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Editor’s Note


It’s been ten years since sixteen-­year-­old Sara Parcell disappeared without an explanation on a crisp April morning in Frederick, Maryland. The ensuing events captivated, shocked, and divided the American public. But what really happened? The case was examined and litigated from every angle, yet the full story has never been told. Until now. The principal participants have finally agreed to speak.


This is the testimony of twenty-­six people who played a role in the events surrounding Sara’s disappearance. They answered questions about the ensuing search, the media frenzy, the tragic and scandalous conclusion, and the reckoning that followed.


In the words of the people who lived through it, here is what actually happened . . .




Interview Participants


When quoted, each individual is identified by their name at the time of Sara Parcell’s disappearance, and either their relationship to Sara or their professional title at the time.


Dave Parcell*: father


Jeannette Parcell (now Jeannette Geary): mother


Jack Parcell: brother


Beverly Geary: grandmother


Felix Calderon: detective, Frederick Police Department


Dmitri Russo: patrolman, Frederick Police Department


Christine Bell: district attorney, Frederick County


Olivia Weston: friend


Nellie Spencer: friend


Brandon Grassley: neighbor and classmate


Veronica Yang: principal, Frederick High School


Miriam Rosen: music teacher, Frederick High School


Travis Haynes: bus driver, Frederick Unified School District


Tommy O’Brien: sales associate, Geary Home & Garden


Evelyn Crawford: wife of Manny Crawford (deceased, mechanic at Frederick Shell station)


Olaf Leclerq: ice cream shop owner, Sara’s boss


Mike Snyder: news reporter, ABC-7 Frederick


Casey Hawthorne: producer, TNN


Marcus Maxwell: network president, TNN


Anthony Pena: video editor


Zane Kelly: camera operator


Alexis Lee: associate producer


Becca Santangelo: admin, SareBears Facebook group


Bruce Allen Foley: chief reality officer, Unfounded


Ezra Phillips: pop culture critic, Slate


Molly Lowe: professor of sociology, University of California, Berkeley


The following people were contacted for interviews but declined to participate:


Herb Geary: grandfather; owner, Geary Home & Garden


Frank Grassley: neighbor; bank officer, Frederick Savings & Trust


Tim Walker: assistant volleyball coach, Frederick High School


*All interviews with Dave Parcell were conducted over the telephone per the visitation restrictions at Cumberland State Prison.




CHAPTER 1


“Our Last Good Morning”


Jeannette Parcell (mother): It was a normal day. I hassled the kids out of bed, fixed breakfast. Jack was filming himself trying to eat Froot Loops off his nose—­he was always posting silly videos like that back then. Sara was fixing the strings on her violin. We had bought her new strings that weekend. Thirty dollars, for the good ones. Dave was reading the sports section, complaining about the Orioles’ bullpen, I bet. Everyone in their own world. I’m sure the four of us barely talked, but still—­it was our last good morning.


Dave Parcell (father): I had a pit in my stomach, for sure. When the kids left for the bus, I tried not to make a big deal of it. But I gave Sara an extra squeeze on the shoulder. I remember what I said: “Have a good day, Sare-­Bear.” She didn’t even blink.


I stood in the doorway, staring after them as they walked to the bus stop. Jeannette saw me. I don’t know if she thought anything of it.


Jack Parcell (brother): We didn’t take the same school bus—­Sara’s went to the high school—­but we waited at the same corner with some other kids from the neighborhood. When my bus came, she probably said, “Later, dude,” and flicked my ear or something like that. I don’t remember.


We got along, even if I annoyed the hell out of her sometimes. She would kick me out of her room when her friends came over, that’s for sure. I get it, who wants to hang around with their little brother? Sara was five years older, but she was still nice to me, always looked out for me. Especially when our parents fought.


