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For Naomi






PROLOGUE

NO ONE KNOWS HOW MANY Native American women and girls are missing and murdered each year. Yet everyone concedes there is a crisis, a “hidden epidemic,” as former Democratic senator Heidi Heitkamp of North Dakota has called it. Although the federal government keeps data on virtually everything, it does not collect statistics on missing and murdered Native women and girls. It has no national database where tribes can report such crimes, no way for families or tribal investigators to seek information.

“The problem has been going on for hundreds of years with little or no intervention by the federal government,” Sarah Deer, a professor of women, gender, and sexuality studies at the University of Kansas, told me. “It’s getting attention now, but the problem is not new.”

Deer is a member of the Muscogee (Creek) Nation, a lawyer, and the author of The Beginning and End of Rape: Confronting Sexual Violence in Native America. She was a twenty-year-old student at the University of Kansas when she began volunteering at the local rape crisis center. The voices, the stories, of the strong and resilient women she met drove her to law school at the University of Kansas in 1996. Nearby was Haskell Indian Nations University, a federally funded college of about eight hundred Native students from across the country. Female students often called the crisis line to disclose they’d been attacked, only to confront a terrible truth. “I listened to women as they realized they represented the fifth generation of women in their family to be victims of sexual assault,” Deer wrote in her book.

In 2014, Deer’s expertise on tribal law and her advocacy for Native sexual violence survivors brought her the prestigious MacArthur Genius Grant. But she disputes the prevailing view of brutality against Indigenous women and girls as an “epidemic.” An epidemic is the outcome of infectious disease and belongs in the language of medicine. Violence against Native American women is rooted in our country’s history and law, rape intentional, she told me, “a crime against humanity.”

Even without exact numbers, the statistics that do exist on the Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women’s (MMIW) crisis, as it is now called, are staggering. In 2016, the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s National Crime Information Center (NCIC), which tracks missing persons, pegged the total number of missing Native American and Alaska Native women and girls at 5,712. Yet this figure was undoubtedly low. Only 116 of these reports were logged into the Department of Justice’s federal missing persons’ database, a resource that allows law enforcement agencies to share information.

Although the 2015 Tribal Access Program (TAP) was supposed to effect tribes’ access to NCIC, that has been slow to happen. As of 2019, only 47 of the 573 federally recognized tribes in the United States were participating. That lack of access, due in part to the costs of updating computers, is critical. It means that many crimes go unreported, and tribal investigators who are called to a crime scene have a limited ability to pull up information on potential suspects. As a result, many cases go uninvestigated, unsolved.

The cost isn’t supposed to be a hurdle. The US Crime Victims Fund, a pot of billions of dollars drawn entirely from fines and penalties incurred by offenders, is intended to make resources available to local police forces for computer updates. It is also, significantly, supposed to pay for rehabilitation and preventive services, for victim compensation, and for victim services. But every year tribes have had to fight for their share, mostly because they rely on states to disburse the money. According to a Department of Justice report released in 2017, “from 2010 through 2014, state governments passed only 0.5 percent of the available funds to programs serving tribal victims, leaving a significant unmet need in most tribal communities.”

Even those tribes with access to the NCIC database frequently don’t enter records. Native advocates say that a lack of staff is part of the problem. But there’s also a deeper, historical reason for the absence of reliable data. Distrust of law enforcement and fear they won’t be believed, that nothing will result, ensure many Native women and girls don’t report. The result is a climate of such pervasive unpunished crime that it is difficult to comprehend. In 2016, a report from the National Institute of Justice painted a jarring picture of this violence. Nationally, Native women are more than twice as likely to be raped or sexually assaulted as any other group of females in the country. On some reservations, Native women are murdered at more than ten times the national average. Nearly one in three Native American and Alaska Native women will experience rape or attempted rape in her lifetime. Native women also suffer intolerably high rates of physical violence—90 percent of it committed by non-Native intimate partners.

The reasons for this singular violence against Native women are complex. But they amount to, in essence, a level of racism so ancient and entrenched in America that it continues to poison how Native women are perceived today—as inferior exotic beings, as sexualized objects. “We’re targeted for who we are, what we represent, as Indian women and our sovereign nations,” Lisa Brunner, a member of the White Earth Ojibwe Nation, and codirector of the Indigenous Women’s Human Rights Collective, Inc., told me.

It doesn’t take much to conjure an example of this racist mentality. It saturates American culture, from fashion, to sports, to seemingly benign childhood rituals like Halloween, when young non-Native women mindlessly don Pocahontas costumes. Native advocates with decades of experience helping victims of domestic violence, sexual assault, and sex trafficking have found these stereotypes to be not just offensive but exceedingly dangerous. “Oftentimes we get romanticized,” Brunner, who has repeatedly testified before Congress on the need to pass meaningful legislation to protect Native women and girls, said to me. “Victoria’s Secret plays a role in that. When you have models going down the runway wearing headdresses, it continues to foster that romanticism and increases the level of violence perpetuated against us.”

The crisis is also inextricably tied to the confusing matrix of laws governing Indian Country. “It is often perceived as easier to ‘get away’ with certain crimes on reservations because there is a lack of tribal policing and lack of tribal jurisdiction,” Cheryl Redhorse Bennett, an assistant professor of American Indian Studies at Arizona State University, told me. Although reservations are sovereign nations, the 1978 Supreme Court case Oliphant v. Suquamish Indian Tribe stripped tribes of their authority to punish non-Natives on tribal lands. This means that federal, tribal, and state agencies split jurisdiction. So when a crime occurs, it can be baffling to determine who is supposed to be leading the investigation.

Say a Native woman is sexually assaulted. Where did it happen? On the reservation or off? If her attacker is Native and it occurred on the reservation, then tribal police and courts have jurisdiction. If her attacker is non-Native, then the FBI or state investigates. If she is assaulted off the reservation, the state is supposed to act.

As for felonies like murder, rape, and kidnapping, if they happen on tribal lands, the Department of Justice is supposed to prosecute. But the reality is the agency often doesn’t. In recent years, the Department of Justice has pursued prosecution in only about half of murder cases on reservations and in a little over a third of cases of sexual assault. In 2017, under mounting pressure to address this crisis, the department still declined more than one-third of the cases referred to them by reservation authorities.

But what of Native women and girls who go missing in American cities? More than 70 percent of American Indian and Alaska Natives live in urban enclaves, where crimes are investigated by local law enforcement authorities. Still, no one knows how many Native women and girls have disappeared or been murdered in cities in the United States, because there’s been little effort by police departments or other law enforcement agencies to keep track.

