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PREFACE


The Spierers were excited to welcome their daughter back home for the summer. Then they got the call. Lauren, a sophomore at Indiana University, had gone out partying with friends. The night turned to chaos in the early morning of June 3, 2011. And then she vanished.

The news shattered her parents.

Robert and Charlene spent their summer in the Hoosier state frantically searching for their twenty-year-old daughter before returning home to Edgemont, their hometown in the northern suburbs of New York City, without her.

They struggled to get through their days and lie awake at night, endlessly replaying Lauren’s final moments in their weary minds. They knew she didn’t just disappear, that something happened to her, something nefarious.

And so they continued to search for answers, vowing to never give up even after the police investigation went cold. As the days bled into weeks and months and years, it took a withering toll.

I was there from the beginning. I covered Lauren’s disappearance as a senior crime reporter for the Journal News, Lauren’s local newspaper in Westchester County, New York. Back in 2011, I broke the news that she’d gone missing, and then traveled to Indiana to start digging into the case.

Nearly a decade later, on a balmy evening in August, the Spierers invited me over for a special dinner in the tidy, Tudor-style home where their daughter grew up, on a leafy hill overlooking the Scarsdale train station.

By this point, the investigation had been dormant for years, and I’d long since moved on from the Journal News. But I’d just recently approached them with a bold new proposition: I wanted to dive back into the case.

Lauren’s parents had grown wary of news outlets pitching them on projects that went nowhere. But this wouldn’t be another anniversary piece, I assured them. I envisioned a far-reaching investigation where I’d revisit key players, chase down leads, and dredge up any new information I could find. And I wouldn’t be limiting myself to a news article or even a magazine piece. I wanted to write a book that would allow me to finally tell the real story of Lauren’s life and disappearance.

But to do any of this, I’d need their help.

To this point, the Spierers had refused to disclose all they knew, largely because they didn’t trust the media with information that could prove damaging to everyone involved.

For me to succeed, I explained, they’d have to open up like never before, welcome me into their world, and let me see what they’ve amassed in their own shadow investigation of the case.

They’d just recently given me the green light. That dinner in their home represented my chance to get started, to ease back into the reporting with a fresh conversation about the case and, more specifically on this occasion, their daughter. I needed to learn more about the young woman I’d devoted countless hours writing about, but could never actually meet.

We gathered around their dining room table, just downstairs from Lauren’s bedroom, a sanctuary where her parents could still feel her presence. The room remained undisturbed since the night she went missing. Alongside soccer and lacrosse trophies, Lauren adorned her shelves with her Hello Kitty collection, red-bowed cat dolls, necklaces, stickers, lollipops, a water bottle, and even a popcorn maker.

Photos with her friends were tacked to her bulletin board, and her bookcase was stacked with Harry Potter titles and high school yearbooks. One from her senior year in 2009 included a tribute page from her parents featuring a collage of her childhood photos with a quote from Ralph Waldo Emerson: “Do not go where the path may lead. Go instead where there is no path and leave a trail.”

It struck me that, for all the years that I’d known the Spierers, this was the first time I’d seen the inside of their house, a perhaps unsurprising fact considering our history.

The Spierers and I can now joke about the first time we met. It was on the streets of Bloomington, just days after their daughter’s disappearance. Rob, a fiercely protective dad, shouted me down when I broke news about a video showing his daughter stumbling out of her off-campus apartment building with a young man who wasn’t her boyfriend.

“Leave the investigating to the police!” Rob yelled.

He later went over my head and phoned my editor, threatening to sue when I reported on the illicit drugs that were in play that night.

Lauren’s parents regarded me as a threat in those days, publishing unflattering details about their daughter’s night that made them extremely uncomfortable. The Spierers, trapped in their worst nightmare, found my coverage invasive and hurtful. Digging into Lauren’s actions that night, they argued, amounted to victim blaming.

But they came to appreciate my aggressiveness with time.

Ultimately, we shared the same goal: the truth. And I was the reporter who was exposing it, naming and pressuring the “persons of interest” who were with Lauren before she vanished.

Over the years, we grew closer. Tense interviews progressed into warm conversations. We started to reach out to each other not just to discuss the case but also to catch up on our lives. We became close to the point Rob and Charlene, raising two daughters in the same suburbs where I grew up, felt like family, bonded not by blood but by tragedy.

For our dinner, Charlene prepared pasta Bolognese, a family favorite. As we finished our hearty meal, she and Rob went upstairs and rummaged through boxes to retrieve papers and pictures that they laid down just beyond my plate.

Calling my attention to framed photos around the room, Charlene showed me one of Lauren as a teen playing soccer at Camp Towanda, her blond hair pulled back into a ponytail, her tongue pressed against her cheek as she charged for the ball.

Charlene winced with a smile: Lauren wasn’t supposed to be playing soccer, or doing any strenuous activity for that matter. Doctor’s orders. But she did so anyway.

“When she played, she played with reckless abandon,” Rob chimed in. “She basically went out, threw her body into motion and into the plays, into other people. She took a lot of bounces, she took a lot of hits, but that’s the way she played.”

She followed her older sister Rebecca to the sleepover camp at age eight.

“I wasn’t a camper; I don’t get the whole camp thing,” Charlene said, giggling as she shook her head. “That was her happy place. She used to say, ‘I live nine months for three.’”

“Unfortunately, it wasn’t for three months,” Rob quipped, noting the camp actually ran just seven weeks.

They also regaled me with vivid memories of their daughter’s hearty determination on the mangled grounds of New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina, building homes with Habitat for Humanity.

“It almost brought me to tears, I felt so proud,” said Rob, who joined her on the Katrina trip. He shared a photo of him with his arms wrapped around her, beaming on the steps of a newly built home.

But the mood changed as the nostalgia entered fraught territory.

We spoke about the people Lauren met at Camp Towanda, whom she later joined at Indiana University. One became her best friend and roommate. Another became her boyfriend.

“Forever, all I knew him as was Wolff,” Charlene pointed out. “My first impression, he seemed like a nice kid. You know, he seemed to really care about her.”

“He was polite,” Rob chimed in.

“He was polite,” Charlene agreed.

“He wasn’t dressed like a hobo,” added Rob.

In the early days of their relationship, the Spierers welcomed Jesse Wolff into their home. The harmony wouldn’t last.

“There were a lot of conflicts, every time he called,” Rob said. “Not every time, but a lot of big blowups with him calling and her trying to calm him down.”

“I think she stood her ground,” Charlene said. “They had that kind of love-hate relationship. When it was good it was great, and when it was bad it was bad.”

The young couple’s relationship became particularly difficult in the spring of 2011, Lauren’s sophomore year and Jesse’s senior year at Indiana University. They were at a crossroads in the days leading up to June 3, and Lauren—as usual—was being approached by other guys.

“He was just coming off a jealous rage,” Rob said. “It was just a few days before that Lauren spent the weekend with other boys, one of whom [Jesse] might have been told was kissing her, another of whom maybe he was told wanted to have sex with Lauren. And if you really liked the girl, how would you react?”

Charlene said the last time she heard from Lauren was in the afternoon on that Thursday in June 2011, a casual conversation about dinner plans with some friends who were in town to visit her at school in Bloomington, Indiana.

“‘I’m going out to dinner with my friends. I already looked at the menu,’” Charlene recalled Lauren texting her. “I was like, ‘Great, have a good time.’”

But those plans fell apart that night. And according to Jesse, so did Lauren’s plans with him.

“His story was, they were going to get together after the basketball game, and she never texted him back,” Charlene said.

That night, we went through some of the notes from their private detectives, who waged their own years-long effort to make headway where the police failed. They raged at the many unanswered questions that remained, and the refusal of cooperation from college kids Lauren once considered friends.

A wall of silence still separated the Spierers from the truth.

We agreed I would reexamine all the evidence they’d gathered and push for more information from key witnesses, confront the “persons of interest,” and chase any other leads that surfaced. Then I’d report my findings in this book—even if it meant reopening old wounds.

And so my mission began.

Their daughter reportedly vanished in plain sight.

What happened?

Somebody knows.




On what would have been her daughter’s 28th birthday, Lauren’s mother Charlene Spierer took to Facebook to issue yet another plea for information.

To express how she felt, she quoted a German American rabbi who confronted the rise of Nazism:


“The most urgent, the most disgraceful, the most tragic problem is silence.”







PART 1


THE LIFE OF LAUREN






CHAPTER 1


JUNE 3, 2011

There was a different energy in the air around Bloomington, Indiana, this time of year. Late at night, the streets, usually bustling with college students, could be eerily silent. Most students had left town after Indiana University’s finals, leaving behind those who stayed for summer courses. Close friends were replaced by acquaintances and friends-of-friends, weakening social networks that provided a safety net during the regular school year.

Sophomore Lauren Spierer wasn’t taking classes that summer. She’d stayed behind to wait for her boyfriend so they could drive back to New York together once he finished in two weeks. But in the meantime, those long June days gave Lauren plenty of time to think.

She had an important decision to make, and it would change her life forever.

Lauren had met Jesse Wolff three years earlier at a Jewish sleepaway camp tucked among the lakes and trails of the Pocono Mountains. Lauren was a counselor-in-training, seventeen when she met the nineteen-year-old Wolff. He’d just completed his freshman year at IU.

Wolff was a shy, shaggy-haired boy with dark, soulful eyes. He was soft-spoken and kind. Lauren was more gregarious, a petite, blue-eyed blond bursting with enthusiasm and living her best life among campers who would become some of her closest friends. A rising high school senior, she found Wolff sweet, mature, and endearing. Counselors were forbidden from dating trainees, so Lauren and Wolff would sneak out together at night, keeping their budding romance a secret.

Wolff’s family lived in Port Washington on the North Shore of Long Island. After camp ended, he would drive an hour to visit Lauren in Edgemont, a wealthy hamlet of Scarsdale just north of New York City. Her parents welcomed him into their home. In the winter, Lauren flew out to Indiana to attend his fraternity’s formal dance. Then the stars aligned that spring, and Lauren got wonderful news: she had been accepted at IU and would be joining Wolff there in the fall.

But after a blissful beginning and two years together in Bloomington, their relationship had started to fracture. In the months leading up to Lauren’s disappearance, a new argument took hold.

Wolff, an upperclassman, wanted commitment. He’d broached marriage. A caretaker at heart, he wanted to keep her close and protect her. But Lauren, a sophomore, wanted to take care of herself first. She did love him but, increasingly, felt trapped.

She’d made plans to get together that night with Wolff, texting throughout the day while he was in class. But a handsome newcomer was also vying for her affection, trying to convince her to meet him at a party up the street. This new guy didn’t come with complications. To Lauren, he represented freedom. Passion. Fun. He wanted her in a way that felt easy and exhilarating.

That evening, Lauren’s iPhone lit up with text messages from both young men, each trying to set plans with her.

Deciding where to go on a muggy Thursday night would have typically seemed trivial. But Lauren was struggling. This was about her future.

Should she patch things up with her boyfriend or finally strike out on her own?

And this tug-of-war between the two young men wasn’t all that Lauren was agonizing over either. Family and academic problems had also resurfaced, to the point that it felt like everything in her life was conspiring against her.

Down in Alabama, her beloved grandmother was suffering from a debilitating arthritic condition that had flared up so badly Lauren’s mom flew down to be with her. She knew her grandma didn’t have much time left.

She’d also woken up to a shock that morning, receiving a phone call from IU’s Student Advocate’s Office. They were informing her she would have to attend a disciplinary hearing for an allegation of plagiarism, an unattributed paragraph in a term paper that she called an innocent mistake. Lauren, a strong student, was accustomed to A’s and B’s.

Her professor had let her rewrite the paper and cite the source but had sent a letter informing the dean’s office. Lauren had thought the matter was settled. But now, she would have to wait to learn her fate.

All this was ringing in her head as she put on black tights and a light-blue striped sweatshirt, grabbed a bottle of white wine, and headed to a friend’s dinner party down the hall from her at Smallwood Plaza, her student apartment building three-quarters of a mile from campus. She was joined by her friend and frequent party sidekick David Rohn, a fellow sophomore with messy brown hair who was studying recreational sports management and hoped to one day become a basketball coach.

Their friend Scott Schwartz was hosting the gathering in his apartment, showing off his cooking skills to Smallwood buddies who came over to watch the second game of the NBA finals between the Dallas Mavericks and the favored Miami Heat.

By IU partying standards, it was a low-key affair, a casual Thursday get-together at the start of summer session. Scott and his roommate did homework as they cooked dinner.

As the game started, at 8:00 p.m. central time, several of the guests loaded up their plates with chicken parm. But Lauren didn’t eat. Instead she found a glass, sat down, and poured the wine she’d brought.

Lauren wasn’t much of a basketball fan, so as she eased back onto the couch, she thumbed through her phone. And when she spoke, it wasn’t about the game. It was about her boyfriend.

They were arguing again.

The spring had been rough for the two of them, particularly after Lauren returned from a spring break volunteer trip to Israel that March. The week abroad came as a welcome respite during a particularly difficult period for her at school, and it proved cathartic. Her exuberance came across in a series of emails to her parents, as she described emotional exchanges with rabbis and soldiers and long days of volunteer work picking weeds on a farm and repainting walls in a low-income housing complex. She wrote her parents:

“I am soaking up EVERYTHING and living up every single second,” she gushed. “I am so thankful for this trip, it’s life changing. I miss and love you both! Xoxoxo, Lauren.”

Her parents, who knew she’d been struggling, were overjoyed.

“Just read your email to Dad,” her mom Charlene replied. “Sounds like you’re having an amazing time! So happy you LOVE Israel!!! Hope we’re not going to lose you to Israel!!”

Feeling reinvigorated, once back in Bloomington, Lauren floated the idea of spending a semester studying fashion in Europe. But Wolff didn’t share her enthusiasm.

He complained that he’d already given up his own opportunity to study abroad for her, so they could spend her freshman year together. He also expressed concern that she couldn’t survive on her own. But deep down, he was scared to lose her. In discussing their future, Wolff could feel her ambivalence.

“I better marry this girl, with all the work I put into it,” he’d half-joke to friends.

She had ways of putting him off. “I’m too young,” she’d say when he raised the subject. She was just two years out of high school, not even old enough to legally drink in a bar. Lauren had recently attempted to ease his anxieties by inviting him to buy her a promise ring. The occasion was their upcoming third anniversary in August.

On this night, Wolff was watching the NBA Finals with some of his own buddies. They were members of Alpha Epsilon Pi, the school’s Jewish fraternity that occupied a cluster of houses less than a mile east of Smallwood. They’d technically been booted from the fraternity system, but their bond remained strong. Because so many in their group came from the New York area, schoolmates called them FLIDs—Fucking Long Island Douchebags. They didn’t necessarily dislike the nickname.

Wolff walked down the block from his house to join nearly a dozen of his friends who sat around a TV smoking pot and drinking beers.

Wolff was projecting a cool demeanor, but he was worrying about his future with Lauren too.

While he was out of town a few days earlier, Lauren rode with a group of classmates to Indianapolis for the Indy 500, one of the largest sporting events in the world. More importantly to the IU crew, it was also the biggest tailgate party of the year, drawing hundreds of thousands of rowdy spectators. Tornadoes had swept through the state earlier in the week, and Lauren sent photos to her mother of fallen trees on campus, marveling over the extreme weather. But when she and her girlfriends pulled into the Indianapolis Motor Speedway, they were less than thrilled to find the rains had muddied the infield.

Wolff was in Atlanta visiting a friend that weekend. But while Lauren was at the two-day event, he maintained contact with her and some of his AePi frat brothers who were on the scene. The “Apes,” as they called themselves, were giving him updates. She was wearing a “risqué” outfit, he’d learned—a blue Barack Obama T-shirt scissor-cut into a tank top and offering a glimpse of her bra.

For the fashion merchandising major, it was a playful show of pride in the first Black president, who weeks earlier had successfully ordered the Navy SEAL killing of 9/11 mastermind Osama Bin Laden.

Lauren had crafted similar outfits for friends in the past, but in this instance, it made Wolff uncomfortable.