Jeannette Parcell (mother): Dave and I, our marriage was . . . good. It was fine. We just never had enough money, that was pretty much the problem. We laughed a lot, but when you don’t have enough money, there’s also a lot to fight about. I know that was hard for Dave. Maybe I could have eased up on him a bit. But our water heater needed to be replaced, Jack needed braces, Sara had outgrown her track shoes. I couldn’t pretend these things weren’t real.


Dave Parcell (father): It had been a rough few years. I was bone-­tired and out of ideas. We owed a lot. The bank was coming after our house. I had started doing this crazy thing, I would leave work on my lunch break, drive home, check the mailbox for any new bills, and leave the rest of the mail for Jeannette to grab later. I didn’t want her or the kids to see how bad it was.


I thought if we could just get a little breathing room to get back to even, we’d be fine. But when you’ve got a music prodigy in the house, there’s a sense of urgency, a timeline you don’t get to control. One missed opportunity could change everything.


Jeannette Parcell (mother): We’ll never know how far it could have taken her, but she really was quite talented. It was always such a kick to me—­where did this come from? Dave and I wouldn’t have recognized Mozart if he was our uncle.


Dave Parcell (father): She got her musical genes from me. I followed Aerosmith around one summer, played a lot of guitar in the arena parking lots. A guitar’s not that different from a violin, you know. And Jeannette? She couldn’t carry a tune if she had a bucket with a lid on it.


Jeannette Parcell (mother): My God, Sara could take your breath away, just practicing up in her room. I’d be doing the dishes at night and hear her start to play. I’d creep up the stairs and stand in the hallway, put my hand lightly on the door. Close my eyes and just listen. I’d picture her onstage. She was so small when she started, she looked like a baby horse trying to wrestle that bow, all arms and legs. She was so young, so innocent. But she played with such power. It lit me up.


Jack Parcell (brother): I never learned an instrument. My dad tried to teach me guitar one weekend when I was eight or nine years old. My fingers were hurting so bad, and he was getting frustrated and yelling at me . . . I threw it on the ground and ran off crying.


Dave Parcell (father): Sara wanted to do the teen summer program at Juilliard that year. It was expensive, but she deserved it, she had worked so hard. It’s the best program, the best music school in the world.


So, yeah. That’s how this whole mess got started. When Sara left the house that morning, I thought it was her first step to Juilliard.


Brandon Grassley (neighbor): I don’t really remember anything unusual from our bus stop that morning. We did the same thing every day, stood around and waited. Just a regular old suburban street corner. It wasn’t very exciting.


Nellie Spencer (friend): Sara got on the bus and walked down the aisle to me and Olivia. We normally sat in the back, showed each other stuff on our phones, maybe put on a little makeup. Sometimes I copied Sara’s homework.


Olivia Weston (friend): Nellie was freaking out about something. Sara and I were trying to calm her down.


There had been a field party that weekend, it had kinda got out of control. Giant bonfire, a couple of kegs, kids from other schools. Nellie had snuck off early in the night and we couldn’t find her, she wasn’t answering her phone. But Sara and I stayed. We stuck together because I remember there were definitely some sketch balls hanging around.


Two days later, on the bus, Nellie told us where she disappeared to, and it became a whole thing.


Nellie Spencer (friend): I needed their help responding to a text message. It had been a crazy weekend, and now this guy was blowing up my phone and I didn’t know what to say. I remember being really stressed, but maybe I was being dramatic. I was definitely a tad dramatic back then. I know Sara didn’t approve of the whole thing, but she was still trying to help me. You know, with the . . . situation I found myself in.


Olivia Weston (friend): Nellie was fucking our volleyball coach.


Nellie Spencer (friend): I was involved with an older guy who worked at the school. Assistant volleyball coach. I mean, he was like twenty-­three, it wasn’t some Woody Allen thing. And we hadn’t even slept together yet. I left the field party early that Saturday night and went to his place.


That’s when his roommate, or housemate, whatever, found out about us. And the roommate was applying to law school and all of the sudden got scared about being an accessory or witness to some crime. Like God forbid he was in the next room while we hooked up. It was ridiculous. Maybe try actually going to law school before you start worrying about imaginary crimes?


