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AUTHOR’S NOTE


This is a true story. In order to tell it in narrative form I re-created some dialogue and descriptive details from my interviews with one or more of the people involved or from police reports, depositions, and court testimonies.

All of the names, places, dates, and events in this book are real.


Jealousy is cruel as the grave; the coals thereof are coals for fire, which hath a most vehement flame.

—Song of Solomon 8:6, Old Testament
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Under cover of darkness, the blood-stained sedan moved slowly along the narrow, winding roads of the southern Indiana countryside. With each turn the car’s headlights threw a momentary flash of illumination through a black forest of pines, hickories, and elms. The silence of the cold winter night was marred by the constant growl of the sedan’s broken tailpipe.

As a pair of headlights approached from the other direction, the driver let up on the gas, easing the tailpipe’s rumble. It might be a police car, and they couldn’t take the chance of being stopped for a noisy muffler. A nosy cop might notice the scarlet handprints on the trunk or find the bloody tire iron lying under the seat. Holding their breath, the driver and front-seat passenger watched the car pass them by. The driver’s steely eyes shifted to the rear-view mirror, following the car’s tail lights until they disappeared over a hill.

The sedan picked up speed as it passed through a small town with the biblical name of Canaan, then entered the woods again and drove deeper into the darkness. They drove for hours, searching the edges of the road for a place to dump the body of the twelve-year-old girl locked in the trunk.

Tired of arguing, they traveled now in silence. The driver, a hard-edged blonde, had wanted to throw the body off a bridge into a creek. But the passenger, a slim brunette, had called the driver a fool. “Don’t you know she’ll float.”

They were far from Canaan, in a stretch of deep woods, when they heard a noise barely audible over the tailpipe’s roar, a soft thumping coming from the trunk.

The blonde stopped the car in the middle of the road and left the engine idling. She pulled the trunk key from the key chain and reached under the seat for the tire iron, then stepped out into the cold air. She instructed the brunette to slide over behind the steering wheel. “Rev it,” she said, “in case she screams again.”

The blonde walked stiffly, purposefully, to the rear of the car and opened the trunk where Shanda Sharer lay imprisoned, still clinging to life.
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Shanda Sharer’s normally neat bedroom was in disarray.

The closet door hung open, and skirts, blouses, and jeans were strewn about. A cassette tape of Mariah Carey blared in the background as the twelve-year-old primped in front of her mirror, studying her latest outfit from every angle. After three years of drab Catholic school uniforms, she was in a tizzy deciding what to wear the next day—her first day at Hazelwood Junior High.

“Ta-da!” Shanda announced as she slowly descended the stairway, mimicking the elegant style of a Paris fashion model.

Jacque Ott turned her attention from the television and smiled in appreciation at her daughter, something she’d done a dozen times that night. “That’s it. I like that one best,” she said with a hint of finality, hoping her daughter would get the point. The modeling had dragged on for hours, and Jacque was eager for Shanda to go to bed.

“Me too,” Shanda said with a sigh, relieved to have finally settled on the perfect ensemble for her debut into Hazelwood society.

Putting things away wasn’t nearly as much fun as getting them out. Exhausted, Shanda flopped onto her bed and reached for her diary.

“Well, this year I’m going to a different school,” she wrote. “I’m sort of scared I won’t fit in because I heard that there were hoods, pretty girls, and ‘all-that’ guys. I wish my mom would understand that I don’t want to be twelve. I want to be thirteen. I wish I could tell everyone at Hazelwood I’m thirteen but I know my mom won’t go along with it.”

Shanda could easily have pulled off such a charade. She’d just celebrated her twelfth birthday that June and was already losing the awkwardness of adolescence. She had a trim, athletic figure, long blond hair, dark eyebrows, wide hazel eyes, and a dimpled smile. These pleasant attributes had not gone unnoticed by the boys at her previous school, St. Paul Catholic. They’d flirted with all their young charms and she’d enjoyed the attention, often giggling about the young Romeos with her girlfriends.

But that seemed so long ago now. She and her mother had moved across the Ohio River from Louisville, Kentucky, to the small town of New Albany, Indiana, and tomorrow she would walk into an unfamiliar school filled with unfamiliar faces. Through her uncertainty, Shanda clung to the thought that her life would be so much easier if she were only a little older.

“I love my mom very much but she doesn’t understand how much I want to be thirteen and have people spend the night on school nights,” Shanda wrote. “I can’t talk on the phone past ten. At everybody else’s house I can but not here. I love my mom but sometimes she doesn’t understand. But I still love her!!!!!!”

Shanda had slipped the diary under her bed and was snuggled beneath the covers when Jacque entered the room and sat down beside her. For what must have been the tenth time that day, Shanda lamented, “I don’t know anybody at Hazelwood.” Then she asked the usual follow-up question: “Mom, do you think everybody will like me?”

Shanda was exaggerating a bit when she said she wouldn’t know anyone. Her cousin Amanda Edrington went to Hazelwood, and just the day before Shanda had met a girl in the neighborhood, Kristie Farnsley, who was also starting the seventh grade there.

“You’ll meet friends just like you did at St. Paul,” Jacque assured her. “You’ve never had any problem making friends. You know that.”

The comforting words seemed to ease Shanda’s worries. Jacque didn’t let on that she too had reservations about Hazelwood Junior High.

Shanda had thrived at St. Paul, where she’d made good grades, had many friends, and participated in cheerleading, volleyball, gymnastics, 4H, and Girl Scouts. But Jacque worried that Shanda would be lost in the crowd at Hazelwood, which had twice as many students in just the seventh and eighth grades than St. Paul had in the entire school. She’d wanted to enroll Shanda at Our Lady of Perpetual Help in New Albany, but the tuition was more than she could afford. She’d just gotten divorced—for the third time—and money was scarce.

Jacque’s first marriage had been to her high-school sweetheart, Mike Boardman. Their marriage had lasted only two years after their daughter, Paije, was born. Her second marriage had been to Shanda’s father, Steve Sharer, and she still thought of her early years with Steve as the best times of her life. But that marriage too had ended in failure.