In 2018, Abigail Echo-Hawk, director of the Urban Indian Health Institute (UIHI) in Seattle, and Annita Lucchesi, a doctoral intern at the UIHI, tried to provide an answer. After contacting police departments in seventy-one cities across the country, they got a telling and sobering response. In their report, released that November, the Native American researchers found nearly 60 percent of police departments either did not respond to the request, or returned incomplete or faulty data. The indifference, the incompetence, didn’t end there. Some cities reported being unable to even identify Native victims. Others put down a woman’s race based on memory.

In several instances, cities couldn’t search for Native American, American Indian, or Alaskan Native victims within their databases because their computer systems simply weren’t built for it. The police department in Fargo, North Dakota, which has a fairly sizable Native American population, was typical. If a victim’s race was not indicated, the city’s record system “defaults to white,” the researchers were told. Other cities turned in data that confused Native Americans with Indian Americans, with surnames such as Singh. In some cases, police departments did not distinguish between missing or murdered victims.

With such shoddy police reporting, Echo-Hawk and Lucchesi turned elsewhere. They combed media outlets for accounts of missing and murdered women, and spoke with them about their reporting. They spoke with local Indigenous communities. As a result, they uncovered more than 150 missing and murdered women whom police had failed to identify.

Still, the number of cases was strangely low. Out of seventy-one cities, the UIHI report found only 506 disappearances and murders, a figure, the authors emphasized, that vastly underestimated the tragedy’s true scope. Most of those cases didn’t even receive news coverage.

There’s a refrain you hear from Native American advocates about this stark invisibility. As the researchers wrote in their report, Indigenous women who are missing or murdered disappear not just once, but three times: “in life, in the media, in the data.”

This is the story of one woman in one tribe, but her life and her death illuminate this ongoing crisis and the efforts by Native women to resolve it.






Chapter One WITHOUT A TRACE


SAVANNA LAFONTAINE-GREYWIND WAS EIGHT MONTHS pregnant. A striking woman of twenty-two, she had moss-green eyes, a spray of freckles, an oval face. Her straight auburn hair swayed past her waist. A tattoo on her ankle read “… too beautiful for earth,” a tribute to her late grandmother. Another tattoo, of a dream catcher, flowed like a stream down her right leg. It was a sunny August morning in Fargo, North Dakota, the Midwestern skies sultry and bleached. It was early but she was tired, her feet swollen. Yesterday, her shift at Eventide, the senior living facility where she was a nurse’s aide, had begun at 6:30 a.m. and didn’t end until 2:30 p.m.

Savanna had a lot to do today. Just before 10 a.m., she had to pick up her eighteen-year-old sister, Kayla, and drive her to work. Later, her sixteen-year-old brother, Casey, had to be dropped off for his job at Don’s Car Wash. She could hear her mother, Norberta, who worked at the Family Dollar, flutter around their basement apartment, cleaning. Tomorrow, her mom was giving her a baby shower. Along with her father and her twenty-year-old brother, Joe Jr., they all lived in a white three-story apartment building at 2825 Ninth Street North, a quiet, working-class neighborhood with ash trees, wood-frame houses, and 1960s-era housing complexes. McKinley Elementary School, a low-slung brick building with a big grassy field, was just around the corner.

Savanna adored her family, but she was getting ready to leave. On September 1, 2017, just thirteen days away, she would be moving into an apartment with Ashton Matheny, the boy she had loved since she was fifteen, the ebony-haired father of her unborn child. It wasn’t far—just a block away on Eighth—but she was excited for their new life. Savanna and Ashton had already named their baby: Haisley Jo, the “Jo” after Savanna’s burly father. Savanna had bought Haisley Jo’s car seat and other items on her cascading to-do list. But she was also anxious. She had confided to Kayla that she was terribly frightened of the pain of childbirth.

On this Saturday morning, Savanna threw on something comfortable. A pink shirt, shorts, Nike slip-on sandals. At some point, a neighbor, Brooke Crews, poked her head through the Greywinds’ open apartment door. She was thirty-eight, with intense looks. Wide-set eyes, frowsy dirty-blond hair. An unemployed white woman, she lived on the third floor with a thirty-two-year-old white man named William Hoehn. He was gangly, with a high forehead and scruffy brown beard. Hoehn worked as a roofer for a local company called Assured Quality Roofing. He and Crews often shopped at the dollar store where Norberta worked, and were friendly to her. But otherwise, their lives didn’t usually intersect with the Greywinds’.

When Savanna came to the door, Crews asked if Savanna could help with a sewing project, offering to pay her twenty dollars. At 1:23 p.m., Savanna sent her mother a brief text saying she had ordered her favorite pizza from Deek’s for everyone for lunch. She told another family member that she was going upstairs to do a job for Crews. At 1:24 p.m., she also exchanged texts with Ashton, who was house-sitting for his mother in Grand Forks, eighty-one miles away. Then she slowly climbed the two flights of carpeted stairs to apartment 5.

At about 2:30 p.m., Norberta realized Savanna wasn’t back, so she sent Casey to fetch his sister. Standing outside apartment 5, the slim, black-haired teenager thought he heard the steady click of a sewing machine. But when Casey knocked on the door, no one answered. A few minutes later, Savanna’s forty-one-year-old father, Joe, headed up the stairs. He was tall, barrel-chested, had a salt-and-pepper goatee. Because of his size, Joe could look intimidating even when he smiled. Joe knocked on the door. When Crews opened it, she told Joe that they still weren’t done with the sewing project.

Since Savanna wasn’t around, Norberta drove Casey to work. It was now about 2:40. When Norberta returned to the apartment about an hour later, she still didn’t see Savanna. She assumed her pregnant daughter was in her bedroom, resting. She gathered up some laundry and walked outside into the hallway, to fold a load into the communal washing machine.



Like a pattern recurring in the endless prairie skies, Savanna was nearly the same age her mother was when Norberta brought her firstborn into the world. It was twenty-two years ago, on August 9, in Belcourt, a town named for a nineteenth-century French Catholic priest on the vast Turtle Mountain Indian Reservation. A far-off landscape of hills, wetlands, and plateaus straddling Canada with fierce winters. Norberta belonged to the Turtle Mountain Band of Chippewa Indians, a tribe composed of the Ojibwa and Métis peoples. At birth, Savanna became a member of the Spirit Lake Nation, in east-central North Dakota, her father’s tribe.

Savanna was the mirror image of her forty-one-year-old mother. They were both fairly short with delicate features. But most of the time Norberta wore jeans, a loose sweater or sweatshirt, her face bare behind rectangular glasses, her straight brown hair tucked in a ponytail. No matter where Norberta and Savanna were, they were in touch almost constantly, by text or by phone. Like many young people, Savanna loved to chronicle her life on social media. She frequently shared updates, funny memes, glam shots, and photos of her pregnant or cuddling with Ashton on her Facebook page. This morning she’d already posted four times. Her sense of humor was playful. On Snapchat her username was Savanna_banana0. Although there had been a season when Savanna yearned to be independent, to fly away, that season was gone. She was a mama’s girl.