Worse, there was a new guy flirting with her.

This was a recurring theme. During gatherings in his frat house, Wolff exhibited a jealous side. He’d trail Lauren when she’d wander off and watch as she chatted with other partygoers. Guys would stare over at Lauren, drawn to the petite, blue-eyed blond and her welcoming smile. Wolff would later tell the Spierer family’s private investigators that guys would try to get her drunk so they could have sex with her.

“I fucking hated that,” he’d tell investigators.

There had been whispers in the past of Lauren being unfaithful, one the previous year that was so specific that Wolff confronted the guy himself. But it had turned out to be just a rumor, the young man proving to be as harmless as most of the guys Lauren interacted with. Many acknowledged their attraction but did nothing more than flirt, knowing she had a boyfriend.

But this new suitor was different. Corey Rossman was bold, brash, and undeterred by Lauren’s boyfriend. A fellow IU student from the fringe of their circle of friends, Corey Rossman had joined the group going to the Indy 500 the prior weekend. The Apes reported to Wolff that Rossman offered Lauren shots of liquor and key bumps of cocaine on the infield of the muddy asphalt track, cozying up to Lauren while she did little to reject his advances.

A photo of them popped up that day on Facebook, showing Rossman and Lauren huddled in a tent with a few other students, passing around a glass marijuana pipe, a can of Busch Light at their feet. Lauren was sitting on the ground smiling, flanked on both sides by friends, her hair pulled back by a blue paisley bandanna. Rossman, sporting a white T-shirt and spiky blond hair, was standing to her right, leaning in with an effusive grin. This was the kind of guy Wolff hated. Cocky. Flirtatious. A player.

I hear you’re dressed provocatively, Wolff texted Lauren. Lauren didn’t like feeling spied on. She stormed across the field over to Wolff’s friends and yelled at them. It triggered a texting feud that continued for two days and over 200 messages. It escalated to the point her roommate told Wolff’s friends he was “being a psycho,” a remark Wolff later demanded Lauren make her apologize for.

Lauren and Wolff reunited after they returned to town, and he slept over at Lauren’s apartment as the two tried to douse the flames of their latest fight. But Rossman remained in the picture too. As Wolff texted Lauren throughout the early minutes of the basketball game to arrange a low-key sleepover, Rossman was messaging her as well to invite her to a pregame party happening two doors down from his place, at her friend Jay Rosenbaum’s townhouse.

That night, she was under immense pressure.

The basketball game remained tied heading into halftime. After she finished the bottle of white wine, on a still-empty stomach, the boys offered her some of the weed they’d been smoking. But Lauren was in the mood for something stronger to clear her head.

Only a couple floors up was the apartment of Brian O’Connor, her housemate Hadar Tamir’s boyfriend and her occasional drug connect. O’Connor and his roommate were hosting their own get-together.

When Lauren and Rohn showed up, students were pouring shots out of bottles of whiskey and vodka that sat on the kitchen counter.

There, Lauren ran into a friend from Great Neck, Long Island, who’d been paying his way through college selling drugs—specifically, Xanax, the drug of choice for many of the kids at Smallwood. The two had been texting during the day, Lauren looking for bars of the prescription sedative. Since demand was lower during the summer in Bloomington, he hadn’t gotten his usual shipment from Pakistan. But Lauren was a friend, so he agreed to go up to the sixth floor to see if another friend had any.

While she was waiting for him to return, O’Connor offered Lauren some cocaine. He had sold her some at the Indy 500 and agreed to sell her a gram that night for a cut-rate $40—a benefit to being his girlfriend’s housemate. They stepped into one of the emptied bedrooms where Lauren and Rohn snorted a couple lines off the desk. Tamir, who’d popped her head in, expressed concern about Lauren mixing drugs but quickly backed off.

Lauren could typically handle herself. She was known in their group as someone who could go shot for shot with people twice her size. A friend described her as “one of the fun ones”—a cheerful girl who was always game for a night out.

But only her closest friends knew the reality, that she’d been ticketed by police for public intoxication the previous fall and required to attend AA meetings. Even fewer knew that before she got to IU, her parents sent her to a six-week rehabilitation program to address her drinking and drug use.

But as pressure on Lauren had built in recent months, some of her friends started to notice that she was losing weight, looked pale for the season, and her hair appeared to be thinning—the anxiety and drugs taking a toll.

The TV was on in O’Connor’s apartment, and the basketball game was deep in the third quarter. When her dealer friend returned, he reported he couldn’t find any Xanax but sold Lauren and David Rohn four Klonopin pills—prescription tranquilizers known as “K-pins.”

Lauren was later described as being in a constant state of motion, shuffling back and forth between apartments, and texting with Wolff. The two exchanged 14 text messages in 20 minutes.

When Lauren and Rohn arrived back at Schwartz’s dinner party, they placed a dollar bill over the Klonopin on the kitchen counter and pounded the tablets into powder. After cutting it into eight lines, they began snorting it. Rohn stepped away to use the bathroom after they’d both done two lines. When he returned, Lauren had consumed the rest.

The Dallas Mavericks were pulling away. In the final seconds, Dwayne Wade missed an open three-point shot for the win, and the Miami Heat lost 95–93.

Lauren checked her phone again and saw two unread text messages from her boyfriend. She also had a new message from Jay Rosenbaum: RU coming.

Now, Lauren had to make a decision.

She could meet up with Wolff to try to mend her frayed relationship. Or she could reply to Rosenbaum, to confirm that she would be coming over to the pregame party at his townhouse just up the street. There she would see Rosenbaum, but more importantly, Rosenbaum’s neighbor, the handsome newcomer she’d met at the Indy 500.

The same guy she’d posed with in that Facebook photo, who had offered her shots and flirted with her as her boyfriend fumed from out of state. Corey Rossman, who on the drive home from the Indy 500 that weekend, had announced to Rohn, “I want to fuck Lauren.”

“She has a boyfriend,” Rohn cautioned him.

Rossman replied, “I don’t care.”

Back in Schwartz’s apartment, Lauren had made her decision. She asked Rohn if he would come with her to get ready. She was going up the street to see Rossman.





CHAPTER 2


Situated a mile east of Smallwood, on a block of stately red brick houses, lush yards, and trees, the Alpha Epsilon Pi boys chilled out in their unassuming gray, single-story frat pad and smoked pot into the night. With the basketball game now over, Wolff found himself in a late-night limbo, hanging out with his fellow Apes while wondering when Lauren might respond to his latest messages.

Wolff was still anticipating a call, but was otherwise hoping she’d just gone to sleep. Unbeknownst to him at the time, his girlfriend’s night out was just beginning.

Around midnight, Lauren left her building with her sidekick Rohn and headed up to the party Rosenbaum and his neighbor Rossman had been coaxing her to attend.

It was a typical pregame party, which meant it had nothing to do with any actual game. The night’s basketball championship, for most, was just background noise. At IU, pregaming became an almost nightly ritual where students would gather in a friend’s apartment to establish a baseline buzz before hitting the bars.

Lauren was wearing a loose white top, black leggings, ballet flats, and a fashionable Tory Burch wristlet containing her fake ID and her Smallwood keycard. Her iPhone was precariously poking out the side as she stepped out into the muggy, still night, hovering around seventy degrees with high humidity. It was unusually dark, with only a sliver of a moon. The town had been haunted by sirens all week with eight tornadoes touching down across the state days earlier, but the threat had passed and it was quiet on the Bloomington streets.

Lauren and her friend Rohn strolled three blocks uphill along the dimly lit corridors. They then rounded a corner onto Eleventh Avenue, arriving at 5 North Townhomes, where Rosenbaum and Rossman lived, a modern four-story red brick building housing mostly upperclassmen.

They were welcomed by three girls sitting on the curb, one of whom recognized Lauren and remarked, “Cute shoes!”

They chatted for a moment before the dark brown door opened and out walked Corey Rossman, a confident grin on his long, angular face, his short blond hair spiked up in front. He escorted Lauren and Rohn into the party.

Inside Rosenbaum’s townhouse, red plastic cups lined the kitchen counter. Nearly a dozen students milled around taking shots of Belvedere Vodka and downing beers from a keg.

For Rosenbaum it was a special occasion. Two of his friends from back home in Bloomfield Hills, Michigan, a wealthy suburb of Detroit, had driven in for the weekend. Rosenbaum had arranged the keg for his friends Bleznak and Ferber, and invited girls he knew in the hopes of showing them a fun time.

Lauren knew a few of the faces, but she’d come without the one roommate who was still in town. Tamir was back at Smallwood with her boyfriend, and their other housemates, Alyx Steinberg and Blair Wallach, were long gone.

Wallach, her oldest and best friend, was the most sensible of the bunch. She was that friend who didn’t drink or take drugs, and was usually the one to reel Lauren back in.

But the crew there was winding up for a big night.

Rohn left Lauren’s side to chat with the two out-of-towners while she headed toward the kitchen to talk to Rosenbaum and Rossman. Rossman, a well-heeled student from Sharon, MA, was a known player even back in high school. Because he’d sit with all the girls at lunch, some classmates suspected he was gay—until they learned about his various hookups.

After Lauren caught his eye, Rossman made no secret of his latest desire. He’d informed Rosenbaum, just like he’d told Rohn on their way back from the Indy 500. And Lauren, for her part, was not oblivious; she knew Rossman was interested in her.

Less obvious was Lauren’s relationship with the party’s host. Rosenbaum had briefly met Lauren in high school when he was visiting friends in her hometown. And he’d just recently broached his interest in her in a conversation with Rohn. Rohn assured him, “You could get with her in the future.”

Rosenbaum made a dramatic impression, an athletic young guy with smoldering green eyes, carefully groomed eyebrows, and clean cut All-American good looks. He was the charming de facto bartender at the party, quickly offering Lauren a shot. She leaned against the counter for balance, as Rossman made his move, progressing on the inroads he’d made at the Indy 500, and at a poolside barbecue the day after they got back into town. On the latter occasion, he’d expressed giddy delight when her stick-on-bra fell out of her shirt.

“Look what I found!” he’d chuckled, picking up the flesh-colored undergarment and waving it at her.

Lauren had snatched it from Rossman’s hand. “Is it weird that I’m not embarrassed about this?” she laughed.

At Rosenbaum’s, Rossman seized on another opening when Lauren spilled a drink on herself. He offered to throw her shirt in his clothes dryer. Lauren accepted, and the two left the party for his place.

Fifteen steps later, they’d arrived, just doors away. But they weren’t alone. His roommate Mike Beth, a stocky twenty-year-old with curly brown hair and the youthful beginnings of a beard, was working on a paper for a summer class.

Lauren took off her shirt and Rossman threw it in the machine in the hallway. Rossman then joined Lauren on the couch. He was showing her YouTube videos on his phone while encouraging her to come out to the bars with him.

“I want to have three more drinks and then I’ll be feeling good,” he declared.

Back at Rosenbaum’s, Rohn noticed Lauren had gone. He texted her but got no reply. A few minutes later, he messaged her again.

Rohn wanted to call it a night, so he went looking for Lauren. Poking his head into Rossman’s townhouse, he noticed his friend sitting next to Rossman, wearing just her bra and black tights. The spectacle rattled him.

“What are you doing?” he admonished Lauren.

Lauren explained the situation, that she’d spilled a drink on herself. Rohn walked over, grabbed her shirt from the dryer and handed it to her.

“Put your shirt back on,” he said.

At around the same time, the party ended. Rosenbaum stopped by to invite Rossman and Lauren to Kilroy’s Sports Bar down the street.

“We might go later,” Rossman replied.

Rohn tried to talk her into returning to Schwartz’s apartment to wind down.

“No, I’m going to the bars,” she replied.

Mike Beth, only half-focused on his paper, clicked on the TV and scrolled On Demand for a movie. Gangs of New York it was. He pressed play.

Rohn noticed Lauren’s iPhone jutting from her tiny wristlet purse. “You’re going to lose your phone,” he remarked.

But he gave up. On his way back to Smallwood, he sent her a parting text: Be careful, let me know if you need me.

But Rossman and Lauren were off into the night.

____________

Kilroy’s Sports Bar, better known as “Sports,” was just a few blocks away. It was and still is one of the largest and most popular bars in the party town, spanning a half block with two levels and three outdoor patios.

At this hour, around 2 a.m., lines would typically stretch around the block during the school year. But the crowds had dissipated by the first Thursday in June.

Lauren and Rossman walked right up to the door. One of Lauren’s acquaintances, out front smoking a cigarette, watched as she stumbled past him with Rossman. She was able to breeze inside by presenting her fake ID to the bouncer.

Inside the brick walls of Sports, light fixtures fashioned out of old vodka bottles hung from the ceiling, dangling over the mostly empty two-tops and leather booths.

To lure customers during the off season, the side patio had been transformed into a makeshift beach, decorated with fake palm trees, striped inflatable beach balls, fluorescent plastic chairs, and an inflatable kiddie pool. A truck full of sand completed the beach effect.

Lauren took off her ballet flats to settle into the sand as the booze kept flowing from an outdoor bar just steps away. Corey brought over more drinks.

It was around 2:30 a.m. when she and Rossman left. Lauren could barely stand as she walked out the door, barefoot after forgetting her shoes. She’d also left her cell phone, which hours later would light up with frantic incoming phone calls. But she was still carrying her wristlet, which contained her keycard for Smallwood, where she and Rossman headed next.

Approaching the entrance, they used Lauren’s card to unlock the automatic doors. The smooth flooring of the lobby provided a relief as the two of them lumbered past the glass lounge area and the colorful couches toward the elevator. Another swipe of her key card got Rossman and Lauren inside, and they headed up to the fifth floor.

When they stepped out, they were just a few feet from Lauren’s apartment. But she was starting to struggle, and stopped to lean against the wall and close her eyes. Rossman urged her to keep moving.

The elevator dinged again behind them, and four guys stepped out. One of the students, an Apes frat brother of Wolff named Adam Weiner, was friends with Lauren and said hello, but she didn’t appear to recognize him. She was having trouble focusing. Weiner waved a hand in front of her face to get her to respond.

“What are you doing with this guy?” Weiner asked her.

Lauren didn’t respond.

“It’s cool, man,” Rossman interjected, one arm holding Lauren up against the wall. “I’ve got her.”

“No, you don’t,” another member of the group responded. “We know this girl. Just take her back to her apartment and leave.”

“I’ve got this,” Rossman said, and so began a back-and-forth.

“I’ve got this!” Rossman repeated, in a way that irked a particularly volatile member of the group. The burly student stepped forward and punched Rossman in the face, a solid blow that sent him falling to the floor.

The guys grabbed one another and fled down the hall, concerned the punch had been captured on a security camera.

Lauren and Rossman were left sprawled out on the ground, suddenly by themselves. Returning to his feet, Rossman pulled Lauren up. He decided he would take her back to his apartment. And now, no one stood in his way.





CHAPTER 3


It was approaching 3 a.m. when Rossman and Lauren emerged from the elevator onto the ground floor. This is the last image of Lauren the public would see.

They held onto each other for support as they labored through the Smallwood lobby and out onto the sidewalk. Rossman’s lawyer would later describe them as the “walking wounded,” as they headed out into the darkness. But it was the tall young man from Massachusetts who took charge, leading his drunken companion toward his townhouse three blocks up the street.

Turning left up College Avenue, they passed a hotel, a bank, parking lot, and parked cars, all empty and dark. On the next block, in front of The Farmer House Museum, they veered left into a dark alley. A hundred yards in, they reached the midway point—10th and College, another student apartment complex. Rossman had a few female friends there who’d attended Rosenbaum’s pregame. He found the entrance to the northern stairwell propped open, and carried Lauren up to the second floor, where he knocked on their door. But there was no answer. The girls were asleep.

Rossman draped Lauren back over his shoulders and retreated down the stairwell into a parking lot.

By this point, the drugs, the drinks, and the fatigue had taken a withering toll on the petite sophomore. It had been over eight hours since she’d eaten.

But as Rossman pressed onward, he did so with no comprehension of the gravest danger.

