				As it happened, Parmley’s uncle was Mo Todd, then Oswego County’s undersheriff.

			


			

				After Heidi was kidnapped, Parmley reported to her uncle what Heidi had told her about being an informant. Parmley thought it might matter. Years later, Parmley didn’t remember Todd’s response.

			


			

				“She had put herself in a dangerous situation and then she just disappears?” Parmley said. “You don’t just kidnap a 6-foot tall, strong, athletic woman unless you have a purpose.”

			


			

				Before the kidnapping, Heidi had told Brett she was afraid of a “coke head” who was in and out of jail and lived near the D&W.

			


			

				“They had a group they were looking into,” Brett said years later, referring to sheriff’s deputies. “They wanted Heidi to get back into that group.”

			


			

				It all became too much for Heidi. She told a co-worker, Rhonda Burr, that she was getting in too deep. Heidi used to go to Burr’s house after work and confide in her. In 1994, Heidi revealed she was working as a confidential informant for the sheriff’s office.

			


			

				She told Burr she was going to parties and reporting back to the sheriff’s office about marijuana-dealing and underage drinking. Her handlers in the sheriff’s office told Heidi they wanted her to start targeting cocaine dealers, Heidi told Burr.

			


			

				“She was afraid,” Burr said. Heidi feared she’d have to use cocaine herself, she told Burr.

			


			

				Burr told Heidi she needed to get out of the drug crowd and stop informing for police.

			


			

				“I thought it was too dangerous for her,” Burr said.

			


			

				Another co-worker, Jennifer Ruttan, recalled Heidi taking breaks to go outside and lean into the passenger side of a car in the parking lot of the D&W to talk with someone about once a week. It was always an Oswego County sheriff’s patrol car, Ruttan said.

			


			

				“I’d say I saw her do it on two or three shifts,” Ruttan said. “I just thought she was friendly with everyone. I never thought anything of it until years later.”

			


			

				Unbeknownst to Heidi, a dark-haired, bearded man who lived nearby was keeping tabs on her in 1994. He knew something that few others did—that Heidi had been publicly exposed as an informant two years earlier in an odd way. His name was Michael Bohrer. He’d been coming into the store almost daily and having Heidi make him a bacon-lettuce-and-tomato sandwich. Bohrer was a drug dealer himself. One day, sometime before Easter 1994, he had his brother John go into the store to look for a certain young woman while Bohrer waited in a car outside. Michael referred to the woman as “that broad.” She wasn’t there that day, and the Bohrers left.

			


			

				 

			


		




			

				CHAPTER 4

			


			

				Last Purchase

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				1994

			


			

				 

			


			

				The store was abuzz two days before Easter. The first of the month always drew a large crowd. The locals picked up their checks on the first. This Friday brought a mad rush to buy cigarettes and beer for the holiday weekend. The store was ripe with chatter about who would be covering the weekend shifts at the D&W. Heidi normally worked the afternoon shift, but this Sunday she wanted to get work out of the way in the morning and have the rest of the day free to celebrate Easter with Brett’s family. In the week leading up to that weekend, she asked coworker Jennifer Ruttan to swap shifts. Ruttan, who’d become a good friend of Heidi’s, was OK with it because she’d never worked alone before. Whoever opened the store on Easter would be by herself, unlike later shifts.

			


			

				“She asked me to switch because it was more convenient with what they were doing,” Ruttan said. She remembered later that it was well known among the customers and staff that Heidi would be working Easter morning. A customer even mentioned it as she waited in line two days earlier, Ruttan said.

			


			

				That Friday, Heidi helped Ruttan put together an Easter basket for the daughter of Ruttan’s boyfriend. Heidi always had ideas for fun things like Easter baskets, Ruttan said.

			


			

				For years, Ruttan wondered why sheriff’s investigators put out a different story about Heidi—that she had switched shifts with a different co-worker and that almost no one knew about it in advance.

			


			

				In the days leading up to Easter, Heidi had asked one of the owners, Kristine Duell, whether she could forgo wearing a hairnet because she wanted to go straight to dinner from work. She didn’t want to mess up her hair. Duell obliged.

			


			

				Although only 18, Heidi was dating the 25-year-old Brett Law. They’d been seeing each other for more than two years. They’d met when she was 15 and working at the Golden Fish Restaurant in Port Ontario, about 15 minutes from New Haven, where they waited tables. Their relationship had grown serious. Heidi’s cousin, Missy Searles, had a falling out with Heidi over Heidi’s relationship with Law. Missy did not approve—Law was so much older. Missy didn’t think he was faithful to Heidi, something Heidi did not want to hear.

			


			

				Brett had accompanied Heidi to work Easter morning. She drove the Sunbird and got to the D&W at 5:50 a.m. Brett had driven separately in his Ford Bronco. The roads were slick with snow and rain. It was still dark out when they got to the store. Heidi began the task of opening.

			


			

				Mary Duell, the 73-year-old store owner, arrived at 6:20 a.m. She looked through the glass doors and saw Heidi and Brett kissing.

			


			

				“Now, look here—we’re not having any of this in the big town of New Haven on Easter morning!” she scolded.

			


			

				“Oh, Gram,” Heidi teased, using the nickname that everyone at the store called Mary. “I did it because I knew it was you.”

			


			

				Heidi talked about her plans to go to Brett’s house for Easter dinner. The last thing Duell told her was to set the clock ahead one hour—it was the first day of daylight-saving time. Duell bought a newspaper and left at 6:45. Heidi was working all alone.

			


			

				The cash register had to be turned on, and the time on the register had to be manually set. By 6:30 a.m., Heidi had already waited on a few regular customers while Brett drank coffee and read the Sunday newspaper. He told Heidi he loved her and would see her in a couple hours, after he got more sleep. Shortly after 6:35 a.m., he left Heidi alone to finish her shift. He then drove home, he later told investigators. When Brett was notified Heidi was missing, he immediately returned to the store. Her whereabouts were a mystery and no one, not even Brett, could offer an explanation. By 9 a.m., it became obvious: Heidi had not walked off on her own. She’d been abducted. Missy grabbed a picture of Heidi and began making posters.

