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Author’s Note



Anyone who has followed the strange case of Chad Daybell and Lori Vallow Daybell knows that the case is currently awaiting trial. As of this publication, Chad Daybell has pleaded not guilty of the crimes of which he is accused, and remains in jail. Lori Vallow Daybell has not filed a plea, and was placed in the custody of the Idaho Department of Health and Welfare after being declared mentally unfit to stand trial. There she is being treated to restore her competency so she can assist in her legal defense.


Neither of them has been proven guilty in a court of law of the crimes they are accused of.


These are the best facts of the case. The details of this book are pulled from thousands of pages of court documents, police reports and interviews, body camera footage, and media reports. In some places where there are direct quotes, they came from affidavits, pretrial testimony, or police reports.


Anything that is not public record comes from my own interviews, research, and reporting, conducted between March 2020 and January 2022.


—Leah Sottile, January 2022














I was essentially a normal person, I had good friends, I led a normal life except for this one small but very potent and very destructive segment of it that I kept very secret and very close to myself and didn’t let anybody know about it.


—Ted Bundy, 1989





I drink the honey


Inside your hive


You are the reason


I stay alive.


—Nine Inch Nails





These monsters of real life… presented a more convincing picture of virtue than virtue presented of itself—just as the wax rosebud or the plastic peach seemed more perfect to the eye, more what the mind thought a rosebud or a peach should be, than the imperfect original from which it had been modeled.


—William March, The Bad Seed
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PROLOGUE





Missing Children, 2005



I remember when they found the bodies.


It was May 16, 2005. Police walked through the back door of the green house with white trim on the outskirts of Coeur d’Alene, Idaho, and there were three corpses lying facedown in a welter of blood. Their hands had been zip-tied behind their backs. Forty-year-old Brenda Groene had been bludgeoned with a hammer, and lay near her boyfriend, Mark McKenzie, and her thirteen-year-old son, Slade. The smell of murder made the officers sick to their stomachs.


Groene’s two younger children—Shasta, eight, and Dylan, nine—were not among the dead. They were gone. If they weren’t there, then where were they? And who could have possibly done this?


I was a twenty-four-year-old newspaper reporter then, working at an alternative weekly paper nearby, in Spokane, Washington. I was a rookie journalist, and it was not my job to cover the disappearance of the two children from the blood-soaked scene of a triple murder, nor did I have the skills to do so. From my fabric-covered cubicle, tucked into a corner room with no windows, I overheard other reporters doing interviews about the Groene story, which happened in our newspaper’s coverage area. I listened to how they asked questions. I learned. I had a feeling that one day, when I was ready, I’d need to know how to unwind a complicated case like it and make sense of some kind of similar horror.


The person not yet known to authorities as the children’s captor was a skinny man in his early forties with shaggy brown curls, a thick mustache, and dark eyes like knives. His name was Joseph Duncan, a convicted sex offender who’d seen Shasta playing in the yard of a run-down home as he was driving by.


The house, outside the lakeside resort city, was at the place where vacation fades into the reality of North Idaho’s Silver Valley, where the work, the weather, the living, the poverty, the wilderness, are rough and unrelenting. The Groene home was one of those houses you can see off the freeway just outside anywhere, and you realize that for many people, peace and quiet is the passing purr of interstate traffic. There were junk cars in the yard and a leaning wooden shed.


After Duncan first laid eyes on the child, playing in her swimsuit around the frontage road house, he began to hunt: for days, he waited nearby, stalking, peering in the family’s windows at night through night vision goggles. He became their predator, crouching in the brush, waiting for nighttime, for the right moment to leap. When that time came, he entered the home in the darkness. He duct-taped and zip-tied the family’s hands behind their backs, slaughtering everyone who stood in the way of the children. Then he put the two kids into his stolen Jeep, and all three vanished into the wilderness.


For weeks, the faces of Shasta and Dylan looked out from every highway billboard, forever smiling awkwardly: the clumsiness of school picture day blown up, mega-sized, for all to see. Shasta’s toothy grin and big ears. Dylan’s thin smile and knowing eyes. Digital signs flashed at roadsides: MISSING CHILDREN. Everyone knew their names. Helicopters scoured the area, and search and rescue teams combed the ground. Amber Alerts were issued, rewards offered, and a segment ran on America’s Most Wanted, but nothing led to the children.


The more time went by without authorities finding them, the more certain it seemed they’d be gone forever. Abductions were the stuff of milk cartons, and it seems like a milk carton kid never comes home.


Lilac season came. Coeur d’Alene, the lake town, buzzed to life, as it does in warm weather: the bar patios along Sherman Avenue teemed with groups of people inhaling sugar-sweet “Derailers” out of white buckets through long, colored straws before stumbling, fully derailed, toward the lake. At night, party boats cruised its glassy waters. There were the annual celebrity sightings that come with every summer: John Travolta, John Elway, the guy from NYPD Blue. The guttural roll of motorcycles coursing down the main drag was ceaseless.


I remember that summer, the first I lived with my new boyfriend in an old brick building in downtown Spokane, forty-five minutes away. We’d ride in his zippy white Volkswagen out to Coeur d’Alene, to roll our pant legs up and dip our toes in the cool water. Summer in the Inland Northwest is hot and dry—the season of praying mantises clinging to fences with hooked arms, the season of wildfire smoke, and mountain huckleberries drooping and dark with juice.


It was the summer I fell in love, and it was the summer the kids went missing, and I’ll never forget that those two things happened at the same time.


It was around two a.m. on July 2—a balmy night—when a server at a Denny’s restaurant in Coeur d’Alene realized that the little girl in shorts and flip-flops, sitting in her section with a man in a red American-flag T-shirt, was the one everyone in town was looking for. The girl was Shasta Groene. She looked scared, unsure, like she’d never been out in the world before.


