
		
			[image: Cover of Mothers, Murders, and Motivation by Jarrett Ferentino with Ron Lieback]
		

	
		
			[image: ]

		

	
		
			 

			A POST HILL PRESS BOOK

			ISBN: 979-8-89565-462-0

			ISBN (eBook): 979-8-89565-463-7

			 

			Mothers, Murders, and Motivation:

			A Journey Through the Mind and Heart of a Prosecutor

			© 2026 by Jarrett Ferentino with Ron Lieback

			All Rights Reserved

			 

			Cover design by Jim Villaflores

			 

			This is a work of nonfiction. All people, locations, events, and situations are portrayed to the best of the author’s memory and knowledge. Although adequate research was undergone concerning criminal cases, real-life people and perceptions, and authentic situations and incidents, the author and publisher do not assume and hereby disclaim any liability concerning any legal or criminal details present in this book.

			 

			This book, as well as any other Post Hill Press publications, may be purchased in bulk quantities at a special discounted rate. Contact orders@posthillpress.com for more information.

			 

			No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted by any means without the written permission of the author and publisher.

			 

			[image: ]

			Post Hill Press

			New York • Nashville

			posthillpress.com

			 

			Published in the United States of America

		

	
		
			 

			This book is dedicated to the women who shaped my heart and the children who gave it purpose.

			To my mother, Rose, the first example of strength, sacrifice, and unconditional love I ever knew. Every value that guided me through the darkest courtrooms and the hardest cases began with you and was a tribute to you.

			To my wife, Nicole, an extraordinary wife and mother whose grace, patience, and love carried our family while I chased justice and truth. You bore more than your share so that I could do this work, and I will forever be grateful.

			And to my children, Dominick and Victoria, my greatest inspiration. You sacrificed time with Daddy so I could stand for others who had no voice. Every page that follows exists because I wanted to build something worthy of you.
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			Foreword by Nancy Grace

			No one ever said it would be easy; in fact, being a felony prosecutor is tough. It takes all your time, all your energy, and all your heart…that is, if you do it right. Jarrett Ferentino did it right.

			If you are OK with violent felons walking free on light sentences and sweetheart plea deals, the job is a cake walk. If, however, you take on each case with a crime victim and what is best for her or him in mind, it’s anything but easy. Also, you get a government salary no matter how hard you work, and overtime pay doesn’t exist.

			If you do it right, you must be a believer…a believer in right and wrong and that it is your duty to seek verdicts that speak the truth, no matter what. You serve Lady Justice.

			Jarrett has spent the majority of his legal career doing just that; day after day, week after week, year after year, seeking justice. The cases he investigated and prosecuted have become the story of his life for those years…ingrained in who he is.

			Growing up in coal country after his dad passed away, he watched his mother sacrifice everything to support her boys and wage her own battle to support them in a male-dominated field. Not only did she compete, she won. She met and surpassed her male counterparts in one of the largest corporations in the world, Prudential. A wife and a mom left with a briefcase and a lot of heart, resulting in her family learning life lessons about grit and determination.

			That grit and determination Jarrett saw in his mother, Rose, transformed him into the trial lawyer he is today. In his amazing book, he details not only the stories, but the people he met along the way. The stories of mothers he fought for in court, the stories and the people that touched his life.

			Jarrett Ferentino, trial lawyer, advocate, TV star…friend. I hope you enjoy taking this journey with him in Mothers, Murders, and Motivation.

			 

			Nancy A. Grace

			Host, Crime Stories

			Author, Objection!

			Eleventh Victim

			Death on the D-List

			Murder in the Courthouse

			Don’t Be A Victim

			What Happened to Ellen?

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			University of Ferentino

			“There are winds of destiny that blow when we least expect them. Sometimes they gust with the fury of a hurricane, sometimes they barely fan one’s cheek. But the winds cannot be denied, bringing as they often do a future that is impossible to ignore.”

