
		
			[image: Kolker_LostGirls.jpg]
		

	
[image: image]

Sign up for our newsletter to discover more ebooks worth reading.

    [image: image]


[image: bird]


    EARLY BIRD BOOKS

    FRESH EBOOK DEALS, DELIVERED DAILY

    
    LOVE  TO READ?

    
    LOVE GREAT SALES?

    
    GET FANTASTIC DEALS ON BESTSELLING EBOOKS DELIVERED TO YOUR INBOX EVERY DAY!


    [image: signup]




[image: tlu]


The Web’s Creepiest Newsletter
Delivered to Your Inbox


Get chilling stories of

true crime, mystery, horror,

and the paranormal,

twice a week.


    [image: tlu_signup]




		
			Summary and Analysis of

			Lost Girls

			An Unsolved American Mystery

			Based on the Book by Robert Kolker

			[image: Logo2]

		

	
		
			The summary and analysis in this ebook are meant to complement your reading experience and bring you closer to a great work of nonfiction. This ebook is not intended as a substitute for the work that it summarizes and analyzes, and it is not authorized, approved, licensed, or endorsed by the work’s author or publisher. Worth Books makes no representations or warranties with respect to the accuracy or completeness of the contents of this ebook.
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			Context

			Since Jack the Ripper first terrorized London’s East End in 1888, readers have been fascinated by serial killers. The “Whitechapel Murderer,” who killed and gruesomely mutilated at least five prostitutes, was extensively covered in the press at the time, and has provided an enduring legacy for true crime authors, armchair sleuths, and fiction writers alike. Since then, other serial killers have occupied the popular imagination, with names like the Zodiac Killer, the Killer Clown, and the Son of Sam. The Long Island serial killer (LISK), however, shares much in common with his 19th-century counterpart: both were the subject of intense media scrutiny, both inspired elaborate conspiracy theories, and both targeted prostitutes.

			This latter point is not unique to either Jack the Ripper or the LISK. As Lost Girls author Robert Kolker explores, serial killers who target women disproportionately kill prostitutes. Escorts are easier to lure and harder for police to track than women in legal professions. They also do not inspire the same public sympathy other missing women might—they are, in some ways, considered “disposable.” And yet, Kolker takes great pains to show that these victims, though prostitutes, were not anonymous, untraceable nobodies. Their disappearances were taken very seriously by their friends and families, if not always by the police.

			Lost Girls examines the circumstances that lead some women into sex work despite the dangers of the profession. In this way, Lost Girls is unique in the true crime genre: it focuses on the victims rather than on the crimes or investigation. Kolker articulated his approach in a 2013 interview, saying “We’re in a culture that spends a lot of time thinking about mass murderers and serial killers in fiction and nonfiction, and not a lot of attention is paid to the victims. If a book like this can make people think more about the people who are victims, then so much the better.”

			Relying on interviews with the victims’ friends and families, Kolker rounds out each individual’s story and, as a result, humanizes women who might otherwise be identified only by their profession and their remains. Because the killer remains unknown—in fact, police not even sure if it was a single killer—Kolker is free to explore not only the women who died, but also the devastating effects of their deaths on those who loved them.

		

	
		
			Overview

			In the early hours of the morning on May 1, 2010, an escort named Shannan Gilbert vanished after fleeing the house of a client—a “john”—in Oak Beach, Long Island. Seven months later, while searching for Shannan, police discovered the skeletal remains of four other women—Melissa Barthelemy, Megan Waterman, Amber Lynn Costello, and Maureen Brainard-Barnes—buried in the brush along Ocean Parkway near Gilgo Beach. In the ensuing months, they found five more sets of remains buried nearby. A year later, they discovered Shannan’s body in the Oak Beach marsh. Like Shannan, the four women buried along Gilgo Beach were escorts who advertised their services on Craigslist. Unlike Shannan, they went to their final appointments alone; after each one disappeared, nobody knew where to look for them. The first part of Lost Girls introduces each of these five women and details their lives from birth to disappearance. All had somewhat troubled childhoods, with experiences that ranged from negligent parenting to abuse to trouble with the law. As young women, they all struggled to find jobs and turned to escorting to support themselves.

			The second part of the book covers the police investigation and the responses both from the community and those who knew and loved the victims. We learn how the community of Oak Beach was shaken, first by Shannan’s disappearance and, later, by the realization that a serial killer might well be in their midst. Tensions among the residents led to accusations of a cover-up by the Oak Island Beach Association. At the same time, the victims’ families came together to form a small circle of support, though even they succumbed to infighting. The Suffolk County police appeared ill-equipped to handle the case, and, even while they continued to discover more and more remains, they never identified a clear suspect.

			In the end, the families are left without clear answers about what happened to their daughters, sisters, and mothers. Some continue to pursue justice through legal means or independent investigations, while others seek solace by fighting the stigmatization of sex workers.

		

	
		
			Summary

			Prologue

			Gilgo Beach is secluded, and located on the Jones Beach barrier island along Long Island’s south shore. In the early hours of May 1, 2010, Michael Pak, a driver who frequently worked with prostitutes, drove Shannan Gilbert inside a gated community called Oak Beach. She had a date lined up with a new client inside this small neighborhood just east of Gilgo Beach. A few hours later, Oak Beach resident Gus Coletti heard Shannan banging on his door and screaming for help. Moments later, she ran off and disappeared. Gus called 911 while Michael tried to find Shannan, but she was never seen again. Seven months later, the remains of four other escorts were discovered buried along Gilgo Beach. These women were all missing persons, but the police had not been looking for them.

			Need to Know: Although the friends and families of the missing women had been searching for them—some for several years—nobody else seemed concerned about finding them. The fact that they were prostitutes who advertised online made them easy targets, ones who were not worth looking for. It was only their involvement with a serial killer case that made them seem important to the police, to the media, and to the public.

			Book One

			I.