Anyway, it was turning into a huge mess. Coach Walker—­yes, that’s what I called him—­he was trying to get our stories straight. I’m positive that’s what we were talking about on the bus that morning.


Brandon Grassley (neighbor): Those girls never shut up. I never knew exactly what the drama was, but it was always something. Usually, I’d put my headphones on and try to tune them out, but I caught bits and pieces. It sounded like there had been a big party that weekend. I wasn’t there. But I think that’s what they were worked up about.


Olivia Weston (friend): We all got off the bus together, walked toward school. Before we got inside, that’s when Sara realized she had left her backpack on the bus. Me and Nellie kept going to our lockers, and she ran back to get it.


Nellie Spencer (friend): The three of us were at our lockers when Sara realized she only had her gym bag, not her backpack. She told us not to wait for her, then ran back to try and catch the bus.


Travis Haynes (bus driver): I did exactly what I was trained to do, followed the protocols to a T. Finished my route on time, drove back to the depot, did recon up and down the aisle, cleaned up all the stupid shit these kids throw on the floor, soda cans, gum wrappers, you know, and then I saw the backpack. Nothing crazy, so I brought it to the depot office where the lost and found was. The door was locked, that’s someone else’s fault, not mine, but that’s what screwed me. Meanwhile, the bus is all the way across the lot, the office is locked, my car is right there, I’m heading home, so what else am I supposed to do with it? I took the backpack with me.


And no, I know what her little friends told the police, but she never came back after everyone got out at the school. Once Sara Parcell got off my school bus, I never saw her again.


Dave Parcell (father): I spent the morning checking my watch, checking my phone, every five minutes. Just a normal bullshit day at Geary Home & Garden.


Jeannette Parcell (mother): Dave worked for my father, at the home supply store he owned. It had been a few years at that point since Dave’s roofing business went under. He was always a hard worker, but he didn’t have the head to run a whole business. I convinced him to finally give up, then asked my dad for a favor. The situation at the store wasn’t ideal, I knew that, but we needed the steady paycheck.


Dave Parcell (father): Seriously? How do you think I felt about it? It was a reminder every single day that you’re a failure who can’t take care of your own family. And as a bonus, you get to carry around fifty-­pound bags of fertilizer. What’s not to love?


Tommy O’Brien (employee, Geary Home & Garden): I always liked Dave. He bought me beer on Fridays sometimes, after I lost my fake ID. Yeah, he would grumble about his father-­in-­law, but it wasn’t so bad working there. Mr. Geary was a nice boss. There was no convincing Dave, though, he was just pissed off to be there, pretty much pissed off at the world. I remember something he said once: “Sometimes you’re the hammer, sometimes you’re the nail . . . and I’m tired of always being the goddamn nail.”


When he first heard something happened with his daughter, we were out on a job together. Putting in an automated sprinkler system in an office park.


Dave Parcell (father): We left the store around noon, me and the kid, what was his name . . . Tommy. We were supposed to go plant maple trees in somebody’s backyard. Took the work truck, trees tied down on the flatbed. Stopped at the fill station to get gas. Manny was there. We looked over at each other for a second or two. Nothing more than that.


Evelyn Crawford (wife of Manny Crawford, mechanic at Frederick Shell): I had never met Dave Parcell, still haven’t to this day. Had never heard his name, to be honest, before everything happened.


Manny was friends with a lot of people who frequented the station. Self-­proclaimed mayor of Route 15. You could ask anyone from here to the Potomac, you wouldn’t hear a cross word about my husband. The only problems that man ever had were with yours truly, when he wouldn’t charge people to fix their cars. Yeah, that was his business strategy—­lots of loyal customers and no one ever pays.