The server was quick on her feet and thought of a way to keep them sitting in the booth: a free milkshake. She asked what flavor the girl would like. Even a serial killer couldn’t resist sweets and a good deal. Shasta asked for vanilla.


In back, as the shake machine whirred, the manager of the restaurant phoned the police, telling them to come quick: the girl from the billboards was sitting in a booth in the restaurant. When cruisers arrived in the parking lot, Joseph Duncan whisked Shasta to the bathroom, stopping the server on his way and telling her he was ready for his check.


After the police took Duncan into custody, the little girl sat alone in the booth for a moment. She was small, gangly, with bony shoulders and long brown hair. The server saw her sitting there by herself, swallowed by her surroundings, so she approached the table and asked her what her name was. “Shasta,” she said, and started to cry. The young woman swept the girl up in her arms and rocked her.


Shasta was alive, and in the subsequent days a story of hell tumbled from the eight-year-old’s lips. She remembered everything. She knew the brand name of the hammer that had been used to kill her family. She led investigators deep into western Montana’s Lolo National Forest, a dense, labyrinthine wilderness where Duncan had held her and her brother captive, torturing them, raping them, bringing them within inches of their deaths, only to relent and keep them like human marionettes in his horrific puppet show. After he killed Dylan, Duncan made his sister feed the severed pieces of her brother into a fire.


Duncan tried to murder Shasta, too, but something the little girl had said as he looped a noose around her neck stopped him cold. It was like an epiphany. He believed they were going to be together forever, souls eternally intertwined. He decided to bring her back home.


Years later, Duncan would receive multiple life sentences and two death sentences, having confessed to an FBI agent during an eight-hour interview to murdering Brenda, Mark, Slade, and Dylan, as well as killing three other children in Washington and California. “God was the one driving,” he explained to a psychiatrist once. That same psychiatrist told a federal court that, among many things, the man “displayed a formal thought disorder” and thinking “characterized by delusional hyperreligiosity…”


As time passed, Shasta would emerge in the news now and again. When she was a teenager, she held a fund-raiser for a local animal shelter. By then, she had a lip ring and said she didn’t want to be defined by the horrors inflicted upon her as a little girl. It was a part of her, but not all of her.


In her twenties, she was in the headlines for leaving a bag of drugs where two young children could have easily reached it. It was so sad to see, and yet I wondered, why was her personal spiral news at all? By then she had FEAR GOD tattooed over one eye—maybe a reminder to herself of the only thing she fears, or maybe a warning to the rest of us of the terrible things God will allow to happen on his watch. Maybe she means God was never looking out for her, or any of us—or worse: that he was, and he allowed children to suffer. How fearsome that would be for so many, to realize that we are all alone.


For years, I wanted to understand her struggles, and I made several attempts to interview her, but all of my requests went unanswered. Eventually I stopped trying. I wondered if my interest in her was ghoulish. I finally realized there was nothing I could ask her that would be worth her time, or worth her reliving her trauma. She should be allowed to forget what happened in the woods.


Fifteen years went by. The Groene house was torn down. I began to specialize in telling stories about people living on the fringes of society—by choice, or because they felt they had been pushed there. I moved far away from the life I lived when the murders happened. My boyfriend from that summer became my husband. I began to think that people society views as bad generally are not, and that people society touts as good, more often than not, are the bad ones. Around 2016, my work on the fringes of American culture and extremist movements became more relevant. Still, most people continued to think of conspiracy theorists as oddities; I saw my work as cautionary.


On Christmas Eve 2019, the faces of two missing children stared out at me from my computer screen. School pictures. A little boy with gap teeth and brown hair combed to his left side, and his older sister, a teenage girl with golden curls and blue eyes. Their names were Joshua “JJ” Vallow and Tylee Ryan. People feared their parents’ “cultlike” beliefs might be key to understanding where the children were. Those parents were missing, too.


Nancy Grace—who once obsessed over the Duncan case—was now talking about Lori Vallow. So was Dr. Oz, and Dateline, and bloggers, and YouTubers, and podcasters. Facebook groups bloomed like weeds overnight. Everyone wanted to know where her children were, but no one seemed to have any clue where to look.


I was thinking of Shasta and Dylan Groene. Another boy and girl from Idaho. Again. Different, but gone just the same.


I soon learned that the story of these two missing children was not one of a monster, like Duncan, who stalked people like prey. The case of JJ and Tylee involved a different kind of beast: one who had been hiding in plain sight.


The case played out in a different world than the Duncan case had, fifteen years before. The search for the children and their parents got under way just as the COVID-19 pandemic threw the world into crisis. In the United States, people swarmed to stores to gather supplies, pushing carts towering with food—a desperate way to maintain control in a situation no one was prepared to handle. The world went into lockdown. Bodies were piling up everywhere: in hospitals and morgues, in refrigerated trucks humming in the streets.


The story of a missing family would dominate headlines in normal circumstances. But this time, it was hardly the thing on everyone’s minds; survival was.


It was the year the children went missing, and it was the year it felt like the world might end, like the white horse, the first in the Book of Revelation, whose rider carries a plague, was among us. I’ll never forget that those two things happened at the same time.


It turned out there was a connection: that the missing kids and the world feeling like it could end at any moment were much more closely related than anyone could have imagined.












PART ONE


The End














CHAPTER 1



Rexburg, Idaho. November 26, 2019





A boy was missing. He had been gone for days, or maybe weeks, or even months, but no one could say for certain. On an icy morning two days before Thanksgiving, a pair of police detectives were dispatched to the town house on Pioneer Road to get an answer. A boy could not be nowhere.