What Lauren’s boyfriend Wolff knew, as did her family and a few close friends, was that she suffered from a rare heart condition. Long QT syndrome, a genetic heart disorder, causes fluttering arrhythmias and bouts of severe drops in blood pressure. It was serious enough that as a teenager, she was forced to quit sports. Doctors advised her to avoid anything that might make her heart beat irregularly.

But Lauren didn’t like being told what she couldn’t do. At first, she didn’t inform any of her friends about her condition. And when she went back to Camp Towanda the next summer, out of her parents’ reach again, she resumed running track and playing lacrosse and soccer. They found out from photos the camp posted on their website.

She’d never experienced any major symptoms, and it had been six years since her diagnosis. But long QT can lie dormant for years before suddenly exhibiting symptoms like heart palpitations, dizziness, fainting, and sudden death. On that night, something as innocent as a firecracker in the night sky could have stopped her heart.

As they emerged from 10th and College, Lauren attempted to stand on her own two feet but could barely make it through the parking lot before she had to stop. She made her way to a nearby stairwell where she sat on the top step, resting her hand against the wall. Rossman urged her to get back up, but her hand slipped. She fell backward, slamming the back of her skull on the concrete.

A woman walking by, a bartender just off work, saw her fall and heard the thud. She asked the young blond if she was okay, but got no answer. She was concerned, seeing Lauren was sweaty and dazed. But Rossman looked up at the stranger and downplayed the situation. “She’s drunk,” he told her.

As she walked off, Rossman picked Lauren up and carried her chest-to-chest like an infant down the stairs and toward an alley that led back to his townhouse.

Lauren tried walking again. She made it just a few steps before she dropped her wristlet. She then fell again—this time forward, unable to raise her hands for protection as she fell flat to the pavement.

She got up, then fell again.

At this point, standing near a dumpster in the alley, Rossman helped Lauren onto a curb. He whipped out his iPhone and, in what turned out to be the final moment of them captured on video, he placed a phone call to a trusted friend from back home in Sharon, MA. It was 2:55 a.m. when Rossman dialed this friend’s number. He paced in the alley as the phone rang, hoping they’d pick up. It went straight to voice mail.

Wolff was the person who’d usually answer that call. It wasn’t uncommon for him to hear one of Lauren’s friends telling him she was too intoxicated and needed someone to take her home. On more than a dozen prior occasions, he rushed out to get her.

But on this night, Rossman didn’t cede control. After his attempt to reach a trusted girlfriend back home, he picked Lauren back up, throwing her over his shoulder again. Her eye blackening from the face-plant, Lauren hung on to this relative stranger as he carried her fireman-style the remaining block up to his townhouse on the corner of Eleventh and Morton St., two doors down from the site of the pregame at Rosenbaum’s.

This is where the story gets hazy.

Back in 2011, there were no security cameras at the 5 North Townhomes. And at that hour, just after 3:00 a.m., there were no known witnesses walking around. So what happened inside the townhouses to Lauren that night can only be told by the four young men who were there—Beth, Rossman, Rosenbaum, and his hometown visitor Bleznak.

Rossman would later claim through his lawyer that he suffered a memory lapse from the punch at Smallwood, and Bleznak was purportedly asleep. That left Rosenbaum and Beth as the exclusive narrators of what turned out to be Lauren’s final hour before she disappeared.

They spoke to detectives, and later separately with private investigators, with their lawyers present, and described themselves as doing their noble best to help a girl who was in dire shape.

But their stories notably diverged, and in Rosenbaum’s case, evolved.

The two witnesses couldn’t consistently answer how Lauren got from Rossman’s townhouse two doors down to Rosenbaum’s or what Lauren did once she was inside. And there was another crucial question—who made the two calls placed around 4:00 a.m. from Rosenbaum’s cell phone? One went to Lauren’s friend David Rohn, whom she walked over to the pregame party with, and the other to Scott Schwartz, who hosted the basketball game dinner gathering earlier in the night.

Detectives and internet sleuths have obsessed over these questions for more than a decade, as that single night in early June of 2011 was left frozen in time. During her night out, she encountered dozens of witnesses, was spotted by security cameras, and left evidence behind—until she reached those townhomes, where she disappeared without a trace.

It begged the question: Did Lauren ever make it out of Rosenbaum’s alive?

The young men all became “persons of interest” in Lauren’s disappearance.

So did her boyfriend Wolff, who had been waiting all night to hear from her and told investigators he was asleep by that time. But as the Spierers’ private investigators later chased down countless leads from jailhouse tips to psychics, they continued to return to the boyfriend the family once welcomed into their home. In the midst of a rift with Lauren, he was unaccounted for during her final hours.

The discrepancies in the other young men’s accounts led Lauren’s family to later sue them for their daughter’s wrongful death. In that courtroom, the students’ lawyers would argue that their clients had no responsibility to care for Lauren once she left Rosenbaum’s townhouse.

And according to their story, she did leave.

Rosenbaum claimed he made Lauren, inside his apartment, walk a straight line to demonstrate her sobriety, and that she passed his test. Though she had no shoes on and was having trouble standing, he claimed, she insisted on returning home.

During one interview, Rosenbaum said he watched her walk out his front door. He called after her, continuing to ask her if she was really okay to walk home, but she swore she was.

But in another account, Rosenbaum said he actually walked upstairs to his second-floor Juliet balcony to watch Lauren and called out to her, “Text me when you find your phone.”

Rosenbaum says he watched her walk all the way to the intersection of 11th and College without incident, past a construction site toward College Avenue on her way back to Smallwood. The massive holes in that site would be filled with cement the next morning. Garbage trucks would crisscross the city, emptying dumpsters and hauling trash to landfills outside of town.

Her body would never be found.

In a follow-up interview, Rosenbaum recalled a possible shadowy figure approaching Lauren at the corner, fueling speculation that she may have been abducted. Months later, recounting the night to a suspicious friend of hers, Rosenbaum was adamant that she had left his townhouse and the real killer was out there somewhere. A former prosecutor would later claim that Lauren was inside the “danger zone” of a man who would be convicted of murdering a female IU student four years later. In the early days of the investigation into Lauren’s disappearance that night, a witness approached police to report a woman screaming around 4:00 a.m.

Still, though, by Rosenbaum’s account he never offered to accompany her home. As his lawyer would claim in court, Lauren “just walked out.”

This is the last description we have of twenty-year-old Lauren Spierer from Scarsdale, New York: missing her phone, shoes, and wallet; nursing a black eye and a possible head injury; three blocks from home and a half hour from sunrise; into the purpling pre-dawn of her nearly deserted Midwest college town, walking alone and determined to reach her destination.

The question is whether you believe it.





PART 2


THE FRENZY





CHAPTER 4


Jesse Wolff dialed Lauren’s number and held his breath as the phone rang.

After daybreak that morning, he called and texted Lauren incessantly. He’d later tell investigators that, as far as he knew, she’d gone to sleep early. But as her phone kept ringing, Wolff couldn’t help but let his mind race. He tried to keep himself from imagining the worst.

And then, suddenly and startlingly, a person using Lauren’s phone picked up.

“Hello?” a man’s voice called out.

Wolff was confused. He asked for his girlfriend.

“This is Sports,” the man on the other end explained. “We saw your texts. We have her phone.”

“Can I come down and get it?” Wolff asked.

“We can only release it to Lauren,” the man said. “Or the police.”

____________

That same morning, Corey Rossman stepped out of his townhouse into the bright sun, feeling the lingering effects of his long night. A cloudless blue sky offered no shade for him or the other hungover students milling around his complex. Rossman recognized a couple of them standing near his door.

Though his lawyer would claim that Rossman suffered memory loss from getting punched during his night out with Lauren, schoolmates who saw him that morning would later report that he had no bruising or noticeable redness on his face.

Rossman walked up to the group.

“What’s up, boys?” he said. “Any of you happen to see a little blond girl?”

____________

The young men who had the altercation with Rossman the night before spent their morning recapping their wild night. They were sitting in an apartment at Smallwood when Lauren’s roommate Hadar Tamir walked in. She told them that Lauren hadn’t slept in her bed the night before and asked if they knew where she was.

One of the young men texted Zach Oakes, the guy who punched Rossman the night before. Hey Zach, the text said. The girl never came home.

Zach responded: No way.

____________

For Sara Gornish, the morning began with class followed by a stroll up to the pool at Tenth and College, a summer session ritual where she’d while away some time with friends into the afternoon.

Gornish grabbed a chair and sat down with Amanda Roude and several other schoolmates. She noticed Jay Rosenbaum and Corey Rossman milling around.

Gornish was waiting for her friend Hadar Tamir to join them. But instead, she received a curious text. It was Tamir informing her that Wolff had just called her in a rattled state. He was looking for Lauren. Tamir explained that she couldn’t talk to him because she was still in class.

As if on cue, Gornish’s phone rang with another call, this one from Wolff himself.

“Hey, have you talked to Lauren?” he asked, with a notable tension in his voice. “I guess she went out last night. I was watching the basketball game at home. I haven’t heard from her and I’m kind of freaking out. Heard anything?”

“I don’t know,” Gornish told Wolff. “She was trashed last night.”

Scott Schwartz, who hosted the dinner party at Smallwood, echoed that statement: “She was totally fucked up,” he declared. And he noticed an unanswered phone call. Jay would later claim that Lauren made that mystery call from his phone, shortly before she left his apartment.

Lauren’s friends wouldn’t typically jump into action in a situation like this. Tamir would later explain to investigators that everybody in their group would party a little too hard sometimes, then crash. It wasn’t necessarily a cause for alarm.

“It happens, and then you bounce back and you’re fine. Maybe you throw up. You just go home and sleep it off. Maybe you’re hungover.”

“We’re not running to the hospital every time something bad happens,” she added.

And Lauren had gone missing before after nights out, burying herself under a blanket and not surfacing for hours. “She could be sleeping till one or two in the afternoon,” her friend Amanda Roude would later say. “She was a sleeper.”

Sometimes, when Lauren had too much to drink, she’d order food for the group, then nod off. Her roommates would wake up to the sound of a delivery man ringing their doorbell, or trip over a cold pizza on their doorstep the next morning. Lauren could sleep through just about anything.

But Gornish could hear the panic in Wolff’s voice. When she got off the phone with him, she questioned the guys at the pool to see if they knew anything. Rossman and Rosenbaum acknowledged that they’d seen Lauren the night before, and said she’d left their townhouse complex “pretty messed up.”

They were both “very cool, calm, and collected about the whole thing,” Gornish would later tell investigators.

Quizzed by classmates, Rossman didn’t mention that just a few hours earlier, he’d carried an unsteady Lauren on his shoulders through an alley back to his townhouse—past that same pool they were gathering that next morning.

The group decided to form their own informal search party and went to Smallwood to see if Lauren was there. As they walked, the girls peppered Rossman and Rosenbaum with more questions. Both young men expressed surprise that Wolff hadn’t heard from Lauren that morning and willingly joined the effort to retrace what would have been her steps back to her apartment at Smallwood.

A few minutes later, one of the students spotted a clue. Down the alleyway between the pool and Smallwood, wrapped around a railing, were a set of keys with an attached silver keychain shaped like a hand. The image was a hamsa, a Jewish symbol of protection.

Lauren’s keys.

The group split up from there, Rossman walking home to meet his roommate Mike Beth, who was returning from class.

Beth said he’d texted Lauren earlier but hadn’t received a reply. Rossman also sent her a message, casually saying, If you have your phone back, let me know.

Rossman told investigators that upon returning to the townhouses, they also met up with Rosenbaum and his visiting friends, David Bleznak and Alex Ferber, and discussed the prior night.

There, Rossman received a text back from Sports: they still had Lauren’s phone.

And another from Lauren’s roommate Hadar Tamir: they still hadn’t found her.

____________

David Rohn, who’d escorted Lauren to Rosenbaum’s pregame the night before, had been up pretty late himself and slept through his 8:15 a.m. class. When he woke up, he headed over to the university gym to play basketball. Rohn was working up a good sweat when he heard his phone buzz. It was a text from Tamir: Wolff was going to call him.

Wolff and Rohn didn’t know each other well. They’d only met on a couple of occasions. In a way, they represented flip sides of Lauren’s college life. Lauren was typically either with her senior boyfriend Wolff, socializing at his frat or lazing with him at home, or circulating with friends like Rohn, her Smallwood sidekick who’d served as her go-between with the townhouse crew. The two paths rarely crossed.

“This is going to sound weird,” Wolff said awkwardly when Rohn picked up his call. “But do you know where Lauren is? She never came home last night.”

Rohn explained that he didn’t and told Wolff that the last he’d seen of Lauren, she was going out to the bars with Rossman. So for Wolff, the puzzle pieces were starting to fit. Wolff began his day with news that his girlfriend had lost her phone at Kilroy’s Sports Bar, and was later informed that she never came home. And finally, now, word about her night out with Corey Rossman—the one guy Wolff knew had been eyeing Lauren.

“Thanks,” he told Rohn and hung up.

Rohn played basketball for a few more minutes before returning to Smallwood to shower. Then he walked over to Lauren’s apartment to see if she’d come home yet. When he knocked on the door, Wolff answered. Inside the apartment were a group of a half-dozen of Lauren’s friends, all looking concerned.

Lauren’s bed was made and had not been slept in. Perched on a shelf were three Hello Kitty dolls and a Jack Daniels Whiskey placard. The white walls were decorated with a colorful and eclectic mix of posters including Warhol’s Marilyn Monroe prints, a Woodstock poster promoting “3 Days of Peace & Music,” and a sign reading “Be Nice or Leave.” No clues were left in the bedroom besides a small bag of cocaine on her dresser.

They compared notes. Having already called the hospitals and the jail, after finding her purse, and knowing the state Lauren was in, the group agreed they had to take the next step.

It was early evening. It had been well over twelve hours since she was last seen.

They were finally ready to spread the word, to reach out to people outside their social network. This came with severe risks, they knew, for they’d spent their college years living in and protecting the supervision-free world they’d created. But they’d exhausted their own efforts to find Lauren. They were finally ready to report their friend missing to the police.

Most of the group was still holding it together, trying to stay positive. But Jesse Wolff was watching his worst fear play out. He expressed anger at Lauren for pushing herself too hard again, despite their many close calls over the past two years.

One night in particular haunted him. It was just a couple months earlier that she’d passed out at a party around 3:00 a.m. Getting the call from one of her roommates, Wolff carried her back to Smallwood, hoisting her limp body on his shoulders, taking stairs to avoid a security guard.

When he got Lauren back to her bed, she vomited on her comforter. He feared she would die. However, even as her eyes rolled back in her head and she began convulsing, Wolff chose not to call 9-1-1. Medical concerns aside, he feared she’d break up with him if he exposed her, and that she’d get expelled because she was still on probation for her prior drinking infraction. So he stayed up and watched over her as she slept it off.

“Why did you do this again?” he yelled in frustration in the dorm room.

But he was frustrated with himself too.

As they headed downstairs toward their vehicles, Wolff told the group he was going to drive separately so he could break the news himself to Lauren’s family. “I need to call Rebecca,” he told them, referring to Lauren’s older sister.

Rebecca, receiving the call, asked Wolff if it was serious enough to call her parents. It was.

When they arrived at the police station, a mile away, the group stepped into the lobby visibly distraught. Jesse came barreling into the station in a manic state, hyperventilating. At the front desk they explained the unthinkable, that their friend had vanished after a long night out. But an officer informed them of the protocol, that missing person reports could only be filed once the person had been gone for twenty-four hours.

They insisted that they knew their friend well and that she might be in serious trouble. They couldn’t wait.

“What are you going to do?” they demanded. “What can we do?”

At this point, a detective invited Lauren’s friends into a private conference room to explain what happened. Around the table they went, recapping the night for the officer as best they could as he took notes, retracing Lauren’s steps with the information they knew. She was out with friends, intoxicated, late the night before. She’d left her shoes and phone at a bar.

Today none of them had heard from her, and they’d checked all the usual places she could’ve ended up. They were out of options, no longer able to handle it themselves, and admitted they needed help. Each person present—Sara Gornish, David Rohn, Amanda Roude, and Hadar Tamir—contributed bits and pieces to the story.