I’m sorry, give me a second. Manny was . . . a very good man. Generous, thoughtful, had a laugh like a foghorn, and smoked a rack of ribs that danced off the bone. It seems crazy now that I would yell at him for fixing our friends’ cars for free. I’m sorry I ever did that.


So, yeah, we weren’t rich. We were always a little behind. But even that doesn’t explain it. I have no earthly idea what made him get involved in such a stupid idea.


Tommy O’Brien (employee, Geary Home & Garden): We left the gas station, made it to the office park, started working, and about an hour later Dave answered his phone. I could tell it was about his kids, something to do with their school. He seemed surprised at first, then upset. I wasn’t paying too much attention, but I remember after he hung up, he rushed back to our truck and took off.


Miriam Rosen (music teacher, Frederick High School): I was surprised that Sara was absent from our rehearsal. The spring concert was in two days, and she had a big solo. She was our star performer, the only real attraction, to be perfectly honest. At that point I wasn’t even teaching her that much, technically speaking. I was just trying to fortify her with the energy and discipline she needed to keep up with her talent. It can be scary at that age—­to be so good.


Some sixteen-­year-­old girls don’t want the attention, and I mean literally: They don’t want people staring at their bodies. Or they can’t manage the expectations of being so good. Sara was handling it, but I could tell it was weighing on her.


It wasn’t notable for a student to be absent, but when I was in the office later, I did ask if Sara was in school that day. It was so unlike her to skip rehearsal. Of course, at that point, I was only worried about her missing the concert . . .


Veronica Yang (principal, Frederick High School): Our school’s policy is to notify the parents if a student has an unexcused absence in their first three periods. I didn’t make the phone call myself, but someone in our office got in touch with her father, I believe.


Jeannette Parcell (mother): I worked at a catering hall, doing their bookkeeping. I was in a meeting, so I missed the call from the school that Sara was absent.


Dave Parcell (father): Yeah, I got a call on my cell. The attendance office at the school, they said Sara hadn’t shown up. I immediately called Jeannette.


Jeannette Parcell (mother): When Dave finally reached me, I was worried instantly. We had seen her head out to the bus that morning. And Sara would never ditch school. I told my boss I had an emergency, left work, and met Dave back at our house.


Dave Parcell (father): We kept trying Sara’s cell phone. I mean, this was the whole reason why kids get these stupid phones, right? Or so I had been told. But there was no answer. I left Tommy to finish the trees and drove straight home.


Jeannette Parcell (mother): I tried to reassure myself that Sara was literally the most responsible person I knew. She cleaned her room. Finished her homework. Had a job. I knew she wasn’t caught up in anything dangerous. So when she wasn’t responding, deep down, I knew it was bad.


Dave Parcell (father): Jeannette was freaking out pretty quickly. I tried to calm her down.


Jeannette Parcell (mother): I could feel my body go into panic mode. My stomach, my skin, my heart rate, the taste in my mouth . . . everything just went haywire.


Dave Parcell (father): Jack came home from school around three o’clock. We kind of told him a white lie about needing to talk to Sara, and asked if he knew where she was, but he didn’t know anything. Last he’d seen, she was still waiting for the high school bus. There was nothing more he could tell us, so Jeannette had one of her friends pick him up and get him out of the house for the afternoon.


Jeannette Parcell (mother): School had let out and we still hadn’t heard anything. I started contacting all of her friends.


Olivia Weston (friend): Sara’s mom called me, and that’s when I started to get scared. I told her I last saw Sara going back to the school bus for her bag. And that’s all I could really say. I had been wondering where she was all day, too. She wasn’t answering any texts, I knew something shady was going on.


Nellie Spencer (friend): Her mom was sobbing on the phone, begging me to tell her anything, promising we wouldn’t be in trouble. Yeah, I was not in a great headspace for that. The first thing I thought of was that maybe something happened at the party after I dipped out early on Saturday. Maybe Sara was dealing with that. But I wasn’t about to start speculating out loud. It didn’t seem like that big of a deal at first.


