



[image: image]










[image: image]








In Memory of 
Robert Kenneth Ressler 
Robert Roy Hazelwood 
Lynda Lytle Holmstrom






AUTHOR’S NOTE


To the reader:


TW: violence, murder, kidnapping, sexual assault, domestic abuse (including children and animals), sexism/misogyny, racism, mental health.


Please note that this book is an account of my work interacting with law enforcement officials, victims of disturbing crimes, and violent criminals. The conversations in this book come from transcriptions and recordings of true events as they actually happened. However, in instances when records were unavailable, I’ve conveyed conversations based on contextual documentation and the best of my memory.


Some of the content is graphic in nature, but it has not been sensationalized or embellished. I have made a point of remaining faithful to the reality of events as they occurred—so as not to undermine the true nature of the crimes or the trauma they inflicted. It is my sincerest hope that this book reminds us to never forget the victims, and helps honor and memorialize those whose narratives appear within its pages.






INTRODUCTION


IT STARTS WITH A TEST


One by one, I examined the photos sprawled out on the table in front of me. They were divided into three sets, each a standard forensic collection of overviews, midranges, and close-ups. In the first set, labeled “Danny 9.21,” the setting of the overviews painted an almost idyllic scene in the quiet Nebraska countryside. But the landscape was only for context. The real focus of the pictures was the small body hidden within them, partially covered by tall grass growing along an unpaved road. The midrange photos were even more unsettling. These depicted the lifeless male victim—a child or young teenager—bent backward in an unnatural slump. His wrists and ankles were bound with rope, and he was naked except for a pair of navy-blue underwear. Close-ups focused on the boy’s mutilated body: his sternum torn apart in a chaos of stab wounds, a deep laceration across the back of his neck, his hair matted in tangles of dirt and dried blood. There were flies everywhere.


As I placed these photos back on the table and picked up the next pile, “Christopher 12.5,” I was overcome by a sense of déjà vu. These pictures, taken just yesterday, showed the continuation of a pattern. They depicted a second male victim, indistinguishable in age and appearance from the first, whose body had been found in the same remote stretch of Nebraskan countryside as that of “Danny 9.21.” The similarities were striking. In this set, however, fall had changed to winter, and by closely inspecting the midrange images I could see a thin layer of snow coating the boy’s pale skin—just enough to cover his wounds and the features of his face so he looked something like a mannequin. Close-ups revealed puddles of frozen blood outlining the victim’s head and abdomen. The two photos from the autopsy— brightly lit and sharply focused on the small body draped across the examination table—were even more chilling. The first showed a deep incision where a knife had been pressed into the back of the victim’s neck and then wrenched, counterclockwise, for several inches, from the right ear to just beneath the chin. The second focused on seven lacerations along the victim’s belly and chest. It was hard to tell whether these cuts were random or were intended to convey some sort of meaning.


I took a sharp breath to collect my thoughts on that December morning. It was the early 1980s, and I was standing alongside five agents in a large underground conference room known as “the bomb shelter” in the heart of the FBI Academy in Quantico, Virginia. There were no pictures on the walls, no phones, no distractions. The only window was a small square of wire-reinforced glass that looked out on empty offices and an empty hall. This was an area of Quantico that few people knew about. It belonged to the FBI’s Behavioral Science Unit (BSU), and our isolation was a daily reminder of the controversial nature of our work. We hunted serial killers. Our job was to study them, learn how they thought, and find ways to catch them as quickly as possible. We did this through a novel technique called “criminal profiling”—a technique that, at the time, our colleagues throughout the Bureau regarded with varying degrees of skepticism or disdain. But criticism didn’t matter, only results. And we were determined to prove just how effective our approach could truly be.


Criminal profiling was the reason we had all gathered that winter morning. Special Agent Robert Ressler was working an urgent case out of Nebraska, and the previous night, he’d faxed each of us on the small team within the BSU a briefing and arranged for the room to be set up and ready to go by the time we arrived before the sun came up. We were waiting for Ressler himself to appear. And as we waited, we kept busy with the various documents that stretched across the massive table in front of us. There were case files, autopsy reports, witness testimonies, sketch artist depictions, suspect lists, and the collection of forensic photos I held in my hands. The whole array was equal parts horrifying and impressive.


At least, for me it was. Because, despite being part of the BSU for several months, and despite the lead role I’d taken in developing the core methodologies of criminal profiling, the agents kept me at arm’s distance. They didn’t know what to make of me. I’d been brought on as an expert in victimology and violent sexual crimes—something I knew the agents respected me for—but I was still considered an outsider, a wildcard, a break-glass-in-case-of-emergency type of resource. I may have been an expert, but I wasn’t an agent. And that’s why the morning’s session was so important. It was the first active case I’d been asked to attend. It was a test, a test to see if I could handle working alongside the agents as a member of their inner circle. For me, the session had already begun.


There were other factors at play, too. Not only was this my first active case as part of the team, but I also had to contend with the fact that I was the lone woman in the BSU, and one of only a very small handful within the male-dominated halls of Quantico. I could feel the intense scrutiny I was under. And I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t frustrated by the burden of my position from time to time. All I wanted was a chance to prove myself. I’d seen behind the curtain of one of the most closed-off agencies in the world, and I was ready to make my mark.


It’s simple, really. From the moment you walk through the doors of the FBI, the Bureau drills you to see if you’ll crack. You might be recruited on the basis of your skills, talents, and strengths, but you’re measured on the basis of your faults. That’s just how the culture works. It’s hard and reductive, in a way—this technique of assessing people based off their likelihood to fail—but it’s effective. And for the ones who last, for the ones who persist through a wave of trial by overwhelming pressure, they are initiated. They become necessary. They’re given a role and they’re expected to excel. That was how it had worked for the five agents standing beside me that morning, and that’s all I wanted for myself.


