







23 DAYS OF TERROR and the questions that remain …


	
Why did authorities misidentify the sniper as a white male?



	
Why were authorities so focused on a white box truck? Why did police stop John Allen Muhammad’s car numerous times during October—only to let him go?



	
How did the numerous law enforcement agencies and jurisdictions contribute to cracking the case?



	
How did John Allen Muhammad and his alleged accomplice, Lee Boyd Malvo, act as a team? What is the nature of their relationship? And how did they obtain the arms and ammunition used?



	
Did John Allen Muhammad sympathize with the 9/11 hijackers?



	
What does this mean for the future of America’s fight against terror?
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LAW ENFORCEMENT

The Leaders

Charles Moose, chief of the Montgomery County Police Department

Gary Bald, special agent in charge of the FBI Baltimore field office

Michael Bouchard, special agent in charge of the Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms Baltimore field office

Local Brass

Charles Ramsey, chief of the Washington, D.C., Metropolitan Police Department

Charlie Deane, chief of the Prince William County, Va., police department

Tom Manger, chief of the Fairfax County, Va., police department

V. Stuart Cook, sheriff of the Hanover County, Va., sheriff’s department

Ronald Knight, sheriff of the Spotsylvania County, Va., sheriff’s department

Gerald Wilson, chief of the Prince George’s County, Md., police department

The FBI

Don Thompson, special agent in charge of the FBI’s Richmond field office

George Layton, FBI supervisory special agent in Culverton, Md.

Kevin Lewis, assistant special agent in charge of the Baltimore field office

The ATF

Joe Riehl, Bouchard’s top deputy in Baltimore Walt Dandridge, firearms examiner who reviewed all ballistics evidence

Tim Curtis, Dandridge’s supervisor, who reviewed his work

Jim Cavanaugh, special agent in charge in Nashville, Bouchard’s No. 2

Bill McMahon, assistant special agent in charge, New York field office

Mark Chait, assistant special agent in charge, Philadelphia field office

Dan Kumor, assistant special agent in charge, Boston field office

U.S. Marshals

Billy Sorukas, supervisory inspector who worked at the headquarters of the Marshals Service
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Mike Moran, marshal who worked in the Montgomery command center

Montgomery County

Terry Ryan, homicide detective

Maryland State Police

Lt. David Reichenbaugh, operations commander for the criminal intelligence division

Baltimore City Police Department

Officer James Snyder, the cop who woke John Muhammad on October 8

Deborah Kirk, officer who listened to tapes with a marshal

Elected official

Doug Duncan, Montgomery County executive

THE VICTIMS IN THE OCTOBER SNIPER SHOOTINGS

The dead

James Martin, National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration employee

James L. “Sonny” Buchanan Jr., landscaper

Premkumar A. Walekar, taxi driver

Sarah Ramos, housekeeper, nanny

Lori Lewis-Rivera, nanny

Pascal Charlot, carpenter

Dean Meyers, engineer

Kenneth Bridges, businessman

Linda Franklin, FBI analyst

Conrad Johnson, county bus driver

The wounded

Mother of two, shot at Spotsylvania Mall

Iran Brown, thirteen-year-old student

Jeffrey Hopper, country music singer

The sniper suspects

John Allen Muhammad, forty-one, a Gulf War veteran

Lee Boyd Malvo, seventeen
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5:20 P.M., OCTOBER 2, 2002, window shot at Michaels craft store in Aspen Hill, Maryland. No injuries.

6:04 P.M., OCTOBER 2, James D. Martin, fifty-five, killed in the parking lot of Shoppers Food Warehouse in Wheaton, Maryland.

7:41 A.M., OCTOBER 3, James L. “Sonny” Buchanan Jr., thirty-nine, killed while pushing a lawnmower in Rockville, Maryland.

8:12 A.M., OCTOBER 3, Premkumar A. Walekar, fifty-four, killed at a Mobil station in Aspen Hill, Maryland.

8:37 A.M., OCTOBER 3, Sarah Ramos, thirty-four, killed on a bench near a retirement community in Silver Spring, Maryland.

9:58 A.M., OCTOBER 3, Lori Lewis-Rivera, twenty-five, killed while vacuuming her minivan at a Shell station, Kensington, Maryland.