			Maureen

			Maureen Brainard-Barnes grew up in the industrial port town of Groton, Connecticut. Her mother, Marie, worked long hours at the nearby casinos, leaving Maureen and her younger brother and sister alone for much of their childhoods. As a youngster, Maureen was introverted and bookish, but as she grew older, she became more interested in dating. In 1999, at the age of 16, Maureen got pregnant, left school, and married her boyfriend, Jason Brainard-Barnes. The marriage quickly fell apart, and Maureen took on a series of service-industry jobs. She wrote poetry and rap lyrics, and dreamed of having a career in music. To advance her career, she began to look into online “modeling” sites, which turned out to be nude modeling and escort services. She quickly realized she could make more money by posting her services directly on Craigslist.

			Need to Know: Maureen was a soulful individual who used her writing—in notebooks, rap lyrics, and MySpace posts—as a way of expressing herself. She struggled to make ends meet and find fulfillment through her music. She saw sex work as a quick way to better her life.

			Melissa

			Melissa Barthelemy was born on April 14, 1985, in Buffalo, New York. Her mother, Lynn, was only 16 when she got pregnant, and Melissa spent most of her childhood living with her mother in her grandparents’ home. When Melissa was 9, her half sister Amanda was born, and though Melissa grew into a wild teenager, she always loved doing her sister’s hair. By the time she was 16, Melissa had begun skipping school, staying out late, and getting into trouble. Though she was tiny—under 5 feet tall and weighing around 95 pounds—she never let anybody tell her what to do, including her parents. All of Lynn’s efforts to set Melissa on the right path seemed to fail, though eventually Melissa did move out, finish high school, and attend beauty school. After graduation, however, she couldn’t find a good job as a hair stylist, and she began dating a man her family did not approve of. In 2006, she moved to New York City with her boyfriend after telling her family she had been offered a job cutting hair.

			Need to Know: Melissa was always an independent, feisty girl. She was a talented hair stylist, but found her opportunities limited in Buffalo. Without options in her hometown, she felt compelled to leave, though it was clear that she was not moving to New York to work in a salon.

			Shannan

			Shannan Gilbert had a tumultuous childhood. The eldest of four girls, Shannan was placed in foster care at the age of 7, even though her sisters continued to live with their mother, Mari. Shannan spent her childhood bouncing between foster homes in and around Ellenville, New York, occasionally returning to her mother’s house. According to Mari, Shannan was too volatile to keep at home, but her sisters tell a different story, one in which Mari chose her boyfriend over her daughter. At 12, Shannan was diagnosed as bipolar. Mari was a largely absentee mother, even to the daughters who lived with her, and Shannan spent her youth craving her mother’s love. After graduating from high school, Shannan had difficulty holding a job or staying in one place without getting bored. She decided to move to New York City to make money. She planned to return to Ellenville with enough money to support her family.

			Need to Know: Having been exiled from her mother’s home so young in her life, Shannan yearned to feel loved and accepted by her family. She was drawn to material things, and believed that if she earned enough money, she could buy her mother’s and sisters’ affection.

			Megan

			Growing up in Portland, Maine, Megan Waterman never cared what anybody thought of her. She was a reckless, uncontrollable, even violent child. Her grandparents took over custody of Megan and her brother when it became clear that their mother, Lorraine, was unfit to look after two small children. As a teenager, Megan frequently got into trouble with the law and was placed in a juvenile detention facility. She struggled with feelings of low self-worth, which alternated with a grandiose sense of entitlement. At 17, she dropped out of school and continued to get arrested on petty offenses, until she got pregnant. After giving birth to a daughter in 2006, Megan seemed to find some peace. But she wanted a better life, both for herself and for her daughter.

			Need to Know: Like Maureen, Melissa, and Shannan, Megan was a rebellious teenager whose family struggled to keep her out of trouble. Although she had people looking out for her, it wasn’t enough to stop her self-destructive behavior.

			Amber

			Kim and Amber Overstreet were born six years apart, with Kim the elder sister. Shortly after Amber’s birth in 1983, the family moved to the working-class town of Gastonia, North Carolina. At the age of 5, Amber was raped by a 26-year-old neighbor. The entire family was traumatized by the rape, which left Amber unable to ever have children. When Kim was 19 and a sophomore at the University of North Carolina in Wilmington, their parents suffered health setbacks that left the family short of money. To cover her bills, Kim became a dancer for Coed Confidential, a service where girls could make up to $500 on one call. Sex was not an official service provided by the dancers at Coed Confidential, and Kim always made sure to toe the line.

			When Amber joined, she had no such reservations. In fact, Amber had begun having sex for money with neighborhood boys when she was 16. According to their peers, Amber and Kim were in many ways a lot alike: both “skinny little chatterboxes, brash and sassy,” but Kim was more independent and less emotional than her sister. Amber was kind, spiritual, and needy. Drug use was rampant at Coed Confidential, and both Kim and Amber began using heroin and crack.

			Need to Know: Perhaps as a result of her childhood trauma, Amber had no reservations about selling her body. To her, sex was meaningless. This attitude, combined with her desperate neediness, left her vulnerable to exploitation.

			II.

			Marie

			Sara Karnes met Maureen at a telemarketing job in Groton, Connecticut, in 2007, and the two became good friends. After the job ended, both struggled to find regular work, but Maureen claimed to make money giving private “massages.” Maureen soon invited Sara to New York, where they could make money by posting services on the “adult” section of Craigslist. Maureen had been listing her services under the name “Marie” since 2004, though she had taken a break after giving birth to her son. Maureen showed Sara her system: She had a programmer who constantly refreshed her ad, and she rented a hotel room in Manhattan to use as a base. She had security rules as well: Always bring a chaperone on a call (who could wait outside), and never go on a call outside of Manhattan.

			Sara and Maureen began making frequent trips to New York. Maureen saw prostitution as a way to make quick money to pay her rent and help support her two children, but she never intended for it to be a regular job. In July 2007, they made a trip to help Maureen raise money for rent to avoid eviction. At the end of the weekend, they hadn’t made enough money, and Maureen decided to stay in New York without Sara and their chaperones.