Dave Parcell (father): It got to the point where the choice was obvious: We had to call the police.


Jeannette Parcell (mother): I don’t remember what happened. Dave did it.


Dave Parcell (father): I could barely bring myself to make the call. I knew once we did that, this whole thing would become real. Sara would officially be a “missing person.” But I forced myself to do it. I made the call, made the report.


After I hung up, I immediately had this awful feeling in the pit of my stomach. Was literally shaking as I put the phone down.


I couldn’t have predicted what came next, but I just knew that I had ruined all of our lives.




CHAPTER 2


“Then We Better Find Her Real Soon”


Felix Calderon (detective, Frederick Police Department): I had already clocked out for the night when my captain called me. It’s not like Frederick has a lot of experienced detectives. Or detectives in general. He wanted me to handle this case. It was a combination of best man for the job and only man for the job.


I left my house and arrived at the Parcell residence at 8:47 p.m. on the Monday Sara Parcell disappeared. I had received a preliminary report from the dispatcher based on the parents’ phone call. Our department had issued an APB already. My objective during the initial visit was to gather any information that would help us find Sara—­if, in fact, she had gone missing due to criminal activity.


Dave Parcell (father): The first time I called the police station, they weren’t too alarmed. I don’t remember who I spoke to, but they took down some general info about Sara. They suggested we wait till later in the night to file a formal missing person report.


Jeannette Parcell (mother): I didn’t appreciate that. I knew my daughter. Something bad had happened. We waited maybe an hour and called back. I made the call this time. Mama-­grizzly mode. I told them my daughter was missing and they needed to get their ass in gear.


An hour later, Detective Calderon showed up at our house. He didn’t seem too thrilled to be there, if I’m being honest.


Felix Calderon (detective): I had fifteen years of experience at that point, mostly in Houston. I had been in Frederick for two years. Small city of about seventy thousand, and it was as quiet as I expected when I applied for the transfer. My instincts told me this was not an abduction case.


Jeannette Parcell (mother): He asked a lot of uncomfortable questions. If Sara had boyfriends, if she did drugs, if we ever hit her, for chrissakes. He asked about her social life, parties, what her curfew was, if she ever broke it. That was the one thing that made me think. I knew she had gone to a party that weekend. And I knew she had gotten home late. But Sara didn’t even have an official curfew. Like I said, she was too responsible.


Felix Calderon (detective): I made a note about the late night out two days prior. Frankly, it was the only thing that was slightly suspicious.


Jeannette Parcell (mother): He claimed he would start the search process immediately but expected Sara to be home within a few hours. He thought he was so smart, Detective Calderon, but what did he know, really? Nothing, as it turned out.


Dave Parcell (father): He was doing his job. I didn’t have a problem with him.


Felix Calderon (detective): A teenager missing one day of school and ignoring phone calls is not a serious red flag. Kids go on joyrides, benders, have secret relationships, lose track of time. Honestly, the most likely explanation in these cases is that they bring some beer into the woods, and it gets too dark for them to find their car. Then the parents overreact and imagine there’s a serial killer running around. Probably because they watch too much TV. But from the way the Parcells described Sara, I understood their alarm. I took it seriously, even as I expected her to walk in any minute.


After we were done, Dave walked me out to my car. It was clear he wanted to have some kind of straightforward man-­to-­man exchange. I told him I really didn’t think he had reason to worry, that ninety-­nine times out of a hundred, this ends with a kid getting grounded.


He wanted to know about that one other time, the unthinkable outlier. I told him not to go there, it wasn’t healthy or helpful. But he kept staring at me, waiting for an answer. So I was straight with him. If it’s that one other time, I told him, then we better find her real soon.


He just nodded. What an asshole.


Dave Parcell (father): I remember that conversation. Does he want an apology or something? Gimme a break. In the grand scheme of things I wish I could take back, that little talk in the driveway is nowhere near the top of the list.