9:15 P.M., OCTOBER 3, Pascal Charlot, seventy-two, killed while crossing the street at Georgia Avenue and Kalmia Road, NW, Washington, D.C.

2:30 P.M., OCTOBER 4, mother of two, forty-three, wounded in the parking lot of Michaels craft store in Spotsylvania County, Virginia.

8:09 A.M., OCTOBER 7, Iran Brown, thirteen, wounded as he arrived at middle school in Bowie, Maryland.

8:18 P.M., OCTOBER 9, Dean Harold Meyers, fifty-three, killed at the Battlefield Sunoco gas station, Manassas, Virginia.

9:30 A.M., OCTOBER 11, Kenneth Bridges, fifty-three, killed at the Four-Mile Fork Exxon gas station, Route 1, Spotsylvania County, Virginia.

9:15 P.M., OCTOBER 14, Linda Franklin, forty-seven, killed in the parking garage at Home Depot in Seven Corners Shopping Center, Fairfax County, Virginia.

7:59 P.M., OCTOBER 19, Jeffrey Hopper, thirty-seven, wounded while walking to his car from the Ponderosa in Ashland, Virginia.

5:56 A.M., OCTOBER 22, Conrad Johnson, thirty-five, killed while standing on the top step of his bus in the Aspen Hill area near Silver Spring, Maryland.

3:19 A.M., OCTOBER 24, Sniper suspects John Muhammad and Lee Malvo arrested at rest stop near Frederick, Maryland.


Prologue

Around noon on Monday, March 25, 2002, Greyhound bus driver Jill Lynn Farrell started the threehundred thirty-five-mile trek from Nogales, Arizona, to Flagstaff. That was a local run, meaning lots of stops in tiny towns. There were only about five people on board. She stashed her driver’s license and credit cards in a black-and-white Union Pacific pouch behind her seat.

Farrell pulled into Tucson around 1:30 P.M. A few passengers got off. A middle-aged man and a teenager climbed aboard. The driver wasn’t paying much attention because she was helping a handicapped man. When she left Tucson, there still were only a handful of people on the bus. She kept heading north.

When she pulled into the Flagstaff terminal around 10:15 that night, Farrell realized that her pouch had been stolen somewhere along the line. There were plenty of opportunities because she was getting on and off in the little towns. She canceled her credit cards right away, but forgot about one.

Farrell didn’t even realize that her Visa card had been in the pouch until Bank of America notified her some weeks later that someone had used it to purchase twelve dollars and one cent’s worth of gasoline on April 9 in Tacoma, Washington. The bank thought that transaction seemed fraudulent, so it closed her account.

That, Farrell thought, was the end of it.

Until Sunday, October 20.

That afternoon, she was driving a route to Flagstaff when a Greyhound customer service representative in Phoenix contacted her.

“You have to call this number,” the rep said. “It’s the FBI.”

Farrell tensed. What did the FBI want? She rang the agent immediately.

“We have a lot of concerns about your stolen credit card,” agent Mac Rominger said. “It has a connection to the sniper case.”

Could he meet with her in person as soon as she got to Flagstaff, Rominger asked.

Sure, the bus driver replied.

During the rest of the drive, Farrell tried to imagine what her card had to do with the sniper case.

She pulled into the Flagstaff terminal around 10 P.M. Rominger was there waiting for her. They talked for nearly an hour.

What did she remember about the day her cards were stolen? Why had she forgotten to close that one particular card?

Farrell racked her brain. None of her passengers from that day stuck out in her mind. The agent told her he was going to try to get her ticket list, which might show some passenger names. She mentioned the gasoline purchase in Tacoma.

The bus driver really couldn’t help much more than that.

But for the more than one thousand investigators hunting the sniper, the stolen credit card would be a clue in a frustrating case with so little to go on.

Jill Farrell, however, would get sick when she learned later that her Visa account had been mentioned in a note tacked to a tree behind the Ponderosa steak house in Ashland, Virginia. A note left there after yet another shooting by the sniper terrorizing Washington, D.C. The killer had wanted police to activate the account and to deposit ten million dollars into it—a “nonnegotiable” demand to stop the killings. A note that said, “your children are not safe anywhere at any time.”
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“We Have a Problem”


Terry Ryan worked the early shift on Wednesday, October 2. It had been a glorious Indian summer day. In the suburbs of the nation’s capital, the temperature nearly hit ninety degrees; the sky was clear as a bell.