Back in their north Fargo apartment, as the long summer afternoon wore on, Norberta felt her anxiety climbing. Where is Savanna? Soon fear drove her up the stairs. But when Crews answered the door, the neighbor said Savanna had left soon after her father came looking for her. She didn’t know where the young pregnant woman was.

None of this made sense. Savanna had left behind her wallet and her car keys. She was as predictable as the cycles of the moon. She wouldn’t go anywhere without telling her family, without telling Ashton. She rarely ventured out alone. If she did take a walk by herself, that would be unusual enough. But she was also hugely pregnant. “Her feet were swollen, so she wouldn’t have taken up walking like that,” Norberta told a reporter at the time. “There was pizza here that she hadn’t eaten. She would not just leave that lady’s apartment and go somewhere.”

Norberta called Savanna’s cell phone. It rang and rang. She texted her. No response. She called Ashton, who’d been watching a friend’s softball game that afternoon in Grand Forks. The last time he heard from her was when they texted at 1:24 p.m. When Norberta checked the parking lot out back, her alarm over Savanna soared. “I immediately knew something was wrong because her car is here,” she would tell a reporter. “She’s in danger.”

A little after four, she called the Fargo Police Department to report Savanna missing. At 4:27, Sam Bollman heard a dispatch on his police radio and headed to the Greywinds’ apartment. When the thirty-year-old police officer arrived, Norberta recounted the details and chronology of Savanna’s disappearance, and their futile attempts to find her. Her voice trembled. She had scoured the neighborhood in her car, spoken to people around the apartment building. No one had seen Savanna.

While Norberta waited, Officer Bollman went upstairs to apartment 5. When he knocked on the door, Crews quickly answered and invited him in. As they stood in the living room talking, Bollman took note of a sewing project on the couch. He also noticed the apartment was incredibly tidy.

Crews didn’t know where Savanna was. She did ask her pregnant neighbor to come upstairs, to help her resize a skirt. But when Savanna left, she didn’t say where she was going.

Would Crews mind if he looked around? Bollman asked. “Go right ahead,” she told him. As he walked through the small apartment, the eight-year police veteran superficially gazed around. He didn’t do a methodical search. Didn’t open drawers, inspect cupboards, peer into the kitchen. When he poked his head into the bedroom, a man was lying on the bed playing a video game, drinking a beer. It was William Hoehn. He’d also been smoking weed, but you’d never know it. There was no telltale earthy smell. No buds.

“Well, you’re not Savanna,” Bollman said nonchalantly.

“Nope,” Hoehn said affably, engaging the officer in small talk.

Back downstairs twenty minutes later, Bollman spoke with Norberta and Joe. He carefully unspooled what Crews told him, what he saw. Nothing suspicious. Savanna’s parents were incredulous. This was not Savanna’s normal behavior, they insisted. Bollman gently probed. Did she have any friends or family in Fargo she might have gone to visit?

“Nobody,” Norberta said flatly.

Did she drink alcohol, do drugs? he asked.

“No,” her mother said.

Had there been any family arguments that day?

“No,” Norberta said.

Later that day, Norberta encountered Hoehn in the hallway of the building. She stopped him, asked, “Which way did Savanna go?”

He shrugged and said he didn’t know.

His interviews done, Bollman drove back to the police station and filed a missing person report. About an hour later, Norberta called him. What was the status of his investigation? He mentioned the report, but they didn’t have any fresh information, nothing to hint that Savanna was in danger. Just because she didn’t follow her schedule that day, he told Norberta, didn’t mean anything was wrong.

Hearing this, Norberta angrily accused Bollman of not doing enough to track down her daughter. She wanted him to trace Savanna’s cell phone. Regretfully, he said he couldn’t because there was nothing to indicate she’d been the victim of a crime. Frustrated, Norberta and Joe spoke with Sergeant Mike Erbes, Bollman’s supervisor.

Hours later, at about 10:30 p.m., Bollman and Erbes responded to a disturbance call at the building on Ninth Street North. When they pulled up, about twenty to twenty-five of Savanna’s family and friends were huddled in the front yard, outlined in shadow. The mood was dark, volatile. People had been trekking up the stairs, banging on Crews’s door, shouting to be let in. Now the two officers ascended the stairs, knocked on the door.

They heard a thump, the sound of something heavy being moved. A couch shoved there to block the locked door. When Crews opened it to the officers, she was not so congenial this time.

“What do I have to do to show you I don’t know where that girl is?” she snarled.

She proceeded to rail about the Greywinds. Unfazed, they asked Crews a few questions. Did Savanna reveal anything about where she was going? Anything about her plans?

“No,” insisted Crews.

What did they talk about? They chatted about a few things: Savanna’s tattoos, her feelings about her pregnancy. Once again, Crews consented for them to look around the apartment. Once again, they found Hoehn in the bedroom, sprawled on the bed.

“I saw no sign of any struggle or issues and did not see Savanna,” Bollman wrote in his report that night.

When they came back downstairs, Norberta and several family members were anxiously waiting outside. They didn’t find anything suspicious, Bollman told them.



Ashton was there, too, standing mutely in the indigo night. He was thin, boyish-looking, with a round nose and shoulder-length black hair. For the last few months he’d been living with his father up north, doing construction work on his dad’s house to make money. Now that he and Savanna were moving in together, he’d been looking for steady work in Fargo to help support her and their baby.

After learning that Savanna disappeared, Ashton frantically called around in Grand Forks for a ride to Fargo. He eventually got to the Greywinds’ at approximately 9:30.

Bollman took Ashton aside, asked about his movements that day, his contact with Savanna. Ashton pulled out his cell phone, said he was texting with Savanna at about 1:30 p.m. He let Bollman read their messages. It seems the young couple were discussing Ashton being drunk, forgetting a conversation they’d had. Savanna was frustrated. She was also distressed about her parents being out so late.

Finally, Bollman asked Ashton if he had any idea where Savanna would go. He had no clue.



That night, Bollman decided to pursue a possible lead. Even though he previously told Norberta he couldn’t, he asked Fargo’s police dispatch to do a trace on Savanna’s cell phone.

When he heard back, it was bad news. Savanna’s provider had been unable to get a ping because the phone was off. When Bollman returned to work the next day, he had dispatch try again. No one had heard from Savanna. At 3:28 that afternoon, Sprint pinged Savanna’s number. Her phone was either dead, off, or in a lousy service area.