When it was Wolff’s turn to speak, he didn’t add any details from the night, but he said something that startled those present.

“I’ve always feared this, and now it’s happening,” Wolff muttered to nobody in particular, his head in his hands. “You don’t know how many times I found Lauren, like behind a house or in a little alleyway, so drunk that if I didn’t find her, I knew something was going to happen. I knew it.”

His comments startled Amanda Roude and Sara Gornish, who were still optimistic that their friend would be found. Still hoping Lauren had gotten drunk and was somewhere sleeping it off, maybe somewhere they hadn’t considered checking.

“I just remember Jesse being really scared, but also like really mad,” Amanda would recall years later. “I’ll never forget it. I was like, wow, I always knew that Lauren struggled with those types of things. I mean, I’d seen her being carried over Jesse’s shoulders and things like that. But I was young and immature back then. I just remember thinking in that moment, ‘This is serious.’”





CHAPTER 5


At daybreak Saturday, twenty-four hours since Lauren was last seen, Rob and Charlene Spierer sped forty-six miles from the Indianapolis Airport toward Bloomington, feverishly making calls along the way. They’d dropped everything to book last-minute flights and meet in the terminal that morning, Rob flying in from New York and Charlene from Alabama where she’d been tending to her ailing mother.

They had to move quickly.

Time seemed to stand still from the moment they’d received the terrifying news. Rob had been off work Friday and was driving home from a day of golf in Long Island when he received the call from his older daughter Rebecca. She had panic in her voice.

“Dad, Lauren is missing!” she cried. “She hasn’t been seen since the night before, and nobody knows where she is.”

Rob pulled up to his house five minutes later. He raced to find the phone numbers of Lauren’s friends. He gathered as much information as he could and then worked them for more people to call. One was Jay Rosenbaum, a stranger at the time. He instructed the young man from Michigan to expand the search, to check dumpsters.

Rob, an accountant by trade, was all business, suddenly on the most pressing deadline of his life. He’d typically start his day catching a Metro-North train from Scarsdale, taking the Harlem line to commute into Manhattan, where he’d spend days in his office poring over the finances of wealthy clients who valued his relentless work ethic, understanding of tax law, and eye for detail.

He was channeling every bit of his deductive reasoning now to finding his baby girl, struggling not to let his thoughts stray. His nightmare scenarios threatened to run wild: that she’d been kidnapped or was somewhere passed out in a ditch, gasping for air, her heart a ticking time bomb threatening to explode from a medical condition she didn’t take seriously.

Down in Alabama, already helping her father take care of her ailing mother, Charlene had received the call from Rob just as they were sitting down to dinner.

“Char,” Rob had simply said. “Lauren’s missing.”

They booked the earliest flights available to meet in Indianapolis that next morning.

Then, it was a restless, agonizing wait, as they counted the minutes till dawn.

In the dead of night, Charlene looked at her phone and noticed a missed call from a blocked number. No voice mail was left. Her mind raced with the thought that this might be an abductor who’d taken Lauren, or at least someone who had better information than the spare details they’d gleaned so far. She called the phone company and begged them to tell her who’d called. The representative refused.

As the sun began to rise Saturday morning, Charlene’s father drove her to the airport. They shared a quiet ride. “What do you say to your father?” she recalled thinking. “This is his grandchild.”

At the gate, Charlene was besieged by more frustrating news: her flight was overbooked. She didn’t have a seat. It was only after Charlene broke down at the counter, explaining how dire her situation was, that she was saved by a fellow passenger who gave up her spot.

While Rob and Charlene flew toward Indiana, the city of Bloomington was just waking up. Construction work resumed at the site Lauren had reportedly walked past that night, just down the street from Jay Rosenbaum’s townhouse. Fresh concrete was being poured into the ground. Garbage trucks crisscrossed the city, emptying dumpsters and hauling the trash out to a transfer station six miles out of town, en route to a massive landfill sixty miles away, just south of Terre Haute.

____________

Leaving the Indianapolis airport, Rob drove the rental car as Charlene worked the phone. They called everyone they could think of: Lauren’s friends, the police, the school, even sign shops around town.

The story of what had transpired Thursday night was still vague in their minds, but they kept their focus on where their daughter Lauren was right now. If they could find her in time, the rest could be figured out later.

During their hour-long drive to Bloomington, they couldn’t help but notice the landscape. Their trip south on I-69 cut past massive parks, dense greenbelts, and vast, deep lakes. Miles and miles of open space.

And as they finally neared their destination, the Spierers understood they’d never see Bloomington the same again.

Charlene had accompanied Lauren on her visit two years earlier during her senior year in high school and marveled at the sheer beauty of the Midwest college town, aptly named for its blooming trees and flowers. The two fell in love with the school’s sprawling campus full of lush fields bursting with youth and possibility. Plaques outside the academic buildings told the charming origin story of IU opening its doors in 1825 in a single two-story brick structure, with only one teacher and twelve male students, before growing to its current enrollment of over 40,000.

“It felt like what a college should feel like,” she recalled. “Everybody was wearing IU T-shirts and IU sweatshirts—everybody had a lot of school spirit and the kids looked happy.”

Charlene had become the quintessential “dorm mom,” sending care packages of home-baked treats for Lauren and her friends. When she came to town, she spoiled the girls by stocking their fridge and cupboards with groceries and sweets.

And when Lauren and three friends moved off campus into Smallwood in the fall of 2010, Charlene accompanied her daughter to help her settle in. She felt at home there, invigorated by the sense of camaraderie. She was overjoyed when she saw a familiar face. The father of Lauren’s new roommate Hadar, Avi, had been one of Charlene’s most loyal customers when she owned a flower shop on the Upper West Side of Manhattan.

The Spierers, in fact, felt so comfortable around campus that they never really considered who to call in the event of an emergency.

On that Saturday morning, Rob realized he had no direct contact information for anyone with the school. So he called the campus police, only to speak with an officer who wasn’t even aware of a missing student.

Their first stop in town that day was the Bloomington police headquarters on East Third Street. They were invited to sit down with a detective and the police captain, who caught them up on the investigation.

By that point, the cops had taken dogs to Smallwood to search and sniff Lauren’s room and followed what they knew at the time to be her general path that Thursday night. They’d also been in touch with the security office at Smallwood and requested footage, though the complex hadn’t released any yet.

Police really had nothing specific to share about Lauren’s whereabouts.

But a couple things did register in Rob’s mind. Police had described the importance of moving quickly to get the word out and also of the need to expand their search to a five-mile radius.

So the Spierers, upon leaving the station, drove to a local copy center and began handwriting and photocopying posters with a picture of their daughter that Rob had brought from home.

“MISSING,” the sign read. “Lauren Spierer.”

They began taping and stapling them on light poles and in shop windows. And as they made their way through town, their hearts seized up every time they noticed any commotion.

“You feel like every siren you hear is the siren going to get Lauren,” Charlene recalled.

That same afternoon, they also phoned one of Lauren’s friends from back home in New York with a special request: Alert the media.

This is when I entered the picture.

____________

At the time of Lauren’s disappearance, I was a senior crime reporter for the Journal News, working eight miles up the road from the Spierer residence in Westchester County, NY. I was one of the only two reporters working the weekend rotation, sitting with my feet propped on my cubicle desk on a lazy Saturday afternoon when the phone rang.

On a typical weekend, the “bat phone,” a yellow landline perched on a pedestal in the center of the room, would light up with calls from readers complaining they hadn’t received their papers. But this caller seemed jittery, anxious.

“Hello, I’d like to speak with a reporter?” the young man asked, sounding uncertain if he’d dialed the correct number. “My name is Frankie Merante.”

His tone was quite serious, somber. He had some news, and he was very much hoping we’d share it with the public.

“I have a close friend. She goes to Indiana University. And she’s missing,” he declared.

“Her name is Lauren Spierer,” he said, and spelled it out.

This was deeply personal for him. Frankie and Lauren had gone to the same high school and worked together at a boutique clothing store in their tiny hometown. When Lauren went off to college, she made him a photo book chronicling their friendship. He emailed over a picture of Lauren, sporting a warm, ebullient smile.

“She’s been my best friend for the last six years,” Frankie explained. “We’re trying to get the word out across the country.”

“Anything you can tell me about what happened?” I asked.

He seemed unsure what he should share. Not that he knew much.

He provided a simple rundown, based on what Jay Rosenbaum had told the cops—that Lauren was last seen around 4:30 a.m. the previous day walking barefoot near the intersection of College Avenue and 11th Street in Bloomington, on the way to her apartment building.

There was a description of Lauren: “White, four-feet-eleven-inches tall with a slender build, blue eyes and blond hair longer than shoulder length.” She was wearing a white tank top and black stretch pants.

And he shared one detail that heightened the urgency—that Lauren had a rare heart condition that could be life-threatening if she did not have access to medication.

We posted the story later that afternoon, headlined “Scarsdale woman with heart condition missing at Indiana college.” It was short, just six paragraphs long, but it contained the elements of a media sensation. White girl. Affluent. College. Blond. Missing.

The case instantly drew comparisons to the disappearance of Natalee Ann Holloway, an eighteen-year-old from Mississippi who vanished while on a class trip in Aruba on May 30, 2005.

It quickly gained traction with media outlets from Indiana and across the country picking up the news. The viral reaction came as no real surprise to me, or anyone in the news business. My editors seized on it, putting me on a plane to Indiana that next Monday morning. They sensed this story had “legs,” as opposed to many other stories of tragedy that barely got noticed.

In Westchester, most crimes happened in our southernmost cities, Yonkers and Mount Vernon, urban environments with large, lower-income Black communities with fewer readers and advertisers. Our nearly all-white newsroom was directed to instead focus our attention on more affluent areas, stories that typically got more clicks, and thus more ad dollars.

I’d hear similar instructions throughout my career, where editors would shoot down nearly all stories from poor neighborhoods, derisively calling them “low-rent.” To get the go-ahead on a crime story in, say, East New York in Brooklyn, I had to emphasize there was something truly unusual about it: which they knew as well as I did was a catch-22, because you know so little about a subject before you investigate it.

It was frustrating. Certain stories that deserved attention never made the news.

But for the Spierer story, there were no such issues. From day one, my editors gave me full support to follow the case wherever it led.

The Spierers were also unwitting beneficiaries of the realities of the news business.

As print and broadcast media jumped on the story, readers and viewers took notice. A flood of tips came in to the local police department, and a flock of people ranging from family friends to concerned strangers traveled from as far away as New York and California to join the fledgling search.

It also brought the sort of attention nobody in the quaint town of Bloomington actually wanted.

Before that day, Indiana University was best known as playing host to the “Little 500” bicycle race and serving as the idyllic backdrop of the 1979 Academy Award winning, sugary sweet coming-of-age drama Breaking Away.

But coverage of the young woman’s disappearance suggested a darker side to the college town.

And with Lauren now missing for nearly forty-eight hours, the young men involved that night were starting to feel the prying eyes turn toward them for answers.

That’s when Rossman and Rosenbaum, and their well-heeled families, sought cover and reached out to lawyers to represent them. And Rosenbaum’s friends from Michigan, Bleznak and Ferber, packed up and left Bloomington without speaking to the authorities.

Wolff’s parents also promptly flew into town from Long Island, and that afternoon Wolff and his father barged unannounced into Rossman’s townhouse to confront him over his role in Lauren’s disappearance. Rossman’s roommate Mike Beth had to break the two up and push the Wolffs outside.

Jesse’s father boasted that he could see the fear in Rossman’s eyes, as his raging son shouted at Rossman, “I hope you rot in jail!”

And outside of Bloomington, word was spreading about the missing girl from IU. Stories about Lauren’s case were gaining traction on social media, and internet sleuths began to fixate on what would become one of the most mysterious disappearances of modern times. Everyone was left puzzling over the limited set of facts, as they racked their brains over a fundamental question:

How could a popular young woman out partying with friends just vanish?





CHAPTER 6


In the days after Lauren’s disappearance, her friends from back East flew into Indiana to join the search.

Among them were Blair Wallach and Alyx Steinberg, who cut their summers short to join Hadar Tamir in Bloomington. The three Smallwood roommates banded together to search for their missing fourth, who vanished just days after they left town.

A new reality was just beginning to sink in, and it terrified them. They may never see their dear friend again. But they also were cognizant of another inescapable fact: that her disappearance exposed the vulnerabilities of a life they’d all been part of. They’d felt invincible. But now, they found themselves fearing scrutiny as police and reporters closed in.

This was the wake-up call they’d never really imagined. The three young women had known each other for years, building relationships they believed would last a lifetime.

Blair Wallach and Lauren met at Camp Towanda when they were just nine years old and were instantly drawn to each other. “We would play with our stuffed animals and make weird concoctions with shaving cream and grass,” Blair said.

The duo became inseparable, and even after sleepaway camp ended that first August, found ways to see each other.

“When you’re living in camp, you’re living with these people in an open room with like fifteen girls and you’re there from June to August with no cell phones and no TV. You know someone on a completely different level,” Blair said. “I’d come home from camp and obviously I wanted to see my home friends and my family, but I’d come home on a Friday and that Monday I was getting lunch with Lauren. We just missed each other and wanted to see each other. California Pizza Kitchen was our favorite, at my mall, Garden State Plaza in New Jersey.”

Blair was a fifty-minute drive from Scarsdale.

“Obviously our parents would have to drive us, but as we got older, we would get our cars. There was one point, it must have been sophomore year of high school, she was at my house like every single weekend.

“She was my best friend in the world. She was like part of my family, and she would come over for holidays,” Blair said.

And as their relationship grew, their social networks merged. Many of them shared similar backgrounds, raised by secular Jewish families, many of them wealthy and from the tri-state area, connected by bridges and tunnels around the outskirts of New York City.

“Our friends would become each other’s friends,” Blair said. “It was just an easy thing.”

In the spring of her junior year, Lauren went to Japan for two weeks to study Japanese fashion in a cultural exchange program arranged by her high school. She kept in touch with Blair every day over AOL Instant Messenger, and told Blair that whatever she wanted to do that summer, she should just tell her mom and sign her up. Wherever Blair went, Lauren wanted to go, and vice versa.

The two ultimately decided to go to a college prep summer program at UCLA. The program offered SAT prep courses as well as—what caught their eyes—courses in fashion design and photography. They pulled together a group of camp buddies and enrolled.

The two friends thought the UCLA campus was beautiful and liked their living situation, together in one apartment adjoined to another where two of their other friends from back home were staying. But still, they longed for a return to their nook in the Pocono Mountains.

“We got there and we were like, ‘Oh my God, this sucks. We have to go back to camp,’” Blair remembered thinking.

They called their parents to complain. “Our parents were like, ‘You’re staying put,’” Blair said. “‘We’re hanging up. You’re staying put. Talk to you later.’ And it was still like the best summer.”

They had two bedrooms in their apartment but only used one. “We were literally sleeping in the same bed the entire summer. We just wanted to be together all the time,” Blair said. “We used the extra room for storage. When we were lazy, we’d throw our garbage in it.”

And it was at that UCLA summer program where they’d meet their future third roommate, Alyx Steinberg, a fellow East Coaster from New Jersey.

There were only around 100 people in the program, and although Alyx was there primarily to take a wellness class they offered, the three connected in their SAT prep class.

Alyx was enchanted by Lauren from the start. “She just had this cool sense about her, like really warm and friendly,” Alyx said.

Alyx was especially taken with Lauren’s eclectic fashion sense.

“She had this really cool beaded bag from Urban Outfitters. She worked at LF, which was a trendy clothing store in high school. She had a lot of fun outfits there. She was just very well-dressed and very cute and put together.”

Their senior year in high school, when it came time to apply to colleges, Lauren and Blair made sure to apply to all the same ones. Boston University, Syracuse, and IU were their top choices. Since Lauren and Wolff had begun dating, the two friends had started discussing IU as their number one choice so Lauren could follow him there. Lauren especially liked IU for its fashion merchandising program.

When acceptance letters arrived in the spring of their senior year, they called each other with the good news.

“We’re going to Indiana!” Blair said.

“100%!” Lauren replied.