So, tuning out the thrum of speculation and suspense that hummed around me, I collected my thoughts and refocused on the individual sets of photos. I knew that each set held unseen details and hidden clues that could make or break the case. The answers were there. I just needed to find them.


“Hey, Ann. How you holding up?”


The voice startled me. I put down the photos, all except for one, and turned to see who’d asked the question. Agent John Douglas was waiting for a response.


“Good,” I said. “But whoever this guy is, he’s starting to get more confident. Look at these lacerations.” I handed Douglas the picture of the second victim’s chest. “The cuts aren’t frantic anymore. He’s becoming more deliberate.”


Douglas nodded.


I knew he wasn’t interested in the picture or what I’d found. He was checking to see if I could stomach the case in all its graphic detail. I’d seen him do this before. Like the Bureau at large, Douglas and the other agents were constantly probing their colleagues for weakness— and they weren’t subtle about it at all. In fact, one of Douglas’s favorite tests involved a human skull that he kept prominently displayed on his desk. If someone came into his office and couldn’t look directly at the skull, they failed. The only way to pass was to acknowledge it and move on, as if the skull didn’t bother you.


I’d passed the skull test, and I’d passed a whole range of other tests, too. In fact, by the time Douglas and I were standing in the bomb shelter that morning, I’d proven myself enough times to have received a formal letter of recognition from the FBI’s acting director, James D. McKenzie, officially welcoming me to the BSU. But despite the Bureau’s unprecedented step of bringing me—an outsider and a woman—fully onboard, the agents themselves still weren’t completely convinced. They needed proof that I could handle seeing violence in its rawest form.


Passing this final test meant that I’d be able to join Douglas and Ressler on the secret project they’d been working on, informally, since earlier that year. They had a compelling idea that challenged investigative norms. For decades, law enforcement had dismissed certain crimes as acts of pure insanity beyond rational comprehension. But Douglas and Ressler thought differently. They believed that, by interviewing incarcerated killers to learn what motivated their behaviors, they might uncover insights about criminal behavior that could help investigators flip the script and use offenders’ own psychology against them. The Bureau saw enough potential in the concept to green-light Douglas and Ressler’s off-the-books interviews with incarcerated serial killers into an official FBI study on the psychology of criminal minds. But neither Douglas nor Ressler had much background in psychology. They needed help formalizing their approach and organizing their method of data collection so that they could make sense of their findings. That’s where I came in.


As an established psychiatric professional with a doctorate in hand, I understood both the psychology of disturbed individuals and the steps needed to develop this type of messy, nonnumerical research into a standardized study. I’d also been working with sexual assault and trauma victims for years, which meant I had direct experience handling the types of unspeakable violence we were sure to see in the days ahead. But, most importantly, I knew just what was at stake here, and I understood what a profound effect this work could have on society as a whole. It could save countless victims from being forced to bear the same horrific trauma as my former patients. It could break new ground in understanding criminal psychology. It could revolutionize the fight against crime like nothing the world had ever seen before. My job was to make sure that it did.






CHAPTER 1


WHEN THE FBI CALLS


I cut my teeth learning about the violent side of human nature as a doctoral student studying psychiatric nursing. I was fascinated by the human mind, how it worked, and how its instabilities could lead to the most extreme forms of behavior. But as was typical in the 1970s—an era in which overt sexism was woven into the culture— men in charge often dismissed my interest in understanding what motivated these abnormal behaviors as “a phase,” “a novelty,” or, worst of all, “cute.” In those days, women who pursued a career in nursing were expected to conform to the “handmaiden” stereotype— doll-like figures in stark-white dresses, tall stockings, and pristinely starched caps. Our value was measured by how well we could carry out a physician’s orders, not by what we could contribute ourselves. But that wasn’t going to work for me. I wanted to make a difference. And I wanted to make it on my own terms, regardless of the archaic expectations that had long been imposed on my gender.


Of course, I wasn’t the type to make things easy on myself. In addition to the cultural hurdles I faced, I also had to contend with the reality that psychiatric nursing was a largely unknown concept at the time. In fact, the specialty itself had only become a required part of professional nursing education in 1955—a response to the end of World War II and the growing need for qualified professionals to care for returning service members with psychiatric needs. Couple that with the fact that nursing had reached the highest possible degree level only a few years prior to my graduation, and it all added up to me being one of a very small number of known experts in an even lesser-known field. I was in uncharted territory.


My first opportunity to help patients with psychiatric needs came via graduate work at Spring Grove State Hospital in Maryland. It was a large institution, but its psychiatric units were overcrowded and underfunded, so I was given the freedom to work with “whichever patients you can help the most.” Initially, I was drawn to the female patients suffering from mental illness. I realized almost immediately that the vast majority of these women hadn’t been born with mental illness, nor had they developed it at a young age. The common thread tying most of these women together was that they were victims of sexual assault. These women had been attacked, stigmatized, and then forced to manage the trauma of their experiences on their own, silently, or face the likely consequence of being blamed for instigating their own vicious assault. It was an impossible burden. It took a continuous toll. And once they could no longer bear it, they ended up in a hospital ward.