			—Nicholas Sparks, Message in a Bottle

			In 1977, my father, Gary Ferentino, a postman, and my mother, Rose, a homemaker, had two sons, Maurice and Jude. As our family grew, they left their rental in Old Forge, Pennsylvania, and built a small ranch home about ten minutes away in Pittston, tucked beneath the shadow of the culm bank mountains, the black hills reminiscent of the coal industry boom in that area.

			My grandmother, Marion Ferentino, bought the lot across the street so she could be near her only son and grandsons. Life seemed to be moving forward. But during a doctor’s visit, my parents got a surprise. Not only was my mom pregnant again, but she was carrying twins.

			Jason and I were born on January 6, 1978.

			Our house was fun, loud, chaotic, and full of love, with four Italian boys under the age of five. My dad worked nights and tried to sleep during the day while we raised hell.

			We were altar boys, attended Catholic school, and played Little League (not well) on the field behind our home. We were that last generation of kids who played outside and rode bikes with neighborhood buddies until the streetlights came on.

			On March 17, 1983, my father won $2,500 playing the lottery. In August, he used his winnings and surprised us with a trip to California to visit my uncle and go to Disneyland. That trip lives forever in my memory. I sat beside my dad on the plane. We visited family and went to Disneyland and Knott’s Berry Farm.

			There’s a picture in my law office from that trip, of our whole family crammed into an antique car with the world ahead of us. Sadly, it’s the last photo of all of us together.

			That was the beginning of the end, and our luck was about to run out.

			My dad, who had been in incredible shape and a runner, had been losing weight and suffering from back pain. I remember him squirming in pain during the flight home. A few days later, he went to the doctor. They found a tumor the size of a grapefruit. The cancer was aggressive. He was given three months to live. He fought for a year and a half.

			Our world collapsed.

			My mother stayed at his bedside through it all: feeding tubes, bone marrow transplants, the haze of morphine. She contracted a staph infection from being at the hospital so much and nearly died herself. That Christmas, in 1984, both my parents were in separate hospital rooms. Thankfully, my mother survived and became stronger.

			My brothers and I were forced to grow up fast.

			We were cared for by our grandmothers, Grammy and Nana, while we watched our family unravel.

			On February 24, 1985, we were called to the hospital. My dad didn’t look like the man I remembered. I cried because I didn’t recognize the bald, yellowish man who remained. My father told my mother, “If one of us has to go, I’m glad it’s me because you’re stronger.” He then asked her to promise him two things: never hit us, and make sure we received an education.

			My father died that night. And as for Mom, she kept both promises.

			I never really had the chance to know my father. Part of him lives on with my brothers and me. Anyone who ever knew him always said he was a gentleman and a good man. I do have memories of his smile, affinity for running, and love for all of us. They say a boy is never truly a man until he buries his father. This was one of the most defining moments of my life, maybe even the most defining moment.

			My mother’s life was in shambles. My father’s war on cancer had drained our finances, and she was left to raise us.

			My mother was left broke and widowed, with four young sons. She had grown up poor and been raised by Grammy, Ida Bartoli, one of the strongest women I’ve ever known. She had known hard times and had witnessed the power of her own strong mother.

			Grammy had cleaned houses to make ends meet and would regularly go without food to feed her two children. She was an uneducated child of poor Italian immigrants. Like most of that generation of women in my local town, she also worked in a dress factory and joined the local International Ladies Garment Workers Union (ILGWU). She worked endlessly, and her hands became arthritic and stiff as she grew older.

			My mother had that same fire and love for her children. She inherited my grandmother’s relentless work ethic and quiet strength. She had been raising four boys while watching her husband fade away before her eyes. And now, with a house full of children and no income, she had to step into the workforce, something she hadn’t prepared for but was absolutely ready to conquer.

			A childhood friend had once sold her a life insurance policy from Prudential. After my father passed, that friend delivered the check and left her with more than just a payout—he left her with an opportunity. He told her that Prudential was always looking for motivated people. He looked her in the eye and said he thought she’d be great at it.

			A few weeks later, she joined the company. She hung up her apron, picked up a briefcase, and walked straight into the lion’s den of an industry dominated by men. She had never been in sales before, but she attacked it like a woman who had no choice but to win. And win she did.