			


			

				Off-duty sheriff’s deputies learned about Heidi’s disappearance over the police scanner. Everyone was being called to the D&W Convenience store. One off-duty investigator, Sgt. Roy Lortie, heard the news and immediately recognized Heidi’s name. He knew she had a secret connection to the sheriff’s office.

			


			

				Lortie met with Lt. Dean Goodsell and Sheriff Charles Nellis at the D&W. They assigned Lortie to work with Deputy Chris Van Patten. Lortie and Van Patten searched the area across the street from the store.

			


			

				By 10 a.m., investigators closed the store. They set up a command post at the New Haven Fire Station. Lortie was put in charge of lead sheets and assigning deputies to follow up on them.

			


			

				Sheriff’s investigators focused on finding the last person to see Heidi alive at the store. They needed to find the customer she’d waited on at 7:42 a.m.

			


			

				 

			


			

				.   .   .

			


			

				 

			


			

				Dick Thibodeau says he remembers the most important Easter of his life this way: He got up around 6 a.m., hankering for a smoke. He was all out. He grabbed a pack that belonged to his longtime live-in girlfriend, Teresa Crawford, who was still asleep. One cig left. He got his morning fix but couldn’t have Teresa waking up with nothing to smoke. He needed to get to the closest store.

			


			

				He was heading out the door around 7:30 a.m. when Teresa’s 9-year-old son John, who’d become like Dick’s own child, asked if he could tag along. The excitement of Easter morning had roused John out of bed early. Dick told him no.

			


			

				“Stay out of the candy till I get back.” Dick left the boy behind.

			


			

				He drove 2.4 miles from his home on Egglestone Road to the D&W at the intersection of Route 104B and the main east-west road of Oswego County, state Route 104. He parked his van in front of the doors, behind a red sports car that had passed him on the way. He could see the girl at the checkout through a window. He’d seen her before but didn’t know her name.

			


			

				He walked to the entrance and the driver of the sports car held the door open for him. Dick grabbed two packs of Basic brand cigarettes. He went to the checkout counter, handed the cashier a five-dollar bill and got $1.38 back in change. The time on the register: 7:42 a.m.

			


			

				The man who’d held the door, David Swenszkowski, was outside. He later said that he noticed the van move a few feet forward—an indication someone was inside. Dick would dispute that claim.

			


			

				Dick and the cashier exchanged the obligatory “Have a nice day,” and he was out the door. Swenszkowski was ready to get into his car that was blocking Dick in. Swenszkowski took his time lighting a cigarette. Dick gave him a look that said, “Hello? Can you get a move on?” But it didn’t faze the guy. Finally, Swenszkowski got in and drove off. Dick drove straight back home.

			


			

				He picked up Teresa and her two kids. By the time they drove back past the D&W on their way to Teresa’s grandparents’ house at 8:35 a.m., the investigation of Heidi’s disappearance was underway. Yellow police tape surrounded the parking lot. Sheriff’s deputies were all over. Dick and Teresa wondered what was up, but didn’t stop. They kept driving the five miles with Teresa’s two children to the home of her grandparents, John and Leona Cory, on Middle Road, to celebrate Easter.

			


			

				At the Corys’, Teresa and her grandmother were watching CBS Sunday Morning when an alert scrolled across the bottom of the TV screen about a missing store clerk. It was about an hour after Heidi was kidnapped. Dick told everyone he’d bought two packs of cigarettes there that morning. Leona Cory insisted he contact the sheriff’s office. He might have seen something investigators would find important—even if it was something he thought was nothing, she told him. Dick wasn’t sure what he should do. He didn’t want to interrupt their Easter celebration. He was reluctant to get involved. He finally picked up the phone. It was a call that would send his life into a spiral.

			


			

				Dick knew that as he’d entered the store, he’d practically brushed up against the man holding the door for him. This stranger would likely remember Dick’s distinctive Chevy van: it was beat-up, rusty, two-toned and loud.
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				Dick Thibodeau’s van in the sheriff’s office’s garage.

			


			

				(Source: Oswego County Sheriff’s Office)

			


			

				 

			


			

				That man, Swenszkowski, would later tell police that he did take notice of the van. He’d passed it on the way to the store because it was going so slowly. Swenszkowski took note of the van’s dilapidated condition and the first two letters of the license plate that he found fitting: PU. He imagined they stood for Pretty Upsetting.

			


			

				The deputy who answered Dick’s call took down his information and assigned a lead number to it: Number 343, at 10 a.m. The deputy told him they’d send an investigator to the Corys’ to take a statement. Dick, a heavy smoker, lit a cigarette to ease his anxiety. He called his younger brother Gary and Gary’s girlfriend, Sharon Raposa, to wish them a Happy Easter. They lived 10 miles from Dick and Teresa, and 8.3 miles from the D&W. Dick told Gary a female clerk was missing from the D&W and that he’d been at the store that morning. He told Gary a deputy was coming to interview him.

			


			

				By 11 a.m., three hours after Heidi was reported missing, Deputy Chris Van Patten knocked on the Corys’ door. They invited him in and offered him a seat at the kitchen table. Dick sat with Van Patten and went through the chronology of events that morning. He explained that he’d driven to the D&W to buy cigarettes. He told Van Patten that the female clerk handed him the cigarettes, that he’d paid, and she’d said, “Have a nice day.” Dick told Van Patten that he drove straight home, picked up Teresa and the kids, and drove to her grandparents’ house. He showed Van Patten the two packs of cigarettes. Dick’s van was parked outside the Cory home. He didn’t think he was much help. He signed a written statement. Van Patten thanked him and left. Dick breathed a sigh of relief and the family carried on with Easter.

			


			

				After the interview, Van Patten and sheriff’s deputies realized Dick’s purchase of two packs of Basic cigarettes was the last recorded transaction Heidi had made. That mystery was solved. The new question: Was Dick Thibodeau the last person to see Heidi alive?
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				The Brothers Thibodeau

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				Florence Thibodeau was holding down two jobs in 1950 in the factory town of Fitchburg, Massachusetts, 50 miles northwest of Boston. One was at a plastics plant, the other at a chicken farm. Fitchburg had bloomed as an industrial center in the 1800s. It got its name from one of its founders, John Fitch, who was abducted by Native Americans in 1748. The place was named after a kidnapping victim.