“And we’re going to be roommates!”

“100%!”

They called around to announce the news to their overlapping friend group and recruited several others from their East Coast world to join them on their IU adventure.

After joining a Facebook group of incoming IU students, Lauren and Blair reconnected with Alyx and the three began chatting about how excited they were to be reunited in Bloomington.

In May, Lauren attended an IU meetup in Manhattan to get to know other incoming students from the area. There she briefly met Hadar Tamir, one of Alyx’s friends from middle school on Long Island, who would later become their fourth roommate.

Hadar was a camper herself, though she’d spend summers at nearby Camp Chen-A-Wanda in the Poconos. The two camps had played sports against one another, but Hadar wouldn’t properly meet the Towanda crew until orientation week at IU in August 2009.

For Hadar, it felt like the stars were aligning that week. “Facebook was a thing back then, and everyone was connected through summer programs, camp, and mutual friends,” Hadar said.

In college for the first time, half the country away, it felt a little less scary knowing so many other incoming students.

“We had a big group of fourteen we rolled up to school with, and we were instantly all best friends,” Blair gushed.

Hadar felt drawn to Lauren immediately after being reintroduced during orientation week in Bloomington: “It was like, this is Lauren Spierer, we’re going to be best friends forever.”

“She’s just the cutest thing, you want to just put her in your pocket, just hold onto her forever,” Hadar said. “She was just so cute and easy to be with. We had a very mother-daughter-like relationship. I was always helping her organize her stuff in her dorm. She had all the clothes and shoes, and I was always organizing things to help her.”

Blair and Lauren lived together in the dorms their freshman year, in a building called Frisco, and Alyx and Hadar were roommates in the dorm next to theirs, McNutt. “We’d always go out together; we’d always eat together,” Alyx explained. “We were all just one big crew.”

The girls were inseparable, exploring Bloomington, shopping at the mall, getting their nails done, and, later, hitting the bars.

Back in high school, Lauren and her friends would join the occasional beer bash at a friend’s house, or convince a camp counselor to sneak them booze.

“If we were at a party, we’d drink. But if we were at my house watching Sex and the City reruns, we weren’t drinking,” Blair said. “We were stuffing our faces with Goldfish.”

But in her late teens, Lauren began to show an appetite for more than just alcohol.

During her senior year in high school, she sometimes used cocaine during the school day, and as a counselor-in-training her senior summer she was caught breaking camp rules by getting drunk on a day off.

Some of her camp friends told their parents, who in turn told Lauren’s parents they thought Lauren might have a drinking problem.

Lauren’s parents took it seriously and gave her an ultimatum: Attend a six-week outpatient rehabilitation program prior to attending IU or skip her freshman year and undergo a full six-month treatment program. Lauren chose the former and attended a clinic in White Plains, New York.

But now, at IU, Lauren and her friends had more temptation—and freedom—than ever before.

“Alyx had her car the second semester of freshman year, so, this is totally illegal, but we would pack seven of us in her five-person car, and go out to restaurants, hang out with people, just get out of the dorm area,” Hadar said. “We’d definitely go out Thursdays, Fridays, and Saturdays. And then during the day, we’d walk around campus and the downtown area, go for brunch, go shopping.”

“Being in a dorm, being in college, being on campus, it’s like you’re in a time capsule. Everything is like, one day is like a week. You get so close so fast because you spend so much time together.”

The group of girls went to a bar called Jake’s every Saturday night. Jake’s was an in-spot their freshman year because the bar had a DJ spinning every weekend. And it was near a Papa John’s where they could grab a late-night pizza. It was also known around town as the easiest bar to get into with a fake ID. Everybody in the group had one, but some appeared more authentic than others.

“We looked forward to Saturday night,” Alyx said. “You know, ‘What are you going to wear to Jake’s Saturday night?’ It was the place to be. We’d put on our little skirts and dresses. We’d put on our best look of the week.”

When they weren’t out at Jake’s, or trying their luck at Sports, or at The Bluebird for ten-cent beers on Wednesday nights, the girls would socialize at Wolff’s frat house with the Apes. They had another friend from New York, Jed, who was pledging there. “We would roll up with like seven girls,” Blair said.

Then, on Sundays, the girls would get together at a coffee shop on campus and talk for hours, sharing stories about their weekend.

“It was just a fun, carefree, breezy time in our lives,” Alyx said. “It was just perfect.”

____________

The four girls moved in together the following August, moving to an off-campus apartment called Smallwood. It was an ideal location: a short walk from campus, across the street from a liquor store, and surrounded by restaurants. There was even a Waffle House around the corner for breakfast and late-night meals. They had no interest in a sorority. At IU, there was an acronym for this. The girls were GDIs: God Damn Independents.

When they all got back into town for the fall semester, they went to Bed Bath and Beyond, the campus bookstore, and Target, where they bought stuff for their new off-campus apartment, five carts full—although only four carts made it to the checkout. The girls were especially disappointed they’d forgotten a quesadilla maker in that missing cart.

It was only after they got settled in together that their personality differences became more apparent. Blair was more “straight-edge,” a mild drinker who didn’t take drugs of any kind. But by this point, Alyx, Hadar, and Lauren were pushing things to the limit more and more frequently.

Like many college freshmen, the girls loved their first taste of freedom in the dorms on campus. But off campus their sophomore year, it got more intense. No Resident Assistants. No curfews. No rules. Life at Smallwood was “freedom +.”

That fall, their Saturday morning routine went like this: Alyx would wake up first, rousting her roommates at 6:00 a.m. by blasting pulsing house music. She’d line up shots of tequila on the big island in their shared kitchen, where the girls would slam a couple of shots as they made breakfast. Then they’d dress in their red-and-white IU gear for the football game later that day. By mid-morning the girls would go to a house party to pregame before heading down to the grassy tailgate fields surrounding Memorial Stadium, where groups of the fifty-three thousand rowdy fans would get liquored up enough to cheer on what in those days was a losing team. (IU’s football team finished 1–7 in the Big 10 in both 2010 and 2011.) For Lauren and her friends, the game on the field was always less important than the social event outside.

The tailgating rules were lax: Campus police just didn’t want to see underage students carrying cans of beer. If the liquid remained in a red Solo cup, you were okay. Even so, Lauren got a drinking ticket that fall at a tailgate along with Wolff. They were loudly bickering, Lauren spilled her drink, and a cop stepped in to break it up and give them each breathalyzer tests.

This wasn’t the first time a tailgate party had gotten the best of Lauren. During her freshman year, her friends spent an entire game taking care of her. Blair, her oldest friend, volunteered to confront her about it, sitting Lauren down to discuss it with her the next day.

“This is not okay,” she told Lauren. “What if we couldn’t find you? What if you wandered off? You were a mess.”

“I totally get it,” Lauren replied. “I know. I appreciate you saying something.”

As part of the court-mandated pretrial diversion for the drinking ticket her sophomore year, Lauren had to attend ninety days of counseling. Blair would let her borrow her car for the 6:00 p.m. meetings on Mondays.

For Lauren it was a deeply depressing three months. The typically extroverted Lauren would finish class and head back to Smallwood to stay in for the night. They’d return to find her asleep.

She felt left out and bought a bunny to keep her company. Upon completing her final treatment class, she rejoined her friends for a pregame at Smallwood and then went out to the bars. She didn’t last long.

“There’s a point where her eyes won’t focus and once that happens, it’s like, ‘Okay, let’s go,’” Blair said. “Her eyes weren’t focusing. She could barely stand.” Lauren threw up all night, and Blair and Wolff had to take care of her.

The next morning, Blair had another tough talk with Lauren, explaining how worried they all were.

“I messed up. I get it,” Lauren said. “I appreciate you telling me.”

Blair told her, “I’ll do whatever I have to do.”

And now, back in town in June 2011 participating in a desperate search for their missing housemate, the girls couldn’t help but remember these moments, blinking red warning beacons that were once lost in the fog of early adulthood. Their college experience in Bloomington seemed like a dream, but now that dream was over.

Lauren needed them more than ever.





CHAPTER 7


A few miles outside of Bloomington, off Showers Road and State Route 37, a farmer was tending to his crops when he was startled by a gruesome sight. Lying among the rows of corn was the decomposing body of a young blond woman in her twenties.

She was naked except for her underwear. Though her body had been lying there for nearly two weeks in the elements, handprints remained visible on her neck.

Once officers from the Monroe County Sheriff’s Department reached the scene, they found evidence that someone was cooking methamphetamine on the banks of Beanblossom Creek a few hundred yards from the body. In questioning by investigators, the three persons of interest who admitted to being the last people to see the victim late on the night of her death soon changed their versions of events. Her driver’s license was found in her boyfriend’s possession.

None were charged in the 2010 killing of a young high school dropout and drug abuser whose final years were defined by erratic behavior and the insecurity of poverty.

Her name was Crystal Grubb.

The last time Crystal saw her mother Janice, two days before her disappearance, she stopped by to drop off dirty laundry. She’d been in a heated argument with her boyfriend, who was due to appear in court for a battery and disorderly conduct charge the next month.

“Something’s gonna happen to me,” Crystal told Janice that day, “and nobody’s gonna goddamn know.”

Mentions in the newspapers of Crystal Grubb were scant, both after her disappearance and after her body was found in that cornfield in Monroe County.

Crystal’s murder remains unsolved today.

Reading up on old cases in Bloomington, I reached out to Grubb’s mother in June 2011, days after Lauren’s disappearance. She couldn’t help but feel like her daughter was discarded and forgotten while the community was now rallying together, desperate to find this latest missing young woman, Lauren Spierer.

“They got a lot more people looking for her,” Grubb told me. “We’re not getting as much as they get because my daughter wasn’t a student and is from a low-income family.”

Despite being somewhat similar in appearance and nearby in geography, because of Crystal Grubb’s financial status, her story was one of those my editors would call “low-rent.”

Disappearances in minority communities are even more commonly ignored.

Only a week before Lauren Spierer went missing in 2011 in Bloomington, Athena Curry was at her boyfriend Yousef’s house in Atlanta, GA. The two had an on-again, off-again relationship and an eighteen-month-old son named King.

Athena, twenty years old at the time, had hit a rocky patch with Yousef. Though they were planning on moving in together soon, and had scheduled appointments to visit rental houses over the long Memorial Day Weekend, Athena had found evidence that Yousef was possibly cheating on her. Yousef claimed that after Athena confronted him about his alleged infidelity, she stormed out of the house at 3:00 a.m.

Athena was never seen again.

“I believe someone somewhere knows something,” her sister Aisha told NBC News in 2020. “It’s hard to imagine someone carrying this secret this long and not telling anyone. I can only pray that they feel it in their heart to come forward.”

Despite the similarities between Athena’s story and Lauren’s, it didn’t get picked up by any major media outlets at the time.

Disparities in coverage like this have been dubbed “missing white woman syndrome,” coined by news anchor Gwen Ifill at the Unity: Journalists of Color conference in 2004.

Media interest intensifies if that white woman comes from a high socioeconomic background. Especially if they’re blond-haired, blue-eyed, and conventionally attractive. The case of Lauren Spierer had it all.

The media clearly understood this as they flooded the pressroom in the Bloomington Police Department. Every day I sat amid a pack of reporters backed by a wall of cameras, watching officials step up to the podium for the latest daily news briefing on the Spierer case.

“It’s at the point where we’re concerned. We would have heard from her by now if she had, say, crashed at a friend’s house,” said Bloomington Police Department lieutenant Bill Parker.

In the days following Lauren’s disappearance, Bloomington police sent a K9 unit to her apartment, hoping to capture her scent. Detectives walked Bloomington searching dumpsters and ditches, and checking the skies for buzzards and vultures that might alert them to a dead body. Acting on an anonymous tip, they sent a dive team to search Lake Monroe. Hundreds of volunteers began gathering each morning outside of the Smallwood Apartments. The search parties went out three times a day, fanning out deep into the woods outside of Bloomington. Search party members included representatives from the National Center for Missing & Exploited Children and from EquuSearch, who combed the area for clues on horseback.

A father and daughter drove 800 miles from Westchester to join Lauren’s family and friends, students, faculty, and residents from Bloomington and across the state and beyond who put on their hiking boots and headed out into the hills. There were notable sports figures like the kicker for the Indianapolis Colts, IU’s head basketball coach, and even some parents who’d lost their own children to tragedy.

People like Eric Behrman, whose nineteen-year-old daughter Jill was brutally murdered when she went missing during a bike ride near Bloomington in 2000. That search lasted three years, with the heartbreaking conclusion coming when hunters found her skeletal remains in a field fifteen miles outside of town.

“It brings back the memories,” Behrman told the Associated Press. “We couldn’t help thinking what initially we went through.”

Dawn Adams, the mother of a Purdue University student named Wade Steffey who had gone missing in 2007, helped in the search as well. Her son was missing for two months before he was found to have died from being shocked in a high-voltage utility room on campus.

“It’s important to be here to search for Lauren and support her parents,” she told the AP.

Charlene and Rob Spierer set up a command center at their hotel room in the Hilton Garden Inn, calling the media, recording and sharing tips, coordinating the searches with Lauren’s friends and outside parties who joined to help, and printing more flyers.

They distributed plastic wristbands that read FIND LAUREN in blue and purple.

And they arranged to erect a giant billboard at the Indiana State Fairgrounds along Fall Creek Parkway, a prominent spot heading into town.

The Spierers also took to social media. The Facebook page they started, “Help Find Lauren Spierer—Missing from Indiana University,” gained tens of thousands of followers while “Missing: Lauren Spierer” garnered 4,000 members in a single day.

On Twitter, #FindLauren trended as celebrities raised awareness to millions of followers.

“Let’s help find missing 20 yr old Lauren Spierer, last seen at Indiana U,” Ryan Seacrest, host of American Idol, tweeted, posting a photo of Lauren.

“Help find missing Indiana U student Lauren Spierer,” comedian Stephen Colbert tweeted, attaching a link to the IU Hillel, the Jewish campus organization that was heavily involved in the search.

Reality TV star Kim Kardashian also chimed in: “Spread the word!!! Please help find Lauren!”

Colts owner Jim Irsay offered a $10,000 reward for Spierer’s return. The Spierers put up $100,000.

Lauren’s disappearance was featured on the Today show, Good Morning America, and CBS Morning News, as well as America’s Most Wanted, which Captain Joe Qualters mentioned in the next day’s press conference while noting that thirty to forty tips had come in overnight.

But the attention didn’t produce results.

Police weren’t revealing much of anything beyond the number of tips and searches. I’d been in Bloomington for days now, hunting for clues the cops weren’t sharing. Around the spooked college town, I chased down students throughout Smallwood and throughout the places she’d last visited, and followed up on every rumor I’d heard.

What I’d dug up so far had shed some light on the story, including the identification of the young men who’d become persons of interest in her disappearance, as well as details on the bar visit and the Smallwood punch.

I had made my share of enemies, including not just the POIs but also Lauren’s parents, who detested the fact that unflattering details of Lauren’s night were trickling out in the media.

But, as her family was starting to see, leaving it to the investigators had its limits. Especially since the persons of interest were done talking.

Rosenbaum initially granted police two ride-alongs, gave statements, and offered his cell phone and credit card records. But he also promptly retained a high-powered defense lawyer, Jim Voyles, best known for defending Mike Tyson in his 1992 rape trial.

Corey Rossman, meanwhile, hired former Monroe County Prosecutor Carl Salzmann, who claimed his client had no memory of that night after sustaining the punch to the head while he was at Smallwood.

Their interactions with police stopped.

“Somebody knows where she went,” said Stu Baggerly, a twenty-two-year Monroe County public defender familiar with the case. “Nobody vanishes into thin air. If somebody vanishes, somebody knows something. She didn’t just float off into the sky. It’s not an alien abduction. But you couldn’t really lean on these kids because they were all lawyered up. And these weren’t just run-of-the-mill lawyers. They hired some guys who were very expensive, cut-throat lawyers, the type who file injunctions. They wouldn’t go to interviews; they wouldn’t go to anything, and there was no way to make them.”

