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For Abby and Libby, who stuck together and solved the case.






Blood will drip from trees; stones will speak; nations will be in confusion; the movement of the stars will be changed.

—2 Esdras 5:5








A NOTE FROM THE AUTHORS

We started our podcast, The Murder Sheet, in 2020. Our first episode on Delphi was released on March 23, 2021. We were late. We had just moved back to Indiana. Laura Fleury encouraged us to look at this story of two girls who never came home from a walk in the forest. A listener named Michelle Roth did the same. We both recalled learning about the case when it first happened, and we wondered why answers were not yet forthcoming despite the fact that Libby German had managed to film the man accosting her and her best friend Abby Williams.

As we began to report on the case, we immediately got the strong sense that Hoosiers cared deeply about Abby and Libby. We came to find out that people the world over care about the girls. Before we released that initial episode, we went to see the area for ourselves. We traveled to Delphi and walked down the trail. We did not go on the bridge. We walked below, on the banks of Deer Creek. We stared up. The sight of that looming dark band cutting across the blue sky stuck with us. There was something mournful about that place.

Over the last four years, we conducted hundreds of interviews in this case. Some were ultimately aired on the podcast. Others were kept off-the-record. Some people did not mind having their names used. Others wanted their identities protected. Many of those talks were done in-person. Others occurred over the phone or video conferences. Some were one-off talks. Others were conversations that took place intermittently over the course of years.

We read and analyzed every single filing in the case of Richard Allen, as well as related cases. We relied on help from attorneys in Indiana and beyond to make sense of the happenings. We relied on tipsters and community members and anonymous sources to bring us information about rumblings within the case.

Due to a clerical error, we were able to get access to an interview between Kegan Kline and investigators and we published that. We attended all the pre-trial hearings in the case of Kegan Kline, as well as his marathon sentencing hearing. We also developed and maintained a lot of sources in Peru, Indiana, and Miami County.

After the arrest of Richard Allen, we became concerned that a number of court records were not being released to the public. We therefore took the step of filing into the case on June 8, 2023, to request that those records be made available. At the end of that month, Judge Frances Gull made public hundreds of pages of documents that had previously been sealed.

We attended all but one pre-trial hearing in the Allen case, traveling to both Delphi and Fort Wayne to do so. We also attended every day of Richard Allen’s trial, from the start of jury selection on October 14, 2024, until the closing statements, and announcement of the verdict on November 11, 2024. We published detailed daily reports on the proceedings on our podcast, The Murder Sheet. We also covered the trial for the Franklin Daily Journal, a newspaper in Indiana’s Johnson County. Both of us got into most hearings, and one of us got into all but one session of court. In each hearing we attended, we took extensive notes. We did not get seats for the verdict. We stood outside on the sidewalk and listened as the crowd erupted in cheers at the news of the conviction.

Covering the trial was one of the most difficult experiences of our professional lives. For reasons still unclear to us, Judge Gull personally intervened with the press consortium to insure that we would not be considered for press passes. As a result, we had to get in line outside the courthouse in the predawn hours to guarantee we would receive seats. Gull would not allow people to re-enter the courtroom if they left. That meant no food, water, or restroom breaks for anyone that wanted to keep their seat. A seat in the morning also would not guarantee a seat in the afternoon; an afternoon seat required standing in line once more. As a result, it was a month of dehydration and sleep deprivation. Brinkmanship ensured that trial observers started getting in line for court earlier and earlier, ultimately standing in line for the morning session as soon as the afternoon session ended. Our coverage of the trial would not have been possible without the support of loyal—and much appreciated—listeners who were willing to stand in line for us and hold our spots while we caught a few hours of sleep.

At the time we prepared this book, no transcripts of the trial proceedings had been made available. Our coverage of the trial is based on our own observations as well as the detailed notes we took at the time. All of the dialogue and observations included in this book come from source interviews, available court documents, which are listed in the Appendix, or our notes from the courtroom. We have strived to be as accurate as possible, but in the event we have made errors, we take full responsibility for those.

Once the gag order lifted, we were able to talk to more people. Despite repeated requests on our part, defense attorneys Andrew Baldwin, Bradley Rozzi, and Jennifer Auger did not speak with us for the book. We strived to include the perspectives of the people who lived this case.

The city of Delphi has long been cast as a haunted place. A place touched by darkness. That is true. The loss of Abby and Libby has changed the city. But it is important to remember that it is a real city, a place where real people live.

The story is a gutting one. Two children lost their lives because a selfish man held his own sexual gratification above their lives. There is nothing more sordid and low than that. The recesses of the bad behavior on and off the internet, the ways that the inhumane amongst us prey on those in pain, is disgusting and soul-deadening to behold.

But this is also a story about hope. It was an honor to watch a case unfold that ultimately saw the victims rise to become the heroes—we do not believe this case would have been solvable without the actions of Abby and Libby.

It was an honor to bear witness to the kindness and warmth of the people of Delphi and Carroll County and Peru and Miami County, as well as the courthouse staff and the deputies. We are grateful to have seen firsthand the efforts of the law enforcement officers and prosecutors who never stopped working and searching for answers and the families of the girls who lost so much.

It was an honor to see the dedication of those who worked on the case, who thought of Abby and Libby constantly, who took the case to heart, who remain shattered to this day, who will never forget.

We will never forget them, we will never forget Delphi, we will never forget the families, and we will never forget Abby and Libby.






INTRODUCTION BY SUPERINTENDENT DOUGLAS G. CARTER (RETIRED) INDIANA STATE POLICE


Having served as the Superintendent of the Indiana State Police for twelve years, I received bad news about people, events, or violent crimes nearly every day. All of the reports were troublesome and mattered very much, but two specific events rocked my soul and the souls of many others. I specifically remember the events surrounding the death of four young sisters that tragically died in a house fire in Flora, Indiana in November of 2016. Keyana, Keyara, Kerriele, and Kionnie’s lives were taken by a cowardly arsonist that I know one day will be held accountable. Then Abby and Libby, two girls in Delphi, were discovered dead after going for a walk in the woods on a beautiful winter’s day in February of 2017. Both of these crimes occurred in Carroll County, Indiana, which is a small rural community that resembles every small town in America.

I am often asked about how I dealt with such tragedy for nearly forty years. I believe that even though there is an enormous amount of darkness in our world—there is way more light. The light, while sometimes hard to see, in the aftermath of the murder of Abby and Libby was the people. I wish you all could have witnessed what went on behind the scenes of this investigation for nearly eight years. The hope, desire, and commitment for a resolution; the compassion and empathy during times of perpetual criticism; and the absolute refusal to give up, no matter the setback, were extraordinary examples of extraordinary people. Those that stayed the course are owed a debt of gratitude that can never be repaid.

The citizens of Delphi and Carroll County overwhelmed me with their courage, service, and sacrifice. From day one, they stood with us and cared for us—bringing us food when we were hungry and a kind word when we needed support. The families of Abby and Libby inspired us all and, even though I know they were often frustrated, they stood strong. I am so grateful for the friendship we have formed, and our bond will last forever. They felt unimaginable grief that altered their lives forever. I will never forget how they stood up in the sentencing hearing and talked about how their lives have been changed and how they will never be the same. They conveyed their grief in a manner that was beautiful in some kind of mysterious way and for a moment it seemed like time stood still.

My primary responsibility was to my team, the many other law enforcement agencies, and, initially, a narrow focus on the Delphi community. Over time though, this investigation began receiving global attention which challenged our messaging strategy, collaborative efforts, and management of the enormous amount of information. I was so fortunate to represent and stand with some of the most courageous, professional, committed, and unselfish law enforcement professionals for more than eight years. Thank you seems so insignificant, but I mean it with every ounce of my being.