			


			

				Florence had just split up with her husband, Paul Thibodeau. Trying to raise her three kids alone was too much. She packed up 4-year-old Dick and his two older sisters, Joanne and Judy, and placed them in a Catholic orphanage in Lowell, Massachusetts, 30 miles to the east. It was the Franco-American Orphanage, run by French nuns who insisted that all of the one thousand children learn to speak French.

			


			

				“I couldn’t understand what they were talking about,” Dick said years later. “I just went with the flow.”

			


			

				He managed as best he could. When the nuns pointed, he went there. He followed the other kids’ leads. But he never did learn more than a couple words of French. The orphans had to attend Catholic Mass every day. The place wasn’t so much rough as it was rigid.

			


			

				Dick thought about escaping, but the fences were too high.

			


			

				Paul Thibodeau visited the orphanage once, in full Navy uniform. It was the last time Dick ever saw his father. That moment remains Dick’s only memory of the man.

			


			

				Back home in Fitchburg, Paul and Florence reunited briefly before splitting up for good. They were together long enough for Florence to get pregnant again. While Dick and his sisters were growing up in a sort of childhood prison at the orphanage, their new brother Gary was born. He grew up without them until he was 4 years old. Those years of separation, with one brother in an institution and the other free, would be repeated years later, in reverse.

			


			

				Dick and his sisters finally were returned home seven years after they went away. He was 11 when he came home to a kid brother he’d never met. They wrestled and horsed around. Their mother remarried a man named John Boivin. The Thibodeau kids gained two stepbrothers: John Boivin Jr. and Henry Boivin. Florence continued working at the chicken plant, as her kids were reminded nearly every night of the week at dinner.

			


			

				“The plant gave them free chicken every week,” Gary said. “It was chicken seven days a week for dinner. Henry was a great cook. He could make shit taste good.”

			


			

				Dick left home again, this time by choice, in 1962. He was 16 when he moved 300 miles to the west to live with his sister Joanne in Oswego County, New York. He landed in another factory town—Fulton, New York.

			


			

				While Dick stayed out of trouble as a kid, his younger brother did not. Gary was an admitted thief, a fighter and a troublemaker. Police reports from Fitchburg and Leominster, Massachusetts, bear out the description.

			


			

				“I would steal something just to say that I stole it,” Gary said.

			


			

				When he was 13, it was a car. Gary and a friend were out late one night. He’d slipped out after his mother and stepfather had gone to bed. He and the 15-year-old friend got to a parking lot of a bar in Fitchburg and spotted a car with its lights on.

			


			

				“Hey, look at this—the keys are in it!” Gary told the friend. They opened the car door and an unconscious man fell out onto the pavement. They slid him away and went for a joy ride. It was a Chevrolet Corvair. That venture landed Gary in a school for troublemaking boys, the Lyman School for Boys in Worcester, Massachusetts, for nine months.

			


			

				“I didn’t like school until I got to reform school,” Gary said. He found himself mixed in with kids from Boston who were more book smart than he was. But he was somehow better at math, he said.

			


			

				People who met Gary over the years often noted his extraordinary ability to talk, sometimes on and on.

			


			

				“The teachers told me, ‘You teach the class,’” he said. “The teacher would leave a cigarette butt on a windowsill—a treat for doing the teacher’s work.”

			


			

				Then the teacher would leave, and the other students turned to Gary.

			


			

				“They paid attention to me—I was one of them,” he said. “Everybody in the class passed.”

			


			

				When he went back to high school in Fitchburg, his interest in learning waned. Gary dropped out of school in the eleventh grade. He got in more trouble with the law—so much so that he seemed to be behind bars more than he was home.

			


			

				When he was 17, in 1970, he was convicted of breaking and entering and stealing tires. He did three months in jail. Six months after that, Gary was convicted of larceny and harboring a felon. He did another three months in jail.

			


			

				Soon after that, Gary headed west, to Oswego County, to live with his siblings, Dick and Joanne. He found construction work in Oswego. He also worked at a burger joint in suburban Syracuse. But the work wasn’t steady. All the while, he and Dick were hitting the bars.

			


			

				They were in an Oswego County tavern in 1972 talking about the need to find good jobs. It wasn’t a night on the town—they started in the morning. Their conversation caught the ear of another patron who started buying them 16-ounce Budweiser Tall Boys. By the end of the day, he’d bought them a case, and signed them up for the military. The guy was a recruiter for the Marines. Gary and Dick were headed for the Marine Corps recruit depot in Parris Island, South Carolina. Dick was 27, Gary 20. The older brother would spend the next six years in the military looking out for the younger rabble-rouser.

			


			

				Gary came into the barracks drunk one night. He was having trouble walking. Dick knew Gary was scheduled for guard duty that night, and that he was in no condition to be marching around with a loaded gun.

			


			

				“Go to bed,” Dick told him. “I’ll take your duty.” Dick asked the sergeant not to blow his brother in and told him he would take the job of guarding the armory that night.

			


			

				The Thibodeaus reenlisted in January 1974. It took Gary just six months to go absent-without-leave, or AWOL. That first time was for three days. He was charged with going AWOL and “wrongfully using provoking language toward” a sergeant, according to his military record.

			


			

				It was the first of 11 AWOLs for Gary over six years. In all, he went missing for 455 days over those years. It got so bad that he was court-martialed for having so many illegal absences. The night before his court martial, Gary was out drinking at a bar called Figs. He hit it off with the owner and told him about his plight. Gary was thinking about going AWOL from the hearing over charges of going AWOL. The owner convinced him to go to the hearing.

			


			

				The next day, in the middle of the court martial, a man walked in wearing the uniform of a Marine colonel.

			


			

				“I hear ‘ten-hut!’” Gary said. “I’m like, what’s going on? The guy gives me a salute then takes his hat off—it’s the owner of Figs!”

			


			

				The colonel spoke up for Gary, helping him get six months in the brig instead of being kicked out of the Marines. It was one time when Gary’s charm appeared to pay off.