Early in the evening, it was still warm, and Ryan was kicking back with a beer while his daughters finished up their Irish dancing over at the Knights of Columbus. Ryan loved the time away from the job, the time with family and friends. In a normal year, whatever that was, he and his colleagues in the Montgomery County Police Department wouldn’t catch too many of the heartbreak cases that cops in the District, just across the Maryland line, did. But working homicides, Ryan had seen more than his share of tragedy. Almost always, it started with a phone call. The thought had no sooner finished rattling around in his head when Ryan’s cell phone rang.

He paused, then answered it.

“We have a problem.” It was a colleague, a detective from homicide.

Ryan, a forty-one-year-old strapping guy with closely cropped hair, listened intently. At 5:20 P.M., a single rifle shot had punched a nickel-size hole in the front window of a Michaels craft store in a strip mall in nearby Aspen Hill. The store wasn’t crowded, and no one had been hurt. But forty-four minutes later, at 6:04 P.M., a man was shot and killed as he walked in the parking lot of the Shoppers Food Warehouse. This was in another mall, just two miles away.

Ryan’s antenna went up. Days, weeks went by without a shooting. In the past year, Montgomery County had recorded just nineteen murders. “You around if we need you tonight?” the detective asked Ryan.

“Yeah, sure, if there’s a problem, gimme a yell.” Ryan rang off. A little while later, the girls finished their dancing. Not long after that, he helped tuck them in, all the while listening for the chirp of the cell phone, but it was silent the rest of the night. Finally, Ryan went to bed. It would be his last good night’s sleep for nearly a month.

The next morning’s Washington Post gave the shooting in the parking lot at the Shoppers Food Warehouse just five sentences on B2, in the Metro section. Another tragic shooting in a big, busy metropolis.

The shooting at Michaels didn’t merit a mention.

At Montgomery County’s bustling police headquarters in Rockville, Maryland, a burble of voices dominated the 6:30 A.M roll call. Everyone had a theory. Were the shootings the work of some screwball with a rifle? Teenagers messing with Dad’s gun? Do we have a problem?

Patrol officers, detectives and higher-ups batted around competing theories. There was no consensus, except on one point: Yeah, they had a problem all right. Definitely.

Michaels is a cheery bazaar for hobbyists and semiambitious do-it-yourselfers. It sells silk flowers, wicker baskets, wreaths for almost any occasion. It’s a place you’d expect to find glue guns—not rifles. Located at Northgate Plaza, a tired strip mall with other slightly down-market tenants like Dollar Place and Classic Consignment, the craft store seemed an unlikely target for a deliberate shooting of any kind. The rare customer unhappy with his purchase was cheerfully issued a refund or allowed to make an exchange. Who, in any case, would want to shoot up a craft shop?

Ann Chapman certainly had no idea. She had just finished ringing up a customer the night before, she told detectives, when she heard a sound like a large firecracker. At first, she thought it was a light bulb exploding. But then something whooshed past her ear, even pouffed her hair a bit. It blew out the light at register No. 5, sailed through a few cardboard display stands and finally lodged in the rear wall, in the framing department. When she learned it was a bullet, it took Chapman hours before she could stop shaking.

The detectives spared Chapman their conclusion: probably a missed head shot. OK, Ryan thought, but by whom? Why?

*  *  *

The Shoppers Food Warehouse is a popular discount supermarket in Wheaton, Maryland, across the county from Terry Ryan’s desk at police headquarters. Open twenty-four hours a day, it’s just two miles south of the Michaels store, down Georgia Avenue, a busy highway lined by endless strip malls, at the intersection with Randolph Road, another overtaxed suburban thoroughfare whose endless rush-hour traffic leaves defeated commuters leaning hopelessly on their horns.

Detectives trying to reconstruct the events of the night before focused on what appeared to be the only decent lead they had: the victim. James Martin had stopped at the Shoppers Food Warehouse to buy snacks and sodas for his son’s church group and a pet elementary school mentoring program. A fifty-five-year old program analyst for the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, a family man, Martin was active in Boy Scouts and on the board of his Methodist church. In the cubicle environment around the NOAA office, where he worked on quarterly reports, agency business plans and diversity programs, Martin was known as a guy who would give you a pat on the back or tell a few jokes when the job got stressful. Martin, his colleagues said, was a guy you could count on.