Shanda was seven when Jacque had married Ronnie Ott, who, at forty-one, was ten years older than Jacque and offered the financial security that she felt she and her two daughters needed. That marriage had fallen apart after four years, and now Jacque, an attractive thirty-six-year-old blonde, was once again a single mother. Paije, now nineteen, lived with Jacque’s sister, Debbie, in an apartment across the street from Jacque’s townhouse. Despite the differences that had led to their divorce, Jacque remained on friendly terms with Steve Sharer, who had remarried and now lived with his wife, Sharon, and her two children in nearby Jeffersonville. They saw each other at Shanda’s school activities. Shanda’s home life was as stable as could be expected for a child with divorced parents. She enjoyed her visits to her father’s house and was pleased that she and her mother now lived so close to Paije.

“Shanda was thrilled about her and I having our own place,” Jacque said. “She used to say that we were roommates. I think it made her feel grown up.”

*  *  *

Hazelwood Junior High School sat behind New Albany High School in a neighborhood of older, well-kept, wood-frame houses. A military cemetery was just south of the school. From the third-floor windows of the main classroom building, students could see the hundreds of identical white gravestones, arranged in neat rows, that marked the resting places of New Albany’s war dead from the Civil War through Vietnam.

One of three public junior highs in the city of 30,000, Hazelwood drew many of its eight hundred students from blue-collar areas on the east side of town. The parents of most students worked in Louisville or in the stores and light industry of New Albany or its two sister cities, Clarksville and Jeffersonville. The three cities, nestled together on the Indiana side of the Ohio River, shared common boundaries and were so alike in size and character that visitors from Louisville often confused one with the other.

Their joint chamber of commerce referred to the three as the “Sunny Side” of Louisville. But actually there was a sense of living in Louisville’s shadow. The interstates that flowed through all three towns brought fast-food restaurants and motels, but southern Indiana residents turned to Louisville for its television and radio stations, concerts, plays, and fine dining.

Many New Albany residents felt as if they had the best of both worlds. They could buy a house in a nice tree-lined neighborhood for half what it would cost in Louisville. If they wanted culture they could cross the river to see a touring company performing Phantom of the Opera at Louisville’s Center for the Arts. But more likely they’d spend their weekend nights at the local high school, watching their own or a neighbor’s son play basketball in front of five thousand cheering fans.

Unlike the rougher areas of Louisville, they could walk any street in New Albany at any hour without fear of muggers. There was an ease to life here. At lunchtime on weekdays, downtown office workers nodded to each other as they crossed paths on their way to cafeterias and delis. An old-fashioned wooden Indian stood guard outside the only tobacco shop in town—a shop that sold as many baseball cards as it did cigars.

New Albany, Indiana, was a slice of small-town America. A town that went to sleep early, woke up early, and yawned frequently. A town seemingly immune to the violence that filled bigger cities. A town in which people took life as it came and raised their children without fear.

*  *  *

When Shanda came home after her first day of school she was brimming with good news. She loved Hazelwood. Her teachers were nice, and she had already met some friendly boys and girls.

“Shanda was just glowing,” Jacque said later. “She seemed so happy. I thought, Well, I sure wasted a lot of time worrying about nothing.”

But it was just two days later that Jacque received a call at work from Hazelwood’s assistant principal. The news was startling. Shanda had been in a fight with another girl. Jacque couldn’t believe it. Like most children her age, Shanda had been in arguments before, but none had ever gone beyond name-calling. Jacque knew her daughter had a mischievous nature and liked to play the class clown, but she’d never been punished for anything more serious than talking in class.

When Jacque got home she found Shanda in tears. Her daughter had a cut on her face and a bump on the back of her head.

Jacque sat in stunned silence as Shanda explained what had happened. It had started when a girl in Shanda’s class told her that she wanted to break up with her boyfriend but was too scared to give him back his ring. “I’ll do it for you,” Shanda offered, eager to prove her friendship. “Just point him out to me after class.”

The girl’s boyfriend was leaning against a locker on the second floor of the school when Shanda boldly walked up and handed him the ring.

“What’s this?” the boy asked.

When Shanda told him that his girlfriend wanted to break up, the boy became angry. “Then why doesn’t she give it to me?” he asked. “Who are you?”

“Look, just take it back, okay,” Shanda said, determined not to let her classmate down.

A crowd of students began to gather, adding to the boy’s embarrassment. “Hey, I don’t even know you, girl,” he said. “Why don’t you just butt out?”

At that moment a wiry girl stepped out from the crowd and moved between Shanda and the boy. “What’s your problem?” the girl asked, eyeing Shanda up and down, taking her measure.

“I don’t think this is any of your business,” Shanda replied shakily.

“That’s my cousin Nathan you’re talking to,” the girl said, stepping closer to Shanda. They were now only inches apart.

Shanda’s pulse was racing. The strange girl exuded toughness. Her short brown hair was cut in a boy’s style. She stood with her shoulders squared, the sleeves of her sweatshirt pushed up and her fists clenched.

“I don’t want any trouble,” Shanda said. “I’m just trying to—”

She never finished. The girl bumped her chest into Shanda, pushing her back into a locker, and wrestled her to the floor. The girl was on top of her in a flash, her fists flying. Shanda tried to defend herself but the girl was too quick, too strong. The girl hit Shanda in the face, driving her head backward to the hard floor. The crowd of students had formed a circle around the fight, some shouting encouragement to the girl on top—“Get her, Amanda!”—but none offering a hand to stop the attack.

Finally a teacher pushed through the students and pulled the girl off Shanda. Down to the dean’s office marched the three of them: the angry teacher, the still cocky Amanda, and the dazed Shanda. One week of in-school detention was the punishment dealt to both girls. Amanda smiled smugly at her sentence, while Shanda asked, “What’s in-school detention?” She was told that she and Amanda would spend the next five school days in a special classroom for students who didn’t follow the rules. Shanda glanced at the cool, pugnacious face of her assailant and shivered.