The tall town houses of the Rock Creek Hollow community are all painted in the same muted beige tone. They have the same faux brick facades and the same tightly clipped squares of green lawn. They are finished with beige carpeting and beige marble. In all their beige sameness, a child might get lost trying to find their way home if not for the occasional wreath, or a garden bed marking the way. In the fall, some residents set out bundles of dried cornstalks and pumpkins, and the lawns crunch with a confetti of fallen leaves. In good weather, the evidence of small children is everywhere: bicycles and metal scooters and toys dropped mid-play on the grass, as if their users had been called inside for dinner and trusted that no one would take their things. The missing boy and his family lived in Unit #175.


His name was Joshua, but everyone called him JJ. He was seven years old, with a wide, toothy grin and a laugh that shook his whole body. He carried an iPad tablet with him everywhere and loved video-chatting with his grandparents, far away in Louisiana. He called them Maw-Maw and Paw-Paw. Sometimes they spoke twice in a day.


When the local police department first heard his name, JJ had only lived in Rexburg, Idaho, with his mother, Lori Vallow, and his sister, Tylee Ryan, for a short time. They had come from out of state to the remote city of 28,000: a place that springs out of the vast flat landscape so abruptly, it feels like it is cowering. This is the Idaho where the wind is unrelenting, where the trees are thin and weary, where everything underneath the wide unyielding sky appears to be genuflecting—like it is the blue iris of God, whose gaze is fixed on this very place.


Just up the hill from the town house is the Idaho campus of Brigham Young University—the school operated by the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, more commonly known as the Mormon Church—and the gleaming white Rexburg Idaho Temple: it was the third of its kind to be constructed in the state of Idaho by the LDS Church. The temple, and this city, are among many that the church has birthed and raised around Interstate 15—the “Zion Curtain,” as some people like to call it. The corridor runs south through Salt Lake City, like a spine that holds up Utah’s middle. “Zion” is a word commonly used in the LDS lexicon to signify a geographical location where the most pure-of-heart LDS people will await the Second Coming of Christ.


Businesses in downtown Rexburg wink to one fact everyone knows: this may not be Utah, but it is most certainly Mormon country. After the Shoshone and Bannock Tribes clashed with white colonialist settlers and were removed from much of their ancestral homelands here, this part of Idaho became an outpost of the rapidly expanding LDS Church. And so there are the Eden Apartments. There is a pizza shop called Righteous Slice. There are few places to buy coffee, but fifteen different LDS churches. Rexburg and the small towns around it emanate outward from BYU and the temple like a stone dropped in still water, where everything is a ripple of the faith.


The bustling college district gives way to a downtown of brick facades characteristic of Old West towns established in the mid-1800s. There are apartment complexes and town houses, and in one neighborhood, houses sit on streets with names like Taurus, Gemini, and Aries. The ragged edge of Rexburg, like the ragged edge of most small western cities, is a place of loading docks and railroad tracks and metal-sided buildings with tall trucks parked in the lot. Just beyond the pristine temple grounds, tractors kick up clouds of dust in alfalfa and wheat fields. Some children get time off from school here to help with the potato harvest.


On that frigid morning, when the detectives knocked on the wooden door of #175, two men answered. One was Alex Cox—Lori Vallow’s eldest brother. The balding fifty-one-year-old had wide-set eyes, a pinched nose, and gray whiskers across his chin. He liked to prop his wraparound sunglasses up on top of his head, even when it wasn’t particularly sunny outside. He drove a truck for a living, and in his spare time he shot guns and occasionally told jokes as an amateur comedian on barroom stages. Lori thought of her older brother as her protector. Her guardian angel.


Standing at Alex’s side was Chad Daybell, a fifty-one-year-old LDS father of five who ran a small book publishing company. Daybell was a jowly, potbellied man with an awkward, quiet demeanor, who gave off the air of a person who was deeply unsure of himself. He wore too-large clothes and walked with a forward-leaning slant, and when he spoke, he mumbled sleepily, like his words were smooth river rocks dropping from his lips.


Detective Ray Hermosillo asked the two men if JJ Vallow was at home. The detective looked the part of a TV show cop: shiny head, goatee, linebacker build. He could have easily moonlighted as a bouncer if Rexburg was that kind of college town.


At the detective’s question, Alex looked to Chad, but neither man said a word. Hermosillo repeated himself. Alex told the officers the boy—his nephew—was out of town, actually. He was visiting his grandmother in Louisiana.


Hermosillo knew that wasn’t true. He told Alex they were asking about the boy because JJ’s Louisiana grandmother, Kay Woodcock, had called the police out of desperation to track down her grandson.


Woodcock had told the police that she and her husband had not spoken to JJ in three months and that the last video call they’d had with the boy had struck them as peculiar. In August, JJ had answered when they called, greeting his grandparents with his characteristic enthusiasm. But after a few seconds, they noticed the boy’s eyes flick away, off-screen, as if someone was trying to steal his attention.


“I gotta go!” the boy told them. “Bye!”


The call lasted about thirty-five seconds, and then there were months of nothing. Silence. Their calls went to voicemail. Their texts to his mother, Lori, went largely unanswered, and when she did write back it was in a terse, dismissive tone. It left them with a feeling that something was very, very wrong. The Rexburg police said they would conduct a welfare check at the mother’s town house and get eyes on the boy.


Hermosillo asked Alex for Lori Vallow’s phone number, but he said he didn’t know it. Instead, Alex directed the officers around the corner, to the next row of town houses over, to Unit #107, where he claimed his sister Lori might be.


Detective Dave Hope made his way to #107 and knocked on the door, but no one answered. Hermosillo stayed back, noticing Chad Daybell driving away in a black Chevrolet Equinox. Hermosillo waved him down and asked Chad the last time he recalled seeing JJ Vallow.


Chad told the detective that he had seen the boy in Unit #107 in October—one month prior. Hermosillo asked him for Lori’s phone number, but Chad claimed that he didn’t have it. He didn’t really know her, he told the officer—they’d only met a couple of times anyway.