While there were literally hundreds of law enforcement personnel involved in this murder investigation, a few of them deserve to be specifically referenced. Lt. Jerry Holeman was, and continues to be, the adhesive that kept the case together. He committed his entire existence to the murder of Abby and Libby and set a standard for the Indiana State Police in managing a complex and long-term investigation. Detectives Vido, Rector, Harshman, Harper, Buckley, Burgess, Cecil, Bunner, Chapman, Olehy, Datzman, and Page for bringing their technical skills and commitment throughout the entire investigation even during the ups and downs. The ISP Forensic Laboratory system is represented by really special people. Melissa Oberg, Stacey Gosnell-Day, Stacy Bozinovski, Nikki Benson, and Renee Troxel who offered expertise in DNA, Firearm examination, Intelligence analysis, and managing an enormous amount of evidence and documentation. These men and women along with many others confront the worst the world has to offer to make life better for the rest of us—THANK YOU!

I routinely spoke to Lt. Holeman and other involved members of the ISP after the murders occurred. Strategic decisions were made, and I support every one of them. While we are all human, of course unintentional mistakes were made, but the decisions were pure and were never about hiding the truth or protecting anyone. I will never apologize for doing what we believed was right even if it was not popular—period! Some members of the online community tried so hard to break us based on their own theories and, while I appreciated the attention to this case, the efforts were generally subjective, opinion-based, and not helpful to the outcome.

Over the years, we just kept going—every day, every week, month, and year. We shared a core belief that one day accountability would come. On the surface it might have looked like some of the law enforcement personnel who investigated this case didn’t have a lot in common. There certainly was not any group think, and we oftentimes had different ideas or approaches. Much of the accountability organically came from the multitude of agencies participating on either a daily, as needed, or part-time basis. Sheriff Tobe Leazenby and now Sheriff Tony Liggett from the Carroll County Sheriff’s office were there from the very start. The US Marshals Service, FBI, and officers from dozens of agencies participated as they could especially early on. Kathy Shank volunteered all of her time from the very beginning until the end and sure played a critical part in the conviction of Richard Allen. Kathy Shank volunteered literally thousands of hours since the very beginning and never left. What an amazing example to all of us. She became a dear friend to many and her knowledge, memory, and commitment proved to be a critical piece that led to the arrest of Richard Allen. Nick McCleland, the Carroll County Prosecutor, Steve Mullin, Jim Luttrull, and Stacey Diener were amazing and were the architects of the prosecutorial strategy. One common theme was that this case would be solved if we kept at it no matter the barriers or how strong the headwinds were.

That very theme led to the arrest of Richard Allen in October of 2022. Not long after he was incarcerated, Judge Frances Gull issued a gag order prohibiting people involved from publicly talking about this case to protect due process and the constitutional rights of the defendant. The State sure respected and complied with the order of the court, but the defense sure did not. The defense attorneys continued to perpetuate a false public narrative inferring a hidden conspiracy and the officers involved were corrupt and not trustworthy. I fought back my intense desire to respond, but because of the gag order I simply could not. It was brutal and like watching your child get off the bus every day with a black eye and knowing there is nothing you can do to stop it.

Journalists from major news organizations all over the world covered the case. There were many organizations that I developed relationships with, and they tried to report facts and share common interests while being fair and balanced. I came to trust, care for and confide in the two-person team of Áine Cain and Kevin Greenlee. There were times they were critical of the law enforcement strategy and of me personally and there were times I disagreed with them, but they were always respectful, fair, and came to their position with deliberation and care. They came into this case with an open mind and followed the evidence and facts along the way. Both cared deeply about this case and even during the trial were in line outside the courthouse at 2 A.M. to get a seat in the courtroom for the day. Over time, I have come to sincerely respect how deeply they care about Abby and Libby, their families, and the people of the Delphi community that have lost so much.

I am going to carry this case with me until my dying day. I will always recall the incredible investigative collaboration I observed behind the scenes, and the determination and discipline of the investigative team to ensure that one day there would be justice for Abby and Libby. Because of the gag order, the true story has never been completely shared, and I worried it never would be. I am grateful to Áine and Kevin for bringing the truth to the public.

Every single person involved in this case will always remember it. They will carry the load and bear the scars forever. But then they will do what they always do. They will get up and go to work prepared to do it all over again, to work cases we may never even hear about, to go once more into the darkness to bring light and hope to those who need it the most.

For a lot of people it may feel like this case is over, but for the families and the Delphi Community it will never be over or ever end—not as long as they live.







PART ONE THE CRIME “It’ll be okay”







CHAPTER ONE

Only the brave walked the bridge.

Abandoned years ago, the Monon High Bridge loomed in the woods of Delphi, Indiana, marking the end of one of the paths on the local trail system. Narrow and hulking and hovering sixty-three feet above Deer Creek, the railroad bridge long ago decayed into a ruin of rusting trestle and rotten ties. But to some in Delphi, crossing the High Bridge became a ritual test of courage. The kids of the small Indiana city often ventured out there just to show they could.

Liberty German knew that. The fourteen-year-old had done it before. She could recall rushing forward along the rickety old train ties, persevering despite the whistling wind and the water that glinted through the gaps in the boards. Now, she would take her best friend, thirteen-year-old Abigail Williams, to the High Bridge. The two girls sat on the floor of the garage at Libby’s house. The night before, Libby’s family had hosted Abby for a sleepover. The girls spent part of the evening hanging out with Libby’s older sister, Kelsi, and her friends. Together, Libby and Abby ate pizza and garlic knots, watched a scary movie, filmed themselves getting up to silly antics, and then hopped on social media to chat with boys. The girls got to stay up late even though it had been a Sunday night. The winter had been warm in Indiana. Delphi Community Middle School, where both girls were in eighth grade, had canceled classes that Monday to balance out the heap of unused snow days.

On the morning of February 13, 2017, the girls slept in late. When they rose, Libby’s father, Derrick, made them a breakfast of banana pancakes. Libby lived with her grandparents on the outskirts of Delphi. Her father and older sister lived there too, three generations in one home.

In some ways, Abby had become more like a sister to Libby than a friend. That was despite the fact that Libby was outspoken where Abby was shy. Libby was certainly garrulous and protective, but she was also logical and thoughtful, a source of support and advice for her friends. And Abby could be more talkative and assured in the presence of those she knew and trusted. She loved thrills too, especially riding roller coasters. The girls had personalities that complemented rather than contrasted. Where Libby went, Abby followed. And where Abby went, Libby followed. Libby’s family even brought Abby along on a spring break trip to Florida.

Both girls belonged to the volleyball team and played the saxophone in band. Libby had recently convinced Abby to join her on the softball team that spring. If Abby also opted to take up soccer and swimming, then the best friends would be perfectly matched in terms of extracurricular activities. In the halls of the middle school, they always stuck together. All their teachers knew that calling Libby would often also summon Abby, and vice versa. That afternoon, Libby would lead Abby across the High Bridge. They would make it to the other side together. That was the unspoken plan.

But Libby did not say anything about crossing the bridge to her grandmother, Becky Patty. She only asked to go with Abby to the trails. Then she cuddled the family’s new fluffy black-and-white puppy, Tucker.

That day, Libby donned a fringed shirt splattered in tie-dyed swirls, along with gray sweatpants and her black Nike tennis shoes. Libby wore her dark blonde hair cropped short. Abby wore blue jeans, tennis shoes, and a red shirt. Her reddish-brown hair was tied up in a bun.