Which, to those who knew him best, was not surprising. Martin had grown up in a family in rural Missouri that knew little but hard times. His father had died when he was eight, and his mother took in laundry to pay the bills. “His mother loved him dearly,” said his widow, Billie Martin. “He idolized her. They didn’t have a lot, but they had a lot emotionally.” He worked his way through Southeast Missouri State University as a short-order cook and picking up other odd jobs. He joined the Navy and was stationed in Washington during the Vietnam War, helping families whose boys were in the jungle. Then, he went to work on Capitol Hill as a congressional aide.

Well-read, Martin was a Civil War buff and amateur genealogist who once went to the National Archives to get an ancestor’s Army pay records. He was a natural storyteller who liked collecting old pictures, old books, old cans, old bottles—“the older,” a friend said, “the better.” He had married Billie fifteen years ago, after meeting her a few years earlier at a St. Patrick’s Day gathering. He was devoted to her and to their eleven-year-old son, Ben. Quietly, he had been writing his own family’s history and planned to share it with Ben someday. “He was wealthy in terms of family and friends, but very modest in terms of flaunting anything,” said a friend, Larry Gaffigan. “He never thought of himself first.” Said Billie Martin, “He came from a background where he was not well off, but he was well loved. It was very important to him that he, his son and I be involved in our community so we could share that with other people.”

To that end, Martin had thrown himself into an office project of adopting a local school, Shepherd Elementary, in Washington, D.C., judging the science fair and arranging for the donation of ten old NOAA computers for special-education students. When the school district bureaucracy didn’t move fast enough, Martin simply loaded the computers, monitors, and keyboards himself and brought them to the school in a pickup truck. “He had a sense of urgency,” said Shepherd teacher LaShahn Booth. “He felt seriously that if these kids had the same technology as their suburban counterparts, the playing field would be leveled.” Teachers teased Martin, saying he should have gone into teaching, but he preferred helping out quietly. “He didn’t want the glory,” Booth says. “This was a guy behind the scenes who was really working for the kids. Just an extremely good Samaritan. He wanted to give because he was so blessed. He was from the heart.”

When Martin pulled in to the Shoppers Food Warehouse, the parking lot was jammed. After finding a space, he ambled down the sloping lot toward the store. It isn’t known whether he even heard the shot that felled him. The .223-caliber slug ripped through his back, punching him forward. Security cameras caught Martin clutching his chest, but that was it.

The cops were stumped. From every perspective, Martin had been a model citizen. Devoted husband and father. Valued and dedicated employee. Reviewing the scant facts that had been pulled together overnight, Terry Ryan couldn’t see it. With no crime-scene leads and no eyewitnesses, the detectives did what detectives do in such cases: look at the victim. What was it about James Martin that would cause somebody to want to put a bullet in him in a suburban shopping mall? The answer, early that Thursday morning, was nothing. Not a goddamn thing.

That morning, a number of officers were getting ready to go to the funeral of fellow cop Bill Foust, who had had a heart attack. Ryan had barely finished his first cup of coffee when he got a call from patrol supervisor Dave Anderson. It was just after 8 A.M.

“We got another one,” Anderson barked.

*  *  *

The location was a Mobil station on the corner of a traffic-choked intersection, just a couple of parking lots away from Michaels.

Mechanic Warren Shifflet had been drinking a cup of coffee curbside, keeping an eye out for the inevitable fender bender in the rush-hour traffic. Alex Millhouse, another mechanic, was chatting on the pay phone in front of the station. Neither saw a thing.

The victim was Premkumar A. Walekar. A regular, he had stopped by the station that morning to fill up his taxicab. Born in Pune, India, about one hundred miles from Bombay, where he grew up, Walekar had come to the United States back in 1968, eager to go to college.

Walekar had done well, attending classes part-time at Montgomery College while working part-time at a Hot Shoppes restaurant. Shy but hardworking, Walekar eventually quit school to work full-time, taking a job driving a truck for a magazine distributor, picking up the bundles at 4 A.M. and delivering them to stores on his route. He loved to cook and worked nights as a short-order man. Every month, he sent money home to India. Once, he sent so much that his father was able to buy his own cab instead of renting one.