Hermosillo found all of this very strange. The story Alex Cox told about the boy being in Louisiana was a lie, and now this. He knew Chad was Lori’s brand-new husband. The two had been married three weeks earlier on a Hawaiian beach, wearing bright white clothes and purple orchid leis around their necks.


Hermosillo pressed for Lori’s phone number; Chad caved, but not before adding that he felt the police were accusing him of something. Hermosillo let the man go on his way. But now he was even more suspicious. The detective took his phone out of his pocket and called the station.


Lori hadn’t answered Detective Hope’s knock at #107, and when the detectives returned to #175, Alex Cox wasn’t answering the door there either.


On the phone, Hermosillo spoke to his lieutenant, who instructed him to go directly to the Madison County Prosecutor’s Office. They were going to need a search warrant.
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Later that morning, a new pair of Rexburg officers arrived on the doorstep of Lori’s beige town house: Detective Dave Stubbs and Lieutenant Ron Ball. They were still looking for JJ Vallow.


This time, Lori Vallow answered the door cheerily. “Hi!” she said at the sight of the two lawmen, and invited them to come inside out of the cold.


At forty-six years old, Lori still looked the part of the beauty queen and high school cheerleader she’d once been: sparkling blue eyes, a fluorescent white smile, and always, without fail, wheat-colored hair falling in dreamy curls over her shoulders. She often wore athleisure—spandex yoga pants and tank tops—and even dressed down, she looked like a Barbie doll, the kind of woman who has no bad angle. She was devout in her Mormon faith and carried herself with the confidence of a wealthy, untouchable woman. She was poised, self-possessed, and arrogant.


As Lori showed the men inside, she told the detectives that she’d only just hung up the phone with Detective Hope, who had called asking about the whereabouts of her son. “This is a big mess,” she told them.


“So, JJ would be where?” Ball inquired.


“He’s with one of my friends in Arizona. My friend Melanie. Her son has autism,” she explained. Lori told them that JJ was also diagnosed as autistic, and before the family had moved north to Idaho, he had been enrolled at a school for children with special needs. For a while, he had his own trained service dog—a curly black Goldendoodle named Bailey.


“We’re a little concerned,” Ball confessed. The officers who had stopped by earlier had gotten “a bad vibe” from Alex and Chad. “Nobody knew anything about a child,” he said.


“It’s because a lot of stuff has gone on, if you want to know,” she told them, annoyance at the edge of her voice.


“That’s why we’re concerned,” Stubbs said. Their encounter with Daybell and Cox “was kind of weird.”


Lori agreed. “It is very weird. I’ve had to move around a lot. One of my brothers is trying to kill me,” she explained matter-of-factly. Not Alex Cox, whom their colleagues met earlier. She claimed her other brother, Adam Cox, had been colluding with her estranged husband to kill her in order to collect her multimillion-dollar life insurance policy, and he had recently arrived in Rexburg, menacing and threatening her. As she recounted her story to the officers, it was clear that this was a reality so well-worn for her, she could explain it mechanically. Like she was rehashing something normal, commonplace, relatable.


“It’s been a horrible year for us. I’ve had to move around,” she said. They had only recently arrived in Rexburg from Arizona, and Lori had enrolled JJ at a public school a little over a mile away. But, really, nothing was going right, and she was making plans to move back to Arizona so her son could reenroll in his old school, with his old teachers, in that old familiar place. The move to Idaho hadn’t worked out the way she had hoped.


A person trying to hide something might have stopped right then. But it seemed Lori Vallow had nothing to hide, so she continued talking, unspooling a story in which she was a bedraggled mother dodging death threats and life insurance scandals. It was not believable, but it was clear that she believed herself to be a victim.


She talked about Kay Woodcock—JJ’s grandmother in Louisiana, who had alerted the police that something might be wrong with her grandson—like the woman was a burr on her coat, a splinter caught underneath her fingernails, a gnat she couldn’t bat away.


It was true that Kay Woodcock was JJ’s grandmother. But her particular relation to Lori was a bit more complicated to explain. By November 2019, Woodcock technically was Lori’s ex-sister-in-law. Lori had been married to Woodcock’s brother, Charles Vallow, for thirteen years. And Charles and Lori had adopted JJ—Kay Woodcock’s grandson—when the boy was two years old because his birth parents were unable to care for the boy.


“We’ve loved him and taken care of him,” Lori told the police officers standing in her house, after explaining the complicated family tree. It was clear that she and Woodcock were not on good terms.


Though Lori Vallow told the officers a lot of things that day, one thing she did not disclose was that her ex-husband—Kay Woodcock’s brother, Charles—had been killed several months prior. She only told them that Vallow had died and had left no life insurance policy for her or JJ but had given everything he had to Kay Woodcock. Vallow had “switched his life insurance policy to her. Right? To his sister! Who got a million dollars when he died, and we got nothing for me to raise JJ, and all the kids got nothing… She got a million dollars.”


After Charles’s sudden death, Kay Woodcock had become a greater presence in Lori’s life—intrusive, needling, asking questions Lori didn’t want to answer. Lori told the Rexburg detectives that Woodcock threatened her in emails and had given her the sense that she was trying to build some kind of case against her.


The officers listened. Lori told them she feared that Woodcock would take JJ away from her.


“He’s my son,” she said. “She does nothing [but] cause me trouble. So, I don’t tell people the truth about where we are and what we’re doing because of those reasons. So, I look like a suspect, but I’m a good person. Raised all of my kids! I’ve done everything that I’m supposed to do in life! But everyone is causing me trouble right now.”


“We don’t want to cause a lot of trouble,” one of the officers assured her.


Lori told them about her daughter, Tylee Ryan. The only reason they’d moved to Rexburg was for her to attend BYU–Idaho, just up the hill from the town house.


The officer said their concern remained with JJ.


“Yeah,” Lori said. “I got it.”


“We were just a little weirded out,” Stubbs interjected. “I understand now that we’ve heard your side of the story.”