			Need to Know: By 2007, Maureen was a savvy veteran of Craigslist. She showed Sara the ropes, and clearly knew how to protect herself, so it was uncharacteristic for her to break her own rules and stay in New York alone on July 9—the last time she was seen alive.

			Chloe

			When she walked the streets of Times Square, Melissa Barthelemy went by the alias Chloe. In 2006, she met Kritzia Lugo, another streetwalker, who became her closest friend. Melissa drank heavily, and though Kritzia warned her not to take a drink from a date, Melissa seemed to “trust everybody.” When Amanda came to visit her big sister, she realized how Melissa was making money, but didn’t report back to her family in Buffalo. Melissa told her family she had a new boyfriend, Johnny Terry, who was, in fact, a pimp known on the streets as Blaze. When she realized Blaze didn’t provide much protection for her, Melissa struck out on her own. By 2008, she was mainly working off of Craigslist, where she could keep most of the money she made for herself.

			Melissa was last seen on July 12, 2009. Blaze later said he knew she had a thousand-dollar date lined up that night, but she was no longer working for him, and he had no further details. When she stopped returning texts and phone calls, Melissa’s parents filed a missing-persons report, but the police failed to investigate until a strange man called Amanda using Melissa’s phone. Phone records showed that on the night of her disappearance, Melissa had been in Massapequa, Long Island.

			Need to Know: Streetwalking is grueling work, and, after several years on the streets, Melissa turned to the Internet as an easier method to sell her services. Melissa was trusting, and she didn’t use security, which perhaps made her an easier target. After her disappearance, her killer made taunting phone calls to her sister, which helped publicize the case in her hometown.

			Angelina

			Alex Diaz met Shannan while working as a driver for the escort service World Class Party Girls. After moving in together, Alex learned about Shannan’s violent mood swings. When Shannan would go home to Ellenville for a visit, she splurged on her mother, Mari, and her sisters. They knew what she did for a living, but were happy to take her money. After World Class Party Girls was shut down, Alex and Shannan began to fight, and one night he hit her, breaking her jaw. She had to have a titanium plate grafted to the bone.

			Soon Shannan, now working under the name “Angelina,” met a new driver named Michael Pak. She began working with him privately: he drove her to calls while she posted to Craigslist in the backseat. On a call on May 1, 2010, Michael drove Shannan to a john in Oak Beach, Long Island. After three hours, the john, Joe Brewer, came out to the car and told Michael he needed to come inside to remove Shannan. Inside, Shannan sat alone in a room and seemed out of her mind. She screamed, “You guys are trying to kill me!” and called 911. She ran from the house, and Michael tried to follow her in his car. Gus Coletti, a resident of Oak Beach, approached Michael’s car and threatened to call the police. Unable to locate Shannan or reach her by phone, Michael drove away.

			Need to Know: Even one of Shannan’s old friends remarked on how much better her relationship with her family was now that she was making a lot of money. Shannan’s family knew about her job as a prostitute, but didn’t question it. She was able to act as the provider rather than the needy child, and bought lavish gifts for her mother and sisters.

			Lexi

			Megan wanted to be able to provide for her daughter, Lili, and she felt confident she knew what she was doing. After she fell in love with a drug dealer and pimp named Vybe, whom she saw as a savior-figure, their story followed the “Romeo pimp” narrative: Vybe presented himself as a hero to seduce Megan into prostituting for him, but he eventually became violent. With Vybe arranging calls for her in downtown Portland, she earned as much as $1,500 per night.

			In the spring of 2009, Vybe and Megan began posting ads for “Lexi” on Craigslist in Suffolk County, where she could earn more money. On their trips to Long Island, Megan often encountered trouble, getting robbed and arrested at different points. On June 4, 2010, they checked into a hotel in Hauppauge. Security footage shows Megan returning to the hotel at 8:30 p.m., alone. At 1:20 a.m. on June 5, she spoke to Vybe on the phone; ten minutes later, she left the hotel and disappeared down a service road. The next morning, Vybe found she hadn’t returned to the hotel, and contacted both the police and Megan’s grandmother. Vybe seemed to have useful information, but he was soon arrested on drug charges and refused to talk. Megan’s disappearance made national news, and her mother, Lorraine, seized the spotlight.

			Need to Know: Although she was a sex worker, Megan was not some anonymous victim: she had family who cared about her, and her disappearance was reported immediately. Megan’s family was always deeply concerned about her, but they were powerless to stop her from making her own decisions. After her disappearance, her mother, who had been ruled unfit to raise her children, saw a chance to be portrayed as a “good mother” by the media.

			Carolina

			In the fall of 2009, Long Island native Dave Schaller met Kim Overstreet, who by then had six children and lived with her boyfriend a few towns away. They began an affair, which was how Dave started speaking to Amber on the phone. Amber was living in Florida, and told Dave stories of “drug deals gone bad, mounting debts, and dangerous men.” Kim seemed not to want to have anything to do with her sister, but Dave sent Amber money to come live with him in West Babylon.

			Amber showed up emaciated, with track marks and missing teeth. Dave got her into rehab, where she befriended Björn “Bear” Brodsky. Dave, Bear, and Amber all moved into Dave’s cottage. Kim and Amber began listing themselves as escorts on Craigslist, although Kim often relied on Amber, or “Carolina,” to make money for both of them. Amber and Bear began shooting heroin again, and soon Dave was hooked as well. Amber was their main source of income, bringing in about $4,500 per week. Nearly all of the money went to drugs. When Bear decided to get clean, Amber felt abandoned. On September 2, 2010, she made a date for $1,500, and was last seen getting into a car in West Babylon.

			Need to Know: Although he brought Amber to Long Island to help her, Dave eventually succumbed to the same addiction problems that plagued both Kim and Amber. The situation in Dave’s home rapidly deteriorated, and Amber prostituted herself to support everybody’s drug habits.