For all his hard work, Walekar had been richly rewarded. Years before, his brother, Vijay, had sent him a photo from India of his girlfriend’s sister, Margaret. Premkumar Walekar fell in love. He came to India to meet her. He and Margaret were married two days later. Through the years, they had two children, twenty-four-year-old Andrea and twenty-three-year-old Andrew. In September, they had celebrated their twenty-sixth wedding anniversary. They had bought a house back in Pune, Walekar’s hometown in India, where they planned to retire in the not-too-distant future. They had planned to move after their daughter graduated from the University of Maryland, soon to be the first in the family with an American college degree. At fifty-four, Walekar had love, family, security—all the rewards a beneficent God could bestow. So who would want to shoot him? Who would want him dead?

That morning, Walekar started his day early—something he never did. He passed Margaret at a traffic light, she on her way home from her night nursing job, he on his way to the Mobil station. They waved to each other.

At the Mobil station, Walekar bought a lottery ticket and put five dollars’ worth of gas into the tank of his gray Presidential cab at pump No. 7. Suddenly, the drone of rush-hour traffic was rent by a shot.

At the pay phone, mechanic Alex Millhouse quickly told his friend, “I gotta go—someone’s been hurt.”

Standing at the rear of his cab, Walekar looked stunned. Blood stained his shirt and pants. He staggered a dozen feet, then gasped. “Call an ambulance,” he told a woman in a minivan. Then he slumped against her van, smearing it with blood before falling to the ground. “He’s been shot, he’s been shot!” shouted the woman, a doctor. She started CPR.

It was no use.

Cpl. Paul Kukucka was stopped at a red light at Aspen Hill Road and Connecticut Avenue when he saw a woman running from the Mobil station, waving her arms. “This man has just been shot!” she screamed. Kukucka pulled his squad car over, ran to Walekar lying on the pavement, and helped with chest compressions.

The time: 8:12 A.M.

After the call from Anderson, Terry Ryan pulled on his bulletproof vest. He was headed to the door when Gene Curtis, another detective, got a call. He grabbed the receiver, listened for a second, then motioned frantically for Ryan to wait. Another one, Curtis signaled.

Ryan’s eyes blazed.

What the hell was going on?

The shooting had taken place at 7:41 A.M., thirty-one minutes before Premkumar Walekar was murdered and just five miles from the Mobil station.

The victim was James L. Buchanan Jr. Known as “Sonny” to just about everyone, the thirty-nine-year-old former landscaper had a ready grin and a big heart. He mentored kids and believed, corny as he knew others thought it sounded, that helping the less fortunate would make society a better place. A member of the regional board of the Boys and Girls Club of Greater Washington for about a decade, Buchanan regularly pitched in with holiday parties and ran the annual Christmas-tree lot, staying out in the cold all night. He gave one kid money to help him through college. “He wanted to be there for the kids,” said Tim Sheahan, executive vice president of Boys and Girls Club. “He spent active time with the kids—whatever was best for the kids.”

Buchanan had gotten a business degree at the University of Maryland. For years, he had run a landscaping business out of the house he shared with his mother and a sister. More recently, he had moved to the mountains of Virginia to help his father, a retired Montgomery County police officer, build a dream home near the tree farm he owned. Buchanan wasn’t married, but he had found a woman he loved.

Buchanan had gotten out of the landscape business months earlier but was doing a favor for a longtime customer, a family-run auto dealership on Rockville Pike, one of the county’s most congested streets. He was pushing his green Lawn-Boy mower over a narrow strip of grass behind the dealership when there was a bang, like a piece of steel hitting the pavement. A parking lot attendant saw Buchanan stagger through the chain-link gate, clutching his chest. He stumbled nearly one hundred yards before he fell to his knees, facedown. “Someone call 911!” the attendant yelled. Body shop manager Gary Huss checked to see if Buchanan was breathing, then saw blood pooling around him. Buchanan was dead on arrival at nearby Suburban Hospital. Doctors initially called it an “industrial accident.”

A Montgomery County patrol officer at the hospital wasn’t buying it. He called Detective Gene Curtis. “You guys need to get down here,” the cop said. “This doesn’t look like a lawn mower accident.”

Terry Ryan was en route to the Mobil station when his radio crackled. A motorist had reported a suicide. Time: 8:37 A.M.