One patient in particular stood out to me. Her name was Maria, she was in her early twenties, and her husband had cruelly divorced her immediately after discovering that she’d been raped. When I first met Maria, she spent her days rubbing her hands together and mumbling as she paced back and forth across the hospital’s long wooden halls— wide-plank pine floors that were faded and somewhat bluish from the small impact of countless steps. I paced alongside her in support, hoping that she’d eventually open up to me. This went on for several weeks, until one day, after racing after her as she shuffled faster and faster up and down the hall, I leaned closer to hear what Maria was mumbling. She looked straight at me, and with all the chaos of a hissing teakettle, sputtered, “Stop following me, you goddamn red-headed bitch.”


I did stop—right in my tracks. Something about Maria’s words clicked. Up until that moment, it hadn’t even crossed my mind that two people could interpret an event so differently, each with their own starkly opposed realities playing out inside their heads. In my mind, I’d been comforting Maria and offering her companionship. But to Maria, my proximity and relentless insistence had seemed almost predator-like. I realized that this dynamic, to a much larger degree, was also a core element in violent interactions. I’d been so focused on the victim’s experience that I hadn’t considered the fact that there was a whole other person involved in these attacks, one that I’d simply dismissed as cruel or domineering or sick. I realized that if I wanted to fully understand the nature of a crime, I’d have to see both the victim and the perpetrator as two halves of the same story. I needed to learn why offenders behaved as they did and what was going on in their minds as they carried out such unspeakable acts of violence.


That experience with Maria marked a turning point in my career. In the weeks that followed, I switched from working with female patients suffering from mental illness to concentrating on the male patients in the psychiatric unit’s forensic ward—where individuals with court-related matters were placed until their cases could be heard. Many had committed serious offenses such as sexual assault or rape, and, for that reason, not even the doctors paid them much attention—and certainly no one talked to them about their crimes. But that made these men all the more compelling to me. I wanted to know how they thought about their crimes and their victims and to see what I could learn from them. To be clear, my interest wasn’t in reforming these men. I simply saw them as an opportunity in the nascent field of criminal psychology to gain insights from perpetrators that might prove useful to helping victims later on. I had nothing to lose. So, I began meeting with them using an interview-based approach that focused on their early childhood and adolescent history and that facilitated a complete retelling of their crimes in their own words.


My interest and my interview approach seemed to surprise the men I spoke with. They’d been treated like pariahs from the moment they’d been admitted to the ward. And yet, as they slowly opened up— sometimes cautiously, sometimes amusedly, sometimes aggressively as they relived each and every moment of their crimes—they exposed a deeper behavioral commonality, too. They all had the same habit of staring at me with great attention to see how I’d respond to the explicit details of their violence. They wanted to see if I’d squirm. It appeared to be a strange yet near universal obsession with control. And although they’d each been characterized as having some sort of underlying mental illness—schizophrenia, psychotic depression, or one of myriad other common diagnoses that were catchalls for conditions poorly understood at the time—I could tell that something else was going on. Something worth pursuing.


I was intrigued. It felt like I was on the brink of grasping a vitally important insight that could help explain the dynamics between victims and offenders. This was exactly the type of difference-making work I’d been looking for. My colleagues, on the other hand, weren’t the least bit interested. They preferred to dismiss sexual violence as indecent, a fringe part of society, or a “women’s issue” that shouldn’t be discussed—as if men weren’t even involved.


That stance, however, was thoroughly out of touch with the facts. Forcible rape was one of the four major violent crimes perpetrated in the United States. It was a large-scale problem—with 37,990 cases reported in 1970 alone—that was compounded by a lack of treatment options available for victims who struggled with the psychological aftermath.


“You’re missing the point,” I said, whenever my colleagues waved me off. “This is an opportunity to understand a unique type of human behavior that’s never been studied before. It’s unmapped research. It’s a chance to do something that’s equally important as it is good.”


They all answered the same way: “Let it go. It’s not worth the damage it could do to your career. Don’t you want tenure in the future?”


I couldn’t believe it. These professionals—many of them friends and mentors I worked with daily and looked up to as leaders in the psychiatric field—were complicit in perpetuating the exact stigma I wanted to expose. They either didn’t get it or they didn’t want to get it. Either way, they were making the problem worse.
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That realization was defining for me. When it became clear that my colleagues at the hospital would never understand the importance of taking a closer look at this type of behavior, I quit my job to start a new career in academics. I knew how important it was to help patients one at a time, but I wanted to effect change on a systemic level. I wanted to break down barriers that kept victims from getting the treatments and supports they deserved. Academia was that next step. It allowed me to continue my research aimed at more fully understanding the psychology of offenders in crimes of rape, sexual assault, and sexual violence. And it created an opportunity to change the larger cultural perception that served to enable the proliferation of these types of crime, which were still stubbornly entrenched in an outdated blame-the-victim mentality.


Whereas my female patients at Spring Grove State Hospital had taught me the importance of seeing victim and perpetrator as two halves of the same story, my male patients, I’d come to realize, had shown me how far-reaching the element of control really was. Control—or, rather, a lack of feeling in control—was the reason why so few women came forward to report or talk about their trauma. And it was the reason why the psychoanalytic view of sexual violence— the prevailing theory that rape happened because of the clothing women wore or because they fantasized about being raped—had gone unchallenged for decades, despite making no sense at all. Control caused stigma, and stigma kept the whole problem strictly buttoned up. After all, no one ever asked what the victims thought.