			She worked sixty, sometimes seventy, hours a week. Tirelessly. She learned everything she could. I’d watch her talk to everyone we met—strangers, neighbors, waiters, parents at school events—about their insurance needs. She didn’t use gimmicks or manipulation. She listened, she cared, and she made you believe in the value of what she was offering.

			She had that kind of presence.

			My mother quickly rose through the ranks. There was no stopping her. She wasn’t just selling policies; she was dominating the business. She was dignified, professional, unshakably driven. She made her mark and began earning serious money.

			My mother could sell ice to the Eskimos, and they’d come back the next day for more.

			Today, many parents never miss a game or a school event. And that’s a beautiful thing. But I remember looking out into the stands during games and seeing empty seats where my mom and dad should have been. And you know what? It never bothered me. Not once.

			Because I knew where my mom was. She was out there hustling. Building something better. Keeping a promise.

			She was doing what she had to do so her four boys could go further than she ever had.

			And she did it. She made good on that promise to my father, every single bit of it. She rose all the way to become the head of her Prudential office, and then of the entire region. She retired at the top of her game, just like I’d known she would.

			As the years passed, my beautiful mother began to go out socially.

			She met a man named Charles Grimes. Now, let’s stop right there. It takes a special kind of man to ask a widow with four Italian boys on a date. That’s no casual commitment. That’s a declaration of courage. But Charlie? He didn’t flinch.

			On their very first date, my mom brought him straight to our house. No secrets, no surprises. She told him plainly, “You need to meet the boys. This is who I am, and this is what you’re getting involved with.”

			I remember meeting Charlie. I liked him right away. He was calm and kind and never tried too hard. He wasn’t there to replace anyone; he was a gentleman, quietly, the way good men do.

			They dated for a while, and eventually, when I was twelve years old, they were married.

			Despite her demanding job, my mom always made sure she was home for supper with us. She would make sure our family was together. My grandmothers were a tremendous help. Charlie was an amazing support to her as well. We rebuilt our family in the wake of my father’s death. We moved forward together.

			My mother is appropriately named Rose. A rose is a beautiful flower, but it has thorns to protect it from being eaten by predators. A rose also uses its thorns to grow past the rocks and weeds and into the sunshine where it can grow and flourish. That’s my mother.

			Looking back, I could never repay my mother for the sacrifices she made, for what she endured, and for how hard she fought for us. I’ve thought about it a thousand times. But if I ever offered to try to repay her, she’d shut it down fast.

			Instead, she gave me something else.

			She said, “You’re going to meet people in life, especially mothers, who are struggling. Help them. That’s how you can thank me.”

			And I never forgot that.

			I kept moving forward—my brothers and I all did. We went to elementary school at St. Mary’s Assumption, a Catholic school, where I struggled.

			The school grouped students into smaller categories: the “ones” were the smart, advanced kids. The “twos” were the average learners. And then there were the “threes.” I landed in the “threes.”

			That label stuck, even if the system was cruel and outdated. “Three” meant trouble. “Three” meant behavioral issues. “Three” back then meant “challenged.”

			But I wasn’t trouble or challenged, I was distracted and couldn’t focus.

			Looking back, I know I likely had undiagnosed attention deficit disorder. I couldn’t sit still. I couldn’t hold a thought. I would zone out through entire lessons, then wake up when the bell rang having heard nothing.

			My notebooks weren’t filled with notes. They were filled with stories. Little sketches. Imaginings of worlds far from the one I was sitting in. I created adventures at the bottom of the page while my teachers droned on above me.

			I wasn’t wired like the other kids. We would play sports in the neighborhood or organized baseball and basketball. I had zero confidence in my academics and even less in my athletic abilities. I was always the last person picked for a team, if I was picked at all. I would rarely play in any game and would sit on the bench even in practice. Somehow, I was still hungry to prove something. I always felt like an underdog but believed that I had something to offer the world.