“It’s awful. I feel like I’m being tracked all the time! Like, why are police coming to my door? What did I do?” Lori said.


Before they left, the officers asked about the men they’d seen earlier. Who was the guy with her brother?


His friend, she told them. Chad.


“What’s his last name?”


“Daybell,” she said.


“Chad… Daybell?” Ball clarified. “D-a-y-b-e-l-l?”


“Mm-hmm. He’s an author,” she said.


“Doesn’t he live, like, out in the… Isn’t that the Chad Daybell that, uh…” Ball stumbled over his words. “Didn’t his wife pass away recently?”


“I think so,” she said.


The officers said they were sorry for bothering her—they didn’t mean to add to her problems. They seemed sympathetic, despite how far-fetched her story seemed.


“I’m sorry that people are constantly knocking on my door looking for me! And I just don’t want to be found,” she sniped, numb to their kindness. She sounded like someone who might be so used to arguing that she didn’t quite know when to stop. The men told her to call if she had more problems, if anyone or anything spooked her.


“That’s why I’m moving back,” Lori assured them. “It’s just a nightmare. I mean, I canceled the insurance policy since my husband passed. So there’s no money if they kill me.”


Before they left, she asked a question, one that seemed to be directed to no one at all, a question that had, unbeknownst to the officers, already been answered: “What are they going to do with JJ and Tylee?”


There was no hint in her voice that something had already been done.
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Minutes later, Stubbs and Ball knocked once more on the door of #175. It seemed that as Lori told them her story, they had forgotten why they were there in the first place: to find a missing child.


The detectives still had not laid eyes on JJ. When Lori answered the door this time, the detectives told her they needed her friend in Arizona, a woman named Melanie Gibb, to call them as soon as possible so they could officially locate JJ.


She said they were at the movies. “They’re probably at Frozen II right now, because that’s the one thing [JJ] wanted to do,” she explained to them.


“I’m frozen, too,” Ball quipped, shivering on the doorstep. Lori laughed.


“It’s so cold here!” she said, giggling, flirty. “I don’t know if I can handle a whole winter here!”


Once Gibb phoned the police, this whole thing would be over. Lori said she’d pass the message along. The detectives thanked her, said goodbye, and Lori closed the door behind them.


Meanwhile, Chad Daybell had called Melanie Gibb, Lori’s friend from Arizona, and warned her that the Rexburg police would be calling to ask her about JJ. If her phone rang, he instructed her not to pick up.


Gibb felt sidelined, confused: Why exactly were the police calling her? What was going on? Where was JJ? Weeks earlier, Lori had told Gibb she’d handed JJ off to Kay Woodcock at an airport. After her husband’s sudden death, she’d been too overwhelmed to take care of the boy all by herself and confessed to Gibb that she was going to make up a story. She would tell Kay Woodcock that she had breast cancer and was too sick to care for him right now.


On the phone, Gibb asked Chad for details about JJ’s whereabouts, but he had no answers—he only emphasized that she must not pick up the phone. Gibb didn’t understand but would do whatever he asked.


“Are you nervous, Chad?” she asked.


“Yes,” he said.


When the Rexburg police called Gibb, she did as she had been instructed: she didn’t pick up. The Rexburg police then contacted authorities in Gilbert, Arizona, to get their assistance in tracking down the boy. When an officer from the Gilbert Police Department phoned Gibb later that evening, she answered. And she lied to them, claiming the boy had been with her, but she had since given him back to his mother, Lori. Gibb fabricated a story about the whereabouts of a seven-year-old boy and had no idea why she was doing so.


Later, Gibb’s phone rang again. It was Lori Vallow. Her friend sounded like she always did: cheery, friendly, upbeat. Just another day. When Gibb asked Lori where JJ was, she remained unconcerned.


Lori made one request of Gibb: she asked her to send a photo. She needed her to go somewhere where there were children running around and snap a picture. Gibb later testified that she believed Lori wanted her to “make it look like it was JJ.”


The two friends hung up. Gibb did not send a photo.


The next morning—November 27—when no law enforcement officer in either Idaho or Arizona had located JJ Vallow, Detective Hermosillo returned to the beige townhome community—this time with search warrants for #107, #175, and the unit next door, #174, where Lori’s niece lived. But once inside, he found all three unoccupied. In #107, where it turned out Alex Cox lived, the police found several guns and little else.


In #175, where Lori had told her story of persecution to the police the day before, Hermosillo found food in the refrigerator, cans and boxes of cereal in the pantry. The beds were made up with sheets. A half bottle of pills with JJ’s name on the label sat on the kitchen counter—prescription Risperidone, which can treat irritability associated with autism. There were toys. A framed picture of Jesus Christ was on top of the refrigerator.


A mess of unoccupied hangers dangled from the rods in empty closets. The dresser drawers were empty. Lori Vallow was nowhere to be found.














CHAPTER 2



December 8, 2019





Melanie Gibb clicked her phone over to speaker before dialing Chad Daybell. It had been less than two weeks since she’d spoken to him or Lori, but this time she was recording the call.


Chad Daybell’s voice came through the receiver. “Hello, sweet Melanie.”


“Hi, Chad. Hey, Lori,” Gibb said, trying to sound upbeat, her Carolina accent hanging on to the end of every word. “How are you guys?”


“We’re okay,” Lori said. “How are you doing, babe?”


“I’m doing pretty good, thanks. I was wondering: Where are you guys?” Gibb said.


“We’re just hanging out!” Chad said, letting a giggle burst forward.


“Yeah? Are you in Idaho?”


“We’re nowhere near Idaho,” he responded. Again, another chuckle.


“I just wanted to ask you a question, if you don’t mind, Lori?”


“Yeah, of course, honey,” Lori said.


Gibb asked why Lori had told her that JJ was at his grandmother Kay Woodcock’s house in Louisiana.