That’s what motivated Lynda Lytle Holmstrom and me to launch an interdisciplinary research project that focused on the victim response to rape. Lynda was a sociologist colleague of mine whom I’d met shortly after taking a psychiatric nursing faculty position at Boston College. The goal of our research was to better understand the emotional and traumatic effects of sexual violence, which often far outlasted the physical effects of the act itself. We hoped our research would not only help clinicians recognize and understand the signs of rape trauma but also lead to more widespread services for victims. Our method worked like this: over the course of a year, every time a victim of rape was admitted to the Boston City Hospital Emergency Room, the triage nurse immediately called me and Lynda, and we were allowed to interview the victim right away. Our approach was strikingly different from how typical research was done at the time. Rather than enlisting a large group of investigators to indifferently analyze subjects in a clinical manner—as if victims were simple data points to be observed—Lynda and I met patients on their terms, often in the privacy of their own hospital cubicles in the emergency room. We treated them as individuals. They shared their stories, and, in turn, we provided them with crisis intervention counseling; this was at a point in history when few victims were receiving this type of specialized care. The exchange was nonmonetary: we neither paid victims nor were we paid for our services. But the insights both sides gained were invaluable. Our approach helped us better connect with victims, and it gave a name—for the first time—to the concept of rape trauma syndrome: the psychological trauma victims experience after an attack. Most importantly, it worked. In all, we interviewed 146 individuals from the ages of three to seventy-three and collected twenty-nine hundred pages of notes to be cataloged, analyzed, and interpreted. We gave these victims a voice.


In 1973, we published our findings in the American Journal of Nursing as “The Rape Victim in the Emergency Ward.” And in 1974, we followed up with a second major paper in the American Journal of Psychiatry titled “Rape Trauma Syndrome,” which expanded our reach beyond nursing to a psychiatric audience. One of the biggest takeaways from our study was that sexual violence was more about power and control than the act of sex itself. This novel understanding of the victim’s experience had a dramatic ripple effect. It helped to systemically validate victim trauma by bringing new awareness, and a demand for change, to how law enforcement interacted with victims, how healthcare institutions responded to victims’ needs, and how the legal system processed rape cases. But the ripples from this study extended much further than I could have ever anticipated. They took on a power and momentum all their own, upending not only the systemic perception of sexual violence but also the course of my career.


That study put me square in the sights of the FBI.
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Independent of our research, the FBI had already noticed a sharp increase in violent sexual crimes in the late 1970s. Part of the Bureau’s mission was to understand and confront new trends in violence. This meant that, as reports overwhelmed local law enforcement offices, the epidemic of sexual violence became the Bureau’s problem to solve. Initially, the Bureau responded with their standard approach: they assigned agents in the Training Division of the FBI Academy the task of educating law enforcement departments across the country on how to better understand and respond to these types of crimes. And they assumed that this trend, like all trends, would eventually pass. But there was a problem. No one at the Academy knew anything about sexual violence. None of the agents had the background or expertise to speak about issues of sexual assault, rape, sexual homicide, or victimology. They simply couldn’t engage with the issue or educate other officers of the law.


Despite this lack of knowledge, the Bureau’s expectation was clear. They sent an updated directive to the entire training division making it crystal clear that sexual violence was now a mandated part of all educational work. A new BSU agent named Roy Hazelwood received this directive and made a point of mentioning the topic of the new teaching assignment while conducting a hostage negotiation education session with the Los Angeles Police Department in 1978, but then, admitting he knew very little about rape victimology, he quickly moved on to other topics. He’d done this sort of skipping over before without any comment or effect. But this time was different. At the end of the training, a female officer—who was also a nurse and who worked weekends in the emergency ward at the local hospital— approached Hazelwood to tell him about an article she’d read that explained the physical and psychological nature of sexual violence. She thought its findings might be useful for the types of cases he’d mentioned. Hazelwood was interested. He saw this as an opportunity to gain insights into a problem no one in the FBI seemed to understand. He asked the officer for the particulars, and the following week, she mailed him a copy of the article I’d co-published.


Around that same time, in the fall of 1978, I was focused on teaching classes and developing a new research project. It was mid-September, the semester had just started, and I was working on a new grant to understand heart attack victims and their psychosocial risks of returning to work. There was a knock on my office door, and my assistant leaned in and informed me that I had a phone call.


“Can you take a message?” I asked, without looking up. “I’m very busy.”


She stayed there for a moment, I could feel her staring at me, before finally whispering, “I think you need to take this. It’s the FBI.”


Well, that certainly got my attention. I nodded and asked her to leave, then slowly picked up the phone. “Hello?”


The voice on the other end responded in a clipped, staccato style. “Hello. This is Supervisory Special Agent Roy Hazelwood. Is this Professor Ann Burgess?”


“Yes,” I replied.


“The same Ann Burgess who wrote an article titled ‘The Rape Victim in the Emergency Ward’?”


“That’s right.”


“Good,” he said. “I hope I’m not interrupting anything. I’ve been wanting to speak with you about the specific nature of your work.”


Hazelwood’s tone quickly changed after that. His crisp formality gave way to something more soft-spoken and precise. He was friendly but still careful with his words, speaking in long, slow sentences that seemed to dance around whatever point he was intending to make. Initially, I had no idea what had inspired him to look up my number. It took a few minutes for him to explain how he came across my article, and a few minutes more to get to the reason behind his call.


“You see, even at an institution with as many resources as the FBI, we sometimes—on rare occasions, anyway—look for outside expertise to offer new perspectives. And this trend in violence that you mention in your article has been difficult for us to wrap our head around.” He paused. “I suppose that’s because so few individuals come forward to talk about their experience. The thing is, I suspect we’ve been looking at this whole problem backwards. We wind up with statistics that help measure the scope of a problem. Whereas you, you managed to drill down into the human element of what’s going on, and I’m interested to know how you did that. I’d like you to come down to Quantico to give a lecture on your research. I think that would go a long way in helping our agents learn something valuable about victimology and violent sexual offenders.”