Bollman called Norberta. Had she or anyone else gotten any news? Had she thought of anything that would help him find Savanna? No. What did she believe happened to Savanna, where would she be? Norberta didn’t hesitate. She was convinced of one thing.

“Brooke from upstairs in apartment five knows more than she is saying,” she told Bollman.






Chapter Two THAT AWFUL WOMAN


THERE WAS STILL NO TRACE of Savanna a day after she disappeared. On Sunday afternoon, beneath a heavy summer sky, the Greywinds blanketed the streets of Fargo with missing posters of the young pregnant woman. Sitting in the front seat of a car, she stared out, in a black-and-white-striped top, her smile radiant, her long brown hair parted neatly on the right side, her lips painted pink. Another image highlighted the distinctive tattoo on her thigh.

Kayla was frantic, couldn’t imagine where her big sister could be. Savanna was so responsible. She and Ashton had just signed the lease on their apartment. It was unthinkable that she took off alone without her wallet or her car, this close to her due date. A little after 6:30 p.m. on Saturday, Kayla had issued an urgent plea on her Facebook page: “Has anyone seen my sister??? She’s been missing since around 2:00 today In the FARGO MOORHEAD AREA! This is not like her. PLEASE SHARE AND GET THE WORD OUT. BRING MY SISTER HOME!!!!!” Kayla and Savanna were three years apart, and had been close since they were little girls. Kayla admired Savanna like a fangirl, her ambition and style. The two were about the same size and, as little sisters do, Kayla often liked to sneak Savanna’s pretty clothes. Something Savanna tolerated but wasn’t reluctant to tease her about on Facebook. On July 29, she tagged Kayla in a post from Seventeen headlined “Sisters be like…” A photo showed two young women side by side, chatting on cell phones; one wore a red blouse. “Your red blouse? Haven’t seen it, but I’ll look,” she said.

As Sunday dragged on and there was still no word, Kayla started to get angry. Why weren’t the police doing more to find Savanna? Why weren’t they searching that awful woman’s apartment upstairs where her sister was last seen? She couldn’t just sit there and do nothing, so Kayla called the district attorney’s office and reached Tanya Johnson Martinez. Easygoing and calm, Martinez had worked as a prosecutor in Cass County, Fargo’s district court, for nearly a decade. At forty-three, she was as familiar with Fargo’s economic disparities and social problems as anyone in North Dakota’s biggest town. In her twenties, she used to hang out with a crowd that included Joe Greywind’s brother, John. She’d handled burglaries, drug cases, and a slew of homicides; one of the latest, the random vicious murder of a university student. To relax, the busy prosecutor, who was married and had three children, sewed intricately patterned quilts.

On Sunday, Martinez listened on the phone as Kayla recounted her sister’s disappearance. The trip upstairs to Crews’s apartment. Her stuff left behind. That day, Martinez was just back from vacationing out of state when she got another unexpected call, this time from one of Savanna’s cousins, a mother in her thirties. She was worried, too. Savanna, she insisted, wouldn’t take off like this.

“The concern in her voice definitely alarmed me,” Martinez told me. She remembered thinking, Oh my god, what is going on?

Martinez called Detective Philip Swan, a financial investigator in the department on duty that weekend. Not long after, Swan drove around Savanna’s neighborhood, looking for leads. He spoke with Bollman about his initial report from Saturday. Bollman recalled that the first time he went to Crews’s apartment, she had seemed hesitant to let him in. At the time, police had a crucial piece of information about Hoehn: there was a warrant for his arrest, for failure to pay a fine, and a protection order stemming from a domestic violence incident involving Crews. Yet there Hoehn was, fresh from a shower, sprawled on the bed, oblivious. Before Bollman’s visit, the police had made a calculated decision. They would not arrest Hoehn on the warrant, but only search “for this missing girl.”

A few hours later, the Greywinds had called Bollman again. They knew Savanna was “in there”; Crews was acting “suspicious.” At 10:30 that night, Bollman visited the second time. In his police report he wrote: “Brooke did let me look in the apartment again and I saw no signs of any struggle or issues and did not see Savanna.”

Savanna’s family remained unmoved. On Sunday evening, as the wide twilight sky colored rose and tangerine, Swan and another officer spoke with the Greywinds at their apartment building. They told the officers that a relative used to live in Crews’s apartment. In the bathroom, there was a fake panel behind the tub large enough to hide someone in. When they knocked on apartment 5, Crews answered the door. “Be my guest,” she said with a wide sweep of her arm, beckoning the police in. Hoehn wasn’t around.

Inside, Swan quickly found the fake wall in the bathroom, an access panel with piping for the tub and shower. He yanked off the door. “I looked through that area and did not find any signs of a struggle or did not find anything out of the ordinary,” he wrote in his report. He searched the rest of the apartment, the kitchen cabinets, the family room. The other officer checked the bedroom. They found nothing.

On Monday morning the calls began. Detective Sara Cruze phoned Altru Hospital in Grand Forks, where Ashton had been when Savanna disappeared. A hospital in Devils Lake, a rural community of a little more than seven thousand near Spirit Lake. If Savanna turned up, Cruze told them, they should contact law enforcement. Detective Jason Skalicky tried again to have Savanna’s cell phone pinged. But her number had been “suspended due to overage.”

A little later, he drove across town to Eventide, the senior living facility where Savanna worked as a nurse’s aide. Inside, Skalicky spoke with Sharilyn Althoff, Eventide’s director of nursing and human resources. She confirmed that Savanna had worked Friday, the day before she vanished, from 6:30 a.m. to 2:30 p.m.

At eight months pregnant, you have to wonder what Savanna’s state of mind was. How was she feeling? Tired? Cranky? Upset? Did the affable young aide say anything to her coworkers, any of the residents she cared for that day? But Skalicky seemed not to have probed. He was also surprised to learn that Savanna had worked at the Eventide facility in Devils Lake, before she transferred to Fargo. He got the name and contact information of Savanna’s best friend at work. But Savanna and the twenty-five-year-old woman were not actually close. If she had an inkling where Savanna might be or how to reach her, Skalicky added, she should call the police. Their main goal was to make contact with Savanna, to make sure she was safe. But because she was an adult, he also assured Savanna’s coworker: “We would not notify her family of her whereabouts if she did not want us to.”

Meanwhile, Swan arranged for the Fargo Fire Department to patrol the Red River, the deep body of churning water skirting town. He arranged for US Customs and Border Protection to send a helicopter to search from the sky. Later, Christopher Mathson, a detective who investigated crimes against children, flew above the flat, straw-colored terrain with some border agents, traversing the muddy river as it bent north. “We searched the river multiple times from approximately North River down to 12th Ave N., in Fargo,” he wrote in his report. They also covered the east side of Hector International Airport to the river to Twelfth Avenue North. They saw “no items of interest.”