Jeannette Parcell (mother): Heaven help me, that first night was bad. It wasn’t near the worst, as it turned out, but it was still brutal. I thought she’d come home, so of course I didn’t sleep. Paced around the house. Made Jack sleep at our friends’ so he didn’t have to see us. I kept walking into Sara’s room for no reason. Every headlight that went by, I jumped for the window. Dave was very sweet. Each time, when it wasn’t Sara, he came over and held me tight.


Felix Calderon (detective): I was up early the next morning. I checked in with Dave and Jeannette, there was no word from Sara. I was starting to share their concern. We were deep into the red zone, that first forty-­eight hours that usually makes or breaks these cases. Halfway through already, with no leads. I didn’t even go to the station, I drove straight to the high school and got started on my interviews.


Olivia Weston (friend): The cops took over a classroom and questioned all of Sara’s friends. It was stressful. I hadn’t done anything wrong, but I kinda felt like a criminal.


Nellie Spencer (friend): The main detective asked if he could look through my phone. I told him no. I mean, I wanted to help Sara and all, but I knew whatever was going on had nothing to do with me. I’d throw my phone off a cliff before I let a cop look through it.


Felix Calderon (detective): At first glance, it appeared that Sara wasn’t in the middle of any kind of crisis. My impression from her peers was that she was happy and well liked. But it was clear her friends were nervous about something. I wasn’t ruling anything out. Kids hide things. Then their friends protect them out of misguided loyalty. I really wish they had just told me what was going on.


Olivia Weston (friend): I remember he was hung up on the field party. I recapped the night for him: I met Sara at nine when her shift at the ice cream shop ended. We walked around town for a bit. Got food at Burger King. Then we got a ride with some friends out to the field. I didn’t have an exact address or anything, but I mean, who cares, she wasn’t kidnapped there, right? We dropped her off at home at the end of the night. I tried to tell him who was at the party, but it was literally like hundreds of people.


Nellie Spencer (friend): I didn’t say anything about Coach Walker. Dude freaking owes me.


Brandon Grassley (neighbor): I remember trying to be as helpful as possible. I told the detective what Sara was wearing on the morning she went missing: black jeans, checkered Vans, purple zip-­up hoodie. I lived across the street, so I was trying to think of anything weird I’d seen recently, you know, like a creepy van or a suspicious person. I really wanted to be the one who solved the case, obviously. But there wasn’t much to say.


Veronica Yang (principal): It was quite traumatizing for our students to go through that questioning. Some of them are afraid of the police, for valid reasons. And all the while, their peer is missing. We tried to make it as comfortable as possible, but they were all terrified. We had contingency plans for everything—­fire, tornado, active shooter—­but not for this. It was uncharted territory.


It always came as a surprise to me, how sensitive their antennae are—­the students could be so reckless in myriad ways, posturing as adults, but the minute they sensed true, genuine danger, they become scared children again. They all knew Sara; they knew she didn’t run away and join the circus. They knew it was bad. So that was the energy that permeated our school: genuine fear.


Felix Calderon (detective): After all the questioning, we got one legit lead—­Sara’s friends told me she had gone back to the school bus to get her backpack.


I went straight to the bus depot. Got the name of the driver on Sara’s route. They had a storage closet for lost-­and-­found items—­I checked that, no sign of Sara’s bag. So I went to find Travis Haynes.


Travis Haynes (bus driver): This asshole rolls up on me in the parking lot of my apartment complex just as I’m getting in my car to head back to work for the afternoon route.


He starts questioning me. Yeah, I’m Travis. Yeah, I drive the East Meadow route in the morning. License, work ID, the whole nine. And then he asks if I’ve seen a green backpack with a troll key chain attached.


This can’t be real, I’m thinking. I know at this exact moment—­I’m about to be railroaded! Of course I can’t help but look in my car, and the bag is sitting right there, riding shotgun, the dumb-­ass troll staring us in the face.