Lori paused before answering.


“Well, I had to move him somewhere else because of her actions,” she said.


Gibb was still confused—had Kay Woodcock tried to take JJ away from Lori? “When I asked Chad the other day, I was like, ‘Hey, um, where is JJ?’ And he said ‘for my security’ he didn’t want me to know, so is there a reason I should be in danger to know where he is?”


“No,” Lori said. “It’s the danger that there’s people after me.”


Chad chimed in. “We thought that if you knew, that puts you at danger,” he said.


“Well, just in a bad position,” Lori clarified.


“Yeah, a bad position,” Chad affirmed, his voice soft.


“Everybody—if they don’t know anything then they don’t have to say they know,” Lori said, a singsong to her voice. “I’m just trying to keep him protected.”


“And keep you protected,” Chad said to Gibb.


But the veneer of the conversation was beginning to peel. At the start of the call, Lori was sweet to her friend, but as it went on, the “hons” and “babes” each woman used began to take on a sneering quality.


Gibb asked why Lori told the police that JJ was with her in Arizona.


“I just needed to use—somebody—” Lori stuttered, “so I wouldn’t have to tell them where he really was, because they were going to tell Kay where he is.”


“Is JJ safe?” Gibb asked.


“He is safe,” Lori said. “And happy.”


Gibb wanted to know why, then, were Lori and Chad being so secretive about JJ? “I’m just not telling anybody so that nobody has to say where he is, or get questioned where he is, so I can keep him as safe as possible,” Lori said, sounding irked at being second-guessed.


But Gibb pressed on: Why, she wanted to know, had Alex Cox told her that she “did not want to know” where JJ was? Why did he say JJ “could not be found”?


“What does that mean?” Gibb asked.


Lori repeated herself: if no one knows, no one could tell where he was.


Everything was so obtuse, and Gibb hesitated to ask more. “How long are you going to be away for?” she asked. “Like, are you ever going to be able to come out and come back to society again?”


“I will do whatever the Lord needs me to do every day,” Lori said.


“I just wondered if I was ever going to see you again.”


“Absolutely. You will,” Lori said. “The police are working with [Kay] in some dark capacity. There’s no reason for them to be after me in the first place.”


“I’m just worried for you guys because, you know, he’s missing and—”


Lori cut Gibb off. “He’s not missing. I know exactly where he is. He’s perfectly fine.”


Gibb asked if she could share a scripture with her friends, and Lori agreed, but before Gibb could start reading, Lori interrupted. “Let me ask you a question about scripture,” she interjected. “So, did Alma turn himself in to King Noah? Or what was he required to do?”


King Noah, in the Book of Mormon, is a wicked Nephite king who didn’t obey God’s commandments and, at the guidance of evil priests, ruled by selfishly taking from his own people. When one man, named Abinadi, spoke out against Noah, the king ordered his priests to kill the man. But the priests were fearful of Abinadi—who exuded the power of God and was protected by the Holy Spirit—and threw him in prison. One priest, named Alma, had been inspired by his words and pleaded with Noah to free Abinadi. The idea of a turncoat in their midst only served to enrage the king, and he ordered Alma killed. Alma fled, and hid from the king’s soldiers and was spared. But Abinadi was eventually burned at the stake by Noah’s remaining loyalists.


On the phone, the conversation turned to this story.


“Well, King Noah was incredibly wicked—” Gibb answered Lori.


“YES!” Lori said.


“—so he fled his evil ways,” Gibb finished.


Lori quizzed her. “Right. So what was he required to do—Alma?”


“He had to go and flee so he would be safe and help other people realize how jacked up the system was, and the government was,” Gibb said.


She offered to read Doctrine and Covenants, Section 3:7–8, aloud to Lori.




For, behold, you should not have feared man more than God. Although men set at naught the counsels of God, and despise his words—yet you should have been faithful; and he would have extended his arm and supported you against all the fiery darts of the adversary; and he would have been with you in every time of trouble.





“So, when we work with the Lord and are obedient, he is going to protect us from adversarial darts and all kinds of negative energy,” Gibb explained, “but when we open the door to Satan, he comes in, and then he attacks. And then he takes away to make it look like somebody else took it away. But that’s not how God works. He doesn’t work in darkness.”


“I agree with you a hundred percent,” Lori said, “and that’s what the Lord is doing for me—exactly what he’s doing for me. We have not opened the door to darkness, Mel. Darkness is knocking on the door all the time, because that’s the way dark works with the light. And I promise you that I have done nothing wrong in this case.”


The discussion of a missing child had devolved into a debate over LDS scripture. The women deployed verses like darts, words in a language that held power for both of them. They maintained composure, verbally circling each other, seeming to roll up their sleeves, all the while carefully selecting their words so as never to seem too unkind.


Lori reminded her friend that this mess was all Woodcock’s fault—she was the bringer of darkness. But Gibb said she wasn’t so sure; she had spoken to Woodcock at least once on the phone, and she seemed normal to her.


Lori was incensed at the idea. Woodcock had gotten all of Charles Vallow’s life insurance money when he died—money she felt she was entitled to.


“I don’t know why you’re being controversial to me, or if you’re recording this conversation for the police or whatever,” Lori said. “I don’t know what your intention is on this phone call, but I love you with all my heart, and I have forever. And I will always love you.”


“Well, I appreciate those words,” Gibb stammered, “but if you really love me, you wouldn’t have told police that I had JJ with me. That’s not what a friend does. That just makes me look weird, and it’s not safe for me. That doesn’t look good. You have to think of my welfare if you love me.”


“I do,” Lori said, “and I did exactly what I felt the Lord was instructing me to do. And I appreciate you and I love you, and I would never do anything to harm you.”


“I believe that you have been very deceived. By Satan,” Gibb said.