I hesitated. Up to that point, I’d been speaking primarily to nursing groups and rape crisis staff about my research. Female groups were receptive to the topic. They connected to my work. And they connected to me. They understood why, as an undergrad, I’d raced across Boston Common after my hospital shift, eager to make it back to the Tri Delta sorority house before dark. But more importantly, they understood the fear I experienced one night when a group of teenage boys rushed out of an alley and started harassing me, grabbing my nursing cape and holding my arm until I finally managed to pull free. I wasn’t sure if an audience of men would react the same way. I wavered a moment, but curiosity got the best of me.


“All right, Agent Hazelwood,” I said. “Fax me the details. I’d like to see how the FBI trains agents to think about sexual crimes.”
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The audience for my first lecture at the FBI Academy consisted of a group of forty or so male agents, who, for the most part, looked exactly like their pop culture portrayals on TV: rugged athletes with fresh crew cuts dressed in near-identical crisp blue shirts. They even seemed to act the part, settling into their seats five minutes early, with notebooks and pens in hand.


Optimistic, I began with a question. “What do you all know about victimology in cases of rape?”


Several agents looked down, and some quietly smirked. But no one responded.


My brief illusion of high-minded G-men abruptly crumbled. “Because, traditionally, it’s been defined by sex,” I said. “But the truth is, that’s not how it works. Rape is an act of power and control. Victims know this, and it’s the reason so many don’t come forward. They feel helpless, overwhelmed, and ashamed. They’re violated in the most absolute sense of the word. And in the rare cases when victims do come forward and ask for your help, it’s because of a tiny belief that you can help get back what was taken and corrupted and made ugly in their absence of control. That’s what you should know about rape. Because in that moment when a victim comes forward, how you respond is the most important thing in the world.”


I looked up from my notes and noticed they were all sitting straight up in their seats. I had their attention now.


“All right,” I said. “Let’s look at a few cases.”


I dimmed the overhead lights and turned on a projector, then clicked through a series of photographs showing blood-stained underwear, bedrooms upturned by violence, and close-ups of women’s faces covered in bruises and marks of abuse. Some agents took notes, but most just stared at the severity of the crimes. None of them smirked after that.


That first lecture went well enough, and I was soon brought back to lead classes on a regular basis. It was surreal. With the exception of the Bureau’s female clerks and secretaries—a group that tended to avoid contact with me beyond inquisitive stares—I was often the only woman in the building. And given my area of expertise, I can only imagine the rumors circulating about me as the FBI’s new expert in sexual violence. But Hazelwood went out of his way to make sure I didn’t have any issues. He took the time to explain the nuances of the Bureau’s culture and to ask for my opinion about cases and research he was working on. He also made a habit of introducing me to other agents. These conversations tended to be brief, professional, and aloof—as most of my interactions with the agents were—but there were notable exceptions.


One such exception happened early on, just after newly appointed Assistant Director Ken Joseph announced that all Academy instructors—including the Behavioral Science Unit’s “mindhunters,” as they were called in reference to their interest in learning how serial killers thought—were to undertake original research. This directive marked a noticeable shift in the Bureau’s traditional way of thinking. It spoke to a changing of the guard. Leadership from the Hoover era had begun to step down or retire or otherwise move on, and with them went the belief that, as Joseph’s predecessor, Assistant Director John McDermott, once described it, “the FBI’s job was to catch criminals, get them to court, and incarcerate them. Research was the job of a sociologist.” Times were changing. Hazelwood understood this and saw it as an opportunity to schedule a meeting between me and two of his colleagues: Robert Ressler and John Douglas.


“They want to know more about your study,” Hazelwood said, ushering me into an elevator that carried us several floors belowground. “They were impressed with the scope of your work, because . . . well,” he paused. “I probably shouldn’t discuss it, but they’ve got a side project you might be interested in. I think you’ll get along just fine.”


Hazelwood was right. I connected with Ressler and Douglas right away. Partly because of my comfort in talking about violence, and partly because I showed a genuine interest in their work when few others had. But it also had a lot to do with Ressler’s belief that learning from outside perspectives was important.


Douglas, on the other hand, was initially more standoffish, but he opened up once Ressler began explaining the backstory of their not-quite-by-the-books study.


“We’re calling it the criminal personality study,” Douglas said. “It was Bob’s idea to visit prisons and interview serial killers when we traveled for the Academy. We’d been seeing all these cases of crimes with no apparent motive, and it seemed like the best way to get answers was to interview convicted killers themselves. Turns out that was the easy part. Our badges got us into the prisons, no problem. We were able to get recordings with everyone from Edmund Kemper to Sirhan Sirhan to Richard Speck.”


“Right,” Ressler interjected. “But the hard part is figuring out what the recordings actually mean. They’re just interviews at this point. That’s why Hazelwood’s descriptions of your work stood out to us. There might be some overlap between the techniques you used and what we’re trying to figure out. What do you think?”


Interest piqued, I agreed and listened to the tapes right then and there.


What I heard was like eavesdropping on the rawest fringes of humanity. One by one, I hit play and listened closely until each cassette whirred to a stop. I took notes and listened again. The conversations showed the killers’ arrogance and were fascinating and haunting. The interviews were also poorly structured and had zero footing in any conventional school of research. They showed no uniformity between sessions, no apparent planning, and no eye toward future analysis. The only goal seemed to be to keep the killers talking. Still, I was impressed. Ressler and Douglas really were engaged in a type of behavioral investigation that had never been done before. I told them so at our next meeting.