At her desk, Becky looked up from a heap of paperwork and considered Libby’s request. She ran a home appraisal business out of an office in the garage. It was a true family business, with Becky’s children Derrick and Tara pitching in. The office certainly reflected that. On one of the walls of the garage, a line marked Libby’s height back when she was only four feet and one-and-three-quarter inches. With her large blue eyes, wavy blonde hair, and small figure, fifty-seven-year-old Becky looked far younger than most grandparents. She had originally made a bargain with the girls. If they helped her sort away papers into her filing cabinets, she would pay them for their trouble. That afternoon, they could even take their earnings and all go shopping for clothes together.

But now, Libby wanted to go to the trails instead. Becky was fine with that. The seat of rural Carroll County, Delphi was a city with fewer than three thousand residents. Delphi had its own share of problems like anywhere else, largely owing to methamphetamines, but it was a safe community. Becky told the girls that if they could get a ride to and from the trails, they could go. So when Kelsi popped into the garage to say she was heading out, Libby jumped to her feet.

“Can you take us to the trails?” she asked.

Kelsi agreed. Becky reminded her younger granddaughter that she also needed to arrange a ride home. Libby knew exactly what to do. She pulled out her phone and dialed Derrick. He was out of the house now, on his way to the nearby city of Frankfort, a city about a half-hour to the southeast of Delphi. He was going there to photograph houses for Becky’s company.

Libby got Derrick as he was halfway to his destination. She asked him to pick her up at the trails. Derrick said yes, he could swing by in about two hours. He had dropped Libby off at the trails before, so he knew where to go. Father and daughter did not set up an exact meetup time. Instead, Derrick said he would ring or text Libby once he was close to the trails. The girls would then walk to the trailhead for the rendezvous.

Becky watched Libby and Abby scramble after Kelsi. A thought struck her. The air would be chilly. It was sunny out, but it was still February, after all. She told Libby to take a jacket with her.

Libby paused in the doorframe. The last words she ever said to Becky were, “Grandma, it’ll be okay.”



Kelsi knew the way to the trails. She and Libby had walked them plenty of times together. With her pale blonde hair and blue eyes, Kelsi resembled Libby. She was three years older, a junior in high school. Still, the German sisters were close.

That day, Kelsi had her own plans though. She declined the invitation to accompany Abby and Libby. She wanted to spend time with her boyfriend, Chase, then head off to her job at the local Dairy Queen. She loaned Abby a gray sweatshirt, while Libby took along her new black swim team sweatshirt.

In the rearview mirror, Kelsi could see her sister extend her arm for a selfie. Sitting behind Libby, Abby was gazing straight ahead at the moment her friend snapped the picture. The song “Heathens” by Twenty One Pilots droned on the car radio.

The entrance to the trails was across from the Mears family farm in Delphi. Residents called it the Mears entrance. More driveway than parking lot, the space could fit about two vehicles.

At 1:38 P.M., as she pulled up to the Mears entrance, Kelsi got a call from Chase. As she chatted with her boyfriend, the doors popped open, and the two girls rushed toward the trail. Abby and Libby disappeared into the trees.



The afternoon was strangely warm for February. Still, only a few hikers were out and about on the trails while the girls were there. On the walk to the High Bridge, Libby snapped pictures and sent messages to friends. Her iPhone was her social lifeline. She spent quite a lot of time on the photo-based apps Instagram and Snapchat, even using the latter to message friends. Snapchat was popular with the teenagers because it erased sent pictures within seconds, barring a well-timed screenshot.

Abby did not have a phone yet. But she had a work-around. Libby had added Abby’s fingerprints to her iPhone’s system, so her friend could access it with ease.

Social media was not just for friends though. It was also Libby’s means of contacting her new crush. Anthony was slightly older, maybe a high schooler. Libby had met him online. He had connected with her and a bunch of her friends on Instagram and Snapchat. Born in Alaska, Anthony had grown up in Indiana, but he also took regular trips to Los Angeles and New York City. Instagram revealed that the traditionally handsome Anthony had suntanned skin, floppy brown hair, and blue eyes. He styled himself with a modern twist, sporting gleaming white teeth, stud earrings, and ink to spare. Twin birds swooped down his collarbone, above a row of Roman numerals. Text on his shoulder urged observers to “Stay positive.”

For such a young guy, Anthony seemed to be doing well. One of his Instagram photographs depicted bands of hundred-dollar bills piled high on a granite countertop. Screenshots of online shopping carts on Gucci’s website revealed not-yet-finalized orders for gabardine slim pants, a silk bomber jacket, and a monogrammed backpack, totaling over ten thousand dollars. Another image showed the red steering wheel of a Ferrari.

Libby eagerly told her friends about Anthony. Here was a cute boy who was interested in her, who loved to hear what she had to say, who thought she was beautiful. He asked her for risque pictures. She declined to send them, but the attention was flattering. Perhaps one day he would take her away on one of his luxurious trips. That would be a real adventure.

Abby had a boy she liked too. Logan Holder was from Logansport, a larger city that was a twenty-five-minute drive to the northeast. Dark-haired and lanky, he was a high schooler. He and Abby had only met in person once or twice. By grade school rules, though, that was enough to be considered at least a burgeoning relationship.

Abby and Libby were both at that age where crushes and romance and boys were taking on a new urgency. Adolescence brought with it awkwardness and anticipation and immense confusion. Being liked by a crush could imbue a kid their age with a real sense of value and belonging.

On the trails, the girls walked close together. Their heads were bowed. They were deep in conversation. They barely noticed the middle-aged woman passing them on the trail.

Libby and Abby kept moving. They soon reached the end of the gravel trail. What lay before them, cutting past the treetops, was the High Bridge itself. A thirteen-hundred-foot relic of rail’s golden age, the first portion of the bridge spanned Deer Creek, a tributary of the Wabash River. Pictures tended to flatten the Monon High Bridge, making it appear wide and stable. Photographs could never capture the creaks and groans and rotten springiness of the wooden planks. Libby and Abby stepped over the orange barricade and onto the first ties.

A strange little man watched them cross onto the bridge. The girls might be eighteen or nineteen, or they might be eleven. Their ages did not matter to him. This was his chance. He had been waiting for what felt like a long time, lurking on the trails, watching for women and girls. But in another way, he had been lying in wait all his life, craving a chance to do exactly as he pleased.

The man followed behind the girls.



The High Bridge stretched far above the sea of dead trees. Clambering atop the bridge’s third platform, Libby aimed her phone at her best friend. Abby faced north, away from the gravel trails they had just traipsed along. She had her hands jammed into her pockets. Her eyes were lowered. The ground was so far below her feet.

Being high up did not bother Libby. Beneath the afternoon glare, she took the picture. She did not turn the lens on herself. Satisfied with her photograph of Abby, she selected an artsy filter and posted it to her Snapchat.

A shadow appeared at the end of the bridge. The speck of darkness must have looked so small at first, just a smudge between the endless gray of the forest and the bridge. But a figure would emerge in short order. A man ambled across the bridge. He kept his hands close to his hips, perhaps stuffed in his pockets. He wore light, baggy jeans—cuffed in a way that revealed his short stature—and a navy jacket. An outfit common enough throughout Delphi and the rest of rural Indiana. His body type was hard to make out beneath the heavy clothing, but it looked average enough from afar. He was white, from the looks of his pale skin. Something dark circled his hips. A fanny pack, a tool kit, a belt holster, or an undershirt poking beneath the jacket. It was unclear.

From a distance, there appeared to be something brown atop his head. A skullcap fitted tight, perhaps. His face remained vague. His mouth seemed to be masked by a covering of some kind. By the time he got close enough to the girls for them to make out such details, it was far too late.