“You know me, Mel. You know me,” Lori urged. “This does not sound like you. This sounds like you’ve been influenced by somebody dark who wants you to believe dark things… and have fear of the celestial world.”


“No,” Gibb said, “I can see clearly.”


“Well, I’m sorry that you feel that way,” Lori said. “I love you so much!”


Gibb sighed. She didn’t know what to say.


“Stand for Christ when he comes again,” Lori offered, “and he’s coming soon. And we will all stand there, and you will know, at that point, that he is supporting me, and has supported me the whole time. And I have not been deceived.”


Chad Daybell mostly stayed silent, listening to the women fight, making little effort to intervene. Gibb seemed at a loss for words. She told her friends that she hadn’t been listening to her gut feelings, and now this entire situation was making her realize she might have been deceived by them all along.


“Well, I’m sorry that I included you in those teachings,” Lori said. “And for your own safety, I wish you didn’t have as much knowledge as you have, as you will be accountable for the knowledge you do have, Mel.”


It sounded like a threat.














CHAPTER 3



Hawaii. February 2020





For nearly two months, the media had been abuzz with the disappearances of Lori Vallow and Chad Daybell, JJ Vallow, and Lori’s sixteen-year-old daughter, Tylee Ryan, whom the Rexburg police did not know was also missing when they initially knocked on Lori’s door in November 2019. In mid-December, the Rexburg Police Department announced to the public that two children were missing. Was the couple in an underground bunker somewhere, huddled together with the kids, waiting for an apocalypse that might not ever arrive? How do people vanish? Can they, really? Were there actually bunkers that well hidden?


But all along, as television reporters painted a portrait of the vanished doomsday couple, the Daybell family knew exactly where they were. Chad’s parents, Jack and Sheila Daybell, spoke to Chad and Lori every day on the phone. The media and the authorities “made it sound like this manhunt, but everybody knew where they were,” Daybell’s youngest brother, Brad, told me. “I think the authorities just did it to build up the pressure, because they knew there was something really bad that had gone on.”


But the phone calls between Chad’s parents and their son had been frustrating. Jack wanted to get his oldest son on the phone by himself, but whenever he called, Chad would immediately click the call over to speaker so his new wife could listen in. “My dad was trying to be like ‘What is going on?’” Brad said. “Like, ‘Wake up. Let me come just rescue you or whatever, let’s get you out of this.’”


Finally, in late January, the story broke. Word got out that the couple had never been hiding in a dusty, remote bunker surrounded by canned food and an arsenal of guns. In fact, they had been hiding in the exact opposite: a 1,700-square-foot condominium in Princeville, Kauai, with three bedrooms and a view of a resort golf course. Lori had lived on the lush green island years before.


Two reporters from Idaho Falls’ East Idaho News rushed to Hawaii—both LDS, both fathers, and both of whom received their journalism education at BYU–Idaho in Rexburg. One was Eric Grossarth, a redhead with a big smile who was still enrolled as a senior in the journalism program at BYU–Idaho. The other was more seasoned: Nate Eaton, a charismatic on-air reporter with a shaved head. The two drove to Salt Lake City and hopped a flight to Hawaii, with no clue if they’d be able to track down the Daybells, let alone speak to them. For months, the small newsroom had been chasing every angle of the story: interviewing people who could help explain Chad and Lori’s strange spiritual beliefs, dumping court documents on the Internet in piles, live-streaming when there were big breaks in the case. Their dogged efforts made them into local celebrities, and stars within online true-crime circles.


When Eaton and Grossarth got eyes on the couple, Chad and Lori were standing side by side in the parking lot of a high-end resort, watching their rented black Ford Explorer get hauled away by a tow truck. The SUV had been seized, and police from Hawaii presented the couple with a search warrant for the car. They found birth certificates for both JJ Vallow and Tylee Ryan, as well as Tylee’s bank card and two iPads—one with JJ’s initials on the back, the other logged into his Apple account. A record of JJ’s school registration in Rexburg was also in the car. A later search of the condo turned up no evidence that the children had been in Hawaii with Lori and Chad.


Grossarth operated the camera, and Eaton, in a plain black T-shirt and jeans, approached the couple with surgical precision:


“Lori, Nate Eaton with East Idaho News—can you tell me where your kids are?”


Lori looked up at him and walked away; Chad trailed behind.


“Where are your kids?” Eaton repeated as he followed the pair.


“No comment,” Lori said.


“No comment?” Eaton shot back, unsatisfied. “They’ve been missing for four months—you have nothing to say? You’re over here in Hawaii? Where are your children?”


Lori did not have to remove her black sunglasses to look annoyed. She wore a black tank top and yoga pants, a loose beige cardigan, and her hair was styled in beachy curls curated by hairspray, not wind and salt. She wore flip-flops.


Chad clasped Lori’s right hand in his left, and they stared at the pavement as they walked. He was dressed for a day at the beach: loose blue T-shirt, athletic shorts, and sandals. Eaton kept pace, and when he said Chad’s name, the man raised his eyebrows as if he’d only just realized Eaton was there. “Where are Lori’s kids?” Eaton asked. Chad lowered his eyes again, looking down toward his feet. Their sandals slapped against the pavement.


“Why have you guys been in Hawaii for so long?”


By then, people around the world knew the story of the two Idaho children who had somehow vanished from the clean, friendly LDS town of Rexburg, Idaho. People believed Lori and Chad’s spiritual beliefs were the key to finding the kids. As Eaton asked questions, a sort of exasperation entered his voice. People were genuinely worried—terrified about what the end of this story looked like for JJ Vallow and Tylee Ryan—and even Eaton couldn’t hide his concern. He was like a proxy for everyone who had been nervously waiting for news in the case—the embodiment, in that moment, of anyone who has experienced the sick weightlessness that comes with even a split second of losing track of a child. Eaton sounded frustrated that Lori wouldn’t give the simplest answer: to say the children were okay.