“Shanda told me that the other girl thought the whole thing was funny,” Jacque said. “I told Shanda that I didn’t like this school, but she kept saying that everything would be okay. I felt sorry for her but she still got grounded for a week. I told her it was her responsibility to stay out of fights.”

*  *  *

The fight with Shanda wasn’t the first for fourteen-year-old Amanda Heavrin, who lived with her father and older sister in a small, weather-beaten house in one of New Albany’s poorer neighborhoods. Amanda’s mother had left home years earlier and her father, Jerry Heavrin, had custody of the children.

Amanda struggled with her schoolwork. Although slightly built, she was a good athlete and played on the Hazelwood basketball team. While she tended to be quiet and polite around adults, she walked the school’s halls with the swaggering gait of a jock and was seldom seen wearing anything but her usual uniform: baggy jeans, sweatshirt, and a baseball cap. More than one Hazelwood student had mistaken the plain-faced, flat-chested Amanda for a boy.

While Amanda’s boyish appearance discouraged male suitors, it had attracted the attention of eighth-grader Melinda Loveless.

Melinda had been held back a year in school and was approaching her sixteenth birthday. She had a graceful figure, ivory-smooth skin, a delicately beautiful face, and long black curly locks. Boys, some several years older, stayed on her heels, begging for dates, but Melinda was not interested in them anymore. For after several unsatisfying sexual experiences with boys, Melinda had decided to follow the example of her older sisters, both of whom were lesbians, and find herself a lover of the same sex.

Melinda was drawn to Amanda because she thought the fourteen-year-old resembled her father, Larry Loveless. Although he’d beaten Melinda’s mother and would later face charges that he’d abused his two older daughters, Michelle and Melissa, Larry and Melinda had been very close. He’d left home two years earlier, after a violent argument in which Melinda’s mother stabbed him with a kitchen knife. Melinda had fallen into a deep depression after her father’s departure, but in Amanda she’d found a substitute for her affection.

Melinda lived in a small, two-story home directly across from a cemetery along Charlestown Road, one of New Albany’s busiest streets. Her mother, Margie, had divorced her father shortly after their violent fight, and although she held down a good job as a nurse at Floyd Memorial Hospital, she’d struggled to make the house payments. Within a year of her divorce, however, Margie had remarried. Her new husband, Mike Donahue, held down a job in Louisville, and between the two of them they provided well for the household, which included Melinda and Melissa (the oldest sister, Michelle, having moved out by this time). Melinda had her own room, her own stereo, and a closet full of fashionable clothes, but she was unhappy. She resented her new stepfather and resisted his attempts to become friends with her.

She spent more time than ever with Amanda, exploring their desires in the secrecy of their bedrooms. Earlier that year, Margie had questioned her youngest daughter about a hickey on her neck, and Melinda had admitted that she and Amanda were lovers. Margie had responded to the admission with anger and disappointment, unable to understand why all three of her daughters were lesbians. But after a while she’d learned to accept Melinda’s sexual preferences.

Hazelwood students already knew about the two girls, who would often hug and kiss in the hallways. Some of the students harassed them, calling them “dykes” and “lesbos,” but the two young lovers ignored the taunts. They had each other, and what others thought didn’t make much difference.

On the afternoon of her fight with Shanda, “Amanda Poo” had bragged to Melinda that she’d given the new girl a sound beating and complained about having to spend a week in detention.

At first Melinda wasn’t particularly concerned about Amanda’s punishment, since they had both been in this kind of trouble before. It just meant that they would not be able to spend time together between classes. But after a few days Amanda’s preoccupation with the girl she’d been in the fight with began to bother Melinda. Amanda said that she and the girl, named Shanda, had made up and that she really liked her. In fact, it seemed as though Shanda was all that Amanda ever talked about.

Worried about the effect Shanda was having on Amanda and determined to get to the bottom of their relationship, Melinda came in late one day so that she would be placed in detention with the two girls.

“Shanda was a very pretty little girl,” Melinda would say later. “I was sitting on the right side and Shanda and Amanda were together on the left side. Shanda went up to the desk to get some homework. I guess that was how it all started. Amanda was just staring at her and I noticed it. Then they started passing notes in the same room that I was in.”

Melinda did a slow burn as she watched Amanda and Shanda exchange smiles. From time to time Amanda would turn and smile at Melinda, and Melinda would smile back. But it was a false smile that hid an inner anger. The seed of jealousy had been planted in Melinda’s mind.

When the teacher told the students they could leave, Melinda grabbed her books and waited for Amanda in the hallway. She wanted to talk to her—alone. But Amanda came out with Shanda at her side. The two girls were giggling playfully and nudging each other. Amanda walked up to Melinda and introduced Shanda.

“Amanda told me that they were friends now,” the older girl recalled. “I could tell that Amanda liked her a lot.”

That afternoon after school, as usual, Melinda brought Amanda up to her bedroom, the place where they’d last made love. But this afternoon Melinda had something else on her mind. Earlier she’d watched Amanda stuff some notes from Shanda into the top pocket of her suspenders. Melinda was not going to put up with this and, once inside her bedroom, tried to snatch the letters out of Amanda’s pocket. “Let me look at them!” she screamed.

“No,” Amanda said, trying to push Melinda off her. “There’s nothing in them. Just leave me alone.”

“What are you hiding from me?” Melinda smacked Amanda across the face and wrestled the notes away from her.

“One from Shanda said she thought Amanda was cute,” Melinda said later. “Stuff like that. I told Amanda to stay away from Shanda. I told her I didn’t think that it was right, you know. I said, ‘Just tell the little girl that we’re together, we’ve been together two years, and just leave it at that.’”

But Amanda couldn’t leave it at that. She was infatuated with Shanda and determined to win her over.
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Shanda was in the kitchen helping her mother fix dinner when she broke the news that she’d become friends with the girl who’d attacked her.

“Shanda, I don’t think it’s a good idea,” Jacque recalled telling Shanda.

“But, Mom, she said she was sorry about the fight,” Shanda replied. “She apologized. She just wants to be my friend.”