A woman sitting on a blue metal bench on International Drive near Georgia Avenue in front of a Crisp & Juicy chicken restaurant apparently had committed suicide. Detective Jim Drewry volunteered to check it out. He arrived minutes later and recognized the obvious: This was no suicide.

Sarah Ramos had finished a year of law school in El Salvador when she immigrated to the United States with her husband, Carlos Cruz, a professor of economics, finance, and calculus in their native country. That was two years ago. Carlos had been reluctant to move to the United States, but she convinced him that the opportunities would be greater for their seven-year-old son, Carlos Jr. Sarah wanted to make sure her son got a good education. At thirty-four, she had finally come to terms with how difficult such transitions had been. Carlos Sr. still spoke limited English. He worked part-time in a grocery, at night. Sarah hoped one day to become a lawyer, but she supported the family through baby-sitting and housekeeping jobs. They lived with her sister, but Sarah hoped her family would have their own place one day, as they had back in El Salvador. “She had plans for the future,” said a niece, Rhina Villatoro. “She was always planning. She felt she needed to work hard to make them happen.”

Always smiling, Sarah Ramos was a warm wife, a caring mother, and a trustworthy nanny and house-cleaner for several families. “She didn’t speak much English, but she was quite a presence,” says Larry Gaffigan, who had employed Ramos as a housekeeper. “Kids loved her.”

She was deeply religious and very involved in her Catholic church. Just two weeks earlier, she had attended a weekend retreat and come back so spiritually moved that she inspired family members to be more religious. Weeks later, her family found a poem she had written at that retreat, thanking God for her family and asking him not to abandon her husband and son. “It was as if she had a vision she would be leaving,” said Gaffigan.

Wearing jeans, Sarah Ramos was sitting in her usual Thursday morning spot—the bench near the retirement community Leisure World in Silver Spring, Maryland, where her employer picked her up for work—reading a book, her purse by her side. A single high-powered bullet slammed through her head, then through the window of the Crisp & Juicy. A landscaper working nearby told police officers he saw a white box truck with black lettering drive through the parking lot, pass the victim, and head north on Georgia Avenue. There were two people inside, he said.

The cops asked more about the white box truck.

Detective Terry Ryan paced the parking lot at the Mobil station, trying to piece things together. It was a little confusing because Premkumar Walekar’s body had already been removed, and officers had to rely on conflicting accounts from witnesses and paramedics. In a shirt and tie, Ryan kept looking around him. Every so often, he told a passerby, “This is not a good place to be.”
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An Ongoing Crime


Almost invariably, a police chief’s arrival at a fresh crime scene can be relied on to elicit groans of despair from patrol cops and detectives. A big crime scene is usually good for one or more TV sky cams and at least one breathless on-scene account by a carefully coiffed correspondent from one of the local network affiliates. That kind of exposure is oxygen to the new breed of media-savvy police chiefs across the country.

In the heartrending days and weeks to come, when his testy, sometimes impassioned visage would dominate the television airwaves, Charles Alexander Moose would appear to be many things to many people—an enigma, an incompetent, an implacable hunter of anonymous killers. What Chief Moose definitely was not, however, in the eyes of nearly all who watched him, was a fawning, media-friendly cop-shop proprietor intent on collecting Andy Warhol’s full fifteen minutes of fame. At forty-nine, Moose was the top cop in Montgomery County, the overseer of a well-trained and well-compensated force of more than one thousand patrol officers, detectives, and support personnel, responsible for protecting a population of about eight hundred ninety thousand men, women, and children in an area of carefully tended neighborhoods that covers nearly five hundred square miles.

There have been stranger marriages of man and moment, but even those who know him well say Charles Moose and Montgomery County were an odd fit. Moose never sought the chief’s job there, for one thing. He had sought the top job across the District line in Washington a few years earlier and gotten the cold shoulder for his trouble, not so much as a “thanks for your interest but.” Police work in general would have seemed, to the friends he confided in as a young man, a good way down the list of possibilities for Moose. Born in New York City, he was bundled south as a toddler when the family uprooted to tiny Lexington, North Carolina. In the fly-speck town, an afterthought on the way to somewhere else, educational opportunities were few. Moose attended segregated schools until the seventh grade. As late as 1975, the future chief was planning to become a criminal defense attorney because, as he later said on Night-line Up Close, he “didn’t like the police” and was “pretty sure they made up the things they did so that they could be mean … to African Americans in particular.”