Jesse Wolff, Lauren’s boyfriend, had stepped away from the spotlight as well. Although he was present for searches for the first couple days, his parents then flew in to see him and introduce themselves to Lauren’s parents.

“We had never met Jesse’s parents,” Charlene Spierer said. “On Sunday, Jesse’s mother came to Bloomington and we met them in the hotel.”

Over breakfast at the Hilton Garden Inn in downtown Bloomington, the two families talked about next steps. They agreed that Wolff should get a polygraph test done the next day to clear his name, so investigators could eliminate him as a suspect. “We need to get the polygraphs done tomorrow. Let’s get the polygraph…” Charlene remembered them saying.

“Then [the next day] I got a text from his mother. They were going to the airport. ‘We need to go. Jesse needs to leave.’ So they left.”

There hadn’t been any word from the persons of interest in days. That’s when Charlene herself decided to step up to the podium after a daily press conference, fatigued and unsteady. Her head barely cleared the microphones as she stared into the cameras. Typically shy, soft-spoken, and reserved, this was her first time addressing the press, collectively.

“My first thing is to say to the person that has Lauren or that has harmed Lauren, shame on you,” she said, then repeated herself with more force. “Shame on you!”

“I am extremely disappointed by the fact that only one of Lauren’s friends has called the police department, the Bloomington Police Department, with any tips,” she said.

She gave information about a new post office box they’d set up especially for tips from those who wished to remain anonymous, and finished by sharing a message for Lauren, if she was watching.

“Lauren, I love you with my heart and my soul,” she said, tearfully while taking a deep breath. “Don’t take my appearance of despair to mean I’m not as strong as ever, I’m not determined as ever. I am here for you, 100 percent. I will never leave you. I love you with all my heart, and I need you back.”

Her message was clear: somebody knows something and they aren’t talking. And she wasn’t addressing just some stranger in the abyss. She was also directing her comments at Lauren’s schoolmates, the students who were very much part of her night. She was questioning everyone and everything, including the initial premise that Lauren actually did walk out of Rosenbaum’s apartment that night.

She was visibly trembling as she stepped down from the podium. The press crews were packing up when a TV reporter approached Charlene. “That was really powerful,” she said to the grief-stricken mother. “You should do more of that.”





CHAPTER 8


Now over a week since Lauren went missing, police kept up with the daily press conferences but had little to say.

“I do not have any great revelations,” Lieutenant Bill Parker acknowledged at one point. “There’s a heck of a lot of information coming in, and that’s what we want.”

Rob Spierer was pushing for the regular briefings. He wanted an audience himself, a daily update in his effort to stay on top of the latest developments. Some officers likened him to a pit bull for his determination to know everything that was going on.

But the only indisputable facts seemed to be coming from security camera footage. Surveillance cameras were fixed on nearly every building along Lauren’s route that night, except around her last known stop at the townhouses. They’d tracked Lauren’s movements throughout the night from Smallwood to Sports, leaving the bar, reentering Smallwood, and leaving again to head up the street, releasing a precise timeline of her movements leading up to her disappearance.

But retrieving the existing footage hadn’t come easily. Smallwood’s security team refused to give BPD access to their mail and security office in order to obtain surveillance video, so four days after Lauren’s disappearance, BPD obtained a search warrant. When BPD arrived to serve the order, one of Smallwood’s associates still refused to unlock the door for the cops, so they came back with a steel battering ram and broke it down. The officers left with three computers and a stack of hard drives.

With nobody talking to the cops, many of the remaining developments came from reporting on the ground, mostly mine. I’d spent the past few days door-knocking people who knew Lauren, speaking with Charlene and Rob, and approaching students on campus at random to see if they knew anything, or knew anyone who did.

The story began to take shape. I identified and tracked down the names of people who were with Lauren in her final hours, including her boyfriend and several male students who were the last known people to interact with her. Then I confronted all of them, repeatedly showing up at their apartments, calling their phones and contacting them on Facebook.

My persistence prompted some angry calls from parents and lawyers.

“Where are you going with this, Shawn?” Jesse Wolff’s dad, Alan, asked me on one phone call, anxious to know whether I had any damning information on his son.

I learned about Corey Rossman and cold-called his lawyer, who said the darndest thing. He said his client had no memory of his night with Lauren, having been punched in the face after the two returned to her apartment building.

“At Smallwood, someone confronted them,” his lawyer Carl Salzmann told me. “He got punched in the face. He has no memory of that, or of the fifteen minutes leading to that moment. The first memory he has is the next morning when he wakes up in his bed, and that’s corroborated by several people.”

He likened Lauren and Rossman to the walking wounded, helping each other up the street that night, though the cameras told a different story.

What I’d found painted a different picture of a heavily intoxicated young woman who had to be carried up the street by a young man she barely knew. Fellow reporters started taking printed-out copies of my articles to the briefings, peppering police with questions about Lauren’s drug use, the altercation at Smallwood, and the now-spreading rumor that Lauren overdosed that night and that one or more people panicked and disposed of her body.

But the best police could do was browbeat unnamed “persons of interest” during their media briefings. “There are indications that individuals not available will make themselves available,” Captain Joe Qualters said. “There’s nobody at this point that we can prevent from leaving this community. We certainly cannot compel anyone to come in and speak with us.”

It seemed that despite thousands of searchers crisscrossing the region and a police department teaming with the victim’s family to chase down all sorts of leads, the trail was beginning to run cold.

Internally, according to those connected to the case, police were already beginning to lose hope. “Having worked with cops for a long time,” Stu Baggerly said, “there became a point two to three weeks in where unless one of these guys came forward and said something, nothing was going to happen. There was this sigh of resignation, like ‘We’re not going to find her.’ It was like a ripple in the force, that wherever she is, that’s where she will remain till time eternal.”

But then, the police made a shocking announcement.

Twelve days after Lauren’s disappearance, police opened their daily press briefing with a printed-out photo of a white truck, asking for the public’s help in identifying the driver. The truck was a nondescript four-door Chevrolet Silverado (“or Colorado,” the police hedged) that ran a stop sign around the time Lauren went missing, and was seen by cameras circling a block near what would have been her walking route back home to Smallwood.

The truck was shown on a surveillance camera heading west on Tenth Street toward Morton Street in Bloomington around 4:14 a.m., then caught again ten minutes later at 4:24 a.m. further down the street. This would put the truck only a block from Lauren’s last known whereabouts at 5 North Townhomes, around the time Lauren was said to be walking home.

What was most compelling, though, was a detail in the grainy photo. Shot from the driver’s side, looking down from the top of a nearby building, the truck’s two visible windows were dark—much too dark to see inside. But in the truck bed was a collection of amorphous black and white shapes, large enough to imagine the form of a five-foot, ninety-pound woman.

In the briefing, police held up the photo of the truck alongside a picture of Lauren from the night in question, clad in a white top and black pants.

Immediately, reporters and rescuers, friends and family of Lauren seized on this new information. Imaginations went wild.

New questions were raised: Who was the driver? Did they know Lauren? Was Lauren in the truck bed? If so, was she still alive? And the forms captured in the shot appeared to be more substantial than just the petite woman missing; was there a second person back there? A second body?

With that, the theory that Lauren was abducted that night by someone she didn’t know—the “stranger theory”—took hold. It was bolstered by reports of a homeless witness who told police she’d heard a woman’s scream around that time, early in the morning on June 3.

For the public, it raised the terrifying prospect of a predator, perhaps some violent sex offender or serial killer, driving up to a heavily intoxicated young woman walking down the street early in the morning, offering her a ride or forcing her into his pickup.

The surveillance camera photo was circulated widely in the media as police hunted down the white truck. Police hoped this would finally lead to a break, releasing images that would inevitably flood them with tips making every white truck suspicious.

The Spierers latched onto this theory of the white truck, as did many following the case, hopeful that its discovery would lead them to Lauren. They still held out hope that she was safe somewhere. Nearly 500 tips came in about the truck, and police moved quickly to make contact with the owner. They finally did.

And then, poof.

The truck, it turns out, was never in that area during that time. The time stamp on the video was incorrect. The department had embarrassed itself and taken the family on an emotional roller-coaster, ending in heartbreak, all because they’d failed to exercise due diligence.

A police spokesperson sheepishly announced the news, and stated that the press briefings would no longer occur daily, scaling back to three times per week.

Internally, even those in the department were talking about the missteps thus far in the investigation. Most of the criticism centered around a perceived unwillingness of police to properly interrogate the kids who knew more than they were telling, or to empower agencies who would.

It became a growing source of frustration, even for those in the department, who blamed the chief, Michael Diekhoff, who’d earned a reputation as someone who really didn’t play well with other agencies.

“I guess you don’t want too many hands in the pot,” a now-retired Bloomington Police Department detective who worked the case back in 2011 told me, “but when you have other officers who can offer up specialty training, that have had experience, that kind of stuff can possibly help with a case. And they shut all those people out.

“You go after young kids with the FBI or something like that behind your name, they might be willing to listen a little bit more.”

Some in the police department drew parallels between the Spierer case and the delayed response in 2000 to Jill Behrman’s murder that became a black eye for the department.

Another investigator at the time told me he tried to sound the alarm to his supervisors, but his concerns fell on deaf ears: “I said, ‘How in the f—do we have another delay in a missing person’s case?’”

A dark joke developed inside the department: “We’ve got a guy who screwed up one (referring to the Behrman case); let’s put him in charge of another.”

Meanwhile, the Spierers were back to square one. Come August, nearing the end of a hot, grueling summer and ten weeks since Lauren’s disappearance, Lauren’s parents stood by for over a week in horror as crews sifted through several acres of debris at the Sycamore Ridge landfill outside Terre Haute, a dubious exercise given the size of the pile and passage of time.

Officers and others close to the case questioned the purpose of the search this late into the summer. A deputy had called the transfer station early on in the investigation and asked them to halt the trash movement, but the person at the transfer station reportedly told them, “As soon as you get a warrant, we will hold up shipments.” So, due to more bureaucratic hold-up, almost two months had passed by the time authorities ever conducted a search.

Larry Barker, who used to work in waste management in the area, later told me that investigators should have gone to the landfill the first day: “They haul trash out of that transfer station almost hourly. They bring semis in there and load them up, then they’re gone to the landfill at Terre Haute. There, you’re talking hundreds of thousands of cubic yards of trash disposed there daily from five different counties. So when you’re talking that large of a site, they don’t know where those drivers are dropping those semi loads. Truck drivers just look and say, ‘There’s a space, dump it.’ That’s like looking for a needle in a haystack, honestly.”

A now-retired BPD official who was involved in the case agreed.

“They were spread out too far. They were going too fast,” he said. “And they had too minimal focus on an area. Once we put a request into the landfill in Terre Haute, they roped off an area that they felt contained all the Bloomington stretch. And that was like twenty acres. They only went through one to two acres.”

Stu Baggerly, the local public defender, was present at the search.

“When they did go there with cadaver dogs, it was like 100 degrees out. They were walking around in space outfits. They were digging through rotten meat from grocery stores. The dogs just didn’t have a clue. It was horrible,” Baggerly said.

“I asked an officer, ‘How long till the finger-pointing starts?’ It became a question of everybody covering their ass.”

Frustrated and dejected, Lauren’s parents packed up their makeshift command center at the Hilton Garden Inn and flew back home to New York. When they returned, they began reaching out to friends for help locating a private investigator.

The Spierers needed to bring in somebody new to try and shake the BPD into action.





CHAPTER 9


Bo Dietl is one of the world’s most famous private eyes, a brash, arrogant bulldog of a man. A former fifteen-year veteran detective with the New York Police Department, Dietl took pride in his celebrity tough guy persona. He appeared in three Martin Scorsese films (Goodfellas, The Wolf of Wall Street, and The Irishman), served as the inspiration for the movie Bad Lieutenant, wrote the autobiography One Tough Cop: The Bo Dietl Story (later adapted into a film starring Stephen Baldwin as Dietl), ran for the mayor of New York City, and appeared on Fox News shows, The Daily Show, and as a guest on Law & Order.

He also runs one of the most prominent private investigative agencies in the city.

On the referral of a friend, the Spierers made contact with the firm, Bo Dietl and Associates, upon their return to New York and met with him and his staff in their offices at One Penn Plaza, on the top floor of a tower overlooking the Manhattan skyline. The Spierers impressed upon the investigators their frustrations with the probe and urged them to move quickly.

By September, the only tangible development local authorities had taken was to cite Sports for serving Lauren and Rossman that night. “Any reasonable person should have and would have known, based on the physical description, that this wasn’t the person described on the ID,” an official told the media, a toughness the Spierers wished would be applied to the students who were with Lauren.

They now had a team of hard-nosed detectives in their corner.

“I was familiar with the case, because that whole summer I had seen Rob at various news conferences on all the major network news shows,” said Mike Ciravolo, one of Dietl’s investigators, and a father himself. “For a detective, it was a great challenge. And as a parent, my heart was bleeding for Rob and Charlene, especially after I met them.”

Within days, Dietl and his team landed in Bloomington. His team of aggressive investigators clad in expensive suits and black trench coats immediately started ruffling feathers.

“The whole New York persona really doesn’t sit well here in southern Indiana,” Marty Deckard, a former BPD detective, later told me. “They’re loud, they’re brash, they’re aggressive. When you bring that to the Midwest, it really doesn’t work with a lot of these guys.”

When they set a meeting with Bloomington Police Chief Diethoff, things didn’t start off well. Dietl and his team were frustrated that when they arrived for a scheduled meeting with Diethoff, he kept them waiting for twenty minutes.

Dietl and his associates made it clear they were in Bloomington to assist in any way possible. Whatever information they were able to uncover, they were happy to share with BPD. But Diethoff made it clear BPD wasn’t interested in their help. They couldn’t use any information the detectives would share with them, he said, because then Dietl’s team would be acting as agents of the BPD.

Mike Ciravolo of Dietl’s investigative team described Diethoff’s message as this: “‘Look, it’s a free country. You’re allowed to be in Bloomington. But don’t expect any help from us. And we’re not all that interested in whatever you have to share.’”

“We weren’t welcomed,” Ciravolo said. “I wouldn’t use the word ‘cordial.’ He was polite, but he was curt. And he told us that our presence wasn’t really welcome there.”

The investigators took the Spierers out to eat at Steak ’n Shake and broke the tough news: BPD wasn’t going to help them. Rob and Charlene had brought these hard-hitting PIs into town to ratchet up the intensity of the case, to kick it into a higher gear, and on their first day in town, things had already gotten worse.

And worse…

Back at their hotel, Dietl called into the morning show Good Day New York and shared an update on the case. When one of the hosts asked him if there was friction between their team and BPD, Dietl aired his frustrations.

“Friction? I thought I was talking to Gomer Pyle out there,” Dietl said of Chief Mike Diekhoff, comparing him to the bumbling idiot from The Andy Griffith Show, a 1960s sitcom about small town police. “I met with the chief…and all I gotta say is, thank God for New York City detectives.”

Any hopes of cooperation ended there.

So the PIs were on their own to dig up clues, and on marching orders from the Spierers, they chased down practically every lead they had, starting with the last people to see Lauren that night.

____________

Jay Rosenbaum became a pariah around Bloomington in the aftermath of Lauren’s disappearance. Over the summer, a blog called Jay Rosenbaum Needs to Talk surfaced. Frequent updates scrutinized Rosenbaum’s story and perceived refusal to cooperate with investigators. Students began posting signs on his front door saying: FIND LAUREN.

When Lauren’s friend Blair Wallach saw Rosenbaum at a party, she purposefully avoided him.

“When we were back to school, we went to the same party,” she said. “And I obviously was not going up to him. I have nothing to say to him. He confronted me and was like, ‘I just want to talk to you.’

“We’re not friends,” Blair told him. “We have nothing to say to each other. Yes, I always thought you were a nice guy, and I wasn’t there for any of this.” Blair wasn’t in Bloomington for summer session when Lauren went missing.

“But at the end of the day,” she told him, “you are the guy that didn’t walk her home, and you could have prevented all of this. So I don’t like you. I have nothing to say to you.”