That morning, two other Fargo detectives, Nick Kjonaas and Josh Loos, showed up at Savanna’s apartment and talked with Norberta. They noticed the large dumpster in the building parking lot. It was nearly full, so they had it moved off-site, to a solid-waste building. There, they combed through the garbage. But their search yielded nothing. About 1 p.m., they walked along a bike path, bordered by dense woods, to see if Savanna or any of her belongings surfaced. But the brush was so thick they couldn’t get a good view. They left.

As the helicopter buzzed the river, Norberta stood in Savanna’s bedroom, quietly sorting through her clothes. She picked out three unwashed things Savanna had recently worn: two pairs of shorts and a T-shirt she slept in. When Kjonaas arrived at the Greywinds’, it was nearly 5 p.m., the sun still high on the horizon. She handed him her twenty-two-year-old daughter’s clothes.

Kjonaas and Loos had planned to meet with two men from Valley Water Rescue, a local K-9 search operation. The scent from Savanna’s clothes sent the dog running north from the apartment building, about a mile and a half. Eventually, the dog headed east to a convenience store called Loaf ’N Jug. It was a dead end. They tried to see if the dog picked up a scent from the Elk’s parking lot, then the entrance to Trollwood Park, a sprawling recreation area with playgrounds, bike and walking paths, picnic tables, and a performing arts stage. Nothing.

As part of their investigation that day, police also contacted several local businesses and asked them to check their video surveillance cameras for glimpses of Savanna. They tried Royal Liquors, Family Dollar, Petro Serve, McKinley Elementary School near the Greywinds’, a couple of banks, a health clinic, a church. There was no footage of her anywhere.

Three days since she’d been missing, Deputy Police Chief Joe Anderson told reporters: “There is nothing to suggest criminal activity.”



On Tuesday, Ashton Matheny sat in a drab, windowless interview room at the Fargo Police Department. He had come in willingly, after being contacted by Detective Swan. Swan told Ashton he didn’t have to answer questions; he could leave any time. Ashton indicated he understood. He then signed a consent form, allowing police to search his cell phone. At this point, Ashton was a suspect in Savanna’s disappearance, although the police report didn’t explicitly say so.

In response to Swan’s question, Ashton described his movements over the past week. On Wednesday, he had traveled to Grand Forks to house-sit for his mom, Candace Herman Wretling, who was heading to Fargo to do some school shopping. On Friday night, Ashton called Savanna a little after 9 p.m. They talked for more than a half hour.

At 10, Ashton, his older brother Mark, and their friends Dylan Ironheart and Kody Mock headed into town. They stopped first at the Loft, then a bar called Level 10. At some point Ashton sent his mom some Snapchats. At one bar, he also ran into twenty-four-year-old Timothy Herzog, a friend of hers, a little after 12:30. The guys shook hands, hugged, talked for a few minutes. In a phone interview later with Swan, Herzog described Ashton as being “sober,” “chill,” “normal.” He also mentioned knowing that the family had “issues” in the past, but whether he was referring to Ashton’s or Savanna’s family wasn’t clear. In any case, Herzog didn’t think that anyone would “do anything” to Savanna or Ashton because of it.

That night, Ashton drank some light beers, a few shots of vodka and Fireball, a flavored whiskey popular with twentysomething partiers. After barhopping, Ashton, Mark, and Dylan took a cab to his mom’s house, arriving around 2:30 a.m. Dylan slept on the chair, Mark on the couch, Ashton on his mom’s bed. But Swan’s police report mixed up a critical date. Ashton, he wrote, “called Savanna at 4:29 a.m. on 08/20/17 and they talked for about 17 minutes.” But by then she was already missing.

After their night out, Ashton woke up on Saturday around 11:30. He texted Savanna shortly after noon, saying, “don’t remember texting you last night.” It’s hard to tell whether she was angry or annoyed, but Savanna texted back: “You’re too much. I can’t deal with you when you’re drunk.”

Shortly after that, Ashton went to watch Dylan play in a softball tournament. He returned to his mom’s house about 2. Sometime around 4:30 or 5, he was getting ready to drive to a funeral in Devils Lake for a great-aunt when Savanna’s parents called. Had he talked with Savanna in the last few hours? the Greywinds asked. No, his last text to her had been at 1:24 p.m. The Greywinds then revealed the shocking news: Savanna was missing.






Chapter Three AWARENESS


ON A CLOUDY AFTERNOON ON February 15, 2017, a handful of Native women advocates gathered in Washington, DC. They had come to this small airless room in the Senate’s Hart Building to brief Congress on the issue of missing and murdered Native women and girls. Some of the advocates had been venturing to such rooms for decades, to present their case, educate political leaders, and fight for legislation to protect Indigenous women. There had been progress, but not nearly enough.

Today, they were there to promote a benign resolution: a one-page document calling for a “National Day of Awareness for Missing and Murdered Native Women and Girls.” The day would fall on May 5, 2017, in memory of Hanna Harris, who would have turned twenty-five had she lived. Nearly two hundred tribal organizations had signed on in support.

Harris, a member of the Northern Cheyenne Tribe, was twenty-one when she disappeared on July 4, 2013, in Lame Deer, Montana. The previous night she had gone to meet some friends. Like many Native women who vanish inexplicably, Harris was a mother, the devoted single parent of a ten-month-old son. Yet police didn’t feel the need to look for her, because she was an adult. “When I reported my daughter missing,” Melinda Harris Limberhand said later, “I was told by the police chief, ‘She’s probably scared to come home.’ ” She was told she could search for her daughter herself.

Five days after she was last seen, Hanna’s decomposed body was found near the Lame Deer rodeo grounds on the Northern Cheyenne Reservation. Her pants were yanked down, her shirt and bra shoved up. Her remains were in such poor condition that officials couldn’t determine a cause of death. A man named Garrett Sidney Wadda and his girlfriend, Eugenia Rowland, eventually were charged.

The crime was gut-wrenching. Wadda had sexually assaulted Hanna in his aunt’s mobile home, as his girlfriend lay blackout drunk nearby. When she awoke, it was to Hanna screaming that she was being raped. Enraged, Rowland beat her until she was unconscious. According to Rowland, Wadda struck Hanna, too, then dumped her body. Incredibly, he then joined Hanna’s family in the long days they looked for her.

After testifying against his former girlfriend, Wadda got ten years in prison for rape and being an accomplice. Rowland, who was convicted of murder, was sentenced to twenty-two years. Her daughter’s killing galvanized Melinda Harris Limberhand. She became a leader in the MMIW movement, one of Montana’s fiercest advocates.