“I think you have something here,” I said. “This could lead to a whole new way of understanding criminal behavior. As far as I know, no one’s ever tried to figure out why serial killers kill. The implications are profound.”


“I knew it.” Douglas smiled, turning to Ressler.


“Hold on a second.” Ressler paid no attention to Douglas. Instead, he carefully focused on me. “What is it you think we have here, exactly? Because to my ears, this is just a bunch of sickos fantasizing about their crimes and not offering much else. What am I missing?”


“There’s a lot missing at this point: background information, upbringing, history of violence,” I admitted. “But all of that can be fixed by formalizing your approach and coming up with the right methodology. You need a script of questions to establish a baseline so you can measure one interview against the next. You have to treat this like real research with a real goal of data collection and analysis. That’s the only way you’ll figure out what makes killers tick. And you need to publish your findings so that others can make sense of them too.”


“Like, a book?” Douglas asked.


“I was thinking a journal article that could help validate the findings,” I said. “But maybe a book.”


Without even looking at Ressler, Douglas asked if I’d help them.
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Thanks to the nature of their work, the agents already had access to an incredible catalog of the exact types of criminal cases this project needed: serial killers who incorporated acts of rape or sexual violence into their crimes. It was all at our fingertips. The challenge was to come up with a rigorous and comprehensive approach that could stand up to the intense scrutiny we were sure to face from the FBI. In fact, Ressler had already been called into Director William Webster’s office for a lunch meeting, where, without notice, he’d been asked to explain the nature of the criminal personality study as the other attendees ate. He did so, but the result was a stern warning from the director himself that there’d be no tolerance for any “shoebox research.” Ressler wasn’t worried about that. But he was mad as hell about paying $7.61 for a sandwich he never got a chance to eat.


For my part, I understood what was at stake. My work on the rape study, and the skepticism I’d faced from my colleagues in academia, had prepared me for whatever forms of bureaucratic oversight and scrutiny lay ahead. I knew that our project would be seen as a challenge to the status quo. It would be mocked, stonewalled, and expected to fail. As far as most people were concerned, killers were plain sick. That was it. There were no subtitles to figure out, no lessons to be learned, and any effort spent on the topic would be seen as effort wasted. But none of that mattered to me. I knew that psychological truths were never quite so simple. More importantly, I knew that good research would always bring the truth to light. I trusted the process.


My biggest concern was how broad and overarching the criminal personality study was at that point. It needed to be broken up into distinctly focused parts—at least three—to make it a more manageable study. First, we’d analyze the interviews conducted with convicted offenders, which would help us understand crimes that had no apparent motive. Then, we’d analyze the serial killer cases—thirty-six in total—to see what information about the perpetrators’ upbringing and personality could be matched to the patterns and behaviors of their crimes. And finally, we’d create the foundation for constructing the criminal profile itself. Each part was clearly connected to the others. But as a research process, to make any methodological sense the whole undertaking needed to be organized as individual phases that could build off of each other.


I also couldn’t help wondering how long it would take for Douglas and Ressler to fully trust me. Even after asking for my help, they still kept their guard up when I was around—they were careful in how they spoke about victims and hesitant to share a case’s violent details. But whether they did this as a way of protecting their own interests or attempting to protect me, I wasn’t yet sure.


So, I stayed the course and focused purely on what I could control. Because interviews would be the study’s main data collection tool— the backbone of the project—it made sense to design a methodology around the interviewing approach. The goal was to learn as much as possible about the nature of serial killers while focusing on three main points: why the subjects killed, how they thought about their violence, and how their violence evolved. I began by developing a data instrument that was made up of five separate sections on fifty-seven color-coded pages that included 488 items per individual criminal and that would address everything from offender demographics to victim characteristics, assailant motives, victim selection, assault tactics, assault characteristics, and myriad other forensic details. This process was inspired by a colleague of mine, psychologist Nick Groth, who used a similar tool to learn about the motivations of incarcerated rapists at Somers Correctional Facility in Connecticut. What was different, though, was that my tool wouldn’t be used by academics. It would be used by FBI agents in close quarters with some of the most notorious killers ever known. I needed to refine Nick’s idea into something more adaptive and intuitive to fit the reality of the task ahead.


The resulting data collection tool was deftly simple. It looked like a questionnaire, and it read like a questionnaire, but its true function was to subtly guide the conversation while keeping the agent in control. And control, of course, was the crucial element. It was what would allow us to get specific types of information—not just whatever information the offender decided to offer. It was the key that would unlock a serial killer’s mind so we could understand how that mind worked and what made it different. That was what we were after. So I made sure to design the interview questions in such a way that the focus stayed heavily on the subject’s retelling of the crime, as well as their history of violence and their earliest memories of fantasy and violent thoughts.


We also looked at documentation from official crime reports, forensic photography, medical examiners’ reports, psychological evaluations, and information on the victims. This step was crucial. It gave us a reference to draw from in order to determine how the criminal’s view aligned with evidence from the case itself, and to confront the criminal if their interview was inconsistent or otherwise strayed from the facts. In the end, we developed an academic approach to organizing both qualitative and quantitative information that we could then use to explore the psychological composition of violent criminals. In other words, it’s how we’d crack the code of who these killers were. It’s how we’d use their own minds against them.