			Interlude: Oak Beach, 2010

			Oak Beach, Long Island, is a secluded, gated community of 72 homes that longtime residents like Gus Coletti viewed as idyllic. It is managed by the small but powerful Oak Island Beach Association, which leases the homes from the nearby town of Babylon. Peter Hackett moved there in 1990, and became active on the association’s board. A doctor who worked in emergency services throughout the ’90s, Hackett frequently got himself into trouble by exaggerating his heroics. Hackett and Coletti controlled the board, which became the center of community infighting after Hackett’s appointment—for instance, when they tried to evict the Scalise family for personal reasons, which created bad blood between neighbors.

			Joe Brewer, who liked to hire escorts for his small gatherings, had moved into his mother’s house in Oak Beach, and was known as a vulgar figure in the community. Shortly after Shannan ran from his house on May 1, 2010, her boyfriend, Alex, showed up, demanding an explanation. Alex and Joe tried to file a report, but the police didn’t take them seriously. When Alex returned the next day, he met Peter Hackett, who wrote down the entire story, including details about Shannan, and promised to help. Later, Hackett called Shannan’s mother, Mari, and said he had taken Shannan in on the night of her disappearance. Mari recalls that he claimed to run a rehab for “wayward girls” out of his home.

			Alex, Michael Pak, and Shannan’s family pressed the police to find her, without success. The police only asked Gus Coletti for his security footage eight months after the incident, by which time it had been taped over. Officer John Mallia of the Suffolk County police canine unit, however, took his dog, Blue, out to search Oak Park. On December 11, 2010, Blue sniffed out a skeleton, wrapped in burlap and buried alongside Ocean Parkway on Gilgo Beach.

			Need to Know: Oak Beach is a tiny, isolated beach community fraught with internal tensions. Peter Hackett is a polarizing figure in the community known to tell self-aggrandizing lies, which might explain why he called Mari and claimed to have helped her daughter. Shannan’s disappearance was never taken seriously by the police or the community of Oak Beach, but the search for her led to the discovery of a serial killer.

			Book Two

			I.

			Bodies

			Two days after Officer Mallia discovered the first body, the police uncovered three more skeletons shrouded in burlap. The bodies were staggered at even intervals along Ocean Parkway on Gilgo Beach. The ensuing media frenzy focused mainly on Shannan, until Megan Waterman’s missing-persons report surfaced, which marked her as another possible victim. In fact, Shannan could be excluded as a match for any of the bodies, because none had a titanium plate in her jaw.

			The media speculated wildly, and both reporters and police assumed the victims were all prostitutes. In late January 2011, DNA matches identified all four sets of remains: Maureen Brainard-Barnes, Melissa Barthelemy, Megan Waterman, and Amber Lynn Costello. Investigators quickly discovered that all four women were around the same age, and all listed their services on Craigslist.

			At this point, Kolker steps back to tell the story of how family and friends reacted to each woman’s disappearance:

			
					 Maureen’s friend Sara Karnes, sister, Missy, and brother, Will, were all concerned when, after failing to answer several calls, Maureen didn’t show up at her eviction hearing. Missy tried to report her as missing, but when the police learned she was a prostitute, they declined to help.

					 After Melissa went missing, her 15-year-old sister, Amanda, received eight taunting phone calls from a mysterious male. The taunts included threats like, “Are you gonna be a whore like your sister?” and “I’m watching your sister’s body rot.” Amanda was devastated by the phone calls, and felt guilty for keeping her sister’s work a secret from the rest of the family for so long. The rest of the family were too overextended to take any action.

					 Lorraine Waterman had never been a real parent to Megan, but she seized upon the role of grieving mother for the media. She appeared on television, surprising her entire family by performing the part of a loving mom.

					 After Amber’s disappearance, Kim became harder and harder to track down. She resurfaced long enough to give a DNA sample to the Suffolk County police, then collected the money a local pastor had provided to bury her sister’s ashes, and disappeared with the cash.

			

			After the bodies were discovered, the families of Shannan and the four identified victims came together over social media. Some even went so far as to begin investigating the case for themselves. At the same time, the Suffolk County police, plus 150 officers on loan from the state and neighboring counties, continued to search for Shannan’s body.

			In late March and early April, they discovered three more bodies, none of which belonged to Shannan. The new bodies also did not fit the pattern of the previous four. One belonged to a prostitute whose torso had been discovered in 2003, farther east. Another belonged to an Asian man, and the third to a small child. The remains were older than the original four, and were therefore harder to identify.

			On April 11, two more sets of remains were discovered in neighboring Nassau County. These were linked to other unsolved cases on Long Island, but there was no indication that the newer bodies were linked to the original four. Suffolk County police commissioner Richard Dormer and District Attorney Thomas Spota now believed multiple killers might have been responsible for the ten murders. Television reporters and journalists once again descended on Oak Beach. They interviewed Peter Hackett, who again denied that he ever met Shannan or called Mari.

			Need to Know: This chapter, the longest in the book, covers details of the investigation alongside descriptions of family members’ grief and media speculation. Many family members felt guilt over not having intervened, or resentment at the lack of attention paid to the victims. The case proved difficult for the police because the women had advertised on Craigslist, and nobody knew where they had gone for their final calls. Without information, the media focused on rumors, and centered its attention on Hackett’s strange claims of having taken Shannan into his at-home rehab.

			Families

			In May 2011, Kolker organized a group interview with family members of all five women; Missy, Lorraine, Kim, Lynn, Jeff, and Amanda came. Mari joined, too, though her daughter’s remains had not yet been found. They shared information and discussed theories. Kim described the marriage of drug use and sex work, and offered a theory that the killer did cocaine with the girls. Mari shared her belief that there was a police cover-up, and that the wealthy inhabitants of Oak Beach were trying to deflect attention from themselves. After their meeting, the group declared itself an extended family, their bond based on shared loss. The following month they held a vigil in Oak Beach. Everybody except Kim attended.

			Need to Know: The unique experience of losing their daughters or sisters to an unknown serial killer brought these five families together. Many of them were uncomfortable discussing what the victims did for a living, but they remain dedicated to helping one another by sharing information and generally offering support.