			As a kid, I was obsessed with Al Pacino and Rocky Balboa. I’d stand in the mirror and deliver full monologues from Scent of a Woman and …And Justice for All, channeling Pacino’s fury, timing, and fire. And Rocky? He wasn’t just a boxer. He was the ultimate underdog, the guy who wasn’t supposed to win but did anyway because he never gave up.

			Even now, after all these years, I still see myself, and my law cases, that same way.

			My brother Jason and I went on to attend Seton Catholic, a small high school tucked into Pittston, Pennsylvania. I loved that place. Every day felt like a gift.

			By sophomore year, I ran for student body president and won. The school was partially staffed by sisters of the Immaculate Heart of Mary (IHM), who taught us more than math and writing; they taught us mercy. Discipline wrapped in compassion. The school was a place where I finally felt understood.

			Those years gave me something else, too: lifelong friendships. My closest friends—Michael Lombardo and Matt Golden—stood by me from that small high school all the way through college and law school. We didn’t just grow up together; we built lives side by side.

			But my education wasn’t limited to what I learned in actual school. I received an education outside of the classroom as well.

			Across the street from our house lived my Nana and her brother, my great-uncle Godfrey. He had contracted polio in the 1930s and could no longer walk without crutches. Steel braces supported his legs. He shuffled. He leaned. But he never quit.

			Godfrey became like a grandfather to me. We were a pair. When I was younger, we’d wax his car, plant flowers, and sit in silence, watching the world go by from the attached garage. He was a quiet man, full of pride, and very alone. But I never saw our time together as a chore. He needed someone, and I showed up. As a kid in the “threes” and regularly on the bench, it was nice to have someone who valued me.

			As the years passed, Godfrey’s body began to fail. He fell more often. Bursitis attacked his elbows. He lost strength. Eventually, he couldn’t get out of bed, his car, or even the bathroom by himself. He and I kept that reality hidden from the rest of the family—he was terrified of being sent to a nursing home.

			So, I changed my schedule.

			I was there in the morning. After school. At night. I did what needed to be done—because he needed me. I would assist him in getting to his feet or into a wheelchair. He was able to take it from there. He just needed that lifting up in those moments.

			It wasn’t easy.

			There were nights when he cried, begging to die. Nights when he told me he was going to end it. And I was just a kid, scrambling for words, trying to find something to hold him here. To make it better. To make it matter. I would say, “Don’t say that. Who am I going to hang out with?” I would count the good things in his life and say, “You’re being too negative.” We would make it through one day at a time.

			Helping Godfrey was my first real taste of advocacy, of standing up for someone who couldn’t do it themselves. It taught me that life is brutal. Unfair. Unforgiving. But it also showed me what quiet strength looks like. I wanted to find a way to fight for people like him in my life.

			He eventually passed away while I was in college. I was there when he passed. But I still talk to him. Still call on him. I feel him with me, especially in the hard moments.

			And in my law office, high on a bookshelf, sits his cap. A daily reminder that no matter what fight I’m in, no matter how dark or difficult the road gets, it’s nothing compared to what Godfrey faced with grace, every single day.

			The philosopher Søren Kierkegaard said that our personal experiences are the only way to truly understand our existence. For me, that understanding came while caring for my uncle. When you sit face-to-face with desperation—real, raw, soul-wrecking desperation—it either breaks you or builds something inside you. For me, it lit a fire.

			I knew I had to keep it together.

			Godfrey needed me to be steady when everything in him was falling apart. I had to be calm in the chaos, a rock in the storm. I’d whisper it to myself all the time: “Be strong.”

			Not for me, but for him.

			I never let him see pity in my eyes. I never complained, even when I was exhausted. He relied on me to show up and be solid. So, I did, and I was. Because anything less would have betrayed our bond.

			Looking back, I see that he was the first person I ever fought for. A victim of life’s circumstances and cruelty. A man who still woke up and tried, even when the world gave him no reason to.

			And in a very real, very profound way, he shaped me.