News of the BSU’s innovative research into criminal behaviors spread through Quantico like wildfire. Everyone seemed to have an opinion. Some groups within the FBI rooted against us, dismissing our work as the stuff of armchair detectives or—at best—an unreliable approach that could never compete with the work of agents in the field. But others acknowledged the practical applications of our analysis and were interested in seeing proof of its results. This made our job a little easier. If we could provide evidence-based examples that demonstrated a clear value of our work, we could tilt the Bureau’s perception in our favor. That’s where the profiling phase, the third part of the criminal personality study, came into play. Profiling would bridge the gap between research and real-world results. Profiling would empower agents to solve complex cases faster than ever thought possible. Profiling would be the study’s payoff.


After designing a methodology for the first two phases of the criminal personality study, data collection and analysis, we turned our attention to the third phase. We decided the best way to move profiling forward was to develop a step-by-step approach that was manual-like in its thoroughness and clarity. We were already collecting the relevant data through our research, we just needed to refine it—to shape our understanding of criminal psychology into a blueprint for defining what motivated and differentiated a serial killer on the basis of their victims, methods, and crime scenes. And we knew that the technique needed to be easy to understand but powerful as a tool. We called it the criminal profile-generating process, and it worked by following five distinct stages:


Profiling inputs: This first stage focuses on data collection. Data includes crime scene analysis (physical evidence, pattern of evidence, body positions, weapons), victimology (background, habits, family structure, last seen, age, occupation), forensic information (cause of death, wounds, pre/postmortem sexual acts and wounds, autopsy report, laboratory reports), preliminary police report (background information, police observation, time of crime, who reported crime, neighborhood socioeconomic status, crime rate), and photos (aerial, crime scene, victim).


Decision process models: Stage two looks at homicide type and style, primary intent, victim risk, offender risk, escalation, time for crime, and location factors.


Crime assessment: Stage three zeroes in on the reconstruction of the crime, crime classification, organized/disorganized/mixed, victim selection, control of victim, sequence of crime, staging, motivation, and crime scene dynamics.


Criminal profile: Stage four is the construction of the composite profile of the offender. This process defines physical characteristics, habits, pre-offense behavior leading to crime, and post-offense behavior of the perpetrator and offers recommendations for investigators who are looking to narrow down a pool of suspects.


Investigation and apprehension: The last stage involves working with local law enforcement to track down and then capture the offender.


It was Douglas who came up with the final piece of the puzzle. He reasoned that the best way to demonstrate the effectiveness of this profiling process was to ask local law enforcement to send in reports from their most challenging unsolved murder cases so that our team could work on them. He stressed that the BSU should always be available to help local police with difficult investigations. “That’s the whole point of doing this,” he said. “We can focus the search on the most likely suspects and offer proactive techniques to draw the real criminals out.”


The number of responses that poured in from police stations across the country was telling. The BSU received dozens of cases in the first few months alone. And as reports kept coming in, the team had to implement a rule stating that the FBI wouldn’t get involved until local law enforcement had spent at least three months trying to solve a case on their own. Still, there were plenty of cases to choose from. Now it was time to get to work.


The eight-member profiling team each began working through cases as diligently as possible, gathering three to six available BSU agents to work each one. Multiple cases were going on at any given time. What made it tricky, though, was that profiling was just one part of our research, and research was just a small part of the overall job at that point. Research had to be squeezed in between lectures, road school, case assignments, and whatever else the Bureau threw our way. The other challenge was that Douglas and Ressler enacted a strict rule stating that no one could start profiling until local investigators had sent in all their investigative information. It was hard to wait, given the urgency of these serial cases and the likelihood of follow-up attacks. But it made methodological sense and maintained the integrity of our work—besides, one sharp look from Douglas or Ressler was more than enough warning to keep anyone from straying from the process.


Despite all the hurdles, despite the weekends spent at the office— and endless stretches of long days and sleepless nights—when we did come together for profiling, the sessions clicked. For each investigation, a lead agent was assigned and given all the details of a case in advance. This agent would then present the case to the rest of the group as clearly and concisely as possible. Their job was to stick to the facts. They gave the basic who, what, and when of each case, supplemented by any available police reports or autopsy information. Then they opened it up to questions so they could clarify any investigative details.


The real profiling started after that. That’s when the team picked at the threads of the case: the clues left behind at the crime scene, the characteristics of the victim, and the nuances of the attack. From there, we could see the case through an offender’s eyes and begin to describe who this person was in the clearest details. We could zero in on their unique behaviors and characteristics to figure out who the “unsub”—the unknown or unidentified subject—was and where they were going next. To put it simply: profiling was how we thought our way into an offender’s head.


These meetings were intense—graphic in their descriptions, and passionate in their debates. There was an element of theater in the rapid back-and-forth exchanges, but meetings always ended with a comprehensive profile that the lead agent could send back to the original law enforcement agency that had asked for our help.


Of these early cases, one particularly gruesome report came in from Nebraska. It caught the eye of BSU unit chief Roger Depue, who immediately called Ressler and told him to catch the first available flight to Omaha. A serial killer had just taken a second child victim. Local investigators had no leads. But from the crime scene photos and autopsy reports they sent in, one thing was clear: the killer was gaining confidence. If he wasn’t stopped soon, there’d be a third victim, then a fourth, and more and more after that. The clock was ticking. We had to move fast.






CHAPTER 2


The Bomb Shelter


“At some point, all serial killers make a mistake. You just never know what that mistake’s going to be.”


Ressler said this after the first Nebraska boy went missing. It wasn’t the first time I’d heard him say it. In fact, I’d heard all the agents say it at one point or another. It was like an aphorism they used, a truism that made the most difficult cases easier to bear. And it worked, I guess—this collegial shorthand for optimism and support. It was comforting. But in my mind, it also felt like an excuse. It felt like a tacit admission of our own lack of control in cases of life and death, which bothered me. And at the same time, taking back our control from these offenders was what motivated my work, because I knew that profiling could give us a leg up. If we developed profiling to the fullest potential I knew it had, we could turn the tables. We wouldn’t have to wait anymore for serial killers to slip up. We could track them down before they even got the chance.