			Conspiracies

			Within the closed community of Oak Beach, conspiracy theories surrounding Shannan’s disappearance began to circulate. Peter Hackett was the center of gossip, in part because he told neighbors, as he had told Mari, that he’d taken Shannan in and tried to help her. Hackett later denied ever having said this. Some neighbors, particularly Joe Scalise Jr., and online commentators, claimed Hackett regularly hunted down prostitutes, that he had killed all of the girls, and that the Oak Island Beach Association and Gus Coletti helped him cover it up.

			Need to Know: The tensions within Oak Beach, the alarming discovery of so many bodies, and Peter Hackett’s strange behavior created fertile ground in which conspiracy theories could flourish. Oak Beach insiders and online obsessives traded rumors claiming that Joe Brewer and Gus Coletti regularly abetted Peter Hackett in the murder of prostitutes.

			Alliances

			Robert Kolker meets one on one with the friends and family of each of the girls. The serial killer case united many of those close to the victims. Kritzia, Melissa’s closest friend on the streets, got in touch with Lynn and Amanda in Buffalo. Like Kritzia, Sara Karnes was deeply distraught over the loss of her friend Maureen, and, like Kritzia, she struggled to find a “straight” job after quitting prostitution. Kim was the only woman still active in sex work, which she claimed was part of an attempt to lure out her sister’s killer. In a television documentary that aired on December 5, 2011, Richard Dormer offered a new theory that all the bodies found on Long Island were victims of the same serial killer. The only exception to the single-killer theory was Shannan, whose body had still not been found.

			Need to Know: The victims’ wider social circles, including friends and fellow escorts Kritzia and Sara, became part of the supportive network described in the “Families” chapter. They are confused by the police’s shifting claims about whether there was one serial killer or multiple killers using the same burial ground.

			II.

			The Doctor

			That December, despite the announcement that Shannan was not a victim of the Gilgo Beach serial killer, police once again began searching for her body in Oak Beach. Kolker interviewed Peter Hackett, who said he’d never met Shannan and never claimed to have met Shannan. He admitted he might have told people he wished he’d helped her. However, he had by this time told journalists on a 48 Hours special that, yes, he had called Mari. He offered to help Kolker in the future. The next day, Shannan’s belongings were found in the marsh behind Hackett’s house.

			Need to Know: Hackett goes back and forth in his claims of whether or not he met Shannan, and whether or not he called Mari. He comes across as a compulsive liar, but also seems to want to help Kolker.

			The Marsh

			The marsh at Oak Beach is overgrown with plant life and avoided by everybody. On December 6, 2011, during a low tide, the police returned to search for Shannan, and found her purse, cell phone, shoes, and jeans. Over the next few days, the newly formed, close-knit circle of victims’ friends and families shared the hope that Shannan was still alive. The Suffolk County police, however, believed she would be found in the marsh.

			During an interview with Kolker, Dormer elaborates his single-killer theory. The fact that several of the other victims are not in a missing-persons database suggests they were escorts. He cites a study that shows prostitutes are more likely than other women to be targeted by serial killers. After Shannan’s bones were found on the other side of the marsh on December 13, Dormer continued to claim Shannan was the only one who was not murdered by the serial killer. He believed that she had wandered into the marsh in a drug-induced haze and drowned. At the same time, District Attorney Thomas Spota insisted that, while he believed the first four bodies were the work of one killer, the others displayed different tendencies. Kolker speculates that this argument over the single-killer theory is political.

			Because Shannan’s belongings were found so close to Hackett’s house, and so far from the body, some neighbors and online commentators refocused their attention on the doctor and his alleged coconspirator, Gus Coletti. In response to the speculation that Shannan was not murdered, Mari Gilbert called a press conference and accused the Suffolk County police of not doing their jobs properly. Her press conference angered other families, particularly Missy and Lorraine, who believed the police were doing everything they could.

			Need to Know: The release of television documentaries and new information convinced the police to search the swamp. When they found Shannan’s belongings and, eventually, her body, they assumed she accidentally drowned. This theory did not sit well with some neighbors or with Shannan’s family, who believed the police were covering something up.

			The John

			Kolker gets in touch with Joe Brewer, the john who was with Shannan the night she disappeared. Brewer claims he has a lot of information, but will only tell Kolker if he is paid for it. He also claims he was trying to help Shannan that night. Joe says there was another person in the house that night, and an anonymous author claiming to be that houseguest published Confessions of an Oak Beach Drifter shortly after Kolker’s interview. Neither that book nor this interview shed any light on why Shannan ran, terrified, from Brewer’s house.

			Need to Know: Brewer appears to be an opportunist who is trying to profit from Shannan’s death. He has no useful information to share about what happened to Shannan.

			The Remains

			In February 17, 2012, another set of skeletal remains was found in the Manorville Pine Barrens, near where the first four victims were discovered. On March 21, a second set of remains surfaced in Manorville. The police warned that this was likely the work of a different killer, but nobody was paying attention, anyway. The Long Island serial killer was old news.

			Mari Gilbert, however, was still waiting to hear the results of the medical examiner’s report to learn whether or not Shannan had also been murdered. Unfortunately, the ME was unable to identify the cause of death or whether there were any drugs in Shannan’s system when she died. Mari and her lawyer, John Ray, believed the report’s lack of information was the result of negligence. By then, Mari had alienated the other families, her online supporters, and even her own daughter Sherre. Other survivors felt isolated as well, including Shannan’s boyfriend, Alex.

			Peter Hackett sold his house in Oak Beach and moved to Florida. He felt he had been portrayed badly by the media, and continued to insist he had never met Shannan and never called Mari. On November 15, 2012, Shannan’s family filed a wrongful death lawsuit against Hackett. Their “smoking gun” was phone records that showed Hackett had indeed called Mari on May 3, 2010. Joe Scalise, Jr., still believes he is the murderer.

			Other family members of the four Gilgo Beach victims found different means to cope. Missy, for example, became interested in the debate about the safety of online adult services listings. The Internet promised to make prostitution easier and safer, and drew a new type of escort into the business. But the seeming ease of posting online masked the dangers of sex work. Some sites, like Craigslist, have bowed to pressure to shut down the adult listings.