Libby was unsettled. She held up her phone like she was photographing Abby. But she ended up capturing the man’s strange movements starting at thirteen minutes past two o’clock. In her phone, he remained a blurry enigma forever moving closer. As he neared Abby, he quickened his pace. The man frightened the girls. But they had nowhere to go. The only escape was to jump.

“Is he right here?” Abby called. Her voice was a high-pitched cry, like it got whenever she was excited or nervous. “Don’t leave me up here.”

Libby never left her friend. She chattered on, her nonchalant tone concealing an undercurrent of anxiety. Both girls were sniffling. The man was almost upon them. Perhaps if the girls behaved normally, he would leave them alone. “This is the path.” Libby swung her phone around so it captured the gravel and the brush that lay before them. Then, Libby saw something. Under her breath, she said something about a gun to Abby. “There’s no path going there, so we have to go down here,” she said.

The man stood before the girls. He held a gun. He stared at them, eyes pale and bulging, and said, “Guys.”

“Hi,” one of the girls said. They must have felt trapped there, between the bare trees and the blue winter sky.

The little, lumbering man spoke to the girls again. “Down the hill,” he said.

Down they all went.






CHAPTER TWO

The High Bridge blocked out the sun as Brad Weber rumbled beneath it in his white van. Every workday, he took that same route home. His parents owned the house in the woods where he stayed. The Webers lived at the very end of a road that extended from 625 West. Some called it the Weber drive. It was truly more of a private driveway than a proper street. The remote access road ran right under the Monon High Bridge.

Driving the Ford van was one of two minor alterations Weber made to his usual routine that day. He was a Subaru man through and through. Weber had worked at Subaru of Indiana Automotive, the assembly plant in Lafayette, for decades. Normally he drove his Subaru to work. Today was different because he had needed to haul a trailer for a friend, and the van had the necessary hitch. His white van was unencumbered now. He had dropped that trailer off earlier in the day.

The other change was that Weber had clocked out of the plant slightly early. He worked the first shift. That day, he had clocked in at 5:41 A.M., nineteen minutes before his scheduled start. Normally he clocked out at 2:30 P.M. That day, he left at 2:02 P.M., scanning his badge at the turnstile. Usually, it took Weber about twenty to twenty-five minutes to drive home.

With his graying hair and eyebrows that naturally rounded upward, the fifty-year-old was not just a Subaru man. He operated his own line of ATM machines around Indiana as a side business. He could be blunt and even fiery. He was rather literal-minded. He did not like the trespassers that frequented his family’s property, and often called local law enforcement to shoo them away.

On Weber’s journey through the trees, he saw no one.

But someone saw him.



Derrick German hurtled toward the bridge. It was 3:11 P.M. He was driving back from work, along Delphi’s winding roads. He knew Libby and Abby were likely trudging back from their adventures in the woods, or even waiting for him at the trailhead, faces red from the chilly air.

Through his windshield, Derrick could see the refurbished red trusses of Wilson Bridge soar overhead. He was crossing Deer Creek. He was close. He called Libby and waited to hear his daughter’s voice. She might be giggling with Abby over some joke, or else breathless from the hike and eager to head home. But the phone rang on, and Libby never answered. Derrick kept driving. He pulled into the parking area and drove up to the trailhead. Libby and Abby were not there. Derrick called his daughter again. No one picked up. That did not make sense. Libby was not careless. She had asked for a pickup. She would have known to keep an eye out for his calls and texts.

Derrick waited. He heard nothing. He saw no one. The trees were bare, white branches raised to the sky. Derrick got out of his car and began walking down the path. After a few minutes, he found himself at a three-way intersection. To his right, the trail would lead to Freedom Bridge, a new pedestrian bridge spanning the Hoosier Heartland Highway. To his left, two trails sprawled off, deeper into the forest. Trail 501 led to the decaying Monon High Bridge. Trail 505 ran to the banks of Deer Creek.

Derrick saw an elderly man with wild white hair and a droopy mustache of the same color strolling toward him, emerging from Trail 501. David McCain was a longtime Delphi resident. A nature-lover who frequented the trails and sat on civic boards, the seventy-two-year-old had arrived sometime after 3:00 P.M. He snapped photographs of fence posts and oak trees as he walked.

Derrick asked him if he had seen two girls.

McCain said he had not.

Derrick decided to follow Trail 505. The path sloped downhill, taking him to the edge of the water. Deer Creek babbled along, streaked blue from the clear skies. The High Bridge loomed above Derrick, a rusty ruin. There was no sign of the girls anywhere.



Becky’s phone rang around 3:30 P.M. She was still in the garage, working with Tara. She picked up. Her son, Derrick, was the caller. He was at the trails trying to find Libby and Abby. The girls were missing.

Derrick asked Becky to try calling Libby while he searched. She agreed. After the call ended, she began ringing her granddaughter. So did Tara. Libby never responded. Around 4:00 P.M., Tara drove off to the trailhead to meet her brother.

Becky remained behind in her otherwise empty home. She called her husband, Mike. She called Kelsi. She told them to head to the trails.

Becky hung up. The path ahead was clear. She needed to get to the trails and meet up with her family. She needed to contact AT&T to see if they could provide her with location information for Libby’s phone. She needed to alert Abby’s mother, Anna.

Becky was scared for Libby. All sorts of disturbing scenarios sprang to her mind. Like most teens, Libby carried her phone with her constantly. The iPhone must have died, or else some technical issue was preventing calls and texts from going through. In the event of an accident, Libby may have even dropped her phone. Depending on the circumstances, the device could have been lost under piles of leaves, or dents in the forest floor, or beneath the rushing waters of Deer Creek. Then there was the possibility of injury. Libby or Abby might have tumbled down a steep hill or plummeted into a ravine. If one girl was hurt, the other one would likely want to stay with her friend. That idea frightened Becky the most. Libby hated pain. Even as a teenager, she was terrified of needles. Once, at a routine doctor’s appointment for school shots, she panicked so badly that she ended up hiding under the examination table. Becky had been ushered out of the office as the doctor held a screaming Libby so the nurse could inject her. If she was hurt in any way, she would probably feel so scared.

But there was no time for fear. Becky felt she ought to focus on what she could control. Her family had been alerted and mobilized. Together, they would convene at the trailhead and scour the woods. Becky knew they would search until they found the girls.



The High Bridge frightened Kelsi. She had once crossed over with Libby, but she had not been able to complete the trek by walking. Kelsi ended up on her hands and knees, crawling over the rough boards. She had felt ridiculous watching her younger sister effortlessly maneuvering over the ties. Libby had always been the brave one.

But now Libby needed Kelsi to be brave. The High Bridge offered the best vantage point to look down upon Deer Creek and the surrounding forest. And the girls had definitely been there. After dropping them off, Kelsi saw a picture of Abby on the bridge posted to Libby’s Snapchat account. So the High Bridge was a good place to start.

Kelsi took off, leaving solid ground and walking onto the bridge. Glancing down, she watched the creek trickling by. She was not alone. Cody Patty—the son of one of Becky’s half-brothers—was Kelsi and Libby’s uncle. The Pattys had adopted and raised Cody as their own. The twenty-nine-year-old had been at work all day, and he had arrived at Becky’s house just before she headed out to join her family in the woods. He had hopped in the car with her, and they had driven to the trails, leaving the vehicle in a ditch when they found the parking area full.

Together, Kelsi and Cody reached the southern side of the railroad bridge. Beyond the end of the bridge, they could see a hill plummeting down into a private driveway. Amid their trek, they saw no one, no signs of the girls. No flash of colorful fabric glimpsed between the trees, no sunlight caught in strands of blonde hair.

Kelsi screamed her sister’s name. Cody followed her lead. Standing there, the two called for Libby and Abby for about half an hour. When they fell quiet, the forest was silent, aside from the occasional rustle of fallen leaves. Nobody answered them.