I was thinking about this that December morning when Ressler asked me to attend the team’s briefing on the case in Nebraska.


The request initially caught me off guard. Although I’d worked on the studies and the methodologies to develop the BSU’s profiling techniques, I wasn’t an agent and I’d never been down to the bomb shelter to work on an active case. But none of that mattered to him.


“Listen,” he said, “don’t start worrying about the rules now. I need all the help I can get on this one. I need to figure it out before there’s another attack.”


He was right, of course. This was an opportunity for me to help victims. And if anyone saw my involvement in the case as a violation of standard protocol, well, I’d deal with the consequences later. More important things were at stake.


Ressler’s urgency carried over to the profiling session the next morning. As soon as he walked into the bomb shelter, he turned off a row of overhead fluorescent lights, went straight for the projector, and immediately turned his attention to me and the rest of the team. 


“All right,” he began. “Let’s be smart. This asshole’s going after kids. I don’t want anyone else getting hurt.”


He dove straight into the specifics of the case, clarifying certain details using photos and witness testimony. He was careful to limit his presentation to the facts. This was a deliberate and incredibly important part of the process. Whenever we started to develop a new profile, the lead agent was expected to remain as neutral as possible and not to reveal any personal opinions or bias that might affect how the team categorized the unsub at the center of the case.


This unsub was a vicious killer of children. He’d murdered two known victims at this point, but likely there were more.
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On a Sunday morning in mid-September 1983, thirteen-year-old Danny E. quietly got out of bed and dressed for his daily newspaper route across the small town of Bellevue, Nebraska. It was still dark as he way down the hall, crept past his parents’ bedroom, and stepped outside, where the buzz of katydids filled the air. He unlocked his bike— careful not to rattle the noisy chain—and walked it to the end of his driveway. A car’s headlights flashed in the distance. It was five fifteen. The sun was just below the horizon as he peddled barefoot to the local convenience store, picked up his assignment of papers, and folded his stack on the floor by the window. Then he set out on his regular route.


A couple hours later, just after seven a.m., Danny’s father woke up to a phone call from the boy’s supervisor.


“I’m getting complaints about missing deliveries,” the supervisor grumbled. “Can you put Danny on the phone?”


“What do you mean?” Danny’s father asked. “Hey, Danny?” He knocked on Danny’s door and waited a moment before yelling again. “Danny!”


Still no response. Danny wasn’t there. Neither was his bike. Getting worried, Danny’s father jumped in his car to retrace the delivery route. He started at the convenience store, talked with the clerk, then drove past one, two, three houses before finding his son’s bicycle leaning against a fence. Danny, however, was nowhere to be found. All but three newspapers were still neatly tucked within the cloth delivery bag on the bike. At that point, Danny’s father called the police.


Local investigators immediately organized a missing person’s search. They combed the area and performed a systematic building-by-building inspection. They examined every inch of Danny’s bike, but found no signs of a struggle. They checked with extended family, including an aunt and uncle who were traveling out of state, but no one knew where Danny was. A witness reported seeing an unfamiliar car parked near where the bicycle was found earlier that morning and described an individual getting out of the car and looking down the street. But there were no specific details—no clues that made the information viable. Danny had all but disappeared into thin air.


Two and a half days later, after investigators expanded the borders of their search, the body of a young boy was found partially hidden in some high grass along an unpaved country road. His ankles and wrists had been tied behind his back. His mouth was taped shut. And his body had been treated savagely: a bad laceration on the shoulder, some contusions to the face, a gash on his leg, cuts on his neck that penetrated all the way down to the spinal column, and multiple stab wounds on his chest that tore open the insides of his body. He was naked except for his navy-blue underwear. The rest of his clothes were never found.


The medical examiner’s report attributed Danny’s death to loss of blood from the numerous stab wounds that ravaged his body. The wounds to the leg and back were considered to have occurred post-mortem and seemed to suggest symbolism or intentional patterns in their crisscross-like shape, but this wasn’t entirely clear. It could have just been cutting for cutting’s sake, which seemed to make sense because there was also a slice of flesh missing from the victim’s shoulder. There was no evidence of sexual assault and very little evidence left by the offender. The report did note, however, that the rope used to tie up the victim was unusual, distinctive. It had blue fibers on the inside, a feature that only became visible when the ropes were cut from the boy’s ankles and wrists.


At the request of the special agent in charge (SAC) of the Omaha FBI office, Ressler was asked to write a preliminary profile of the unsub. Ressler agreed, but only after flying out to Nebraska to speak with investigators in person first. His findings struck him as eerily similar to two previous cases known to the FBI, both of which were unsolved and both of which involved young boys of a similar age. The first was from a year earlier, in nearby Des Moines, where another newspaper delivery boy had vanished on a Sunday morning while out on his morning route. The boy had never been found. The second case had occurred in Florida and involved a young boy who disappeared while shopping with his mother in an outdoor mall. Several days later, the boy’s head was found floating in a canal. Investigators spoke to several witnesses who claimed to see a man luring the boy away from the mall and into a car with an out-of-state license plate. At the time, it wasn’t enough to make an arrest. And the investigation fizzled out soon afterward, with the FBI forced to watch from the sidelines as a result of lack-of-jurisdiction policies and other red tape.
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