			


			

				The Thibodeaus went out drinking together frequently as Marines. After one night of carousing, they hit the road back to Massachusetts, hitchhiking their way north. They stayed there for a while, till they got picked up and brought back to Camp Geiger.

			


			

				They were handcuffed in a military police van with five other AWOL Marines. Before the MPs put the cuffs on, Gary and Dick had found paper clips and tied them around Dick. When the MPs were in the front of the van, the Thibodeaus used the paper clips to slip out of the cuffs. Instead of trying to escape, they decided to have a little fun. They uncuffed the other five prisoners and handcuffed all seven AWOL Marines to each other. When the van stopped, the prisoners came out in a line, all chained together.

			


			

				“Oh, they were pissed,” Dick said of the MPs. “They were ripping. They had us standing up against the wall. I thought they were ready to shoot us. We were laughing, having one hell of a time.”

			


			

				After six years, Gary and Dick were discharged from the Marines “under conditions other than honorable.” They didn’t care—they were both glad to be out. Dick went back to Oswego County. Gary went home to Fitchburg, where he lived with his girlfriend, Debbie Kukta. The two brothers were separated again.

			


			

				Fitchburg police responded to a call near Gary’s and Debbie’s apartment Dec. 17, 1983. Neighbors had reported loud fighting. The cops asked Gary what the problem was, according to Fitchburg Police Department reports.

			


			

				“We’re having a fucking fight—all right with you?” Gary said. He shoved the officer backward and said, “Nobody invited you—get out!” Gary wrestled with another officer until they both crashed through a banister and fell eight feet down a flight of stairs to a landing. They both landed on their backs.

			


			

				Gary kept resisting, but another officer managed to get handcuffs on him. Gary kept kicking and struggling. Then he fell the rest of the way down the stairs and ran outside. Another cop who was arriving at the scene grabbed Gary and put him in a patrol car. The cop searched him and discovered a pocket knife. A jury convicted Gary of assault and battery on a police officer and possession of a dangerous weapon. He served six months in jail.

			


			

				When he got out, he went back to Kukta. He seemed to have learned his lesson. He stayed out of trouble and kept a steady job, doing construction work for a sheet metal company out of Lowell, Massachusetts.

			


			

				In 1986, Gary was working on a construction job in Salem, Massachusetts, in the very spot where the government used to burn witches. He later would say the land was cursed.

			


			

				He fell 26 feet from a high beam at the site, landing on his feet on the frozen ground. He shattered his heels and broke his ankles. In four surgeries over the next few years, he had four toes amputated and screws were implanted to hold his ankles together. He had to learn to walk again. Six years later, he received a settlement of $250,000 for his workers’ compensation claim.

			


			

				Gary moved on from Kukta to Tina Maillet and had a daughter with her. Maillet introduced him to a friend of hers, Sharon Raposa. Gary didn’t take a liking to her at first. In fact, it was fight at first sight.

			


			

				“Sharon starts mouthing off to me,” Gary said. “I said to Tina, ‘Tell your fat friend to shut up.’”

			


			

				Gary had a way of describing his relationship with Sharon: “She liked having the last word, and I always liked her not to have it.”

			


			

				The two would hang out with their friends, playing cards and partying.

			


			

				“Yous two ought to get together—you’re made for each other,” one of their friends told Gary.

			


			

				They were big partiers, drinking heavily and doing drugs. In March 1992 in Leominster, it caught up with them. Gary and Sharon were held up at gunpoint in a hotel room, according to a police report. Two men had gone to their room and paid $100 to Gary and Sharon for cocaine, the report said. When the buyers took the baggie of white powder, they realized it was baking soda and demanded their money back, the report said. Gary was the one who called the police. He and Sharon were charged with drug possession. They told police the men came to their room, pointed a gun at them and demanded their money.
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				Gary Thibodeau and Sharon Raposa. (Family photo)

			


			

				 

			


			

				Gary and Sharon were looking to start over in some place new. He took her to Oswego County, where his brother and sister were living.

			


			

				Dick had nothing like the police record Gary had. A couple arrests for driving drunk was all that was on his criminal record. While Gary was back in Massachusetts, often getting in trouble, Dick was making Oswego County his home. He worked for his sister Joanne’s husband, Jack Barlow, on construction jobs. Dick was helping renovate a couple of Jack’s trailers in Oswego in 1987 when he met one of the tenants, a woman with two young kids. Teresa Crawford, her daughter Amanda and son John would become Dick’s family for the next four decades. The kids would call him Dad. When John was 9, he would get up Easter morning and ask Dick if he could tag along to the nearby convenience store.

			


			

				In 1992, Gary and Sharon were driving through the Oswego County town of Mexico, about 10 minutes from Dick’s house. They wanted to get away from Massachusetts for good. They were lost on the back roads. Gary noticed an older woman on her riding lawn mower. He beeped his horn. The woman shut off the mower, walked over to the car and gave them directions.

			


			

				“She came over like we were long-lost friends,” Gary said. The woman invited them inside for cookies. Her generosity made a lasting impression.

			


			

				“She’s so sweet,” Gary thought. “The people are so nice around here; we want to live here.” They bought a big house on Kenyon Road in Mexico. It was surrounded by woods in the back and on both sides—a vast change from his Massachusetts apartments. They used Gary’s $250,000 settlement money to pay cash for the house.

			


			

				Gary’s big brother was glad to hear that he’d decided to move closer—the easier it would be for Dick to make sure Gary was staying out of trouble.

			


			

				“I never knew where he was before,” Dick said. “At least now I knew where he was.”

			


			

				Dick helped Gary out with projects around the house. The two brothers were close but didn’t usually hang out together at the bars anymore. But Gary and Sharon quickly made their presence known at the local watering holes. Gary referred to his time at the bars as his “bar athletics.” He joked that he liked to throw darts and play pool to stay in shape. He was a sore loser. The owner of one bar recalled Gary throwing a drink in a guy’s face over a dart game. Another bar owner thought Gary was a troublemaker and had to throw him out more than once. Gary and Sharon were volatile when they were drinking together—often vodka-based white Russians.