“She sounds like a rough type to me, Shanda,” Jacque cautioned her daughter. “I don’t want you running around with that kind of girl.”

“Please, Mom,” Shanda pleaded. “You always said you should give people a second chance. I don’t have any close friends at Hazelwood, and Amanda wants to be my best friend.”

In a decision she would come to regret, Jacque allowed Shanda to continue her budding friendship with Amanda. “I knew that she was trying to make some new friends at Hazelwood, so I decided to give Amanda a chance,” Jacque recalled. “I thought, Well, maybe I’m misjudging her.”

A few days later Jacque set eyes on Amanda for the first time. She was returning home from work when she noticed someone sitting on the front porch with Shanda. That in itself was enough to irritate her, because she’d forbidden Shanda from sitting on the porch when she wasn’t home. As soon as the two girls caught sight of Jacque’s car, Amanda bolted from the porch and ran behind the townhouse.

“Who was that?” Jacque asked, getting out of the car.

“Do you promise not to get mad?” Shanda asked.

By now Jacque wasn’t mad, but she was curious. “Yes, I promise.”

“Come on out, Amanda,” Shanda yelled.

Amanda walked shyly from her hiding place, and Jacque was stunned.

“I honestly couldn’t tell she was a girl,” Jacque said later. “She had on a ball cap, her hair was real short. She had on boys’ clothes. But she had a pretty face. I tried real hard not to let her know how disturbed I was by her appearance. She acted real nice and said yes ma’am and no ma’am. I told her that I didn’t care if she came over to the apartment but that she wasn’t allowed there until I got home from work.”

After Amanda had left, Jacque sat her daughter down for a talk. “Shanda,” she began, “do you think there’s anything odd about Amanda?”

“No, why?” Shanda asked.

“Well, why does she wear that boys’ baseball cap?”

“Oh, she really hates her hair,” Shanda replied. “She just got it cut and she thinks it looks terrible. She thinks it’s ugly. She wears a hat to cover it up.”

“Shanda, she really does look like a boy.”

“I know,” Shanda said. “I told her I wanted to fix her hair and put some makeup on her. I think she’ll be a lot happier with herself when I do.”

Shanda said she felt sorry for Amanda because she didn’t have any nice clothes. She told Jacque that Amanda didn’t have a good life at home, that she lived with her father and hardly ever saw her mother.

“I really felt that there was something not right here,” Jacque said later. “But Shanda kept assuring me that everything was okay.”

Shanda had been one of the first girls in her class at St. Paul to have a boyfriend, which at that age meant nightly phone calls and holding hands at ball games. She had a flirtatious nature and would introduce herself to boys at the local skating rink or mall. Shanda was never shy.

“She could just walk up to people she didn’t know and start a conversation,” said Amanda Edrington, Shanda’s cousin. “She had a sort of magnetism, particularly with boys.”

“Shanda was boy-crazy,” said Shelley Suell, a friend from St. Paul. “She used to have the biggest crush on the guard at the skating rink. We made a pact not to get mad at each other if he ended up liking one of us more than the other.”

Another friend from St. Paul, Joyce Robertson, remembered the time she went to the movies with Shanda, not knowing she’d arranged for two boys to meet them. After kissing her date in the darkness of the theater, Shanda tapped Joyce on the shoulder and asked why she wasn’t doing the same.

While Shanda’s exploration of her sexuality was just beginning, her knowledge of homosexuality was extremely limited. Her parents had no openly gay friends. In fact, she’d never met anyone who professed to be homosexual. To Shanda the words gay and lesbian were simply punch lines to off-color jokes she sometimes overheard.

Amanda Heavrin had heard the jokes too. For two years at Hazelwood she’d been the butt of callous remarks from classmates who knew of her relationship with Melinda Loveless. And at home, Amanda’s father had begun to question why she dressed like a boy and had even asked her if she was a lesbian. She’d denied it and began telling her father that she had a boyfriend so he wouldn’t suspect the truth about her and Melinda.

Amanda enjoyed her sexual relationship with Melinda, but there were times when the older girl was too possessive. More than once Melinda had slapped her around for just looking at another girl. When Amanda felt herself attracted to Shanda, she began to take precautions to prevent Melinda from finding out.

Amanda had apologized to Shanda during their first day together in detention and Shanda had agreed to be her friend. But Amanda wasn’t sure if she could convert this new friendship into something more. It would have to be a secret seduction, one that took place outside of Melinda’s presence.

It started with handwritten notes. In the first, dated September 13 and addressed to “Shana,” Amanda hinted at her homosexuality (in this and subsequent letters minor errors in punctuation and spelling have been corrected by this author):

If we wouldn’t of fought this would never have happened. I don’t want you to think I’m a bad person or anything. I don’t like to fight. I hate fighting. It’s just when I had you on the ground getting ready to hit you I couldn’t because you looked so helpless down there. But you swung at me and missed so I started hitting. I want the truth. Do you even know how to fight? If not, don’t feel bad. I will help you if you want me to.

I have a question to ask you. I know this may sound dumb, but do you like girls? Well, do you kinda in a way like girls? If so I think it’s so cool because it’s so different. Is that why you’re so nice to me? Do you think I’m cute or something? Please tell me the truth. I won’t laugh ‘cause I think it’s cool.

  Your friend,
Amanda H.

In another note three days later, Amanda alluded to recent conversations she’d had with Shanda. The relationship had been moving forward at a quick pace: Amanda had already told Shanda about her lesbian relationship with Melinda and was beginning to pressure her into a similar friendship.

Shanda,

I was wondering. Do you still like me? If so I’m glad. I have a lot in store Friday or Saturday when I see you. Do you know what I mean? I’m just joking or do you want me not to joke? Do you want to happen what I got in store? If so, answer back yes.

Love,    
Amanda

P.S. I think I’m starting to like someone. You know her.