			He taught me how to stay composed when everything is falling apart. He gave me a blueprint for resilience. I started to understand something that no report card or trophy ever could show me: that what I lacked in academics or athletics didn’t matter compared with what I could shoulder in real life.

			Life doesn’t care who you want to be.

			It demands who you must become.

			A good son. A strong man. A faithful friend. A protector. That became my path. And only years later did I understand something deeper: while I thought I was lifting him up, the truth is, he was lifting me.

			[image: ]

			My mother, as I said, made good on her promise to my father.

			She never raised a hand to us, even when we probably deserved it, and she found a way to educate all four of her boys.

			My oldest brother, Maurice, became a federal agent and has since retired with honor. He is now a security expert for a national bank. Jude and Jason found their path in the pharmaceutical world, building stable, meaningful, and rewarding careers. They are also incredible fathers and sons.

			I earned my bachelor’s degree from the McGowan School of Business at King’s College in Wilkes-Barre, then kept going, graduating from the Penn State Dickinson School of Law in Carlisle in 2003.

			In Northeast Pennsylvania, we are a news town. We have two daily newspapers and two local news stations. Throughout my childhood the Luzerne County Courthouse was a castle from which so much news flowed. I would read the newspaper every day and was intrigued by the homicide cases over the years. I was curious about the defendants and followed the attorneys and key players in the media over the years. I was intrigued by these cases and people. I was attracted to the prosecution side of things. So when the time came, I became a prosecutor—a job that allowed me, sometimes on the same day, to drive a stake through the heart of a predator and begin to help mend the soul of a survivor. That kind of work doesn’t just change lives; it transforms yours.

			But I had no interest in being just another prosecutor. I wasn’t going to stand in front of a jury and give the textbook opening or the dry, rehearsed closing. I wasn’t going to walk the walk or talk the talk of what a prosecutor was supposed to be.

			I had a different plan.

			I remember being in prosecutor school when an instructor said, “‘High profile’ is a bad word. We don’t want high-profile cases.”

			I sat there thinking, Really? The pay sucks. The workload is crushing. The stress eats you alive. And now you’re telling me we’re supposed to avoid the biggest challenges? No Super Bowls—just regular games forever?

			That didn’t sit right with me. I wanted the big fights. I wanted cases that went beyond the courthouse walls. I wasn’t doing this to whisper in the shadows. I had come to be a voice.

			A voice for people like my mother.

			A voice for people like my uncle.

			And I wasn’t going to do it quietly. No more sitting on the bench.

		

	
		
			Book 1

			The Fair Queen Murder

			Commonwealth v. 
Joseph Gacha

			“It is important to fight and fight again, and keep fighting, for only then can evil be kept at bay though never quite eradicated.”

			—J. K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			The Pink Purse

			May 29, 2004. It was a sunny, warm afternoon, one of those deceptively serene spring days in Northeastern Pennsylvania when you’d never expect horror to reveal itself.

			Thomas Kurisky was cutting grass on Rear Street in Edwardsville, his mower humming across the yard. It was a chore like any other weekend chore.

			As was his routine, he dumped his first bag of clippings in a small wooded area across from his house, near the railroad tracks that ran parallel to the property. That day, he noticed a pink purse and some clothing scattered in the brush. Assuming it was discarded trash, something he had seen there before, he paid little attention.

			But when he returned with the second bag, something caught his eye. Inside the pink purse, he saw what looked like a check. Curious, he reached in and pulled it out. It was an IRS check made out to Carrie Martin for sixty-five dollars. The purse, he realized, appeared to have blood on it.

			The name jolted him. He’d heard it in the news.

			His heart began to race. Without hesitation, Kurisky ran back inside his house and called 911.

			Within minutes, the Pennsylvania State Police and local authorities converged and quickly secured the area. The street was closed, and evidence collection teams launched a grid search of the surrounding woods.

			Along with the bloodstained purse, police recovered a blue denim men’s button-down shirt, a pair of tan-and-brown men’s cargo shorts, and a white turtleneck sweater.