			After coming together to support one another during a trying time, the victims’ friends and family are no longer a close-knit, supportive group. Nobody is any closer to discovering who the killer is, or why the girls risked going to meet him alone.

			Need to Know: Long after the original four remains were found, new bodies continue to turn up in the area. Although the public has moved on, the families still search for answers. They continue to wonder what happened to Melissa, Maureen, Amber, Shannan, and Megan, and why these women chose the lives they did. Yet despite years of investigation, their questions remain unanswered.

		

	
		
			Timeline

			July 9, 2007: Sara Karnes is the last person to see Maureen Brainard-Barnes alive, in a hotel room in Manhattan. That night, Maureen places a phone call to her sister, Missy, from Penn Station, the train station that the Long Island Rail Road leaves from.

			July 12, 2009: Melissa Barthelemy is last seen in the Bronx. Her boyfriend says she had a high-paying date lined up for that night. Phone records place her in Massapequa, Long Island, that night.

			May 1, 2010: A hysterical Shannan Gilbert runs from Joe Brewer’s home in Oak Beach. Her driver, Michael Pak, tries unsuccessfully to find her. Gus Coletti and Barbara Brennan see her frantically banging on doors.

			June 5, 2010: Megan Waterman is last seen leaving a Holiday Inn Express in Hauppauge, Long Island. Surveillance footage shows her walking from the hotel toward a convenience store at 1:30 a.m.

			September 2, 2010: Amber Lynn Costello is last seen getting into a john’s car in West Babylon, Long Island.

			December 11, 2010: Police uncover skeletal remains shrouded in burlap at Gilgo Beach. Six weeks later, they identify these remains as belonging to Melissa Barthelemy.

			December 13, 2010: Three more skeletons wrapped in burlap are discovered along Gilgo Beach, all placed at intervals of one-tenth of a mile from each other. These remains belong to Megan Waterman, Amber Lynn Costello, and Maureen Brainard-Barnes.

			March 29, 2011: Police discover new remains three-quarters of a mile from where the first four bodies were buried. These remains belong to Jessica Taylor, an escort whose torso had been discovered years earlier farther out along Long Island.

			April 4, 2011: Three more sets of remains are discovered. They are never identified, though forensic evidence shows one set belongs to an Asian male, one to an unidentified woman linked to another Jane Doe case, and the third to a female toddler.

			April 11, 2011: Two more sets of remains are found. One is identified as the mother of the child found the previous week; the second is linked to an unsolved case from 1996.

			December 6, 2011: The police find Shannan’s clothes and personal items in the Oak Beach marsh, near where she was last seen.

			December 13, 2011: Police discover Shannan’s body in the marsh.

			February 17, 2012: A new set of remains is found in the Pine Barrens of Manorville.

			March 21, 2012: Yet another set of remains is found buried in Manorville.

		

	
		
			Cast of Characters

			The Murdered Women

			Maureen Brainard-Barnes: A generous romantic and aspiring rapper and model, Maureen began working off Craigslist in 2004. She went missing from a hotel in midtown Manhattan in 2007.

			Sara Karnes: A friend of Maureen’s and the last person to see her alive.

			Melissa “Missy” Cann: Maureen’s sister. The two were close, and Missy immediately began to search for Maureen as soon as she went missing. She formed online relationships with the other victims’ families, though a rift eventually formed between her and Mari, Shannan’s mother.

			Melissa Barthelemy: Last seen outside her Bronx home in 2009. Melissa’s phone records trace her final moments to Long Island.

			Lynn Barthelemy: Melissa’s mother.

			Amanda Barthelemy: Melissa’s half sister. Amanda received several menacing phone calls from a man using Melissa’s cell shortly after her disappearance.

			Kritzia: Melissa’s friend and companion on the streets. Kritzia provides a detailed portrait of what Melissa’s life was like after she left home.

			Shannan Gilbert: The only one of the victims featured in the book whose body was not found buried on Gilgo Beach. Shannan’s mysterious disappearance in May of 2010 led to the police search that uncovered the serial killer’s victims.

			Mari Gilbert: Shannan’s mother. Mari placed her daughter in foster care from a young age, claiming she couldn’t deal with her daughter’s mood swings. After Shannan disappeared, however, she was vigilant about finding her daughter and, later, the man she believed was responsible for her death.

			Alex Diaz: Shannan’s boyfriend. Alex went to Oak Beach to investigate Shannan’s disappearance.

			Megan Waterman: Megan was removed from her mother’s custody while very young and raised by her grandparents. She began to get in trouble with the law from an early age. She was last seen leaving a hotel in Hauppauge, Long Island.

			Lorraine Waterman: Megan’s mother. Lorraine did not raise Megan, and took on the role of attentive mother only after Megan’s death. She was heavily involved in the social media connections made by the victims’ families.

			Amber Lynn Costello: A kind-hearted but traumatized woman with a severe drug problem, Amber was last seen getting into a john’s car in West Babylon, New York.

			Kim Overstreet: Amber’s sister. Kim also worked as a stripper and escort. Her boyfriend, Dave Schaller, was responsible for bringing Amber to Long Island.

			Others

			Joe Brewer: Shannan’s client the night she went missing.

			Gus Coletti: An Oak Beach resident who called the police after a hysterical Shannan came to his door. Conspiracy theorists view him as part of the cover-up protecting Peter Hackett.

			Richard Dormer: The police commissioner of Suffolk County, in charge of the investigation.

			Peter Hackett: A doctor living in Oak Beach who contacted Mari Gilbert shortly after Shannan disappeared. He told her—and possibly others—that he ran a rehab facility for “wayward girls” out of his home, and that he had helped Shannan. He later denied having made the phone call, and continued to vacillate in his claims. His behavior, and the fact that her belongings were found near his home, made him a suspect in the eyes of neighbors and the media, but not the police.

			Joe Scalise Jr.: A resident of Oak Beach with a vendetta against the board. He repeatedly accuses Peter Hackett of being the killer.