Using a combination of flattery and suggestive promises of the pleasures of lesbian love, Amanda was daily weaving a web of enticement and Shanda was slowly being drawn in. In the following letter, written on September 26, about two weeks after their first meeting, Amanda was quite open in her intentions:

Shanda,

What was wrong with you yesterday? You sounded so sad on the phone. So what’s on your mind? You wanta fuck? Na, just joking. Well, I don’t know. Last night I meant everything I said to you about making love to you. Shanda, you’re so beautiful, hot and sexy. I want you. I can’t say it enough.

Love,    
Amanda

The following weekend Amanda invited Shanda to spend the night with her, and Jacque, totally blind to what was going on, gave her approval. That night, in the seclusion of her bedroom, Amanda came through on her promises and made love to Shanda. Although the experience was a triumphant one for Amanda, a letter sent the following day indicates that it had been a traumatic night for Shanda:

Shanda,

I really had a great time with you last night and I’m looking forward to more. Please don’t cry anymore, OK.

Love,    
Amanda

If Amanda was worried that Shanda might let out their secret, she need not have been. By the next day Shanda had wiped away her tears and was ready to resume where they had left off. She was intrigued by the new feelings she was experiencing, and she told Amanda so in this note:

Amanda,

I loved last night too. I want more too and always. I want what we had last night. If you want.

Love,   
Shanda

In less than three weeks, Amanda had succeeded in enticing Shanda into a sexual relationship. Shanda, who had always been boy-crazy, suddenly found herself involved with another girl.

*  *  *

During early adolescence it’s not uncommon for males and females to experiment with homosexuality, says Judith Matheny, a clinical social worker in Louisville who specializes in adolescent sexuality.

“It’s a time of sexploration,” Matheny says. “Same-sex encounters at that age are usually a safe environment in which to explore the new, intense feelings brought on by puberty.”

Most early sexual experiences, especially of this sort, are hidden from others. “If people were honest in discussing this,” says Matheny, “you would probably be surprised how many have had some sort of early experience with someone of their own sex. We don’t talk about this because we live in a homophobic society.”

This early experimentation, however, “in no way means that someone is homosexual,” Matheny stresses. “The preteen and early teen years are ones in which boys and girls are just beginning to gain a sense of their own selves and their sexual identities, and it is something that will continue to evolve.”

Dr. Richard R. Troiden, in the book Gay and Lesbian Youth, writes that, as a general rule, lesbians report awareness of their same-sex feelings at an average age of between fourteen and sixteen, males a couple of years earlier. And in most cases a few years will pass between the time someone first perceives themselves as homosexual and when they have their first same-sex experience.

*  *  *

Shanda was only twelve. Still a child. After being systematically drawn into a relationship unlike any she’d ever experienced, she was ashamed and confused. Isolated from her usual confidantes—her girlfriends at St. Paul—Shanda’s emotions were in turmoil.

During her first days at Hazelwood, before Amanda had begun monopolizing her time, Shanda had made a few other friends. But when they saw her hanging around with Amanda, they kept their distance.

Kristie Farnsley was one of them. She had met Shanda the day before school started and they’d ridden the bus home together a few times. The two girls seemed to be hitting it off, but before they could get very close, Kristie’s brother warned her to stay away from Shanda because her friend Amanda ran with a rough crowd.

“I didn’t really talk to Shanda too much after that,” Kristie said.

Shanda’s cousin Amanda Edrington, who also went to Hazelwood, knew that Amanda Heavrin was a lesbian and she was concerned about Shanda’s friendship with her. “Shanda had always been a mother-hen type, even to me,” Amanda Edrington said. “She was always taking people under her wing and looking out for them. I thought she felt sorry for Amanda. I thought they were just friends. I never suspected what was going on until later.”

There was one friend, however, with whom Shanda did confide. Michele Durham, who lived down the street from Shanda’s father, went to school in Jeffersonville but she saw Shanda nearly every weekend. One night Shanda opened up to her.

“She said, ‘I’ve got to tell you something and I hope you don’t think badly of me when I do,’” Michele remembered. “I asked what she was talking about. She said, ‘Please, don’t think I feel this way about you. Please don’t be scared of me. But I’ve done things with Amanda, and she says we’re lesbians but I don’t feel that way. I must be bisexual because I really like guys more.’ She didn’t really say much more about it. But I could tell it was bothering her. You’ve got to know Shanda. She’d do anything for anybody. She just wanted to fit in so bad. I think Amanda kind of pushed her to it.”

*  *  *

Melinda’s suspicions were also on the rise.

“Amanda told me that she and Shanda were just friends,” Melinda said later. “But I would see them in the halls laughing and passing notes. I’d be at Amanda’s house and Shanda would call all the time, and she’d hang up when I answered. Stuff like that started happening, so I was upset.”

At first Melinda tried being diplomatic. She knew that Shanda liked boys and she wasn’t sure how far Amanda had gone with her. She hoped that Shanda would back off from Amanda once she knew that her friend was a lesbian. One day she dropped the following note through a slot in Shanda’s locker:

Shanda,

Don’t be scared of me please! I just want to be your friend. I just don’t like when you speak to Amanda when I’m not there! I mean, why can’t we all three be friends?! You act as if you got something going with her! Amanda and I are going together and she loves me and I love her and she only wants to be friends with you. You need to accept that! I don’t want you sneaking behind my back! Why don’t you speak to Amanda when she’s with me? You need to find you a boyfriend because Amanda is mine and you can even ask her! Please talk to both of us or you can forget about Amanda! You, me and Amanda need to have a talk together and get this squared away, then we could all be friends! Can you meet us at lunch?

Your friend,
Mel            

But when the note didn’t deter Shanda from seeing Amanda, Melinda stepped up her efforts to break up their friendship. She cornered Shanda in the hallway one day and threatened to hurt her if she didn’t stay away from Amanda. Intimidated by the older girl, Shanda promised that she would do as she was told.

Melinda thought her threats had worked until she opened Amanda’s locker one day and found a note in the shape of a heart. Written on the note were the words “Shanda Loves Amanda.” Infuriated, Melinda surprised Shanda in the hallway, grabbing her by the hair and pushing her against a wall. She shoved the note into her face.