			Every item was marked with blood stains or spatter.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Carrie and Jimmy

			Carrie Lynn Martin was born on June 11, 1983. The only child of Thomas Martin and Wendy Cadwalader, she was raised in a world filled with animals, hard work, and close family ties.

			Carrie was beautiful and funny, too. But she was more than that. Tough. Loyal. She stood up for other students who were picked on and never backed down from a fight. She was the kind of girl who’d knock you on your ass if you messed with someone she loved.

			She grew up around horses and hayfields. Not the soft kind of country life romanticized in storybooks, but the real kind. She could clean a stable before most people woke up and look flawless doing it. She became a Pennsylvania state champion draft horse driver.

			Then, in 2003, she earned the title of Luzerne County Fair Queen. It wasn’t just a crown; it was recognition. People knew her. They admired her.

			She had a future.

			In spring 2004, Carrie was dating Jimmy Burge, her high school sweetheart. She had begun dating Jimmy when they were just seventeen and they were both students at West Side Technical School. Both of them had come from that hardworking, blue-collar world where pride came from sweat and calluses.

			They graduated in 2003 and eventually moved in together, settling into Jimmy’s grandmother’s house on Howard Street in Larksville. They spent most of their time in a converted garage behind the house, known affectionately as “the Music Room.”

			It was detached from the main home and filled with mismatched furniture—a few couches, a coffee table, a TV, and a mattress on the floor. It looked like a modest college apartment. Jimmy’s father and grandmother lived inside the main house.

			The Music Room held history.

			It was where Jimmy’s grandfather, a bluegrass musician with the Back Mountain Stream Band, had once played with his bandmates. As a child, Jimmy would sit beside him, learning the mandolin and falling in love with music.

			Jimmy had followed in his grandfather’s footsteps. He spent hours in that garage playing guitar and writing songs. Over time, the Music Room became a gathering place—for him, for Carrie, for their friends. It was theirs.

			On May 27, 2004, Jimmy finished his overnight shift at Trion Industries, where he had just started working as a packer. His hours were 11 p.m. to 7 a.m.

			He drove home, showered, and made his way out to the Music Room. Carrie was asleep on the mattress.

			Around 8 a.m., Jimmy gently woke her up. She was attending the Academy of Creative Hair Design and had class that morning. She dreamed of owning a hair-and-nail salon one day.

			Carrie awoke and went into the main house to shower and get ready for school. Her Jeep was at her mother’s house and wasn’t running right, so Jimmy drove her. He dropped her off at beauty school around 9 a.m., then went back home to get some sleep.

			He stayed in the Music Room, sleeping until about 6 p.m.

			Carrie’s mom, Wendy, was picking her up from school that evening and planned to take her back to her Jeep. Carrie also had a shift that night at her part-time job at You’ve Got Nails, a salon in Kingston Township.

			Around 7 p.m., Carrie called Jimmy. Her Jeep still wasn’t working, and she needed a ride. Jimmy picked her up. On the way home, they stopped at the McDonald’s drive-through in Kingston Township.

			They returned to the Music Room, ate, and spent more time together. They relaxed, watched TV, and played video games—normal things—before Jimmy had to head to work. Around 10:30 p.m., he got ready, went into the main house, and said goodnight to his father and grandmother.

			Jimmy’s shift, as noted above, started at 11 p.m. Around 1 a.m., during his break, he called Carrie—something he always did. She didn’t answer. He called again. Still no answer.

			That wasn’t like her.

			Worried, Jimmy called his grandmother. He asked if she could check on Carrie. She did. A short time later, she called him back.

			She lied and said, “She’s sleeping.”

			But Carrie wasn’t sleeping. What Jimmy’s grandmother had seen was not sleep—it was death.

			In shock, she called 911.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Do Not Cross

			The call from District Attorney Dave Lupas woke me up in the dead of night. I’d been working in the DA’s office for only a mere eight weeks, but I was hungry to be on a case.

			Lupas said there’d been a murder in Larksville, and he wanted me to be on this case: “Get over there, OK?”