			Thomas Spota: Suffolk County district attorney.

		

	
		
			Direct Quotes and Analysis

			“It had seemed enough, at first, for some to say the victims were all just Craigslist hookers, practically interchangeable—lost souls who were dead, in a fashion, long before they actually disappeared. There is a story our culture tells about people like them, a conventional way of thinking about how young girls fall into a life of prostitution.”

			With this quote, Kolker sets up his larger project for the book: to tell the stories of women who were more than just “Craigslist hookers.” Although most people might prefer a simple morality tale of how women become prostitutes—i.e., they are victims forced into it at a young age, or they are nymphomaniacs with no moral compass—there is no one, defining story of how women “fall” into sex work. Each woman’s experience is unique, and each story is important in its own right.

			“The people of Oak Beach are there because they want to be left alone.… The houses are built on public land and collectively overseen by a homeowners’ association that has operated like a miniature government for over a century, its small, clubby leadership screening new arrivals and making rules and generally promoting the idea that, as far as members of the Oak Island Beach Association are concerned, their quiet village would be perfect in every way if not for the intrusions of the outside world.”

			Kolker portrays Oak Beach as an isolated and isolationist community. Its secluded location on a marshy barrier island, its cliquish governing board, and its self-image as an idyll all set it apart from brash, wealthy, suburban Long Island. Yet this same privacy makes it a perfect dumping ground for dead bodies, and, perhaps, an ideal hideout for a killer. It is also an archetypal setting for a good conspiracy theory: the insularity described above is a hallmark of such plots. Ironically, although the Oak Beach residents want to be “left alone,” they seized upon the publicity that comes with scandal. Peter Hackett, for example, initially sought attention for supposedly “helping” Shannan. Similarly, Joe Scalise Jr., vocally and publicly accused his neighbors of dastardly deeds, bringing increased scrutiny to this private community.

			“Maureen, Melissa, Megan, and Amber were one small part of a continuum of murder that stretched for miles and miles along the South Shore of Long Island, from Jones Beach out east to Manorville.”

			As more remains were found, the nature of the case shifted. Police were no longer sure that there was only one killer. The pool of victims expanded. The story was no longer about these women, or their disappearances, or even their murders, but instead about the number of murder victims dumped or killed in Suffolk and Nassau Counties.

			“Dormer’s chief of detectives, Dominick Varrone, called it a ‘consolation’ that the killer didn’t appear to be ‘selecting citizens at large—he’s selecting from a pool.’ The girls who used Craigslist, he said, ‘are very available, they’re very vulnerable, they’re willing to get into a car with a stranger.’”

			Varrone’s poor choice of words reveals the sentiment of the community: it’s a “consolation” that the victims are prostitutes and not upstanding members of society. Varrone suggests it’s a given that escorts would be targeted, and that their vulnerability is reason enough for their murders. Throughout Lost Girls, we see the victims’ friends and family fight this viewpoint, because it limits how the police and the media are able to perceive the victims, which is that their victimhood is a foregone conclusion because of their dangerous profession.

			“Kritzia said that escort work gave her something to do, someone to be, though selling her body meant living in a shadow world that everyone ignored.”

			This quote highlights one of the paradoxes of sex work. The women in Lost Girls became escorts because they were unable to find meaningful and remunerative jobs. Kolker suggests that, in addition to fast cash, sex work offered them an adult role, a way to take care of themselves. It also gave these women a modicum of attention. And yet, it took away as much as it gave: Escorts occupy a different space—a social underbelly—and go largely unseen by the world around them. Even though they chose their work, they were also victims of its violence and exploitation.

			“Without the serial-killer case, they might have called off the search for Shannan. But without her, they might never have known there was a serial killer.

			“The girls all found one another.”

			Here Kolker articulates the central irony of this case: Though the police believe Shannan was not a victim of the same serial killer as the four other women, it was her disappearance that led to their discovery. And once the case became a search for a serial killer, they were forced to continue looking for a woman they otherwise would not have spent their resources on. By saying the girls “found one another,” Kolker suggests that, taken together, their collective deaths made each one of them more visible, more important, both to the police and to the general public.

			“They weren’t angels. They weren’t devils…. To their loved ones, some part of each of the girls remains elusive. 

			“There is an impulse now to have a reason. It’s as strong an impulse—maybe stronger—as wanting to know who killed them.”

			Here, Kolker refers to each individual woman’s decision to become a sex worker. These women are complex figures who can’t be summed up by conventional narratives about prostitution. They weren’t trafficked, they weren’t minors; they, instead, chose the life for themselves. And, although Kolker has given us intimate details of these women’s lives, their motivations can never be entirely known. As is the case with the larger mystery of who the killer is, we can only speculate about who these women really were, and why they made the choices they did.

			“The demand for commercial sex will never go away. Neither will the Internet; they’re stuck with each other. It may no longer even matter anymore whether the sale of sex among consenting adults is wrong or right, immoral or empowering. What’s clear is that no good can come from pretending that the people who participate in prostitution don’t exist. That, after all, is what the killer was counting on.”

			In the final pages of Lost Girls, Kolker touches on the national discussion surrounding online escorting. These discussions can have a moralizing tone, and it is clear Kolker wants to avoid such judgments. Instead, he simply claims that we can’t continue to ignore the fact that prostitution exists, and that some women choose sex work. The problem of violence in this industry relies on the stigmatization of prostitutes, who seemingly “deserve” their fate as punishment for their poor decisions. Yet Kolker does not—perhaps cannot—offer any solution beyond recognizing the problem’s existence.

		

	
		
			Trivia

			
					The term “serial killer” was first used in the 1970s. Its coinage is generally attributed to FBI investigator Robert Ressler, who played a major role in the FBI’s early attempts to profile such killers.

					Although depictions of serial killers are rampant in the media, serial killings account for less than 1% of murders in the United States every year.

					According to the FBI, only 62.5% of homicide cases in the United States are solved.