At the Senate hearing, advocates and survivors from Indian Country’s most respected women’s organizations waited to speak. They had come in guarded hope. Among them were Jana L. Walker, a senior attorney at the Indian Law Resource Center and director of its Safe Women, Strong Nations Project; Tami Truett Jerue, director of the Alaska Native Women’s Resource Center, a cosponsor of the briefing; and Cherrah Giles, chairwoman of the National Indigenous Women’s Resource Center board of directors, another cosponsor.

Republican senator Lisa Murkowski of Alaska, who supported the resolution to designate May 5 a national day of awareness to honor missing and murdered women and girls, would say a few words. Montana senators Steve Daines and Jon Tester would also urge their colleagues to pass the resolution. It was 1:30 p.m. They had an hour to make their case.

One by one, advocates on the panel told stories, recited numbers. They raised the imprint of colonization on the brutal violence against Native women today. “These are not new crimes, but a pattern of crimes that has existed for decades upon decades,” said Terri Henry, cochair of the NCAI Task Force on Violence Against Women, a member of the Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians.

No corner of tribal lands was untouched. Truett Jerue spoke about Alaska. Her group, in just a few meetings, had compiled a list of fifty Native women who’d been kidnapped or killed in the thinly populated state. “It’s appalling,” she said.

Another speaker was Amanda Takes War Bonnet, public education specialist for the Native Women’s Society of the Great Plains, a grassroots organization focusing on sexual assault, dating violence, and sex trafficking. On the plane to Washington, DC, the Oglala Sioux tribal member had tucked in her bag a miniature traditional dress, a symbol of Native women’s identity. It was one of dozens her group had made with families to honor their vanished loved ones, keep them from being forgotten. Now, the ivory buckskin dress was displayed on a table in the Senate room. Long red fringes dangling from the royal blue sleeves, another curtain of red fringe from the hem to the floor. Seven embroidered stars were scattered across the chest and sleeves, to remind lawmakers of Emily Blue Bird, whose Lakota name was Wichapi Sakowin Win. Steven Stars Woman.

Like most Native women her age, Amanda Takes War Bonnet carried a story, embedded in memory. “I had an aunt who went missing years ago when I was a child,” she recalled in a phone interview. “I saw the trauma my mother went through. They couldn’t find her body for so long. Her husband killed her. That was part of my testimony, seeing the frustration of families when they have somebody go missing. There’s such a lack of response from tribal law enforcement.”

She mentioned Emily Blue Bird, a twenty-four-year-old mother of two. She vanished from Pine Ridge Reservation in South Dakota. It was almost three weeks before she was unearthed in January 2016, strangled. “The police couldn’t find her. The local law enforcement couldn’t find her. Her family found her partially buried near a creek.” Emily’s family pressed authorities hard to solve her killing. In July 2018, Elizabeth Ann LeBeau was sentenced to twenty-five years in prison for second-degree murder. Fred Quiver, an accessory to the murder, pleaded guilty and got fifteen years.

She mentioned Larissa Lone Hill, a twenty-one-year-old Lakota woman. She was petite, with brown eyes and long brown hair, and mother of a two-year-old daughter. She was last seen in Rapid City, South Dakota, on October 3, 2016. “When Larissa went missing, it was between reservation land and state land. She went into Rapid City, then she went missing. We have no idea where she could be.”

In spring of 2020, they still didn’t. By then the National Day of Awareness for Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women was enshrined in federal law. On May 5, the day of awareness, Larissa’s mother, Lisa, posted a photo on the Facebook page “Searching for Larissa Lone-Hill.” It showed the Lakota mother, a sweet smile on her weathered face, holding a baby quilt splashed with images of her lost daughter. She wore a red T-shirt. To many tribes in North America, red has a potent meaning, and is known as the only color spirits see. Wearing red is believed to summon the missing spirits of women and children so they can be laid to rest. That is why it is the color of the MMIW movement, to call attention to the missing and murdered.

That day, families, movement leaders, and MMIW groups across the country couldn’t gather as they usually did, to march, hold prayer circles, take part in walks. The coronavirus was raging, particularly across rural Native communities. But thousands of virtual tributes and discussions occurred. The internet was filled with images of missing and murdered loved ones.






Chapter Four SAVANNA


SAVANNA WAS BORN ON AUGUST 9, 1995, on a mild summer day, in Belcourt, North Dakota, on the Turtle Mountain Reservation. The home of her mother’s people, the Turtle Mountain Band of Chippewa. Turtle Mountain floats above the prairie on the northern Plains. It’s a vast patchwork of rolling hills, wetlands, and flat plateaus. Poplar, oak, aspen, and willow trees grace the landscape, shimmering lakes, and a sprawling green space called Chief Tribal Park. Legend has it that Turtle Mountain got its name when the Anishinaabe (Chippewa), glimpsing a shape on the horizon, saw a turtle, its head pointing west, its tail to the east. Another story goes that the mountain was named for a man called “Mickinock,” or Turtle, who walked its length in a day.

Before treaties in 1863 and 1892 stripped them of most of their land, the Turtle Mountain Band were stretched across nearly twenty million acres in eastern and northern North Dakota.

In 1953, the reservation was nearly erased from this earth when Congress passed a resolution dictating that certain tribes be “freed from Federal supervision.” It was a blatant attempt, as previous government efforts had been, to break up tribes or force them to assimilate. A sustained campaign by Patrick Gourneau, chairman of the Turtle Mountain Band of Chippewa Advisory Committee and Ojibwe novelist Louise Erdrich’s grandfather, saved the tribe from termination. Even so, today the reservation contains fewer than seventy-five thousand acres.

Savanna lived in Belcourt only briefly. Like so many European settlements in North America, the town on the northern Plains once carried a Chippewa name, Siipiising, meaning “creek that sings with life-giving water,” for a stream that meanders through town.

Other than the Bulova manufacturing plant, Turtle Mountain Community College, a shopping mall, and jobs in government and construction, there wasn’t much work in Belcourt. So the Greywinds soon moved to Fargo. When Savanna was ten, they moved again, to the Spirit Lake Indian Reservation, the home of Joe’s tribe. It was here, on the shores of Devils Lake, which the Spirit Lake Nation call Mni Wakan for Spirit Water and which spills across the grasslands for two hundred miles, that Savanna became a young woman.

The family settled in Tokio, a rural hamlet with scarcely seven hundred residents. Norberta and Joe both got jobs at the Sioux Manufacturing Corporation in Fort Totten, a tribal-owned factory that produces Kevlar panels, helmets, camouflage nets, and other military equipment. Other than the factory and the Spirit Lake Casino & Resort (also owned by the tribe), employment was mostly centered on tribal and federal jobs, in agencies like the Bureau of Indian Affairs and the Indian Health Service. But years of government neglect, inequities in housing and health care, bad roads, and unfertile land also meant the reservation bore high rates of poverty. According to the 2010 Census, over 40 percent of tribal families were living below the poverty level, and 882 households were headed by single mothers raising 1,392 children under the age of eighteen. In 2016, the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) Labor Force Statistics estimated unemployment on the reservation to be at 59.45 percent.