“Did you write this?” Melinda demanded.

Shanda stuttered and insisted that it wasn’t her handwriting.

“You’re a lying bitch!” Melinda crumbled the note and threw it in Shanda’s face. “You better cool it, girl. Amanda is mine,” she said as she stormed away.

Melinda had had enough of this bullshit. She told Amanda that they were through and that she could have Shanda if she wanted her. But after a few days Melinda calmed down and apologized to Amanda. In turn, Amanda promised to stay away from Shanda. But it was an empty promise.

After her meeting with Melinda, Amanda wrote Shanda the following note:

Shanda,

When I went to Melinda’s house she asked me to go back with her. What’s killing me is that I want to go with both of you. I’m confused because I love you both. Shanda I love you.

Love ya,       
Amanda Poo

Later that day, just to be sure there was no confusion about her affections, Amanda wrote Shanda another note:

Shanda,

God you look good in those pants. Your butt especially.

Amanda

Amanda asked Shanda to accompany her to a dance at Hazelwood, knowing that Melinda did not like dances and had made plans to spend the evening with her friend Kary Pope. Seventeen-year-old Kary was also a lesbian, and although she and Melinda had petted and kissed each other, they had never been serious lovers. They’d met through a group of gay and lesbian teenagers that hung out together in New Albany and Louisville. Kary looked, dressed, and carried herself like a young man. She had a lanky build, a plain face, and short brown hair that she combed to one side. She also had her own car and knew someone who would buy her and Melinda wine coolers.

On the night of the dance, Melinda was drinking heavily. She pleaded with Kary to take her by the school so she could see if Amanda was with Shanda. Kary tried to talk her out of it. She knew that if Melinda found the two girls together there would be trouble. But Melinda insisted, and they ended up in the parking lot, waiting for the dance to end. When Melinda saw Amanda and Shanda walk out together she became livid. She jumped out of the car and confronted them as a crowd circled around.

“I just went off on Amanda,” Melinda said later. “I started yelling at her in front of the whole school, and the principal was there. I just started yelling and crying. Amanda wanted us to take it to her house but I told her we’d settle it there and now. I smacked her across the face.”

After the Hazelwood principal had broken up the fight, Amanda left with Melinda and Kary.

“Amanda told me that she and Shanda were just friends and that it was no big deal and that Shanda needed someone to talk to,” Melinda recalled. “I told her that was fine but that she shouldn’t talk to her unless I was there and that’s how I wanted it to be.”

A few days later Melinda was turning a corridor corner at Hazelwood when she spied Amanda up ahead. She was about to yell out a greeting, but before she did she caught sight of Shanda. Melinda hung back, watching as Amanda and Shanda began talking and laughing. There would be no confrontation this time. Tears came to her eyes, and she turned away.

“There for a while Amanda and I kind of stopped seeing each other,” Melinda said. “I was just hurt. I cried a lot and was depressed.”

Melinda felt abandoned. She told her sisters, Michelle and Melissa, that Amanda had betrayed her. Hoping to ease her loss, one of her sisters told Melinda that a lesbian friend, eighteen-year-old Carrie East, had expressed an interest in dating her. Melinda began going out with Carrie, hoping that Amanda would find out, become jealous, and come running back to her arms.

Meanwhile, Amanda tried to convince Shanda that the difficult times were behind them now that Melinda was out of their lives. In the early part of October, Amanda wrote Shanda the following three letters:

Shanda,

I’m sorry for all the stuff that has been happening. I never meant for you to get in any trouble. I’m sorry and if you don’t want to see me anymore I’ll understand, OK. I’m all yours, not Melinda’s. She fucked up my life and I finally understand because for so long my dad has been trying to tell me that Melinda was a bad person but I didn’t believe him. But I realize myself that she’s not the kind of person I should be hanging around. Please find somewhere in your heart to forgive me because I probably won’t be able to look at you without crying. I feel so bad for what I’ve done. I should have listened to you when you said it was wrong, but I’m stupid and didn’t. Don’t worry about Melinda anymore because I can’t hang around with her. I can only hang around with you. My dad thinks you are the greatest thing that happened to me, so please forgive the way I acted around you.

Love,    
Amanda

Shanda,

Hi Honey. Well listen, Melinda don’t want nothing to do with me so I don’t want nothing to do with her. I guess I’m all yours. You can do what you want with me. Is there anything you expect out of me? What I expect out of you is to be nice and don’t lie or flirt with anyone besides me.

    Love ya,       
Amanda Poo

Shanda,

God, I’m really starting to hate Melinda. I never thought I would but it’s happening. I don’t care anymore and if she even talks to me I will tell her to F—off because I’m so pissed off at her. Shanda. Listen, OK. I’m all yours, OK.

The letters sound convincing, but Amanda was actually playing it both ways. She wouldn’t admit it to Shanda, but Amanda was extremely jealous of Carrie East’s relationship with Melinda. She learned Carrie’s phone number and began a series of harassing phone calls, telling Carrie to stay away from Melinda. Carrie, who at eighteen was bigger and stronger than Amanda, was hardly scared. And anyway, Carrie, who was not a particularly attractive young woman, considered Melinda quite a catch for her, so she was not about to give her up.

But Melinda had eyes only for Amanda. When Melinda saw that Amanda was jealous, she told her that her affair with Carrie was just a fling and that it was Amanda whom she truly loved. Melinda pleaded with Amanda to break off her relationship with Shanda, and Amanda agreed to do so.

But once again it was a lie. Instead, Amanda sent Shanda these two notes:

Shanda,

Hey honey. Yes, I do love you but I just feel like Melinda has me in a trance and I don’t know how to get out of it and I’m scared. If I try to get out something bad will happen and I’m scared to death.

Love,    
Amanda

Shanda, I don’t think I would ever tell Melinda that we’re going out. She would probably kill you. Yes, I love you a lot, Shanda my honey.