			


			

				In January 1994, the furnace in Gary’s and Sharon’s home exploded. They discovered the mess when they returned from visiting relatives and were temporarily displaced. They were forced to stay at Beck’s Hotel in Mexico while their insurance company paid to have their home repaired. It was there, at Beck’s on Main Street, that Gary was introduced to Heidi Allen, the 18-year-old girlfriend of Brett Law—the brother of the bar’s manager, Rod Law. Brett would say later that he found Gary to be obnoxious when drinking. Brett said he sometimes had Heidi call the bar to make sure Gary wasn’t there before the couple would stop in. Gary had met Heidi twice at Beck’s, Brett would later recall. The first time, Brett said, Gary commented on how attractive she was.
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				The Search

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				The search for Heidi began 88 minutes after the last purchase at the store. Deputies, her family, and concerned strangers scoured the nearby area. What investigators did not do that first day was what most police agencies would: Set up roadblocks.

			


			

				The New York State Police were ready to take over the investigation that first day. That was how it normally worked. The sheriff’s office handled mostly over-the-road stuff—speeders and drunken drivers. For big crimes that required highly trained investigators, the state troopers stepped in. That hand-off was in the works Easter morning, according to Sig Mazur, an assistant prosecutor in the Oswego County District Attorney’s Office.

			


			

				They were in the process of setting up roadblocks to try to find Heidi’s kidnappers, Mazur said.

			


			

				“State troopers were being called from their time off because they needed the manpower,” he said.

			


			

				But an old grudge between Sheriff Charles Nellis and the local face of the state police, Trooper Jack Doyle, put an end to that.

			


			

				The state police had the resources to handle serious crimes. Their troopers went through more thorough training. They had access to the state’s Bureau of Criminal Investigations and its cadre of experienced detectives. They could quickly turn to the state crime lab in Albany.

			


			

				But not in the biggest criminal case in recent Oswego County history.

			


			

				“Because of the competition between the two, and the fact that they didn’t like each other, the state police were called off,” Mazur said. That meant no roadblocks that Sunday. The kidnappers wouldn’t have to worry about having their vehicle searched.

			


			

				Nellis, himself a former state trooper, did have roadblocks set up around the county the day after Heidi disappeared. By then, it might have been too late. Why would a kidnapper wait a day before hightailing it out of town?

			


			

				The sheriff’s office set up a makeshift command center at the corner of State Routes 104 and 104B in New Haven, right near the store. It would quickly move to the New Haven Fire Station not far away. Someone put up a big banner in the center of the village: “Where’s Heidi?” It would stay there for years.

			


			

				“It’s like a needle in the haystack, but we don’t know where the haystack is,” Nellis told reporters. He called off the search after two days, telling the public that it wouldn’t resume unless investigators got a lead about a certain area.

			


			

				“We could not go on forever,” the sheriff told The Post-Standard, a newspaper out of Syracuse.

			


			

				Heidi’s family had other ideas. They scraped together money to post a $20,000 reward for information leading to Heidi. They hired a guy out of Texas, Rick Benningfield, who said he’d conducted 42 searches for missing people over the previous four years.

			


			

				Benningfield looked the part of a hot-shot westerner coming to town to save the day. He wore a cowboy hat and cowboy boots. Janet Gramza was a reporter with The Post-Standard assigned to cover the story. She found Benningfield a curiosity.

			


			

				“He was this cowboy,” she said. “What the hell? Who was this guy? What expertise did he really have to help? Yet they put so much trust in him.”

			


			

				Gov. Mario Cuomo issued an unusual order. He called in the Army’s National Guard. Two hundred soldiers arrived in New Haven, pulled from their jobs across Central and Northern New York. One of them, John Powers, was a first-year law student at Syracuse University, worried about his finals that were just two weeks away. He threw his law books in his bag, but never cracked them in New Haven.

			


			

				The soldiers marched 20 miles a day along Oswego County roads. They searched by grid, with each unit taking a different road. Even though it was just two or three days after Heidi’s abduction, the soldiers knew they were searching for her remains. This wasn’t a mission to rescue a live kidnapping victim.

			


			

				“We were searching the sides of the road for Heidi Allen’s body,” Powers said. But they were hoping she was alive.

			


			

				The soldiers found bags of bloody entrails and bones along the sides of the roads. The first time, the sight was alarming. Could these be Heidi’s remains? The soldiers radioed to the unit’s Tactical Operations Center for someone to retrieve the bag and have the contents examined. They turned out to be deer carcasses. They’d been discarded by hunters poaching out of season.

			


			

				“That happened probably a half-dozen times,” Powers said.

			


			

				The soldiers not only looked along the roadside. They looked for obvious areas off the road where someone might turn to hide a body: an open field with a pathway into the woods, a set of tire tracks or footprints. In Army lingo, these were “natural areas of egress.”

			


			

				The soldiers searched for about a week. Exhausted at the end of the day, all 200 of them rolled out thin pads to lie on and tried to sleep, right next to each other, in the gym at New Haven Elementary School.

			


			

				“Every day we were dog freaking tired,” Powers said.

			


			

				They searched roadsides, woods and fields, looking for any sign of Heidi.

			


			

				The soldiers could search more difficult areas that the volunteers could not—swamps and thick woods. Their commander instructed them to take note of only deep footprints. Those should be reported because a kidnapper could have carried Heidi away, causing a deeper impression in the ground.

			


			

				The volunteers wore orange ribbons, symbolizing hope for Heidi.

			


			

				They faxed hundreds of flyers carrying Heidi’s smiling face across the country. In 10 days, about a thousand volunteers, deputies and firefighters covered two-thirds of the county. They recovered 12 large bags of clothing and other items they’d found. None of it could be tied to Heidi.

			


			

				Benningfield’s searchers went on 127 separate “search missions.” They covered 450 miles of roads and trails, 25 miles of Lake Ontario shoreline and 50 square miles of open terrain. They put out a news release that listed Heidi at 5 feet 11 inches tall.

			


			

				At the request of Heidi’s family, deputies brought a psychic with them on some searches.

			


			

				The case aired on national TV, on America’s Most Wanted, a show hosted by John Walsh from nearby Auburn whose son was the victim of a kidnapper.