			I threw on clothes and hit the road. When I arrived, the scene was chaotic: crime scene tape, flashing lights, a crowd, and a large presence of law enforcement in the rear driveway near the home’s detached garage.

			Those around the crime scene all had expressions that told me this wasn’t routine. You could smell it in the air: blood, despair, the heaviness of something wrong.

			I ducked under the tape, and an officer moved to stop me. I was a new assistant district attorney, an unknown face to the officers at the time. I pulled out my badge, saying, “I’m with the District Attorney’s Office.” That was the first and last time I went unrecognized at a crime scene.

			My heart was racing, but I was calm. I signed the crime scene log. I crossed under that infamous “do not cross” yellow tape, which changed me forever.

			I immediately noticed the look on some of the young officers’ faces. Their eyes were wide. Whatever was in that garage had terrified them.

			I remember the deputy coroner, Bill Lisman. I approached Bill and joined a conversation about what was inside the garage. We were standing just beyond the door into the garage.

			I was told that a young woman had been murdered. The crime appeared deeply personal. She had been stabbed repeatedly. It was a bloody scene.

			I had to walk through that door into the garage, and I knew that once I did, there would be no turning back.

			I entered the Music Room, and there was Carrie. Partially covered. Lifeless. Her wounds were so extensive that it took every ounce of focus for me not to be overwhelmed.

			She had been stabbed dozens of times. The brutality was personal. Whoever did this didn’t just want her gone—they wanted her erased.

			Never before had I felt such shock overwhelm every inch of my body. It did more than cause hairs to stand up on the back of my neck; it was downright nauseating. I couldn’t believe a human being could do that to another human being. If I hadn’t known better, I would have thought she had been mauled by a bear.

			Her head looked like it was nearly severed. The depth of the wounds across her body was staggering, as was the amount of blood splattered and pooled everywhere.

			And my very next thought? I swore then to myself, standing in that carnage, that I would prosecute whoever had done this. I was going to get them and bring them to justice for this poor girl, who I later learned was only twenty years old. Twenty!

			I walked into the Music Room as a naive and hungry twenty-six-year-old man, and I walked out as a prosecutor.

			The room itself, as I mentioned earlier, looked like a college apartment. Grateful Dead posters, music paraphernalia, and a blue acoustic guitar. The door had “Jimmy and Carrie” and “The Music Room” painted on it. It looked like a happy place where kids hung out.

			But the walls were now painted in Carrie’s blood.

			The mattress was soaked, and pools of blood surrounded her young body. She had a long T-shirt on, and her lower half was bare and partially covered by a pillow that was caked in blood. The T-shirt had slash and stab marks on it. It was ripped and bunched up on her back, clearly showing signs of struggle.

			My mind was racing. Was this a drug deal gone bad? Was this the work of a psychotic serial killer? What actually happened here?

			No one really knew anything.

			Out of the corner of my eye, I saw an older woman in shock, the grandmother of Carrie’s boyfriend, Jimmy Burge. She owned the home and this garage space, where we learned Jimmy had been living with Carrie.

			Jim Burge Sr. was outside speaking with investigators.

			I was then introduced to State Trooper Lisa Brogan and recognized County Detective Gary Sworen from the District Attorney’s Office. Lisa was a well-known state trooper assigned to the criminal investigative unit, but this was her first homicide case as a lead. She was the only female trooper in that unit, and I immediately respected her because of that; my mother’s influence immediately surfaced.

			Lisa briefed me on Carrie’s background as it was reported by Jim Burge Sr., and I was told she had been close with her mother. Had her mother found out yet? And should a mother even see such a horrific scene? That soft boy inside me began to emerge, which hardened the prosecutor on the outside.

			This emotion is one thing that followed me throughout my twenty years in the District Attorney’s Office. And it still does today; although I’m no longer prosecuting, I still feel this when discussing other cases as a legal analyst.

			Detective Gary Sworen and I immediately became friends. He turned out to be one of the most composed people I have ever worked with. He was a tremendous detective and handled some of the biggest cases in Luzerne County history.