The Greywind family had grown in the years since Savanna’s birth. Savanna was now the eldest of four. She was a sweet, easygoing child, and embraced responsibility. While her parents were still at work, Savanna would unlock the front door after school and mind her younger siblings until Joe and Norberta arrived home. Their lives revolved around each other, Joe’s parents and many relatives, who lived nearby, and the culture and traditions of the Spirit Lake Tribe. There were powwows and Sacred Pipe ceremonies and prayer walks. People around Savanna spoke the Dakota dialect. Her elders passed down wisdom, stories that originated hundreds of years ago.

Joe and Norberta impressed on Savanna the importance of education. She did well in school, but in the idle summers on the plains her life was lived outdoors. She loved riding horses, country music, her cowboy boots. There are photographs of Savanna and her younger sister, Kayla, sprinkled across her social media pages from their teen years, sitting astride their horses, Speedy and Bucky, on the prairie. Wearing T-shirts and shorts or jeans, their long brown hair cascades down. They look serene. The sky above them is wide and blue, the sunlight strong. In some of the photographs the sisters are riding together, Savanna in front, Kayla leaning into her big sister.

Savanna came of age as social media began to take off. Like the rest of her generation, Savanna took to the new technology as easily as she had learned to print her name. Countless selfies appeared on Facebook, images that anchored her, told stories of who she was, whom she loved, and who she was becoming. Her interest in fashion, jewelry, and makeup gradually came to illustrate her feed. She became good at tilting her head, striking a pouty look, her hair falling just so. But sometimes the photos were less posed and glamorous. Her and her brother Joe in the car joking around to some song playing. Her and Kayla in Halloween costumes, mugging for the camera.

Then Savanna fell in love. In 2011, during her sophomore year at Devils Lake High School, she met a freshman named Ashton Matheny, also a member of the Spirit Lake Tribe. A tall, thin boy with an easy smile. For two months they were just friends, and then Ashton asked Savanna out. When it came to their eldest daughter’s love life, Savanna’s parents were strict. Joe was especially vigilant.

On February 25, 2017, Savanna described their early romance on her Facebook page:

“So anyone that knows us knows we took our relationship SUPER slow. Months actually getting to know each other before dating, a month into dating until our first kiss. We weren’t sexually active until over a year after dating. When he came to my house we weren’t allowed to go into my room. He met my parents and uncles when he first came over, they sat at the table and my uncles and dad mostly asked him all kinds of questions. Kinda scary. [image: grinning face with sweat emoji] I could go to his house but had to be home by like 8:30 lol after I turned 18 in 2013 we FINALLY camped with each other. (But we snuck out before then all the time) [image: rolling on floor laughing emoji].”

When she made this entry, Savanna was over the moon. The month before, on January 16, she had posted a selfie holding up two pink pregnancy sticks. She was pregnant. Ashton stood next to her, grinning, his arm draped over her shoulder. “I’m so excited,” she wrote. “I can’t keep quiet no more.” The baby was due September 20.

In her February 25 post, Savanna spoke of their relationship, their future. “We’ve been through a lot, of bad and good,” she wrote. “We’ve talked everydayexcept a few since we’ve met no matter what terms we were on. He’s my goofy smartass best friend, I’m just so happy and so emotional we’re gonna have a mini us to tell our stories too.[image: heart emoji] [image: heart emoji] 2011 to this year. [image: loudly crying face emoji] I CANNOT WAIT.”






Chapter Five KEEP THE GREYWINDS OUT


WILLIAM HOEHN PULLED OUT OF the Walmart parking lot on Thirteenth Avenue South. Brooke Crews next to him in the passenger seat. It was about 11:30 on Tuesday night, August 22, three days after Savanna’s disappearance. He’d just hit another car, a Buick LaCrosse, backing out of a parking spot. Bashed in the rear bumper. Even worse, Hoehn was using his boss’s car, a maroon pickup. He didn’t have a North Dakota driver’s license. He was already in enough trouble with a warrant out for his arrest. Hoehn got out, told the driver he’d go get his insurance information, then return. But he climbed back into the truck and fled, as the victim shouted that he was calling the police.

At about 12:15 a.m., Hoehn found himself at Cass County Jail, being interviewed by Detectives Josh Loos and Nick Kjonaas. For more than two hours, they questioned Hoehn about the hit-and-run at Walmart. Hoehn was compliant. He admitted everything, said he took off because he knew he had an outstanding warrant. Although his DNA was already on file from another arrest, at about 2:19 a.m. he consented to a mouth swab. Then Hoehn got lucky. At some point early Wednesday morning, his boss at Assured Quality Roofing Company, Jesus Rios, bailed him out.

As Wednesday dawned, Savanna was still missing. Her story was now front-page news. Fargo Police Chief David Todd, who’d been on the police force since 1987, held a press conference. Todd had been on vacation when Savanna vanished. The first story about her, which included a photo of Savanna, appeared in the local newspaper on Monday. The piece ran inside, and was short. But at least Savanna got media attention, and fairly quickly. Most Native American women and girls who disappear remain invisible. According to a 2018 report from the Urban Indian Health Institute (UIHI), more than five hundred Indigenous women and girls have gone missing or have been murdered across seventy-one American cities with almost no media coverage. The majority of them were murder victims.

There’d been criticism by Savanna’s family that police didn’t take her disappearance seriously enough. That they hadn’t been doing enough to find her. At the press conference, Todd flatly disputed that idea. “This is our number one priority,” the police chief said. “All of our resources have been focused on this from the beginning.”

That Wednesday morning, even as Todd was addressing reporters, there was a break in the case. Hoehn’s coworkers told police that the roofer talked about having a new baby at home. As a result, police now had enough evidence to obtain a search warrant of Crews’s and Hoehn’s apartment. But once they got the warrant, they sat back, waited, and put the suspects and the building under surveillance. They would later defend their decision to delay by saying they didn’t know if Savanna was still alive, and didn’t want to risk endangering her.

The next day, Thursday, August 24, clouds hovered in the sky, and the air was drenched in humidity. At about 2 p.m., police converged on the apartment complex on Ninth Street North, smashed in the door of apartment 5. Inside they found Crews. They also discovered something shocking: a tiny newborn girl. Crews was arrested. Hoehn was picked up at work. There were so many disturbing questions. Had the baby been in the apartment the entire time, even during the three searches by police? If so, where had she been? If not, were there accomplices involved? Had they taken her somewhere else? When asked why the three searches of the apartment did not unearth the baby, or any other evidence, Chief Todd offered that those were visual searches conducted without warrants and with consent of the occupants. He also suggested that Haisley Jo was “not in the apartment,” and that she “may have been moved to a different location.”