Kelsi pulled out her phone and called Libby. The call seemed to go through. Kelsi listened to the ringing through her own phone’s speaker. Libby never answered. No corresponding chimes echoed from the forest either. A cold hush seemed to fall over the whole woods.

One could not see clear across the Monon High Bridge. It was simply too long. So Kelsi and Cody walked until they reached the bridge’s end. At the edge, where wooden ties gave way to dirt and gravel, they turned to the southwest. The drive eventually led to the house where Abby lived. Perhaps the girls had gone that way. Above them, the sun sank in the winter sky.



The man looked as if he had just slaughtered a hog. His dark jacket was so caked in mud and dirt that it appeared tan. Blood, red and fresh and glistening, drenched his legs and boots. He walked west, toward Delphi. The orange sun blazed low in the sky.

Sarah Carbaugh watched him as she eased her little red Saturn along 300 North. The road was a cement ribbon running beneath Deer Creek’s snaking route. It cut clear across Carroll County, from the town of Camden to the Hoosier Heartland Highway. The road was so narrow it could barely accommodate two large pickups going in opposite directions. So Carbaugh got close.

She slowed the car down. The pedestrian was on the opposite side of the road, but she did not want to risk losing control and hitting him. Staring through her car’s window, she saw a middle-aged man with a scruffy little beard circling his lips and chin. He seemed to wear a lot of layers for a day so warm. Carbaugh glimpsed a brown sweater peeking up around his neck, light blue jeans, and a hat. In the thirty seconds she saw him, she noted his eyes looked slightly effeminate. The strands of hair sticking out from underneath his hat appeared curly.

Carbaugh lived near the High Bridge, and frequently walked the trails with her unfriendly dogs. As a kid, she had walked on the High Bridge. The last time, she became so scared that she ended up crawling all the way back. Thinking about the terrain around the trails, Carbaugh imagined that the muddy, bloody man had fallen while attempting to traverse some of the rocky bluffs and steep hills. That seemed far more likely that an impromptu pig butchering or a backwoods altercation.

Still, she was not about to stop her car and give the man a ride. Letting a stranger into one’s car went against plain common sense.

Besides, the man gave her a weird feeling. He looked as if he was trying to be stealthy. Her car passed within three feet of him, but he seemed determined to not look at her at all.

So Carbaugh drove on. As she passed him, the man hunched his shoulders and kept his head down. Curled into himself, he just kept shuffling along. He behaved like a man who did not want to be seen.






CHAPTER THREE

By five o’clock, Libby’s family had tried everything. They had searched the trails themselves, devising and assigning routes to cover the most ground. They had called, texted, and screamed through the trees. Becky had even tried to pinpoint her granddaughter’s location using technology. A week earlier, after complaining about her device freezing, Libby had done a factory reset on her phone. Somehow, that had made it impossible for Becky to pull up her location data. Becky called AT&T’s customer service department asking for help as she walked the trails. She told the woman on the other end of the line that two girls were missing in the woods. Her granddaughter was out there, possibly lost or hurt.

The AT&T employee said the only way for Becky to legally trace the iPhone was to locate it and download an app—which would of course be impossible, given that the phone had disappeared along with Libby.

“Don’t you understand?” Becky asked. “I don’t have her phone.”

In the end, nobody pinged Libby’s phone.

With no other options, the family called law enforcement for help. But Becky knew there was one more person she needed to contact. She had been unable to get in touch with Anna Williams, Abby’s mom. Somebody needed to tell the woman that her only child was lost.

“I’m going to Anna’s house,” she told her family. “I’ve got to get ahold of Anna.”

Alone, Becky returned to the car she had abandoned in a ditch. She drove to Anna’s house, but Anna was not there. A member of Anna’s family came to the door instead. Becky left a message with the relative, then drove toward the bar where Anna worked part-time.

Becky’s phone rang, but it was Mike, not Anna. Her husband had news. The police wanted the families to all gather at the police station. Becky took in that information and kept driving. She was nearly through town when her phone rang again. In the middle of her shift, Anna was returning her call. She had screened the number but became alarmed after getting three calls back-to-back.

Becky told Anna that the girls were missing. She had allowed them to go for a walk on the trails. Now, no one could find them.

“I don’t know what these girls are up to, but I’m sure it’s not that big of a deal,” Anna said.



Deputy Mitch Catron was almost at the end of his shift when he got the call about Libby and Abby. He worked days for the Carroll County Sheriff’s Office and was due to drive home at six in the evening. At 5:17 P.M., dispatch called to advise him of a gentleman named Mike Patty who was reporting two kids missing. The girls had last been seen at the trails that afternoon, and they might have even gotten onto the High Bridge.

The sky was darkening as Catron pulled his cruiser onto North 625 West. He parked and got out beneath the bridge.

Then he returned to his cruiser and drove onward. Kids goofing off sometimes wandered onto the Weber property. Catron had once even responded to a call about a few miscreants messing with the family’s chicken coop. Catron drove up to the Weber house, got out of his cruiser, and knocked on the door. After a pause, Brad Weber appeared. The man looked sleepy, like he had just woken up from a nap. Catron told him two girls had gone missing from the trails. Weber gave the deputy permission to search his family’s land. Catron walked around. He heard nothing. And in the dimming light, with so many trees crowding around, there was only so much he could see.



Unlike Catron, Steve Mullin just missed the call. The police chief of Delphi had clocked out at half past five, a few minutes after the Pattys rang the county dispatch. He was already at home when his radio buzzed with a call about two missing girls.

Concerned, Mullin got back in his car and headed to the sheriff’s office. On the drive, his phone kept going off. Civilians—friends, family, and neighbors—were texting him about Abby and Libby.

The trails were the domain of Sheriff Tobe Leazenby and his deputies. But when Mullin arrived at the sheriff’s office, he offered any support he could. He started off by calling school officials to get a list of the girls’ friends. Perhaps they had gone off with a larger group and lost track of time. A more realistic possibility was that one or both girls were stuck somewhere, injured. Either way, Mullin did not suspect anything nefarious.

The bespectacled, soft-spoken Mullin resembled a professor more than a seasoned law enforcement official. Unlike many in his field, he even refrained from swearing. He was a religious, churchgoing man who put his faith in God. But he had served in law enforcement since 1983, doing stints at both the Delphi Police Department and the sheriff’s office. Mullin was well-known as a compassionate, understanding officer, but one who was firm about enforcing the law.

The Delphi Police Department was not the only agency to assist the Carroll County Sheriff’s Office. The Delphi Fire Department also took a leading role, with chief Darrell Sterrett at the helm. Deputies and firefighters began pouring in from nearby counties too. Officers from the Department of Natural Resources even stepped in.

Going from the sheriff’s office, Mullin followed Leazenby to the fire department. Bald with a dark mustache and a booming, resonant voice, Leazenby had been the sheriff since 2014. He was confident about finding the girls. Children and the elderly disappeared sometimes in the county. Both groups had the tendency to wander off, for different reasons. Older adults might be dealing with health issues and confusion. Little children might get turned around and lost. And teenagers sometimes ran away or headed to a friend’s house without giving sufficient notice. Leazenby prided his office on finding the missing and bringing them home safe, every single time. He believed the girls would be home soon.



Tony Liggett waited in the darkness of the dispatch room. Screens glowed on the walls. In Carroll County, the sheriff’s office and jail were crammed into one building. The dispatch room separated a long, bright hallway of cells—each with thick, colorful doors—from the rooms crowded with desks and filing cabinets.