At IU’s first home football game, usually a joyous event on campus, a fight nearly broke out when Jesse Wolff saw that Rosenbaum was there partying with their overlapping group of friends. An acquaintance of Rosenbaum’s approached him and told him, “Jesse said if you don’t leave, he’s going to punch you in the face.”

Rosenbaum left.

When approached by reporters about the case, Rosenbaum said very little. A reporter that summer asked him if he had any contact with the Spierer family.

“We talk privately,” Rosenbaum said. “I talk with them privately.”

But Charlene Spierer said that wasn’t true, releasing a statement to that effect.

“We do not have and have never had any relationship with Jay Rosenbaum. I have never spoken with Jay Rosenbaum about Lauren’s disappearance, and I have had absolutely no interaction with him whatsoever.”

A pure coincidence: the Spierers’ and Rosenbaums’ paths actually had crossed before, though it was a generation ago and unbeknownst to them at the time. For nearly two decades, Lauren Spierer’s grandparents and Jay Rosenbaum’s grandparents lived just yards away from one another on the same street in Rockland County, New York.

But for Rob and Charlene Spierer in 2011, Jay Rosenbaum was a stranger—and the last person to see their daughter alive.

Around that time, late summer turning to early fall, Lauren’s friend Taylor Valentine saw Rosenbaum at Jake’s bar in Bloomington. He looked disheveled.

“He was kind of sulking at the bar,” Taylor said.

When he saw Taylor, he came up to her and pleaded his case. “I just want you to know, I didn’t do anything,” he said. “They won’t let me into Sports. Everybody hates me. But I really want to talk to you because I didn’t do anything. She left my apartment.”

“You have to remember,” Taylor later explained to me, “we knew him. He wasn’t a random person. He dated friends of ours. He dated a friend of my roommate’s. Jay went to camp with my friend, dated her friend. He was like a normal guy. We all knew him. He was like any other one of our friends.”

But she was still nervous to even be seen with him.

“I was super hesitant at the time to tell anybody I was even talking to him because, to everybody at the time, he was the black sheep,” Taylor said.

She also held a concern that, given Lauren’s rapid intoxication after going to Sports that night, someone had slipped something in her drink.

“Also, in the back of my head, I was just like, ‘What if this person gave me something?’ I didn’t want to be alone with him.”

While Taylor didn’t feel comfortable talking about Lauren with him at the bar, she finally agreed to hear him out in a different setting. Rosenbaum invited her to come over to his townhouse the next day so he could walk her through his version of the events of the night, something he hadn’t been willing to do thus far with anyone without his lawyer present.

“I went back to his apartment with him the next day and said, ‘I want you to show me exactly what happened,’” Taylor said. “And he brought me back to his apartment and he went through the whole night. Obviously what happened with Corey Rossman, how Lauren was lying down on the couch.”

Soon, Taylor said, Rosenbaum began to pivot to the stranger theory.

“He had this whole conspiracy theory. At the time there was an article that came out about this guy who had killed a few people in the area. He said, ‘That’s who I think it is.’ When I met with him, honestly, it was two ways you could either go: he sounded completely guilty or he sounded completely stressed out because he can’t complain to everybody that he didn’t kill somebody.”

Rosenbaum also introduced a new wrinkle to the investigation: an iPod. In his retelling to Taylor, Rosenbaum said that he had an iPod sitting on his countertop, and that Lauren was so incoherent that she thought it was a cell phone and kept trying to make a phone call with it.

“The weird thing is, that I always replay in my head, is that he said Lauren thought that the iPod he had was her phone and that she took it with her. He thought she took the iPod with her,” Taylor said.

According to Rosenbaum, when Lauren left the apartment, he couldn’t find the iPod. “And I remember saying to him, ‘Have you told the police this? Can they track the iPod?’ Because I know with my iPod, you can track where the device is.”

Rosenbaum’s response, according to Taylor: “Oh, I don’t know. I told them.”

In his retelling of the final hours that night, Rosenbaum described to the investigators that Lauren tried to place a phone call with his iPod. But he made no mention of her leaving with it.

When investigators met with Mike Beth, more wrinkles to the story emerged. After being followed to a local sandwich shop, Mike Beth told investigators that the night Lauren went missing, he was working on a paper for school when Jay Rosenbaum called him. When he walked over, Rosenbaum and David Bleznak were hanging out and recapping the night. He remembered distinctly that after Bleznak said goodnight to the two of them, Rosenbaum went into the kitchen and made himself a sandwich. Mike Beth left shortly after. It wasn’t until after he reached his own apartment that he saw Lauren and Corey Rossman had gotten home, and only then did he place a call to Rosenbaum.

But when Rosenbaum finally met with the private investigators at his attorney’s office in Bloomington eight days after Beth’s interview, he presented a totally different account.

In Rosenbaum’s retelling, he got back from Sports with his friend David Bleznak and immediately got ready for bed. Bleznak went up to an empty bedroom on the third floor and went to sleep. Rosenbaum went up to his bedroom on the fourth floor to change into pajamas. It was then that he received a call from Mike Beth, his friend from two doors down, telling him that Lauren Spierer was in his apartment and he needed help taking care of her.

No regaling Mike Beth with stories of their night out. No mention of a sandwich. Just one phone call between the two of them.

There were also lingering questions about the two phone calls made from Rosenbaum’s phone at the end of the night. Who made the calls? Lauren or Rosenbaum?

According to Mike Beth, Rosenbaum was the person who called David Rohn, evidently to see if he would come walk Lauren back to Smallwood.

But in Rosenbaum’s interview eight days later, he told investigators that Lauren used his phone to call her own in an effort to find it. Then, when she couldn’t get an answer, she used Rosenbaum’s phone to call David Rohn and Scott Schwartz.

It had only been three months since that fateful night on June 3, 2011, but key differences in their stories remained. Investigators noted that during their one-hour interview, Beth was “cordial but did appear visibly nervous.”

“As he sat at the table being interviewed, he held a business card of Investigator Ciravolo within his hand,” the investigators observed. “During the course of the interview, he continuously rolled the business card in his hands. At the conclusion of the interview, the business card was so badly damaged from Beth’s excessive perspiration, it was illegible.”

Mike Beth’s nervousness called to mind a quote he gave me only days after Lauren’s disappearance, which may have been a slip of the tongue as he spoke of her in the past tense.

“I just hope that they find her,” he said. “She was our friend.”

____________

In Mike Beth’s account, when he was at his townhouse attempting to corral the inebriated Lauren and Rossman, he asked Lauren, “How was your night?”

He said that Lauren told him, “I have no idea where my phone is, and I cannot find my shoes.”

Beth stated that he then searched his home for her phone and shoes. While he looked, he said, Rossman remained slouched on the couch, and Lauren stayed seated on the arm of the couch. Beth claims that Lauren then stated, “I only have this stuff on me,” as she showed him her Smallwood keycard and fake ID.

In Rosenbaum’s interview, he also made a point to mention these two items specifically, and told investigators he even attempted to make sure Lauren wouldn’t forget them.

“Following Beth’s departure,” the investigators noted, “Rosenbaum claims he placed Lauren’s keycard and fake ID on the doorknob of the entry door to his apartment so she would not forget them. Rosenbaum claims that Lauren refused to stay and wanted to go home. She took her fake ID and keycard and left Rosenbaum’s apartment.”

This detail struck the investigators—and later, the Spierers—as odd. Jay Rosenbaum balanced two flat, thin, rectangular cards on his round doorknob for a drunk person to find?

And the keycard would only get Lauren into the building at Smallwood. She had lost the set of keys that would unlock her apartment. Why would he let his friend walk home without them?

Later that same day, investigators met with Jesse Wolff.

According to Wolff, Jay Rosenbaum had told him in the days after Lauren’s disappearance that he, not Lauren, was the person who called David Rohn and Scott Schwartz in the early morning of June 3, 2011—a different story than Rosenbaum had told investigators.

The private investigators grilled Wolff about his whereabouts on that night, about his relationship with Lauren, and about their drinking and drug use. The interview tells the story of a fractured relationship with an uncertain future.

He told them that, despite their issues, before her disappearance Lauren had asked Wolff to buy her a promise ring for their upcoming anniversary on August 3rd.

“We didn’t make it,” he said.

In speaking with the investigators, Wolff admitted he knew that Corey Rossman was trying to hook up with Lauren and grew distrustful when she stopped replying to his text messages.

Since he could have suspected that Lauren was with Rossman that night, investigators asked Wolff if he had driven by the townhouse to check on her during any of his unaccounted hours between the conclusion of the basketball game and her disappearance.

“I was crazy, but not that crazy,” Wolff replied.

Investigators began looking at Wolff more closely, following the statistics that when a young woman is found missing or murdered, the culprit is likely her significant other.

Weeks earlier, Wolff spoke to me through Facebook proclaiming his innocence. It was more of a rant. He was upset with the scrutiny of the investigation, and my efforts to reach him. “My life f—sucks,” he said. “Leave me alone please.” He then stated, “I spoke with the detectives Tuesday and have taken a polygraph. All my cards are out on the table.”

When I asked him whether the police administered the polygraph, and what the results were, Wolff replied, “What the f—do you think the results were? If I failed a polygraph everyone in the world would know.”

Asked again whether police administered it, he replied, “I don’t think you are understanding what i just said to you…dont [sic] ever talk to me again.”

“F—you and f—the media,” he wrote. “I tell the police everything because they can actually help.”

But the Spierers had to confront the fact that this young man who they’d welcomed into their home and known for years as a mostly loving and fierce protector of their daughter could have had something to do with her disappearance.

Phone records, video cameras, and neutral third parties couldn’t verify Wolff’s whereabouts in the late hours on June 2, 2011, into the morning of June 3. His frat brothers contended that Wolff was with a large group of them watching the NBA Finals game at a house on 8th and Park, approximately three blocks from his house at 9th and Fess.

In their story, some at the get-together were smoking weed and drinking, but Wolff was not, and after the game ended, he returned to their house. He stayed up for a short while discussing the game with his roommate Zack Rifkin until they went to bed between 1:30 and 3:00 a.m., Rifkin stated.

That was the story they all told. All except for one of them.

Aaron Greenberg, Wolff’s other roommate, told investigators he and Wolff watched the game alone at their house. In this retelling, Rifkin wasn’t even present. The two supposedly watched the game in its entirety, drinking beer and smoking weed until 3:00 a.m. Greenberg said he then went to sleep and couldn’t account for Wolff’s exact whereabouts after that. He told investigators he didn’t hear Wolff leave, but couldn’t be sure because of a loud portable fan he had running in his bedroom.

When confronted with these discrepancies, Greenberg was shocked that his frat brothers had told a different story. Investigators pushed further, asking if they had rehearsed a story in the aftermath of Lauren’s disappearance and that Greenberg had simply gotten the script wrong.

“The night was a blur,” Greenberg replied. “I was drunk that night.”





PART 3


GRASPING FOR STRAWS





CHAPTER 10


In the fall of 2011, as the university welcomed in a new crop of students, many of the ubiquitous Find Lauren posters around town were taken down, and others faded, worn by the summer heat and rain.

Nowhere was the absence more striking than at the university itself. On a public message cork board in the Indiana Memorial Union, a flyer seeking help finding Lauren was papered over by announcements for the new academic year: plays in the theater, groups for students to join, and part-time jobs.

The Spierers penned a letter for the school paper, the Indiana Daily Student.

“You are not invincible,” the Spierers’ open letter to incoming students stated. “Bad things happen to good people. You owe it to yourself to be safe. You owe it to yourself to choose your friends wisely and know that they will do the right thing if you need their help. You owe it to yourself to be the person who does the right thing for a friend.”

The Spierers could be forgiven for adopting a bleak tone.

There’d been no significant leads since June, and the BPD press conferences were a thing of the past. Most of the media was focused on thematic coverage about the school’s balancing act, an attempt to return to normalcy with one of its students still missing and one or more culprits still at large.

A concert to keep the community’s focus on the investigation, Shine 4 Lauren, drew a crowd of 2,000 on a rainy night in Bloomington—a modest showing compared to the tens of thousands of people who participated in the initial search.

Back home in New York, Lauren’s parents were relying on scant updates from the private investigators for any sense of hope. The family informed the press that they’d now met with Wolff, Rosenbaum, and Beth, though the students still refused to submit to police-administered lie detector tests. Rossman refused to meet with them at all, they noted.

Jesse Wolff moved out of the frat house and into an apartment downtown by himself. It was owned by the same landlord who was renting to Rosenbaum, Rossman, and Beth.

The private investigators arranged to meet Wolff in December, shortly before his graduation ceremony. But he abruptly left town a day before the scheduled interview and drove back to New York.

Curiously, although six months remained on his lease, he made no arrangements for payment and left a great deal of personal belongings behind. Investigator Mike Ciravolo searched his room, with permission from the landlord.

He made an inventory that showed Wolff still had Lauren very much on his mind:

Two toothbrushes in his medicine cabinet;

A black thong with pink accents, marked “Spierer” on the tag;

Two pairs of boxer shorts, size small;

One T-shirt, size small;

Two women’s V-neck shirts;

Four pairs of women’s ankle socks;

One size medium pink shirt;

A wooden pipe, likely used to smoke marijuana;

Two bottles of K-Y lubricant;

One white towel.

In addition, two paper documents Wolff left behind in his dresser caught the attention of investigators. The first, an article titled “The Killing of Kristin,” told the story of a woman named Kristin Lardner, a vibrant artist who was brutally murdered by her abusive boyfriend in Boston in 1992.

Wolff appears to have made a second mention to that case, writing on a notebook page the title of an article: “The stalking of Kristin: The law made it easy for my daughter’s killer.”

____________

On Facebook and Twitter, IU students began posting more openly about Lauren’s disappearance. Some of these messages were angry and directed at the persons of interest who had yet to clear their names.

“Corey u fucking killer!!” one tweet to Corey Rossman read. “Just let her family know where she is!! You shall burn in hell.”

Another tweet directed to him stated: “Tell the truth!”

Still, others cruelly made light of Lauren’s disappearance. One IU student drew the attention of investigators when he made a series of posts referencing Lauren and blaming young women for putting themselves in danger.

Even in its earlier days, the internet was ripe for attention seekers and trolls.

The Spierers, for their part, were struggling to reclaim some sense of normalcy back home in Westchester, an impossible task, at least in that first year. January 17, 2012, Lauren’s first birthday since she’d gone missing, served as a painful reminder of their new reality.

“I would have to say it was the hardest day of my life,” said Rob Spierer.

Compounding their pain, a post on Twitter went viral around Lauren’s birthday, claiming police had just found her body in Brown County east of Bloomington.

It turned out to be fake.

“It’s incredibly cruel,” Charlene told reporters.

The day before the nine-month anniversary of Lauren’s disappearance, Charlene posted an open letter on the blog she maintained to provide updates on the case. The letter was titled “You Know Where She Is.”


March 2, 2012

To whom this may concern,

Thoughts on a page. You and I share unique roles; we are both insiders, forever bound by the senseless circumstances of June 3, 2011. You were with Lauren, you know what happened, and you know where she is. Maybe you spend every day trying to forget. I am Lauren’s mother. I have a front row seat in this never-ending nightmare. The smallest task requires tremendous effort. Being home, going places for the first time where Lauren has been. Hearing one of her favorite songs. Hearing a song she would love but may never hear. Waiting at a light, waiting in line. Always, always on edge. Always waiting for a phone call which will tell me Lauren has been found or even that the smallest piece of information has made its way into the right hands. Waiting to find out if a Twitter rumor is true…waiting to hear if the body recently found is Lauren’s. Imagine waiting to hear if a body that was just discovered is your daughter’s? I spend every day trying to find answers to the questions, which will end this mystery. Whatever the events of the night, you hold the key to what happened to Lauren at night’s end. I wonder if you give Lauren a second thought. I wonder what type of person it takes to watch our grief as we face another day. I think about you all the time. I wish for one instant you were in our place, waiting, praying, hoping. I wish you knew what it felt like to have lost a loved one. Missing…The despair that comes from the realization that someone knows the whereabouts of your missing child is indescribable. I wish you could feel that heartache. I would be lying if I said I didn’t wish you were experiencing the same excruciating pain we are. I wish for today; I held your fate in my hands.