At some point before his arrest, Hoehn provided some answers. He told police that he and Crews had barricaded themselves inside their apartment.

“What was the barricade for?” a detective asked.

“To keep the Greywinds out.”

“How’d you keep the baby from crying?”

“She was a really good baby.”

Eventually, they admitted that the child was Savanna’s. But they refused to divulge anything about the young mother’s whereabouts. Whether she was alive.

Haisley Jo was healthy, safe, but how could that be? Savanna wasn’t due until September 20, more than a month away. In the coming days, Crews spun various tales to investigators. She didn’t deny that the baby belonged to Savanna, but she claimed that Savanna had abandoned her little girl. She was unhappy with her family, unhappy with Ashton. She didn’t want the baby, so she’d enlisted Crews to induce childbirth and begged her to keep the infant. She insisted that Savanna ran away.

That Thursday afternoon, an EMT emerged from the apartment carrying Haisley Jo. Standing in the front yard with her family, Norberta was stunned. The police had alerted them about the raid, but not provided any details. And now here, seemingly, was her newborn granddaughter. Ashton was in shock, too. How could there be a baby and no Savanna? That afternoon he’d been resting at a friend’s house when Joe called. When he arrived, police told Ashton that they’d discovered a newborn in apartment 5. A neighbor who’d been watching the raid unfold told him, “It’s a baby. A little baby with lots of black hair. It kind of looked like you.”

Until Ashton’s paternity could be confirmed by a DNA test, the infant would remain in the custody of Cass County Social Services. Ashton had already been denied the usual rites of passage into fatherhood: seeing his daughter born, cradling her moments after, taking photos of her in Savanna’s arms. Now, as Savanna’s relatives quietly absorbed their anguish, Ashton had to watch as the baby was transported by ambulance to Sanford Children’s Hospital. He was not allowed to see her.

Afterward, Fargo police and investigators from the North Dakota Bureau of Criminal Investigation swarmed the suspects’ apartment and carried out forensic examinations. One of the items they took was Savanna’s toothbrush, to collect bits of DNA. They contained the three-story building with yellow crime tape, interviewed tenants, walked the grounds. A brown 1996 Jeep Grand Cherokee four-door with Minnesota license plates was towed from the parking lot. A photo of it was posted on the department’s Facebook page. The car belonged to Crews.

About 9 p.m., something surreal happened: Carl Crews, Brooke’s ex, the father of the two children she still saw, stumbled onto the crime scene. The kids, who were fourteen and twelve, were with him. They’d driven down from Dent, Minnesota, to go school shopping in Fargo. Carl was baffled. He was supposed to drop them off at Brooke’s. When would she be back? he asked one of the officers. Not anytime soon, he was told.

The Greywinds were awash in dread. As they walked away, Norberta put her arm around Ashton’s shoulder, whose head was bent over, his face hidden by a curtain of black hair. Kayla walked alongside Joe. She looked haunted.

Where is Savanna?



Nearly a week had now passed since Savanna went missing. Frustrated by law enforcement’s inability to find her, the days it took to uncover the baby believed to be hers, the Greywinds launched their own search.

“We’re not going to sit and wait,” Tarita Silk, Savanna’s aunt, told a reporter. “Fargo Police don’t want us to do anything. We sat for five days. The baby was sitting upstairs. We need to go find Savanna.”

A Facebook page with her picture and physical details quickly went up. For Native Americans, particularly those scattered across remote rural areas, the social media giant had become vital to relaying news in Indian Country. It had become a nerve center for the MMIW movement. Pages and pages were devoted to missing and murdered Native women and girls, with pleas for information. “PLEASE COMMUNITY!!!!!” Teri LaFountain, a woman who lived in Belcourt, wrote on August 24 on her Facebook page. “The family of Savanna Greywind just reached out to our community. We are gathering a search party to go to Fargo tomorrow to assist them in a ground search. WE NEED VOLUNTEERS!!!! We are asking everyone to join in and help find Savanna.”

In response to the Greywinds’ call, tribes across the Great Plains swept into Fargo, ready to comb the parks, the fields, the Red River, which snaked five hundred miles north, all the way to Manitoba, Canada. Groups of searchers from the Turtle Mountain, Spirit Lake, and Standing Rock reservations in North Dakota arrived in buses and vans, two of the tribes bringing ATDVs. They burned sage, held vigils, prayed for the young Native woman’s safe deliverance. Those who knew Savanna at different stages in her life described her to reporters. “She was bright. She was into music and running around outside,” said Sierra Demery, who babysat Savanna when she was about nine.

Hundreds of non-Natives in the Fargo community and beyond joined the search, too. North Dakota college students. Suburban white moms. Savanna’s story, her disappearance, the recovery of her healthy newborn, had become national news, touching a nerve. People could not fathom it. The possibilities of what befell them were absolutely chilling.

A search headquarters was established at Trollwood Park, a vast, grassy space that was once a paupers’ cemetery where many of Fargo’s poor and elderly were buried. A map of town was spread out on a table, littered with pens, yellow legal pads, Post-it notes, and bottles of water. Volunteers were assigned specific locations. From two that afternoon until nine that night, they spread out across residential neighborhoods, construction sites, trailer parks, and homeless camps. They combed the city’s three parks, wooded areas, the thick brush and thistles along the Red River’s bank. Others rounded up supplies. A local chaplain helped provide food and water, arranged lodging for volunteers. A nonprofit Minnesota group that specialized in tracking missing persons sent help. They printed maps showing volunteers where to go, checked off places already covered.

As the search unfolded in Trollwood Park, Ashton hung back with friends, his head bowed. He seemed lost. “I almost fainted from watching everyone,” he told a reporter. “I can’t go out there and search. I want so bad to help.” But the thought of finding Savanna, he said, would “shatter” him. “It would break me in half.”



That Friday, Police Chief Todd held a press conference. His tone was measured, calm. He wanted to clarify things. He insisted that the police had to be cautious, move slowly, so the suspects didn’t harm Savanna. He used a vague term—“criminal nexus”—to explain why they hadn’t acted sooner once they got the search warrant. The term would be widely mocked by Savanna’s supporters. “Until Wednesday, we had not yet established a criminal nexus to this case that would allow us to obtain warrants for a residence and electronic devices,” he said. “We were running constant surveillance and investigating several different theories regarding Savanna being held against her will and/or her child being induced or removed and possibly alive.”
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