Liggett was there to book an accused child predator. The suspect was due to turn himself in on a warrant. Liggett had worked that investigation—one of his first. He had only recently been promoted. Others in the office sometimes called Liggett “Junior”—short for “Junior Detective.”

So he ended up in the dispatch room when the call came in about the two missing girls.

When his suspect arrived, Liggett booked him. Once that was done, he learned that the girls were still missing. He got on his computer to see if he could help. He found that Abby did not live far from the High Bridge. He drove out to her house but saw no one.



At the Delphi police station, the families of the girls convened to file missing persons reports and provide law enforcement with more details on the disappearances.

Mike Patty also made an extra trip back to the house to collect Libby’s remaining electronics. He grabbed iPads, iPods, and computers, then brought them in for law enforcement to review.

Kelsi spoke to investigators at length. She had been the last person to see the girls. She also opened up her phone and showed the police Libby’s Snapchat story, a collection of her latest pictures. The first photo was an artsy shot uploaded at 2:05 P.M. It showed the Monon High Bridge stretching out into the far distance. The planks looked bleached as bone thanks to the stark filter Libby had selected. Two minutes later, she had posted a Snapchat of Abby strolling along, looking down through the bridge. As late as 2:07 P.M., the afternoon had been proceeding as planned for the girls.

As she sat at the police station, Kelsi hovered over her phone. She reached out to different social media accounts that Libby had been communicating with online, messaging each profile in quick succession. Most belonged to Libby’s friends. One account was called @anthony_shots. Kelsi barely looked at the profile’s picture. She asked a few questions, trying to figure out if the person had any information on where Libby might be. Satisfied the person knew nothing, she moved on to the next account. Then Kelsi forgot about the boy who said his name was Anthony.

Becky took to social media as well. At 6:57 P.M., she posted on her Facebook: “Ok everyone I need help!!! Libby and a friend are missing. They went to walk the trails around high bridge today, and we have had no contact for the last 4 hours. She is not answering her phone. If anyone knows anything, please call the Carroll County police department.”

Other family members took note and published similar cries for help. Libby’s mother, Carrie Timmons, who lived in Kentucky, was one of those relatives. Comments began to pop up with condolences and offers of help. Soon, word spread across Delphi. Two young girls had vanished in the woods, and their families needed to find them.



Mostly, Liggett remained in the sheriff’s office that night, conducting research, answering calls. He did leave once more, heading out to the gym at the old middle school. The local school system still hosted basketball games there, and they drew a crowd. Some of the officers wondered if the girls might have gone out there to attend the game with friends. Liggett did not know the girls. He did know teenagers, though. He could imagine his younger son Cole going off to the trails and then heading to a game without checking in. Cole was a good kid, a skater with a bit of a mischievous personality. But teenagers could make mistakes.

When Liggett arrived, he made his way to the main door of the gym. There, he ran into Mike Patty. The two men talked briefly. Then, Mike descended the stairs to the gym below. Liggett went upstairs to the concession stand. He found a crowd there, milling about, chatting and waiting to purchase drinks and snacks. He saw plenty of kids. But Libby and Abby were not there.



Soon enough, the waiting got to be too much. Becky remained at the station through the evening to answer questions from law enforcement officers. But Mike Patty continued to conduct his own search. People let him know about groups of girls they saw wandering. After he left the basketball game, he drove around, seeking his granddaughter and her friend, or at least a whisper about where they might have gone. Other relatives of the girls set out into the cold to join up with scores of neighbors, along with the county deputies, firefighters, and Department of Natural Resources officers. All around the forest and surrounding fields and roads, the searchers tramped across the twilight and into the night. Drones twinkled in the sky above.

Anna Williams went along with one of the volunteer search parties. Together, they trekked along the banks of Deer Creek. Only thirty-three, with an expressive, sensitive face and her daughter’s reddish-brown hair, Anna was not a Delphi native. She had grown up in Michigan. A single mother, she juggled two jobs to support Abby. That night, she was surrounded by people braving the cold to help find her daughter.

The girls had only been missing for a few hours, but some already feared the worst—that the girls had slipped into the water and drowned, that they were gone. Some of these whispers reached Anna—and she pushed back. She told the searchers they were not looking for bodies.

Before heading out into the forest, Anna had hurried back to her house to grab Abby’s jacket. She wanted to wrap her daughter in something warm and familiar the moment they were reunited.

One of the searchers that night was a man named Pat Brown. Dark-haired with a silvery white beard and thick glasses, Brown lived a little over a mile from the High Bridge. He had known Mike Patty since high school, and he had a daughter the same age as Kelsi. He gave Mike a call after his wife saw a post on social media asking for help with the searches. The sky was dark by then, but Brown drove out to meet his retired friend Tom Mears at the cemetery by the trails. Among the graves, they spoke and decided to drive off and call on another man who lived nearby, seventy-seven-year-old Ron Logan.

Logan owned thirty-eight of the acres of scrubland and pasture bordering the trails. He had lived on his land for decades. He rambled around in a white Ford F-250. He was not supposed to, though. He had lost his driving privileges due to his drinking habits. His white hair formed a widow’s peak, and he sported a prominent white mustache.

Mears and Brown knocked on his door and asked him if he had seen any trace of Libby or Abby. A deputy had been by earlier to ask the same question. Logan told them he had not seen the girls.

After that, Mears and Brown surveyed the dark woods, with all its slopes and ravines. Brown thought that anyone navigating in the dark might easily break a leg along the rugged terrain. They watched the glowing flashlights bob through the woods.

Carroll County Deputy Darron Giancola had the night off, but he was out there looking with the others. Close to midnight, he parked his car along the Weber drive and followed a group of firefighters and civilians. The procession reached the High Bridge. Then the beam of Giancola’s flashlight caught something strange. Amid the earth that sloped from the end of the bridge, he could see a slide of leaves with bare dirt exposed, like somebody had slipped down. Giancola pointed it out to one of the firefighters. But the girls were not there, so the searchers moved on.

Hours passed, and the girls remained lost. None of the searchers wanted to say it out loud, but everyone realized that the chances of a happy reunion were growing increasingly remote.

Around midnight, law enforcement called off the official search. There were safety concerns and liability issues to consider. But scores of firefighters, deputies, and civilians stayed out, well after the sanctioned search concluded. Some stayed in the woods until after two o’clock in the morning. Others lingered even longer. They found nothing. Leazenby did not know what to make of it. He had been sure that the girls would be located, either in the woods or goofing off at a friend’s house. A man who always strived for optimism, he felt frustrated and confused.

Meanwhile, Mike Patty picked up Becky, and dropped her off at home. On the chance Libby and Abby made it back there on their own, somebody needed to stand watch. Becky waited for hour after blurry hour. She walked around her quiet home. She did not sleep. Libby never came home. She and Abby were still gone. The night outside was so dark. Libby was afraid of the darkness. The girl was nervous just to descend into the family’s finished basement, often asking Becky to accompany her. Becky would point out all the light switches on the walls, telling her, “Libby, there’s lights all the way down. You’ll never be in the dark.” Becky knew that Libby and Abby had not carelessly run off. There was no way her granddaughter would be out so late. There were no light switches to illuminate the deep, dark woods. That night, there were only flashlight beams cutting through the blackness, flickering in the trees, shining in the swirling waters beneath the bridge.






CHAPTER FOUR

When the sun rose on Valentine’s Day, the official search resumed. By midmorning, an American Red Cross disaster relief truck sat in front of the city’s fire station. Nearby, somebody planted a lawn sign stuck with blue tape. Its big red letters called for volunteers.