			


			

				Even though state police weren’t handling the investigation, they did help. Troopers used a helicopter to scan the shore of Lake Ontario. They offered the state crime lab to analyze the found items for any forensic link to Heidi.

			


			

				Investigators checked at Syracuse’s Hancock Airport to see if Heidi had caught a flight. Her family was not surprised that she had not. They’d told investigators there was no chance this was a case of a teenager running away.

			


			

				“She had too much going for her,” her mother told reporters.

			


			

				The Oswego County Sheriff’s Office had 11 investigators working overtime in the first few weeks. The lead investigator, Lt. Dean Goodsell, told reporters 10 days after Heidi disappeared that deputies had interviewed four or five potential suspects. Each one had agreed to take a lie-detector test. Goodsell wouldn’t name them publicly. But he and Nellis confirmed that Heidi’s last customer was among them.

			


			

				The sheriff’s office had contacted police agencies in Florida, Maryland, Pennsylvania and Massachusetts that were handling missing persons cases, Goodsell told reporters. His investigators had interviewed clerks in almost every convenience store in Oswego County and had followed up on more than 750 tips. Still, they had no solid leads.

			


			

				“It’s awful hard to investigate,” Goodsell told a reporter, “when you don’t know what direction to go.”

			


			

				But five days after the kidnapping, investigators had gotten their first break. Chris Bivens, a self-employed mechanic and auto body repairman who lived in Oswego, called the sheriff’s office at 6:25 p.m. on April 8. Sheriff’s Deputy Dale Yager took just a half-page of notes on the call. They’re significant for the lack of information: Bivens said he was driving by the D&W between 8 and 8:30 a.m., on his way to Easter services at a church in Albion, about 15 miles to the east. He saw two guys arguing with a girl in front of the gas station. He saw vehicles at the pumps, “don’t know what they were.” He was driving alone and was “sure it was after 8 a.m.” He couldn’t describe the people. It would take sheriff’s investigators 10 days to sit Bivens down for an interview.

			


			

				Investigators interviewed Bivens’ girlfriend, Debbie Thibodeaux on April 18. She described Bivens as “not too intelligent” and someone who “likes to be in the limelight.” Bivens waited until four days after Easter to tell her what he’d seen. At that time, he did not remember the vehicle. Two days later, Bivens told her he’d seen a van.

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				.   .   .

			


			

				 

			


			

				Without a suspect or motive, the sheriff’s office called in the FBI. It was shortly after Heidi disappeared when the investigators contacted Clint Van Zandt, a supervisor in the FBI’s internationally renowned Behavioral Science Unit in Quantico, Virginia. As a supervisory special agent in the FBI’s National Center for the Analysis of Violent Crime, Van Zandt had special training in analyzing and hunting down serial killers and sexual predators through the burgeoning field of criminal psychology. His unit was tasked with assisting local police agencies across the country that were suddenly confronted with “unusual, bizarre or particularly vicious or repetitive violent crimes,” he wrote in his report to the Oswego County Sheriff’s Office.

			


			

				Starting in 1981, NCAVC had investigated hundreds of such cases. A main area of research for the unit was kidnappers. It used behavioral science to develop a “reliable database and analytical framework for use in law enforcement.” The data came from all those cases that local agencies submitted.

			


			

				Van Zandt prepared a profile of Heidi’s kidnapper. In his report, he explained how research showed that a kidnapper will inject himself into the investigation by giving investigators false information to misdirect them away from himself. The kidnapper was likely to follow the investigation closely. Van Zandt said the research suggested that in kidnappings where there was a possible sex motive, offenders have been known to record their crimes in writings and drawings and to collect newspaper articles about the crime.

			


			

				In the years that followed Heidi’s kidnapping, Van Zandt would become known for his accuracy in predicting the characteristics of the Unabomber—Ted Kaczynski—and the man who blew up the federal building in Oklahoma City—Timothy McVeigh.

			


			

				Van Zandt wrote in his report six days after Heidi’s kidnapping that her abductors would likely be following the investigation to anticipate what police would do next. They’d want to be able to provide police with logical explanations for their contact with the victim if they ever became suspects, Van Zandt wrote. Kidnappers often volunteer to search for the missing victim, Van Zandt wrote.

			


			

				Heidi’s family gave her two diaries to Van Zandt, hoping something she’d written might provide a clue as to who was out to get her. Throughout the investigation, her diaries would not be mentioned again. Armed with Van Zandt’s profile, sheriff’s investigators were desperate to find a potential suspect fitting the description. Family and friends would cast a suspicious eye on anyone who showed up to help with the search. The question continued to loom: Who would take this vivacious 18-year-old woman in broad daylight from her job on Easter morning? The pressure on the Oswego County Sheriff’s Office mounted.

			


			

				 

			


		




			

				CHAPTER 7

			


			

				Suspicions
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				Six days after Heidi disappeared, on April 9, Dick Thibodeau and a group of family members piled into his 1976 Chevy van and showed up at the sheriff’s makeshift command center at the New Haven Fire Station to help with the search. Among the group Dick had recruited were his brother Gary and Gary’s girlfriend, Sharon Raposa. Dick learned later that another one of his passengers was an undercover sheriff’s deputy.

			


			

				They stayed to eat afterward and mingle with the other volunteers. Gary and Dick offered their condolences to Brett Law. Along with helping in the search, Dick offered support with a hand-painted sign on his house in big letters: “Hope for Heidi A’s return.”

			


			

				Before Dick left the command center, Deputy Ralph Scruton cornered him and asked him to fill out a questionnaire. Scruton escorted him outside and placed him in a patrol car. Deputies told Dick to fill out the form so they could eliminate him as a suspect.

			


			

				Unbeknownst to Dick, the 10-page questionnaire came from a local FBI agent who was to send the results to the agency’s behavioral science unit in Quantico, Va., where Van Zandt would review the answers.

			


			

				“Tell us what you know about the disappearance of Heidi Allen. How would you explain this? Please write in DETAIL your ideas that could account for this,” the questionnaire said.

			


			

				Dick wrote his responses in blue pen, as the instructions required. He wrote in cursive with frequent misspellings and almost no punctuation: “All I know about the Disappearance is what I heard on TV. My idea is that there should be tow (sic) people in the store at all times.”