					Prostitutes are more likely than other women to be targeted by serial killers. A 2002 study found that as many as 78% of women killed by serial killers are prostitutes.

					Under immense pressure from critics, Craigslist shut down its “adult listings” section on September 3, 2010.

					At least three other murderers have been dubbed “Craigslist Killers” by the media, due to their use of the site to find victims.

					Kolker first wrote about the Long Island serial killer for New York magazine in 2011, when his editor told him the story was too big to ignore.

					Shortly after publishing Lost Girls, Kolker was contacted by documentary filmmakers Josh Zeman and Rachel Mills. He appeared in their A&E docu-series on the Long Island serial killer case, The Killing Season.

					In July 2016, Mari Gilbert once again made national news when she was stabbed to death by her daughter—Shannan’s younger sister—Sarra.

					Up to fifteen murders, dating as far back as 1996, can potentially be attributed to the Long Island serial killer.

			

		

	
		
			What’s That Word?

			Barrier islands: A coastal landform, usually a long stretch of sand, shaped by the tides. Barrier islands run parallel to the mainland but are separated from the mainland coast by a stretch of calm water, such as a marsh. Gilgo Beach and Oak Beach are located on a barrier island south of Long Island.

			Jane Doe: Jane [or John] Doe is the term given to a corpse or hospital patient whose identity is still unknown. Many of the remains in the Long Island serial killer investigation belong to John/Jane/Baby Does.

			Forensic anthropologist: A subspecialty in the field of physical anthropology, which studies human remains. A forensic anthropologist analyzes skeletal remains to help solve crimes. He or she can help to identify an individual, estimate how much time has passed since the death, and assess the bodily injuries. This type of expertise is particularly important when remains have been buried for an extended period of time.

			Craigslist: Craigslist is a website dedicated to classifieds and organized by city or geographic area. It has sections for jobs, housing, personal, for sale, and items wanted, among others. It no longer runs “adult” ads.

			Backpage: A competitor of Craigslist, Backpage still has an adult section with listings for escorts.

			Websleuths: An online “sleuthing community” dedicated to discussing unsolved crimes. People can post anonymously to message boards to share information and theories. Some residents of Oak Beach took to the online forum to post their theories about what was happening within their community. Hackett was a particularly popular suspect on Websleuths.

			48 Hours: A television newsmagazine that covers true crime and often features sensationalist, violent cases. Several of the people involved in this investigation were interviewed for a 48 Hours episode on the Gilgo Beach murders; it was on this program that Hackett admitted that he had, in fact, told Mari Gilbert he met her daughter.

			Nancy Grace: Nancy Grace is a television journalist who hosted her own nightly show on the HLN network for twelve years. She has been criticized for her aggressive, often false, speculations and accusations about high-profile crimes. She often used inflammatory language. Her announcement that a serial killer was on the loose, which came days before Suffolk County police mentioned the possibility, was typical of her style.

			Oak Island Beach Association: Because Oak Beach is not a town in and of itself, it does not have a local government. It leases its land from the nearby town of Babylon. The homeowners association has been the regulating body of the community since it began.

		

	
		
			Critical Response

			
					A Publishers Weekly top ten book of 2013

					A New York Times bestseller

					A New York Times Book Review Notable Book

					An Amazon Best Book of the Month

			

			“Possibly the realest, fullest picture of what is happening with sex work in the US right now.” —The Guardian

			“In stark contrast to the ugliness of the story, Kolker’s sad tale of five young women linked by the tragic circumstances of their disappearances is beautifully and provocatively written.” —Publishers Weekly

			“Extraordinary … It’s the empty freakishness of the serial killer that makes him superficially fascinating, the stuff that so much bad pulp fiction and so many trashy documentaries are made of. It takes a rarer, more humane and imaginative writer to show the dented magnificence and universal sorrow within ordinary lives, and make you realize how much more they are worth.” —Salon

			“An important examination of the socioeconomic and cultural forces that can shape a woman’s entry into prostitution.” —Kirkus Reviews

			“Lost Girls is a model of how a true-crime author can simultaneously write a riveting book and do justice to crime victims while highlighting an underreported issue.” —The New York Observer

			“Robert Kolker has carried out monumental research to give us true-crime reporting at its best.… He rewards the diligent reader with an in-depth look not just at the five victims but also at how thousands of young women live today, and at the forces that drew these five to prostitution.” —The Washington Post

		

	
		
			About Robert Kolker

			Robert Kolker is an investigative journalist known for his explorations of criminal justice and his long-form, narrative journalism. He has written for Bloomberg, Wired, and New York magazine. In 2006, his article on sexual abuse within an ultraorthodox Jewish community earned him a nomination for the National Magazine Award. His 2011 article “I Did It,” which investigates how the police extract false confessions, won the Harry Frank Guggenheim Excellence in Criminal Justice Reporting Prize from John Jay College of Criminal Justice. He lives in New York City. Lost Girls is Kolker’s first book.

		

	
		
			For Your Information

			Online

			“9 Books About Unsolved Murders.” The Lineup.

			“Inside the Bizarre Unsolved Case of the Long Island Serial Killer.” Vice.

			“Long Island Serial Killer: How Close Are Police to Catching the Suspect—or Suspects?” People.

			“The New Prostitutes.” The New York Times.

			“Why Hasn’t the Long Island Serial Killer Case Been Solved?” Rolling Stone.

			Books

			Playing the Whore: The Work of Sex Work by Melissa Gira Grant

			The People Who Eat Darkness: The True Story of a Young Woman who Vanished on the Streets of Tokyo—and the Evil that Swallowed Her Up by Richard Lloyd Parry

			Serial Killers: The Method and Madness of Monsters by Peter Vronsky

			Somebody’s Daughter: Inside an International Prostitution Ring by Phonse Jessome

			True Crime Addict by James Renner

			Whoever Fights Monsters: My Twenty Years Hunting Serial Killers for the FBI by Robert K. Ressler and Tom Shachtman

			Zodiac: The Shocking True Story of the Nation’s Most Bizzare Mass Murderer by Robert Graysmith
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