Dozens of Delphi residents heeded the call, largely thanks to posts that spread on social media. Civilians flocked down Union Street and clustered outside the city’s fire station. Donning jeans and flannels and jackets, they huddled up and awaited orders. Mullin was one of the officials who greeted the volunteers at the fire station. He gave the searchers his phone number and told them to call him if they found anything. Brown was one of those volunteer searchers. He entered Mullin’s number into his phone. He did not even realize the man was the police chief.

Like so many of his fellow Delphi residents, Brown had taken the day off work to help with the search. After picking up a can of Skoal for his wife and dropping his daughter off at school, he ended up meeting with Tom Mears at the Stone House Restaurant that morning. Then they headed to the fire station together to get their search assignments.

By this time, the media had picked up on the case of the missing girls. A few news briefs had gone out in the early hours of the search. Leazenby had told reporters then that there was no sign of foul play. But now that dawn had broken with no sign of Libby or Abby, journalists from a range of local and regional stations were sent to cover the ongoing mystery. Camera operators mingled in with the crowds, filming neon-jacket-clad search party leaders as they passed along instructions to the volunteers. Groups of searchers were sent into town to look for the girls. Others were told to search deep in the woods, far away from the places either girl would have gone willingly.



First Sergeant Jerry Holeman had flowers on his mind as he filled out reports at the state police post in Lafayette. He had procrastinated on his Valentine’s Day plans. His fail-safe was to take an early lunch break, buy a bouquet and a card, and take it all to Nicole, his wife of twenty-six years, at the hospital where she worked as a nurse. Standing over six feet tall, Holeman’s authoritative bearing and dark close-cropped hair attested to his service as a Marine. Around the time of the Gulf War, he had been deployed all around the world. But he grew up in White County, which hugged the northern and western borders of Carroll County, and now served that area as an officer with the Indiana State Police.

Just before he could leave around half past ten, Holeman got a call from Captain David Kirkham, the Area I Commander. Kirkham’s domain included Lafayette, as well as the posts in Lowell and Peru.

“Do you know about these two missing juveniles?” Kirkham asked.

Holeman said he did. Driving in to work, he had heard the report on his radio around 7:30 A.M. Holeman had immediately called Leazenby and offered him assistance. The sheriff declined for the time being, noting that they had plenty of search party volunteers. “They’re not asking for any assistance at this time.”

“Well, they’re asking for a helicopter,” Kirkham said. “And if we’re going to send the helicopter, you need to get boots on the ground.”

So Holeman called in Sergeant Steve Buckley and Detective Jay Harper. He told them about the helicopter. “We need to go to Delphi and see what’s going on.”

Holeman and Buckley were both pretty new in their roles. Holeman had taken over as the district investigative coordinator in July. He ran all investigations, including roadside ones. Buckley had taken on Holeman’s old job, and now led the squadron of detectives focused on investigations. They came up together as troopers a few months apart. Meanwhile, Harper was a senior detective with plenty of experience in major investigations.

The state police officers drove to Delphi, where they discovered a crowd around the fire station. The street swelled with fifty to a hundred volunteer searchers. Holeman parked and looked for somebody with the Carroll County Sheriff’s Office. He found Kevin Hammond. Holeman had worked drug cases with him, and they had even busted a few meth labs together. A detective with the county, Hammond had lost the 2014 sheriff’s election to Leazenby. There was no bad blood between the two men though. With Hammond was another sheriff’s detective, Tony Liggett. Bald and mustachioed, he projected a certain intensity.

“We’re getting beat up over not doing an Amber Alert,” Liggett told Holeman.

The sheriff’s detectives had tried to set one up. But the disappearance of Abby and Libby did not qualify for an Amber Alert because there was not enough descriptive information or evidence that they had definitely been abducted. Holeman said he would call the Indiana Intelligence Fusion Center to see about putting out an alert with looser criteria.

Overhead, the state police helicopter took flight. The chopper hovered above the woods of Delphi. Somewhere among the trees, the girls were waiting to be found.



Once again, Kelsi crossed the High Bridge. With three volunteers, Kelsi then walked along the trail that snaked directly below the bridge. She could occasionally hear other groups of volunteers trudging through the brush or hanging back to smoke a cigarette. The midday sun glimmered through the railroad ties far above her, and she walked along the bars of light and shadow. Nearby, she could hear yet another group of searchers clambering through the woods.

Then, a voice cried out. One of the searchers had found a shoe. Somewhere, perhaps from the opposite bank of the creek, a man yelled out a question: What kind of shoes had the girls been wearing? Kelsi knew Libby had worn her black Nike tennis shoes. She called out the details. She realized the other searchers had no idea that she was Libby’s sister.



Jake Johns and Shane Haygood had followed the creek all day. Starting in Delphi’s Riley Park, they walked upstream along the banks until they reached the High Bridge. The trek took them four hours.

Dark-eyed with dark scruff and a ring of tattoos around his bicep, Johns worked at a propane delivery company. His wife, Jennifer, did part-time work for Becky at her appraisal company, so he knew Libby’s family. When his boss gave the workers the day off to look for the girls, he grabbed Haygood and they got to searching. They knew they were looking for a tie-dyed shirt. Haygood kept his eyes on the water, and Johns kept watch on the ground.

They saw the colors as soon as they emerged from under the bridge. Warm hues—yellow, orange, and pink—and a bright blue. The tie-dyed shirt was in the creek, sodden and hung up on some reeds. Near it was a black Nike shoe. Haygood and Johns wore boots that only went up to their ankles, so they did not wade into the waist-deep water. Instead, they cried out to a local firefighter they spotted nearby on the banks. The firefighter tried to ring other first responders, but he could not get a signal on his phone. Haygood managed to put in a call to Tom Mears, though, to let him know about the discovery.

Reception problems aside, sound carried well in that part of the forest, near the bridge. Others heard about the shirt and the shoe. Soon, Haygood and Johns were shouting back and forth with the searchers in Kelsi’s group. The forest became loud with voices.

Haygood pulled out his phone, called Pat Brown, and told him about the garments. Brown was in a group on the opposite side of the creek. Earlier in the day, Brown had checked a cave in the side of a nearby hill, only to find the whole system had collapsed some time ago. Then he got a call from Tom Mears, letting him know that Johns and Haygood had seen something in the creek. So Brown and his group headed that way. On the way down, they ran into Becky’s sister Melissa, and she joined up with them.

Along with firefighter Ben Mears, Brown kept moving forward toward the creek, ready to rendezvous with the other searchers. As he got closer, Brown could hear Haygood and Johns, and they could hear him. Dry leaves crackled on the ground, and sticks snapped as they moved closer. But neither group could see one another across the creek.

Brown stepped into a shallow indentation near the edge of the water. He saw pale skin against the fallen leaves. Two forms lay there on the forest floor, about five feet away. Brown froze. He thought they must be discarded mannequins. Then he saw the blood. He was looking at the bodies of Libby and Abby.

“We found them.” Brown’s voice carried through the woods. “We have found the bodies.”

Sobbing, Melissa ran from the scene. Standing on the opposite bank, Johns, Haygood, and the firefighter listened to Brown’s voice ringing through the trees. He sounded shocked.

Kelsi heard the shouts too. She wanted to go to her sister. One of the other women from her search party grabbed hold of her before she could sprint across the creek.

“We need to call the police,” Brown said. He managed to do so himself, ringing the number Mullin had given him. The scene at the fire station, the surge of hope and determination from all the volunteers, felt like a thousand years ago now.

Brown told Mullin he found two bodies near the creek, not far from the cemetery.

Then he stood watch, with his back to the bodies. He wanted to make sure nobody got too close to the girls.

Murmurs spread fast across the wandering bands of searchers. Becky saw Pat Brown’s wife take a call, only for her face to go ashen. Then her own sister Melissa staggered toward her, up the hill.