To call Moose’s journey from a North Carolina hamlet to suburban Washington, D.C., a long, strange trip would perhaps be a bit of a stretch. But not much. Law enforcement, unlike so many other areas of endeavor in American life in the twenty-first century, is still more a place of straight and narrow paths than not. Moose’s path, clearly, had to be placed in the latter category. Yes, he had put in time doing the straight climb, rising from rookie patrol officer to chief of the Portland Police Bureau in an astonishing eighteen years. But he had also always insisted on charting his own path, publicly criticizing racial profiling as a technique of police work and teaching a college class in gender-conflict resolution with his wife. And quietly, steadily, he got results that mattered. On his departure from Portland, the Oregonian remarked on the chief’s “explosive temper” and generally tempestuous stewardship of the department. But the newspaper also credited Moose with reducing the city’s crime rate-a top cop’s sine qua non.

As chief, first in Portland for six years, then in Montgomery County for three, there was little in Moose to suggest the star-quality possibility of klieg-light chiefs like Los Angeles’s Bill Bratton or New York’s Ray Kelly. Moose himself doubtless would have scoffed at the notion. His friends, almost universally, agreed. Asked about the chief’s most impressive qualities, they typically responded with words like stolidity, integrity, and self-confidence. Not bad traits, as it happens, for a chief of police. For the man who would be charged with leading the investigation into the killers behind the unprecedented twenty-three days of terror in and around the nation’s capital, these were the qualities that, in the end, would matter most.

Which is why, when Moose’s shiny cruiser pulled into the chaotic Mobil station lot not long after Premkumar Walekar’s body had been removed by paramedics, there were no moans and groans among the rank and file. The chief was all business.

“What the hell’s going on?” Moose asked Detective Ryan.

“We got a problem.”

“What do you need?”

Ryan had been scouring the Mobil lot for clues, keeping a wary eye on the perimeter. “I wouldn’t mind more people watching my back so we can do our job without constantly looking over our shoulders.”

“Great idea,” Moose said. “But where do you send them?”

Good question. No one knew where the shots had come from or whether the shooter was still in the area. It was as if an unseen phantom was taking the shots, then disappearing into the snarl of morning traffic.

The brass instructed Ryan and the other cops to regroup at a Home Depot parking lot nearby. They needed to assess what they had and devise a game plan. Three dead in fifty-six minutes? Plus another the night before? How the hell did that add up? They had two white men, an Indian man, and a Hispanic woman. Was it something to do with the sites? A supermarket, an auto dealership, a gas station, a bench? No rhyme or reason there either. The roads were filled with thousands of commuters, but no one saw a thing.

Go figure.

Ryan was just a minute or two from the parking lot meeting when his cell phone chirped.

“Where are you?” Sgt. Roger Thomson asked.

Ryan told him.

“Scratch it,” Thomson ordered. “Get down to the Kensington Shell station. We’ve got another one.”

That made it four bodies that morning, five in nearly sixteen hours. The time was 9:58 A.M.

Ryan reversed course, his brain racing. The first three shootings had been in directions away from the morning rush hour. Now the shooter had headed right into the thick of the maelstrom, going the opposite way. Ryan had been in public safety for twenty-five years, was a firefighter for a few years before becoming a cop. He got interested in law enforcement because he grew up listening to the crackle of a police scanner. His dad worked at WRC-TV, the local NBC affiliate. And even though he worked in the promotions department, he loved chasing stories and calling ’em into the newsroom. Often, his son tagged along with him. Those were the fun old days. In the years as a cop, Ryan had seen a lot of weird and awful things on the job, things that trained him to keep his emotions in check. His heart wasn’t racing as he sped toward the Shell station. But he was plenty worried. The department was suddenly way beyond stretched. And what would be next? Would they try to pop a few cops? He wanted to get to the Shell station fast—and get people the hell out of there.

Lori Ann Lewis-Rivera was a beloved nanny. She was a kind, bespectacled twenty-five-year-old girl who had moved to Washington six years earlier from Mountain Home, a tiny town of ten thousand people in Idaho. Her parents saw early on that she had a fiercely stubborn streak. When she was about six, her parents ordered Lori to clean up her room. She refused. “I never saw stubbornness like that before,” said her father, Marion, a thirty-year construction worker turned truck driver. Finally, all of a sudden one day, she got a garbage can and started cleaning her room out—it had taken only two years.