Love ya,
Amanda

While Amanda was trying to sort out her feelings about Melinda, she was confronted with another problem. Shanda had begun to make new friends, and several of them were boys. Suddenly Shanda wasn’t returning her phone calls or responding to her notes. Instead of meeting Amanda between classes, Shanda was devoting her time to two male suitors, Ray and Mike. Feeling scorned, Amanda used veiled threats and sweet talk to woo Shanda back. In mid-October, she sent the following notes:

Shanda,

Melinda said she saw you flirting with some boys. And you better stop calling Ray when you like me. How do I know you don’t like him if you aren’t calling me? I’m scared of losing you.

Love ya,

Amanda

Shanda,

Hey, what’s wrong with you? You were acting all stuck up when you were walking with Shawna. You just looked at me and kept walking. What’s your problem? Can you look me in the eye and tell me them rumors about you and Ray are not true? I know it’s true so just tell me.

Shanda,

I thought you never liked Mike. Yesterday you said you didn’t like him anymore. So that means you did like him at one time. Tell me the truth. I can have people who can find out.

Shanda,

I talked to someone that saw you standing real close to a blond headed boy. So who was that boy? Don’t lie.

Since Shanda was occupied with her new friends, Amanda began spending more time with Melinda and other friends. When Amanda was caught cutting school one day, Amanda’s father called Jacque at her job. Jerry Heavrin was unsure who’d skipped school with Amanda, and he warned Jacque that Shanda might have been with her. Jacque immediately called the school but was told that Shanda had been in class all day. That night Shanda admitted to her mother that Amanda and some other girls had tried persuading her to cut school with them.

“I told Shanda that I was proud of her for not skipping school with them,” Jacque said. “I also told her that I didn’t want her hanging around with Amanda anymore.”

Shanda promised her mother that she would break off the friendship, but she actually had no intention of doing so. Even though she was beginning to develop new friendships, Amanda still had a strong hold over her.

Shanda’s father and stepmother, Steve and Sharon Sharer, didn’t know that Jacque had forbidden Shanda to see Amanda. So they thought nothing of it when Shanda asked if Amanda could accompany them to Harvest Homecoming, New Albany’s annual fall festival that October. Before they left the house that night, Sharon overheard Shanda talking to someone on the phone.

“She was asking the person on the other end what kind of cologne they were going to wear,” Sharon recalled. “I thought it must be a boy, so I asked who she was talking to. She said it was Amanda. Then Shanda asked me if she could wear some of Steve’s cologne. She said it was the new fad.”

Steve and Sharon had met Amanda once before. The girl had been dressed nicely and had been on her best behavior, in the hope of impressing Shanda’s father and stepmother. So when they arrived at Amanda’s house on the night of Harvest Homecoming to pick her up, Steve and Sharon were startled by her appearance.

“When she came over to our house that first time she looked like any normal little girl, but that night she came out looking like a little boy,” Steve Sharer said later. “She had on a ball cap and a baggy sweatshirt and jeans. She even walked like a boy does, kind of swaggering. I looked at Sharon and said ‘What is this?’”

Steve and Sharon were also put off by Amanda’s smug attitude. She seemed to be trying to impress Shanda with her toughness. On their way home from the festival, Shanda asked if Amanda could spend the night, but Steve and Sharon said no.

“I was really concerned about the way Amanda acted,” Steve said. “She carried on like she was a boy.”

The next day, one of Melinda’s friends told her that she’d seen Amanda with Shanda at Harvest Homecoming. Melinda couldn’t believe it. Amanda had told her that she was staying home that night. Unwilling to accept the girl’s word without confirmation, Melinda recruited a friend, Kristie Brodfuehrer, to check out the story. Kristie didn’t really know Shanda, but she called her at home, saying she was a friend of Amanda’s. During the brief conversation she managed to get Shanda to admit that she’d gone to the festival with Amanda.

Melinda couldn’t believe that Amanda had lied to her. She felt betrayed and angry. Despite all her threats, Amanda and Shanda continued to flaunt their friendship for the whole world to see.

“Shanda’s going to pay for this,” Melinda told Kristie. “She’s ruining my life.”

The fifteen-year-old Kristie, a small, delicately built blonde, listened to her friend rant about how she wanted to hurt Shanda. Finally she turned to her and said, “It’s not Shanda’s fault. She wouldn’t be with Amanda if Amanda wasn’t encouraging her. If you do anything, you need to teach Amanda a lesson, not Shanda.”

That evening, Kristie and Melinda devised a plan to do just that. Kristie called Amanda and asked if she wanted to sneak out later that night. Amanda agreed that it sounded like fun, not knowing that Melinda would be joining them. Kristie told her she would talk some boys into driving and would come by later that night to pick her up.

Melinda and Kristie had worked out all the details of their scheme. Kristie would persuade one of her boyfriends to pick up her and Melinda and drive to Amanda’s house, where Melinda would hide in the backseat while Kristie went to the door to get Amanda. When Amanda came out to the car, Melinda would grab her. Then they would drive to some secluded place, where Melinda would beat up Amanda.

Melinda and Kristie hadn’t figured on the boy bringing two male friends with him, however, and one of the boys knew about a party where Kristie could find some cocaine. Melinda was upset about the change in plans, but Kristie persuaded her that the night was still young and there’d be plenty of time to abduct Amanda—after they got high.

They drove to an older boy’s apartment. Melinda was not interested in doing any drugs, as she wanted to keep her head clear for her confrontation with Amanda. Kristie didn’t have any money, so she paid for her cocaine by having sex with one of the boys. It wasn’t the first time she’d worked such an exchange. The innocent-looking young girl was strung out on the drug and would, a few weeks later, be checked into a detox center by her mother. As the hours dragged on, Melinda became impatient and started begging Kristie to leave, who by this time was also angry. The high just didn’t feel right, and she suspected that the cocaine was bogus, a mixture of baking soda and speed.

Finally they all left the party and drove to Amanda’s house. Kristie went around to Amanda’s window and knocked but there was no rousing the fourteen-year-old, who was now in a deep sleep.