“Listen, just tell people what’s happening! There’s people around the country praying for your children, praying for you guys. Why don’t you give us answers?”


“That’s great,” Lori peeped.


“That’s great they’re praying for you? Praying for your kids? What?” Eaton asked.


Flip, flop, flip, flop. Their sandals gave their only response.


“Did you do something to your children? Are your children still alive?” Eaton pressed. “That’s a simple question. I’ve got three kids of my own. I can tell you every minute where my kids are at. Where are your children?”


He kept questioning; they kept flapping forward, silent.


“Chad?” Eaton said. “You guys have a lot to say on your podcast. You don’t have anything to say now? Lori?”


Chad pressed his lips tightly together.


“Do you believe that you were instructed by God or others to do something [to] your children?” Eaton asked him.


But the thing was: JJ and Tylee had never been Chad’s children.
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Because she said nothing to Nate Eaton, because police arrested her in Hawaii and extradited her to Idaho soon thereafter, because she rarely attended her virtual court hearings—live-streamed to the world because of COVID-19—for more than a year, Lori Vallow remained out of sight. In a way, long after her arrest, she remained the pretty lady on vacation, forever in flip-flops and yoga pants. And perfect hair.


For a while, there was little else to go on beyond the videos and photographs of her already in circulation: Lori and Chad walking through the airport in Hawaii, roller suitcases trailing behind them. There were the photographs from their beach wedding, the video by Eaton and Grossarth, and the two-word answer Lori gave Eaton—“That’s great.” There was nothing more.


Because of their sustained silence, understanding what had happened to the children became an exercise in mining Chad’s and Lori’s pasts and scrutinizing how the paths of their lives came to meet.


For months, the case stagnated. So many questions remained unanswered, but chief among them was a simple one: Where were JJ and Tylee? Why wouldn’t Lori tell the police? If they were being hidden, then what were they being kept from? And if they were dead, why?


Even with so little to go on, Lori was becoming the latest American femme fatale, the newest fascination of Nancy Grace and Dr. Oz and their audiences. The story of Chad and Lori would become a Lifetime movie before any charges of real weight had been filed by prosecutors in either Fremont or Madison Counties, Idaho. Even so, Dateline branded Lori “Mommy Doomsday” and, cringeworthily, in a weathered, smoky voice, Keith Morrison spoke of the couple and the vanished children as if it was a ghost story being told around a campfire. The true-crime world was obsessed with Lori Vallow.


On one hand, Americans have a long track record of loving when a beautiful woman falls. Anna Nicole Smith, Britney Spears, Marilyn Monroe, Judy Garland—they were all women whose public meltdowns and crippling addictions were tabloid fodder until decades or even lifetimes later, when people finally snapped to their senses and realized that all of them had been in crisis and needed help, and compassion, and to be left alone. Instead, America laughed in their faces as their lives crumbled.


On the other hand, America also loves an allegedly murderous woman. In 2008, the trial of twenty-two-year-old Casey Anthony—accused of the murder of her two-year-old daughter—was a media circus. Prosecutors accused Anthony of drugging her little girl with chloroform, duct-taping her mouth and nose shut, and hiding her dead body in a wooded area near their home. News stations provided wall-to-wall coverage of the case, scrutinizing Anthony’s behavior as she continued to go out partying with friends while her child was missing, or getting a tattoo inked into her shoulder: BELLA VITA—beautiful life—it read. Anthony was gorgeous, blue-eyed, young, and the case was the perfect mix of strange, tragic, and crazy to keep audiences watching for months.


Similarities seemed to exist in the case of Lori Vallow: missing children, their attractive mother who, as if nothing had happened, went about the business of her life.


Perhaps it was Lori’s normalcy that made the case so troubling. Physically, she was the idealized American woman, with the kind of face and body that is fetishized through magazine covers and Instagram. She was white, symmetrical, blonde, rail thin, with a straight-toothed smile. She was Barbie, but Mormon. She was rich—or at least lived like she was: she lived in big houses with landscaped yards and swimming pools in back and gigantic cars in the driveway. She exuded an air of untouchable white suburban wealth. She was exactly the woman she had been raised to become—in more ways than just her looks.


As I called people who had known Lori throughout her life, over and over I heard stories of her kindness. Her generosity. Her contagious smile. No one who knew her could make any sense of any of it.


I started to write down questions I would ask her if I ever had the chance, questions that might help me understand how someone who appeared to be so normal could be a completely different person on the inside. What is that like?


I wanted to know what hopes Lori Vallow had for her life. Did she want to give birth to a big family, or was that something expected of her regardless of whether she wanted it? What did money mean to her? Was her desire always to be rich? And what was she willing to do to ensure that she was always wealthy? What did she want from a husband?


But out of the reach of cameras, Lori Vallow faded into the beige nothingness of the Madison County Jail in downtown Rexburg. By the spring of 2021, she had lived in a jail cell there far longer than she ever had in the town house on Pioneer Road. She gave no interviews.


I drove back and forth, and back and forth, in front of the jail, trying to wrap my head around how a case that had captured the world’s attention was, essentially, centered on this little building. The building is so small only four cars can fit in the front lot. It’s next to a law office and an O’Reilly Auto Parts store. When Lori gets an hour of fresh air each day, she likely can smell the drive-through at Freddy’s Frozen Custard & Steakburgers across the street. In Arizona, it had been JJ’s favorite place to eat, and in Rexburg, I imagine she might have steered her SUV into the drive-through that hot summer she and JJ and Tylee moved to town, to buy frozen custards. One sundae on the menu is topped with gummy worms and Oreos. Dirt ’n Worms, they call it.


At the jail, she is handed a bucket in the morning and cleans alongside the other inmates. Otherwise, she reads scriptures and she prays. She has said absolutely nothing to the world, to the courts, to anyone. Other than the words “That’s great,” she has been completely silent.
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