I was in handcuffs three seconds later.


Felix Calderon (detective): It was a bittersweet moment. You’re excited because you think you’re about to find the victim, but on the other hand, it’s a sickening confirmation that some piece-­of-­shit degenerate is involved. At that point you’re prepared for the worst, really just hoping that she’s still alive.


I did a preliminary search of Haynes’s car and apartment. It was messy, disorganized, lots of beer cans and motorcycle posters, but I didn’t find anything. So I drove him back to the station for questioning.


Travis Haynes (bus driver): I sat in their stupid interrogation room for a while, they kept yelling at me, and I just told them the same thing over and over: I found the bag, brought it to the office, but it was locked, so I threw it in my car. I didn’t know who it belonged to. Didn’t open it.


Didn’t even know anyone was missing.


Felix Calderon (detective): The room at the bus depot with the lost-­and-­found bin didn’t have a lock. I had been there earlier that day. Travis’s story didn’t hold up.


Travis Haynes (bus driver): Eventually, I told him either shit or get off the pot, you know? And they let me go. I know there’s like a weird prejudice against school bus drivers, like we are all mentally ill weirdos, but that’s not me.


Felix Calderon (detective): Travis Haynes was an idiot and a criminal. He should not have been driving a school bus full of children.


Travis Haynes (bus driver): I had my buddy pick me up, and it was obvious right away they put a tail on me. Probably thought I was some kind of idiot.


Mike Snyder (news correspondent, ABC-7 Frederick): I received my tip on the afternoon after the young lady went missing. She’d been gone twenty-­fours at that point, people were worried, but the police had a suspect. I made my first report outside the police station. I didn’t use the suspect’s name, but I did identify the girl as Sara Parcell. If I remember correctly, the family gave us permission.


Dave Parcell (father): I don’t know who would have authorized that. It certainly wasn’t me.


Felix Calderon (detective): I tipped off my contact at the local news station—­this useful haircut named Mike Snyder. I wanted Sara’s photo on TV. I wanted to put pressure on the bus driver. By letting him go so quickly, I was hoping he would panic and lead us to her now that we had eyes on him.


Pushing those buttons—­releasing Sara’s name and letting Travis Haynes walk—­there are consequences to that. It’s not great for the family, I get it. It scares the community. But it is helpful from an investigation standpoint. The Parcells wanted their daughter back, so I stand by that decision.


Jeannette Parcell (mother): By sundown that night, there were four satellite vans in our front yard, just in time for the local news. It felt like an invasion. They had already staked out Jack’s school and filmed him leaving that day.


Jack Parcell (brother): I didn’t go to school that day. I stayed home, looking out the windows as all the news vans set up. From Sara’s bedroom . . . that’s where I was hanging out.


Mike Snyder (local news): The reason we go to the house is to give our viewers the visceral sense that this is happening in our community. We’d also love to get a word with the family, but they have every right to decline. I get it. We’re not trying to harass anyone, but a missing girl is newsworthy. And we go where the news is, so to speak.


Dave Parcell (father): I was ready for this. I didn’t know it would happen so quickly, but I knew the news crews would descend, and I had thought about how to handle it.


Jeannette Parcell (mother): I had no prior knowledge of what Dave was going to do.


Mike Snyder (local news): That moment on their doorstep was TV magic, I’ll never forget it. They came outside, the mother and father, and gestured for the cameras to come over. The sun was setting, it was that perfect light, magic hour. I can still tell you what Dave said, word for word: “Sara, we love you and we miss you . . .”


Dave Parcell (father): “Sara, if you can hear this, we love you and we miss you. We are doing everything we can to bring you home. All your friends and family are praying for you, praying that you’re safe. Keep us in your heart, and stay strong, Sare-­Bear.”