			


			

				The questionnaire asked for his ideas on how to conduct the investigation. Dick wrote that he’d interview anyone who was in the store that morning, and anyone who drove by. He’d put up roadblocks and look in the trunks of cars, and he’d check all the surrounding motels, he wrote.

			


			

				“What were the most likely causes of the abduction?” the questionnaire asked. The question was obviously asking for the motive of whoever kidnapped Heidi. But Dick answered it differently: “Being left alone, no survelence (sic) camera, no alarm, no weapon to protect herself.”

			


			

				The questionnaire asked for a detailed accounting of Dick’s day, from the time he woke up on Easter morning until the time he woke up the next day. He described getting up, showering, getting dressed, and going to the store for cigarettes. He mentioned the man who drove past him in a red sports car. He included his purchase of two packs of cigarettes at the D&W, then driving Teresa and her two kids to Teresa’s grandparents’ house. He wrote that he got there around 8:30 a.m., stayed till 5 p.m., returned home and stayed home.

			


			

				The questionnaire carried an ominous warning before the next set of questions: “Before you answer the following questions, we would like to inform you that each word of your answers will be evaluated. We would like you to take your time and think before you answer.”

			


			

				These questions followed: “Do you know who caused the disappearance of Heidi Allen? Did you take part in causing the disappearance of Heidi Allen? Did you cause the disappearance of Heidi Allen?

			


			

				Dick wrote “no” to each.

			


			

				When he finished, deputies asked him to go with them to sheriff’s headquarters in Oswego. They said they wanted to talk to him and Teresa. The two of them agreed and they drove Dick’s van. When they got there, they were placed in separate interrogation rooms.

			


			

				Deputy Robert Wheeler took the lead. Dick tried to explain the story of buying cigarettes that morning exactly as he’d told Van Patten.

			


			

				“Your story doesn’t make sense!” Wheeler lashed out. The deputy told Dick a lie—that the guy who was leaving the store when Dick arrived reported seeing Dick pushing down on something inside the van. Cops can lie when they’re trying to persuade a suspect to talk. Dick became uneasy. He realized they thought he was involved. He stood by his story. Wheeler became impatient and left the room. When he returned, he confronted Dick with a surprise.

			


			

				“Teresa is admitting what you did,” Wheeler told him. “She’s in there squealing on you.”

			


			

				“You’re crazy,” Dick said, looking Wheeler in the eye. “Teresa isn’t going to say I did something I didn’t do.”

			


			

				Moments later, a tall, thin deputy, Terry Whipple, burst into the room.

			


			

				“We ain’t making no fucking deals with you!”

			


			

				“I’m not taking any deals!” Dick shot back. “I didn’t do nothin’ and we’ve been going over the same shit for five or six hours!”

			


			

				It was close to midnight. Dick was getting tired. He was ready to leave. The deputies asked him if he had relatives who lived in the area. Dick told them he had a brother and sister. He underwent two polygraph examinations and passed both on whether he was involved in Heidi’s kidnapping, according to sheriff’s records. Among the questions: What color was Heidi’s bra—blue, pink, black? “I don’t know” was not an option.

			


			

				Dick agreed to the investigators’ request for blood and hair samples. They went with him to Oswego Hospital to get samples of his DNA through pubic hairs, head hairs and blood.

			


			

				Meanwhile, in another room, Teresa was fed up. She had not made admissions, as Wheeler claimed. She was sick of the deputies threatening her and asking questions about her personal life with Dick. Then they threatened to take her two children away. She shot to her feet.

			


			

				“You either arrest me or let me go. You don’t threaten me with my kids!”

			


			

				Teresa was anxious to get back home in time to watch America’s Most Wanted on TV. It was featuring the Heidi Allen kidnapping six days earlier. The whole country would be on the alert.

			


			

				The deputies refused to let Dick and Teresa leave, at least until they tried every tactic to get them to confess. Dick told them the same story five or six times. Finally, after more than eight hours of questioning, Dick and Teresa were told they could go.

			


			

				Before they left, Dick agreed to let the deputies keep his van overnight.

			


			

				 

			


			

				.   .   .

			


			

				 

			


			

				Sheriff’s Investigator Nicholas Kleist helped search the van. He used ultraviolet light on the 1976 Chevy van to illuminate items such as hair or clothing fibers. The entire van was vacuumed to gather particles that might have been transferred from Heidi to the van or, if she should eventually be found, that might be compared to any that were transferred from the van to her.

			


			

				Filters from the vacuum were put in nine containers. Police also gathered from the van one container of hair fiber, three containers of carpet samples, and two containers of fluorescent material.

			


			

				Three fingerprints were found on the van’s sliding door, but they didn’t match either of the Thibodeaus or Heidi. Kleist said he obtained Heidi’s fingerprints from notebooks in her car. Samples of her hair came from a brush that was sent to the FBI for comparison with what was vacuumed from the van. They didn’t match. Kleist determined there was no indication Heidi was ever in the van.

			


			

				Kleist didn’t find any fingerprints on the convenience store’s counter and found only smudges on the entrance door.

			


			

				Inside Dick’s van, two lottery tickets—one filled out—were among the dashboard clutter. Cigarette packages, including a pack of Basic filters, also could be seen through the windshield. What appeared to be a shifting mechanism stuck out of the van’s floor slightly behind the two front seats. A flyer announcing that Heidi Allen was missing was taped to a rear window.

			


			

				The material was sent to the FBI for testing. Kleist collected hair samples from a beagle belonging to Heidi’s sister, Lisa Buske. He collected a washcloth from Heidi’s bathroom, a headband from her bedroom, and swatches from her blanket and comforter. He collected and examined hair from Heidi’s shower. Investigators obtained a pair of Heidi’s white sneakers and a replica of the sweatshirt she wore the day she disappeared.