The whole plan had been screwed up because Kristie couldn’t keep her nose clean. Melinda vowed to herself that the next time she’d choose her accomplices more carefully. And the next time the victim wouldn’t be Amanda. It would be Shanda.
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Shanda’s physical relationship with Amanda was still a secret from Shanda’s parents, but they had begun to suspect that something was not right with their daughter.

“Shanda used to spend hours in the bathroom fixing her hair,” said Shanda’s stepmother, Sharon Sharer. “I’d have to tell her to quit spraying all the hair spray because everything in the bathroom would be lacquered up. All of a sudden she didn’t care about her hair anymore. She didn’t care about her clothes, either. She started dressing like Amanda, wearing flannel shirts and baggy old pants.”

Jacque was also concerned about the changes in appearance, but Shanda’s older sister, Paije, assured her mother that it was just a phase. “Mom, leave her alone,” Paije said. “All the kids dress that way.”

But Shanda’s taste in clothing wasn’t the only thing that had changed. She became withdrawn. Her bubbly personality was replaced by a sluggish detachment. After making the basketball team, she began to complain about going to practice and eventually quit the team. Jacque encouraged her to go out for the swim team, but Shanda would have nothing to do with it.

“Shanda, you love sports,” Jacque said one night. “Why don’t you want to go out for anything?”

“I’m just not into it anymore,” Shanda said, then immediately changed the subject.

Jacque said later, “It was like I saw her dwindling. She went from this robust child that could never do enough, to this child that didn’t even want to talk. That would close the door to her room and not come out all night. She changed completely within a matter of a month. I tried to get her to go outside and meet the kids in the neighborhood, but she wouldn’t. It was like she was hiding from everything, like she was ashamed of everything. I can look back now and see that, but at the time I knew something was wrong but I didn’t know what.”

Shanda seldom seemed to have much homework, explaining, in response to her mother’s questioning, that her teachers rarely gave take-home assignments. As the school year progressed, Jacque began to wonder why her daughter hadn’t yet received a progress report.

One day in late October, while Shanda was at school, Jacque’s worries got the best of her. She went into Shanda’s room and found a note written by Amanda, instructing Shanda how to forge her mother’s name on a detention slip. Jacque immediately called the school. She was told that Shanda had been placed in detention numerous times since her fight with Amanda, and each time she had turned in a note with Jacque’s signature.

“I drove down to the school and met with a school counselor,” Jacque said. “He showed me one detention slip after another where Shanda had been tardy to classes or had skipped classes with Amanda. Shanda had signed my name on every one of the slips. She’d even signed my name to her progress report. It was all Fs.”

The counselor decided to get to the bottom of things and called Shanda to his office. When she saw her mother, Shanda collapsed into a chair and began crying.

“What is wrong?” Jacque asked, kneeling down in front of her daughter and touching her knee. “What is going on with you?”

Shanda wiped the tears from her face. “I’m so ashamed,” she said. “I’ve been so bad. I’ve let you down. I lied to you.”

“Did you sign these notes?” Jacque asked.

“Yes,” Shanda answered, whimpering. “I wrote your name on all of them. I know I shouldn’t have done it. Please forgive me.”

“Shanda, I look at these notes, and every time you’ve gotten in trouble it had something to do with Amanda. Why are you continuing to hang around with her when I’ve asked you not to?”

“I’m afraid,” Shanda said softly.

“Afraid of what?”

“Some girls want to beat me up and Amanda won’t let them,” Shanda said.

“What girls?” Jacque demanded.

“Melinda and her friends,” Shanda said.

It was the first time that Jacque had heard Melinda’s name. The counselor intervened at this point and explained that Melinda Loveless and Amanda Heavrin had been in a series of problems over the past two years.

“He told Shanda that they were not the type of girls she should associate with,” Jacque said. “He said they had been in trouble before and would continue to get into trouble, and if Shanda kept hanging around with them she would find herself on a road to trouble and she wouldn’t be able to find her way back. He told her that she needed to get away from these people and that if they gave her any more problems she should come to him.”

Shanda promised her mother that she would stay away from Amanda and Melinda and would buckle down with her schoolwork.

“Shanda had always been in the popular group at St. Paul,” Jackie said later. “She had always been a leader. But these kids were older and rougher, and she got herself in a position where she was no longer a leader, she was a follower. I knew she was in a predicament that was difficult, but I wanted her to be strong enough to walk away from it. I think she honestly tried to do that, but I think the other girls were so overwhelming that she just didn’t know how to get away from it.”

The day after the meeting, Jacque hired a tutor to help Shanda with her schoolwork. Shanda had always been an above-average student, but she had fallen so far behind in her studies that the tutor had to spend three nights a week with her.

Although Shanda had promised her mother that she would have nothing more to do with Amanda, that didn’t prevent Amanda from calling Shanda at home. Amanda would disguise her voice, or she would have other girls call on a three-way connection.

“I’d catch her trying to disguise her voice to me,” Jacque said. “I’d tell her not to call back, but she didn’t know what it meant to listen to an adult when they told her something. I was aggravated with her.”

Fed up, Jacque drove to Amanda’s house and confronted her father, whom she’d talked to on the phone before but had never met personally.

“I told him that Shanda had been in a lot of trouble and that everything she had done had something to do with his daughter,” Jacque recalled. “I told him that I did not want Amanda to hang around with Shanda. He looked at me and said, ‘You know, it’s funny, but every girl that my daughter has ever been friends with, the parents ended up telling me that they didn’t want their daughter to have anything to do with mine.’ He said, ‘I just don’t understand it.’ I looked at him and I said, ‘Well, Mr. Heavrin, it’s probably not my place to say this, but have you ever noticed how your daughter never dresses like a girl and always looks like a boy?’ He looked at me and said, ‘Yeah, you know, I’ve asked my daughter if she was a lesbian and she told me no, so I don’t know what else to do.’ I told him that maybe she needed to be around her mother more. I told him that she needed to dress like a little girl and act like a little girl. He said he’d tell Amanda to stay away from Shanda.”
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