Mike Snyder (local news): Then he pulled those papers from his back pocket. His actual bank statement! Held it up for the cameras. “We have seventeen hundred and sixty-­two dollars to our name . . . it’s everything we’ve got, and we’re offering it as a reward to whoever helps us find our daughter. No questions asked, we just want her back.” It was incredible! Ten minutes later, it led every news broadcast in our area.


Felix Calderon (detective): I didn’t have a problem with it. I wanted the community aware and mobilized. I thought it was admirable.


Evelyn Crawford (Manny’s wife): When we ate dinner, Manny liked having the news on. I liked Jeopardy! Well, I bet you already know, I didn’t see a lick of Jeopardy! that night. He damn near stared a hole through that television set.


Miriam Rosen (teacher): My heart broke for that family when I watched. So many of us wanted to help. I was ready to do whatever I could.


Tommy O’Brien (employee, Geary Home & Garden): I got in my truck and started driving around in circles, looking for her, hitting all the bridges, drainage ditches, you name it. Not for the reward or anything like that. Just seeing Dave so broken down, I had to do something. Had the floodlights on my truck, the scanner going and everything.


Evelyn Crawford (Manny’s wife): The news broadcast painted a very sympathetic picture of the family and what they were going through. The man accomplished his goal. Shame on him.


Jeannette Parcell (mother): I was shocked when Dave did that. It’s so awful to say, but I was worried about the money. Not actually, of course, but that was my first reaction: We can’t give away any money! But within a second, I was so grateful he did it, I fully supported it. We would have given anything to get Sara back.


We stepped back inside our house, and I felt like I finally took a breath. I had tried to put on a brave face outside, but I was suddenly overwhelmed by everything—­that Sara was really gone and that we were in the middle of this frenzy. The awful reality had set in, and I totally broke down. I collapsed into Dave, you know, hysterical, sobbing. He held me up, stared into my eyes, and I remember exactly what he said: “Sara is strong, she’s brilliant, she’s tough. She’ll find a way. We’re gonna get her back home. She’ll be playing her violin upstairs again in no time, I promise.”


Dave Parcell (father): That was one of the toughest moments. Trying to pull my wife back from the edge of darkness. She was being tortured. I did the best I could at the time.


Jeannette Parcell (mother): “We’re gonna get her back home.” He promised me. He said it with such conviction. And in that moment, I believed him. Clearly, I did, because I know I embraced him and smiled back through my tears. And we just stood there forever, holding on to each other.


Of course, neither of us had any idea we were being filmed.


Jack Parcell (brother): Yeah, my parents had no idea I was filming them after they came inside. It was almost an accident. I had been upstairs, filming the craziness outside from the window. You’ve got to understand, think about how boring Frederick is—­this was definitely the wildest thing that had ever happened to me. I don’t even mean Sara being gone, but just everyone in front of our house, yelling, pushing, the lights, the cameras.


So when I heard my parents come in, I had my phone out. I was at the top of the stairs, looking down. They were having this intense moment, whispering to each other. I kinda froze, just, you know, scared and confused about what I was seeing. When you’re a little kid, there’s nothing more terrifying or uncomfortable than seeing your parents vulnerable like that. I didn’t want to interrupt or let them know that I had seen anything. But I still filmed it. I really don’t know why.


Jeannette Parcell (mother): Jack was being sweet, in his own way. I don’t blame him for anything that happened after. All of us can look back on specific moments when we did something to cause the dominoes to keep falling. So many little crossroads—­if we had done one thing differently, Sara would still be alive.


Jack’s decision was innocent. Not everyone else can say the same.


Jack Parcell (brother): Later that night, I snuck my phone into my room when I was going to sleep. I wasn’t supposed to have it, but I guess there were bigger things going on. I lay in bed and kept watching that moment between my parents over and over. I couldn’t stop. Like I said, it made me uncomfortable, but it also made me feel safe. Hopeful, even. I think I put it up on YouTube because I thought it might somehow help us find Sara.


Sara died because I posted that video. I have these scars on my wrists because of that video. It ruined my life. It ruined all of our lives.
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