			


			

				Christopher Allen, an FBI special agent, conducted scientific testing that didn’t reveal any forensic link between Heidi and evidence submitted to his agency. The hair taken from Heidi’s brushes and fibers from items taken from her home were compared with evidence using a special microscope that allowed the items to be viewed side by side. The hair from the brushes didn’t match any found in debris and material vacuumed from the van.
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				The inside of Dick Thibodeau’s van was littered with empty cigarette packs, lottery tickets, dirty work gloves, papers, broken plastic, and a Heidi Allen flyer. He picked up the van from the sheriff’s office the day after he turned it over to them. Inside, he saw the residue from fingerprint powder. It was a mess, with black powder on the doors and windows. He and Teresa took it to a car wash. Neither of them realized FBI agents had them under surveillance. Dick removed a rug from inside the back of the van. It had blood on it from when they rushed their dog to the veterinary hospital after it had been hit by a car. The rug kept bunching up when Dick was loading heating units in the van for his construction and home-remodeling work, Dick said, so he took it out and threw it near a burn pit in his backyard.

			


			

				Sheriff’s Deputy Bill Cromie befriended Dick soon after that. Cromie talked Dick into getting the rug off the burn pile and giving it to him for more testing. It turned out to be animal blood, not human.

			


			

				Dick, 48 years old, became a suspect when investigators realized he’d made the last purchase. Once Bivens called in to say two men were involved, investigators had to find suspect No. 2. They knew Dick had a brother nearby.

			


			

				On April 15, 1994, Deputy Yerdon wrote, “Late yesterday, Gary Thibodeau entered the picture as a possible suspect. This developed from a lead that came in early on. Gary is living with Sharon Raposa. Sharon works at Beck’s Hotel. Gary had a real heavy crush on Heidi—there is a rumor that Heidi had a problem with Gary coming on to her.”

			


			

				With Dick clearly in investigators’ sights, they sat Chris Bivens down for an interview April 18—10 days after he’d called in a tip about what he’d seen as he drove by the D&W on Easter morning. Bivens met with sheriff’s investigators Ralph Scruton and Sumner Hall. They started at the Central Square Police Department, where they talked for an hour. It wasn’t recorded. Then they drove to the sheriff’s new headquarters in Oswego, where they set up a tape recorder and took Bivens’ statement.

			


			

				In the recording, Bivens says he was low on gas but didn’t want to stop at the D&W because he saw a woman in a dispute with two men. He thought it was a boyfriend-girlfriend fight and didn’t want to “stick my nose in someone else’s affair.” One man had the woman in a bear hug from behind, pinning her arms to her side.

			


			

				“The woman was upset and hysterical,” Bivens says in the recording. “The girl was struggling. It looked like a female who was hyper and just pissed off at her boyfriend. I thought it was one of those situations where a guy was breaking up with a girl and she was hysterical.”

			


			

				Now, unlike what he’d told Yager 10 days earlier, Bivens remembered seeing a van at the gas pumps, as if it was there to fill up. Now he remembered details about three people walking toward the van, which he described as “light blue in color” —using the redundant language of a cop. The sheriff’s office had not yet disclosed a photo or description of Dick’s white van to the public.

			


			

				One man was walking about 10 feet ahead of the guy holding the woman, Bivens says in the recording. That man, walking solo, was 5 feet 11 inches tall, Bivens says. He estimates the bear-hug man was husky and three or four inches taller—putting him at 6’2” or 6’3”. Bivens then says that man was 6 feet tall. He was definitely taller than the woman, who was about 5’11,” he says.

			


			

				The man walking in front seemed older, possibly because he was hunched over, Bivens says. But the deputies don’t ask for an age estimate. Bivens says the van was a Dodge or Chevy, made between 1979 and 1988, with a dark blue stripe painted in the center. The deputies don’t ask him whether the stripe was vertical or horizontal. The van was old, rusted, and beat-up, Bivens says. He says the men were white, but that he couldn’t see their faces. They were about 15 feet in front of the store.

			


			

				Bivens offers to take a lie-detector test and to be hypnotized to try to extract more details.

			


			

				With the recorder turned off, Bivens gave two written statements. One was handwritten, the other typed. It’s not clear who wrote the handwritten statement. Scruton wrote the typed statement. When compared to the recording, they’re striking for their glaring inaccuracies and omissions. In the handwritten version, Bivens says the bear-hug man was 6 feet tall and husky—similar to what he’d said in the recording. But Bivens dramatically shrinks the other man—from 5’11” in the recording to between 5’6” and 5’8” in the handwritten version. Bivens does write that the woman was about 5’11”, as he’d said in the recording. A skeptic might say the deputies persuaded Bivens to reduce the height because Dick Thibodeau was only 5 feet 5 and his brother 5’7.”

			


			

				In the typed statement, Scruton made other changes that steered the case in the direction of the Thibodeaus. He omitted Bivens’ clear statement about the bear-hug man being 6 feet tall, and possibly 6’3”. Scruton did write that Bivens estimated the woman to be 5’11” but left out the key fact that she was shorter than the man holding her. In fact, Scruton wrote nothing at all about Bivens’ estimates of the men’s heights that he gave in the recorded interview—5’11” for the man in front and at least 6 feet for the man holding the woman. Why would a cop leave these details out? Even worse, Scruton repeated Bivens’ new height estimate—the one he gave in the handwritten statement, after the recorded interview—of the man walking in front: between 5’6” and 5’8”. A full three to five inches shorter.

			


			

				Inexplicably, Heidi shrank at some point in the “missing” posters. She was 5’11” in some posters, but 5’9” in others. Her medical records showed she was 5’11”.

			


			

				Scruton reported that Bivens described the van at the pumps as a Chevy C10. But in the recording, Bivens doesn’t get that specific. There was another problem with that make and model: there was no such thing as a Chevy C10 van. A mechanic and car guy like Bivens would’ve known that. A cop like Scruton might not. Curiously, Dick’s van had a number 10 on the front fender—it was a Chevy G10 van. Did Scruton see that and decide to make the false claim that Bivens had described the kidnappers’ van as a C10, in the deputy’s attempt to link Dick’s van to the abduction?

			


			

				Scruton seemed to fudge on another key detail. Instead of writing that Bivens said the van was at the pumps, as if it were there to get gas, the investigator wrote that the van was “near the pumps.” Did that give some wiggle room for investigators and prosecutors to match up what Bivens saw with David Swenszkowski’s statement that he’d seen Dick Thibodeau’s van not parked at the pumps but alongside the store?
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