			Gary prefaced everything with, “Here’s what we’re doing.” He then filled me in quickly on what was occurring. He recognized that I was new and needed to learn. He was patient with me from the outset and was willing to teach me. I realized that I had much to learn from him and many on the scene.

			The first suspect was obviously Jimmy, the boyfriend. Statistically, that’s how it usually goes. Investigators had already sent a detective and a state trooper to Jimmy’s place of employment, Trion Industries.

			A command post was set up at the Pennsylvania State Police barracks in the borough of Wyoming. I left the scene and joined the investigators in the crime room. I would spend countless days and nights in that building and room over the course of my career.

			I knew Jimmy was going to be brought in, and I sat in as investigators started to put the case together.

			Luzerne County detective Larry Fabian and trooper Steve “Turk” Turinski drove to Trion Industries in Plains. They asked to speak with Jimmy Burge.

			Jimmy’s manager, unaware of the investigation’s true purpose, assumed the visit was about a series of recent thefts from the company dumpster. He walked over to Jimmy and told him the police were there to see him. Jimmy looked confused.

			The manager added, “It’s probably about the dumpster stuff.”

			Jimmy stepped outside. He saw Fabian and Turk waiting. Turk approached first.

			“Are you Jimmy Burge?” he asked.

			Jimmy replied, “Yes.”

			“Is Carrie Martin your girlfriend?”

			Jimmy again said yes.

			Turk didn’t ease into it. “She was murdered.”

			Jimmy turned white. He went into shock and almost passed out.

			Turk had been deliberately blunt. At that point, Jimmy was a likely suspect, and Turk wanted to observe his reaction. Turk later said Jimmy’s reaction appeared to be genuine shock.

			They brought Jimmy to the state police barracks in Wyoming and pressed him. What did he know? Had he hurt Carrie? Did he know anyone who might have? Was he dealing drugs?

			Jimmy was scared, but he told them the truth. He couldn’t think of anyone who would have wanted to hurt Carrie. Or him.

			Jimmy didn’t flinch. His shock was real. His pain was raw. Suspicion of him waned pretty quickly.

			That meant we had to go wider.

			Lieutenant Frank Hacken from the state police wrote up a to-do list on an easel and started assigning tasks. I awaited updates and any developments so I could begin preparing any warrants if necessary.

			On May 27, 2004, at 2:30 p.m., Dr. George Hudock conducted an autopsy on Carrie Lynn Martin’s body.

			Carrie was listed as five feet tall and approximately 165 pounds. She had a butterfly tattoo on her right calf. She was dressed in an oversized Nike shirt, worn as a nightshirt. It was soaked in blood and torn from numerous slash and stab wounds.

			A pair of blood-soaked panties had been found beneath the shirt, tucked between her arm and torso.

			Carrie’s body was marked by forty-seven stab and slash wounds across her head, neck, arms, hands, and torso. Both hands showed severe injuries consistent with defensive wounds, with slashes that extended completely through the hand.

			The most devastating injuries were to her neck. There were three stab wounds on the left side, each up to seven centimeters deep, extending downward to the fourth cervical vertebra. Her trachea was lacerated on the right side, and her jugular vein had been cut.

			There was also a cluster of five stab wounds on the left posterior thoracic wall. A 2.5-centimeter laceration was found on her left ear, and another on her scalp, just above the ear. That wound was so deep, it exposed the cranial bone.

			On the left upper anterior thoracic wall, there was a distinct diagonal pattern of bruising—ecchymosis—that resembled a ladder. It measured five centimeters in length and six centimeters in width.

			Dr. Hudock determined the cause of death to be multiple stab wounds and the manner of death to be homicide.

			Carrie’s family members were brought to the state police barracks. Her grandfather, both grandmothers, her mother (Wendy) and father (Tom), and Wendy’s husband (Chris) were all there.

			I entered the room flanked by the lead troopers and District Attorney Jim McMonagle, a more experienced prosecutor, joined the case with me the day after the murder. Jim was going to lead the case. He was smart and experienced and very matter-of-fact.
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