As a girl, Lori baby-sat, and as early as junior high school, she announced to her parents that she wanted to be a nanny someday. It was a goal she pursued seriously. When it was time for her to graduate from high school, her father told her he couldn’t help her financially because money was tight. “I’ll apply for a student loan,” she told him. And she got one. There are only a couple of nanny schools in the country, and she looked at all of them. She studied at Northwest Nannies Institute near Portland, Oregon. “She saw this as a chance to get out of a little town,” said her first employer in Washington, Ellen Weiss, a producer for National Public Radio. “I think she felt if she didn’t get out, she would be stuck.”

Lori was organized and determined. When Weiss met her at the airport, the new nanny literally had her suitcase in one hand and in the other, a big notebook stuffed with ideas for games, crafts and kid menus. A few weeks later, when Weiss took her to the bank to open a checking account, she insisted on getting her checks printed with the title “Professional Nanny.” Said Weiss: “She was incredibly sweet and would never say no to someone. And she was headstrong in the sense that she knew what she wanted to do.”

Not long after she began working for Weiss, Lori became friendly with another nanny down the street. That young woman told Lori about a Spanish-speaking Mormon church. Lori started attending with her new friend and soon converted. That’s where she met Nelson Rivera, an immigrant landscaper whose childhood couldn’t have been more different from her upbringing in Idaho. He was one of ten children in a family from Honduras. She spoke little Spanish, and he, little English. “It was hard to understand how they communicated with each other, but they did,” said Weiss. Lewis-Rivera’s father thinks they just liked each other instantly. Rivera was her first boyfriend, and he proposed to her on her birthday, just a few months after they met. Lori was so excited, she ran upstairs to show Weiss her ring. After their wedding, in November 1997, the couple moved in with one of Rivera’s brothers. Two years after that, they were the proud parents of a little girl, Jocelin.

The morning she died, Lewis-Rivera had gone to the Shell station to vacuum out her burgundy minivan. She had bought the vehicle with help from her employer and treated it tenderly. The floor mats were out, and she had just finished the passenger side when the mechanics in the service bays heard a noise. Jimmy Akca, tinkering with a green BMW, thought an air bag had exploded. Owner John Mistry thought the power had gone out. Maybe it was a car crash at the busy intersection. They looked out and saw traffic flowing smoothly. A group of bystanders had been sitting at a bus stop near Lewis-Rivera. Seconds later, the mechanics heard them shouting, standing at the side of the minivan. “Why are they asking for us to call 911?” Akca wondered. Then he saw Lewis-Rivera lying on the ground.

By the time Terry Ryan got there, her body was gone, and all he had were sketchy accounts from “ear witnesses,” cop talk for the crying bystanders who had heard something, but seen nothing. It wasn’t much of a crime scene. Officers pulled videotape from the fire station across the street, but it wouldn’t yield anything useful. Once again, the shooter had vanished without a trace.

The county school district—the nation’s eighteenth largest—put its one hundred ninety-one public schools on Code Blue. Dozens of private schools followed suit. Exterior doors were locked; students were prohibited from going outside. Recess, field trips, and open lunch would be canceled.

At 10:12 A.M., Montgomery County police spokeswoman Capt. Nancy Demme appeared before reporters: “We’re experiencing a crime, an ongoing crime that we have not experienced before.”
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Bedlam and White Box Trucks


With so little to work with, Chief Moose’s officers had to start somewhere. So they seized on the eyewitness account of the white van or box truck leaving a shooting scene. In the days to come, detectives heard accounts of other suspicious white vehicles, step vans, panel trucks—who knew there were so many white delivery vehicles crawling along the roadways around the nation’s capital? That Thursday, police issued a formal announcement, saying they were looking for a “white cargo van.” This was later revised to a “white box truck” with black lettering on the side and, possibly, a damaged rear lift gate. The manufacturer was thought to be Isuzu. Or maybe Mitsubishi.

With guns drawn, law enforcement officers—from Montgomery County and neighboring counties, the Maryland State Police, the FBI, the Secret Service, and others—blanketed the roads, pulling over hundreds of small white box trucks all day. “We were dizzy by all the white box trucks going by,” one cop said, “some with signs and markings, some without.”
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