Melissa was crying. “I’m so sorry.” She refused to say more; she only kept repeating that she was sorry.

Becky did not understand until she saw the coroner’s van rolling toward her. The girls were dead.






CHAPTER FIVE

The girls waited in the woods. They grew cold in the night, beneath a cloudy sky and a waning moon. Deer Creek flowed by. The girls were on the north bank, just a few feet from the water. The earth around them was slightly depressed, forming a shallow bowl. The girls were not visible from the other bank. The shape of the earth concealed them from view until one got close. Throughout the morning, the calls of the searchers went unheard in the little hollow.



Hauling in all his equipment, Buckley set up at the Delphi police station. He was a digital media recovery specialist. He could download all the pertinent data off of cell phones or computers. He could help break open any devices the girls left behind. That morning he was trying to get into Libby’s iPad. A few of her relatives had offered up possible passwords. Now he was employing different tools and software.

All across the room, law enforcement officers and other first responders talked and coordinated and worked.

Mullin was on the phone. Then he stopped talking. He looked up. “They found them.”

The room went quiet. Nobody asked any questions. Mullin did not have to say anything more. His tone of voice was enough.

One by one, Buckley, Liggett, and the others stood and walked from the room. They got in their cars and drove out to the cemetery in a line, like a funeral procession.



After the discovery of the bodies, authorities told the searchers to go home. Police did not say the girls were dead. They did not need to. The searchers who had been with the girls’ family members already knew. Everyone else who had not heard yet was ordered away. The civilians staggered back to their cars, eyes red from the cold and the implications.



Doug Carter was standing in his office in downtown Indianapolis when the phone rang. He picked it up and learned that two bodies had been found near Deer Creek in Carroll County. Just earlier that day, his officers had briefed him on the search.

As the superintendent of the Indiana State Police, Carter was used to getting bad news every day. He had started out his career as a trooper, and later became sheriff of Indiana’s Hamilton County before then-governor Mike Pence put him in charge of the state police. Carter was the first to say he had never worked as an investigator, but it fell to him to support the state police through their investigations—the grueling and high-profile ones in particular.

Not long ago, there had been another such case in Carroll County. An unknown perpetrator had set a devastating arson fire in Flora, claiming the lives of four young girls, all sisters: Keyana Davis, Keyara Phillips, Kerriele McDonald, and Kionnie Welch. State police had taken on that investigation several weeks in. Their deaths haunted Carter, and he had gotten to know Carroll County better through that case.

Now he was heading back. Carter hurried outside and got in his Dodge Charger. As superintendent, he mostly eschewed drivers. He raced up to Delphi himself. He wanted to find out what was going on.



Holeman was trapped. Somebody told him that two bodies had been found. He needed to get to the crime scene. But his car was blocked in. He ended up grabbing a ride with FBI special agent Rich Davies. They drove out together to the cemetery.

In the ravine, they found the state police district lieutenant, Tom McKee, there with Deputy Drew Yoder and Giancola. Descending further, they met a group of men and women who were searchers. They had found something horrible. Some of them were crying.

“Where are the girls located?” Holeman asked them.

The searchers gestured. But Holeman saw nothing but Tippecanoe County divers in the water. One of them recognized him and called to him, pointing out all the articles of clothing in the creek.

“Okay, well we’re going to try to get the scene secured,” Holeman called back.

McKee and Trooper Larry Mote Jr. wound crime scene tape around the trees and started a crime scene log. Anyone who did not need to be there cleared the area.

Buckley and Hammond made their way down the hill. They met with Holeman and called up Liggett too. The ravine loomed over them as they spoke about the case.

“What do you guys want to do?” Buckley asked.

“Do you guys want this case, or do you want to let the state police run with it?” Holeman asked.

“You take it,” Liggett said.

Hammond was more hesitant. “Ah, we better ask the sheriff.”

Holeman called Leazenby and asked him if Carroll County wanted to keep the case.

The sheriff paused. “Well, are you guys going to leave us?”

“No,” Holeman said. “We’re not going to leave you.”



Sergeant Brian Olehy was on his lunch hour when he got the call from Hammond. Hearing from a county detective was no surprise. A bespectacled man with a slightly world-weary demeanor, Olehy had been with the state police for decades. He had done just about everything. District patrol operations in northwest Indiana. Casino gaming enforcement up in Gary. The investigation into the death of Indiana Governor Frank O’Bannon. The ISP public information office, as an assistant commander. Finally, he became a crime scene investigator in the Indiana State Police Laboratory. He was the lead CSI at the Lafayette post.

Most of the cases he worked on came from local agencies. That morning, Olehy had been vaguely aware of two girls missing in Carroll County. Hammond told Olehy they had been found. Hammond had only just learned the news himself, and he had not even been out to the bodies. He said Carroll County would need help to document the crime scene and determine cause and manner of death.

Olehy got in his well-equipped CSI van and headed from Lafayette to Delphi. As he drove, he called up Sergeant Jason Page and Sergeant Duane Datzman. Page and Datzman were the lead CSIs at the Peru and Lowell posts, respectively. Olehy asked them to head over to Delphi. He had known and worked with both men for years. They had come up together as CSIs around the same time. They all considered themselves disciples of Dean Marks. Largely regarded as the father of CSI work within the state police, he had been a mainstay in forensics since the early nineties.

Pulling into the cemetery, Olehy could see the swells of searchers. He met up with Hammond. Together, the two men made their way from the cemetery to the woods across the street.

Every crime scene was unique. But just approaching this one would prove to be a challenge. The area around Deer Creek, with its sharp ravines, was a bit of an aberration in flat north-central Indiana. Olehy quickly realized there was no chance of getting a vehicle down there. To access the spot where the girls lay, Olehy and Hammond had to descend a steep embankment. Olehy did not have too much trouble with the slope. The waters of Deer Creek glinted through the trees. Olehy could see two pale forms lying on the forest floor.

The girls were in a floodplain, thick with fallen leaves and branches. Only select personnel were allowed to approach the nightmare in the clearing. The crime scene investigators needed to be able to work without contaminating valuable evidence.

When Datzman and then later Page arrived, the three investigators conferred with one another. All three men had worked hundreds and hundreds of crime scenes between them. They chose their path to the bodies carefully, selecting a route they felt would destroy the least amount of potential evidence, where the killer and victims were unlikely to have trod. The CSIs marked the way with yellow rope.

Libby was naked, lying beneath a tree. Her face, neck, and hands were smeared with blood. Her head was tilted to the side. Her left arm stretched out, reaching. A large branch lay across her left shoulder, nearly touching her cheek. Sticks crisscrossed her body, laid across her throat, shoulders, and thighs, forming an irregular shape about her torso. On the trunk of a nearby tree, about four feet from the ground, there was a smear of blood.

Abby lay to the right of her friend. She wore Libby’s black-and-yellow Delphi Swimming sweatshirt, and a pair of damp, unzipped blue jeans. Her neck was cut. Her elbows were bent. Hidden within the sleeves of the too-big garment, her hands rested on her chest. Three small branches intersected over her left arm.

Both girls were cool to the touch, and stiff, in a state of full rigor. No insects buzzed around them. No signs of predation from coyotes. That was not surprising for February in Indiana.

The three CSIs were not the only ones near the scene. Beyond the bodies, in the waters of the creek, divers still searched for more evidence. The FBI’s Evidence Response Team (ERT) swung by much later. Olehy asked them to collect the items the divers found. Sergeant Jim Cody, the lead CSI at the Putnamville post, arrived to scan the landscape with a lidar device and take the soaked clothing found in the creek. Putnamville boasted a drying room superior to that in Lafayette. Olehy and the other CSIs wanted to prevent mold and mildew from growing on the evidence.
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