Nine months. A lot can happen in nine months. The miracle of life, the joy of a child joining a family and all that she brings.

Nine months is a long time to maintain the silence of one so determined to keep a secret. I know there is not much I can control. I know all of our efforts to date have not resulted in finding Lauren. Nine months is a long time. Memories fade and life goes on but I promise to never let you forget. I promise to be a constant reminder should your memory fail you. I can do that, at the very least. We will never stop looking for Lauren. You should know that we are just as determined to find Lauren today as we were on June 3, 2011.

Hoping today is the day.…

Charlene Spierer



Shortly after Charlene wrote this letter, Jay Rosenbaum agreed to meet with the Spierers’ private investigators. Accompanied by his mother at a Starbucks, Rosenbaum was consistent in his retelling of the events of the night, except for a few notable changes.

In previous recollections, Rosenbaum claimed he had seen Corey Rossman and Lauren Spierer together at the bar Sports that night, but only from afar. But in this interview he claimed that, in fact, he was with them. The three were close enough together that, according to Rosenbaum, when Rossman went to the bathroom he asked Rosenbaum to keep an eye on Lauren.

It was also apparent to investigators that as the months went on, Rosenbaum had become even more certain of the events at the very end of the night, claiming he was “100 percent positive” that he went upstairs to watch Lauren walk toward College Avenue from his balcony—something he was unsure of in previous retellings.

He had become more convinced of his stranger theory as well. Rosenbaum told investigators that now he remembered clearly seeing a “shadowy figure” walking south on College Avenue toward Lauren. Investigators pressed him about this memory he was now seemingly so sure about. When they asked him how close the figure was to Lauren when he lost sight of her, Rosenbaum replied, “Very close.”

As the grim first anniversary of Lauren’s disappearance approached, I met up with the private investigators to get a progress report and returned to Bloomington to piece together a story that would finally bring some of the new details to light. Sadly, my anniversary story giving a rundown of that night still stood years later as the most thorough piece of reporting on the subject—with my accompanying video still leading the web page of Indiana’s largest newspaper for its 11th anniversary issue in 2022.

But what I’ll most remember from back in June 2012 is my interview with the Spierers themselves, as they returned to Bloomington to get some press and try to keep Lauren in the headlines.

I conducted the interview for the Journal News, the Indianapolis Star, USA Today, and the rest of the Gannett newspaper chain, the largest in the country. I sat down with Lauren’s parents in a conference room at the Hillel, a campus organization for Jewish students. With the video camera rolling, I gently posed a question I felt uncomfortable even asking.

“Do you believe Lauren is still alive?” I asked.

Charlene paused. Tears welled up in her eyes. She’d been asked this repeatedly over the past year, but now she gave a different answer.

“I don’t,” she said softly.

Another painful silence.

Rob embraced Charlene.

“We’re trying to be realistic,” Robert said. “We know that if she had the chance to reach out to us, she would have done it.”

Still, they described how they were pushing forward with their effort to find their daughter’s body, to take her home, and deliver justice to whoever was responsible for her death. One of their boldest statements of the interview foreshadowed what would come next.

“I feel if she never met Corey Rossman, she’d be alive today,” Robert told me.





CHAPTER 11


Lauren’s older sister, Rebecca, was engaged to her boyfriend in June of 2011. Their wedding had been planned for later that year. In the whirlwind that followed Lauren’s disappearance, the celebration was called off. Rebecca and her fiancé decided to postpone their nuptials indefinitely.

A year and a half later, in the fall of 2012, they moved forward.

The day was set for October, at the Tappan Hill Mansion in Tarrytown, New York, just a few miles from where the Spierers lived. Their families gathered in a garden overlooking the Hudson River.

As they prepared to walk down the aisle, Rob, Charlene, and Rebecca all huddled together and began to cry. Their celebration of a new life was inextricable from their pain.

“On balance,” Rob said, “It was a joyous occasion but there were deep, deep emotions of profound sadness, having Lauren missing, not knowing where she was, being in the same spot, not having her there to share in her family’s joy, her sister’s joy. It was very emotional.”

They draped Lauren’s tallit, her prayer shawl, over the chuppah, the wedding canopy under which Rebecca and her fiancé exchanged their vows, symbolizing the home the new couple would now build together.

Then as the newlyweds walked arm-in-arm into the ceremony hall, a prominent photo collage in the corner of the room of Lauren with Rebecca, laughing, hugging, smiling, allowed the couple to feel her presence in the room, as if she were there celebrating with them.

It was the first time in seventeen months that the Spierers would let themselves experience any joy.

“It was extraordinary,” Robert Spierer told me a short time later for an article in the Journal News. “People have shared with me that it was probably one of the nicest weddings they’d been to, not because it was elaborate and fancy but because of the human connection, the love, the compassion, the happiness for us that we would have a moment of happiness in our lives. It was just palpable in the room.”

But the day came and passed, and they returned home to feel Lauren’s comforting yet haunting presence, which they’d live with for years to come.

Lauren’s room became a sanctuary, a shrine untouched and now filled with additional boxes of her personal belongings that had been returned from her apartment in Smallwood. Charlene would sometimes walk in, curl up on the bed, and weep.

But she and Robbie were unable to truly grieve her loss. It was still June 3, 2011. Death they could accept. They knew she was never coming home. But this was far more difficult. In their minds, their only true path forward was to finally learn what happened to their daughter.

And in other rooms throughout their house, they constantly looked for answers. In a cabinet downstairs and in an office upstairs, they maintained a large and expanding set of files, piles and piles of documents packed in boxes.

These pages had become their everyday reading material, filled with nuggets they believed could help them unlock the mystery of Lauren’s disappearance. They kept returning to them, endlessly searching for what they had missed. What police, or their private detectives, had overlooked.

Lauren’s phone records were one such focus. They were just numbers on a page, but each call or text she’d made or received in the hours before and after her disappearance represented a potential lead. There was a story behind every entry.

One listing in particular continued to baffle them, one of the last incoming texts in the midst of her chaotic night, a text at 12:03 a.m. Lauren hadn’t answered.

The number texted her again at 11:39 a.m. Then once more at 5:18 p.m.

So at the Spierers’ request, their investigators finally made contact with the person. It turned out to be a fellow student named Annie.

Annie was a year ahead of Lauren at IU. She revealed that she’d first met her in textile class during Lauren’s freshman year. Lauren was going through a tough period in her life that fall, confronting the partying issues her friends had warned her about. She was taking classes, attending the court-mandated group counseling sessions in the evenings, and staying in at night, painfully isolated from her social network. She went to a pet store and bought a bunny to keep her company, much to the surprise of her roommates. Lauren loved her bunny, who she named Daisy, and delighted at watching the furry creature with floppy ears hop around their apartment.

Prior to Thanksgiving break in 2010, Lauren asked Annie to watch Daisy when she went home to New York for the holiday. Annie agreed and went to Smallwood each day to feed Daisy while Lauren was away.

Annie took to the bunny, and watched Daisy when Lauren went home for Christmas break as well. This time, Annie kept Daisy in her apartment. She would clean the cage and let Daisy hop around her apartment for exercise.

When Lauren returned to school, she learned that Annie’s father had died, and seeing how much the bunny meant to her new friend, she let her keep Daisy.

On June 2, just hours before Lauren went missing, Annie was working at a boutique clothing store in downtown Bloomington. Hadar, Lauren’s roommate, stopped in with friends to do some shopping. Annie explained to Hadar that she had a new phone and didn’t have Lauren’s number anymore, so Hadar gave her Lauren’s number.

Annie texted Lauren to say hi, and to see if she wanted to get together that night. Lauren replied to say she was busy but would love to see her soon. The two made tentative plans to get together and reconnect. But Annie’s last three texts, and later a phone call to Lauren, went unanswered.

That weekend, Annie saw Hadar again, strolling down the street. Hadar asked if Annie had seen Lauren. She hadn’t. Later that day, she saw a missing poster with Lauren’s photo on it, affixed to a building downtown. Returning home, she saw the story on the news: her friend had disappeared.

In the weeks and months that followed, Annie was never asked about her contact with Lauren that night. She said that she kept expecting to hear from Bloomington police but never did. It was the private investigators who finally reached out.

So this little mystery was solved for the Spierers, but far more crucial questions raised in those files remained unanswered. Encountering yet another person who had not heard from police in the aftermath of Lauren’s disappearance heightened their concerns about how thoroughly the cops had investigated the case.

Shortly after the Annie interview, the Spierers’ attorney informed them that, with the two-year anniversary of Lauren’s disappearance approaching, they had to move quickly if they wanted to use the civil court system to help them get answers.

They decided to file a lawsuit against the last three men known to see her alive—Jay Rosenbaum, Corey Rossman, and Mike Beth. The strategy was to try to force the young men to share more information through the legal power of discovery, requiring them to give sworn affidavits and turn over materials including text messages, phone records, emails, and any other information that may shed light on their involvement in Lauren’s disappearance and silence afterward.

After doing so, the Spierers’ attorney attempted to explain what amounted to a legal declaration of war, as the lawsuit accused the three friends of contributing to Lauren’s presumed death.

“Rob and Charlene Spierer authorized the filing of this lawsuit with great reluctance and only after we counseled them that they would lose certain legal rights if not exercised by the two-year anniversary of Lauren’s disappearance,” lawyer Jason Barclay stated in a news release. “We hope no one will misinterpret this action. Any parent in search of information about a missing child would use every resource available to them. Therefore, we intend to use the rights afforded by the civil justice system to obtain answers to questions that have gone unanswered for too long. We fully expect that those with relevant information will cooperate with this process.”

The Spierers privately indicated they also wanted to sue Jesse Wolff as well but couldn’t because they had no proof he was with her that night.

That didn’t stop Wolff’s family from waging a counterattack days later when they went after the grieving parents.

“The Spierers are coming out now and telling lies,” Jesse’s father Alan Wolff said.

They even took a shot at Lauren.

“This poor little girl is not with us today because of her drug abuse,” Jesse’s mother Nadine Wolff said. “If Jesse was guilty of anything, he was guilty of taking care of Lauren, who had some serious drug issues. She would abuse to the point where she would black out. Jesse always threatened to call and tell her parents and she said, ‘If you do, I’ll break up with you.’”

“My son took care of her for two years while she was in college,” she said. “The one night she went out without him and did what she did unfortunately cost her her life.”

The next day, the Spierers fired back: “We are appalled that the Wolffs have defamed our daughter knowing that Lauren will never have the opportunity to respond.”

The boys, despite their lack of cooperation, had to this point been somewhat civil, at least when it came to the Spierer family. But with a lawsuit now openly accusing them of involvement in Lauren’s death, the tone changed. A courtroom showdown was set.

____________

“This matter involves the negligent actions and omissions of the Defendants that resulted in the disappearance, injury, and death of Lauren Elizabeth Spierer.”

So began the Spierers’ lawsuit, filed in Monroe County Circuit Court on May 31, 2013.

It alleged Rossman, Rosenbaum, and Beth had violated Lauren’s constitutional rights and rested on three legal arguments.

The first, “negligence resulting in the disappearance, death, or injury of an adult child,” cited the Indiana Child Wrongful Death Act, which gives parents the right to pursue wrongful death claims on their child’s behalf if they are unmarried and less than twenty years old, or under twenty-three and enrolled in a technical school or college. Simply put, if your child disappears, dies, or is injured, you have the right to pursue a remedy in court.

For the second argument, “negligence per se,” the Spierers argued that because Lauren was severely intoxicated, the defendants Rossman, Rosenbaum, and Beth owed her a “duty of care” and failed to meet that standard by letting her walk home alone.

The third argument, called a “dram shop” argument, is usually applied to bars that overserve customers who then drive drunk and injure other people. In those cases, the bars can be sued by the injured parties. But in Indiana, this also applies to people who “furnish” others with alcoholic drinks, which the Spierers claim these three young men did with Lauren.

It was an uphill battle, because the Spierers were limited in what they could prove since so little was known about what happened in Lauren’s final hours. Because the three young men had hired lawyers so quickly after Lauren’s disappearance and largely refused to cooperate with the investigation afterward, all that was known was what the Bloomington police and the Spierers’ private investigators could scrape together. Which, at that time, was not much.

The Spierers needed a judge to allow the case to move forward so they could subpoena the defendants’ phone records, emails, and anything else that might prove what they did—or didn’t do—that night.

A cell phone ping out in the woods surrounding Bloomington later that night might indicate where Lauren’s body was dumped. Or a text message referencing an overdose might shed light on how Lauren died.

And, of course, if the young men were telling the truth, that Lauren walked out the door on her own volition, the legal discovery process could help clear them of wrongdoing.

It was a Hail Mary, dismissed by the defense lawyers as “a fishing expedition.”

The Spierers pushed for legal discovery, to force the defendants to provide records that would help vet their story. They fought for a jury trial, so if the defendants told their story on the stand, they would open themselves up to cross-examination from the Spierers’ lawyer.

But with each new filing, the defendants argued that their story—their unsworn testimony—was the correct, “undisputed” retelling of the night and that therefore nothing further was needed.

For the Spierers, the case presented a deeply frustrating catch-22. Without proof of an injury or a death, there was no legal basis for a lawsuit. But without a trial, the Spierers couldn’t prove Lauren’s injury or death.

The lawyer called the defendants’ argument “circular, incomprehensible logic.”

Buried in the legal files was some nastiness among the mundane. Corey Rossman stated, through his lawyer, any potential award the Spierers might get should be weighed against any donations they’d received to help in the search for Lauren. “The Plaintiffs,” a filing read, “may have received payments from other persons or companies which constitute an accord, satisfaction, and/or collateral source set-off to any judgment Plaintiffs may obtain against this Defendant.”

Another wrinkle was that the police investigation was technically still open, meaning anything the young men shared in the civil case could be used against them in the criminal case. Despite the fact that Beth, Rossman, and Rosenbaum were not considered suspects, they made it clear in their filings that they would invoke the Fifth Amendment right to remain silent if pressed to speak directly to the events of that night, to avoid potentially incriminating themselves in what was by this point a stagnant criminal investigation.

The case against Mike Beth was dismissed early on because he hadn’t joined Lauren at the bars and there was no evidence he provided her alcohol. There was no “dram shop” claim, no way to prove Beth negligent or that he had a duty of care.

“You cannot create a duty (of care) when you see some person too drunk to stand up straight,” Beth’s lawyer Greg Garrison said. “The one thing he did to be a nice guy has landed him in this courtroom.”

But the way the lawyer simplified the case felt to the Spierers like he was mocking their pain.

“There are only two facts: A young woman got pretty intoxicated and she just walked away, and they can’t make that into something it’s not,” Garrison told the judge. “She just walked away.”

Robert Spierer told me afterward how he took the remarks: “It was said with an arrogance and a certainty that was very troubling to us.”

Charlene said the lawyer’s words were unforgettable. “I just have that tattooed on my brain; ‘She just walked away, she just walked away,’” she said, parroting the lawyer. “He was very flippant about it. I just wanted to say, ‘Just prove that she just walked away.’”

Charlene, in speaking to the press after this decision, was disheartened but still not giving up on the lawsuit.

“It just doesn’t seem right,” she said. “It feels like we’re still in the same place we were. We’ll keep hoping we have a good outcome regarding the other two young men. We just hope that the case moves forward. And no matter what, we’re not giving up.”

The problem was the burden of proof wasn’t on the three young men, and they weren’t going to give the Spierers anything to help their case.

The case against Rossman and Rosenbaum was dismissed months later.

“Unfortunately, there could be any number of theories as to what happened to Lauren and what, if any, injuries she may have sustained,” the judge wrote in her ruling. “Without evidence to prove these theories, it would be impossible for a jury to determine if whatever happened to Lauren was a natural and probable consequence of her intoxication.”

This catch-22 stopped the Spierers’ later appeal, as well.

“We have found no decisions under Indiana law where persons were held liable for the actions of their social peers, absent additional factors not present here,” the Seventh Circuit Court of Appeals wrote in its decision.

Those “additional factors” remained a mystery, and the Spierers’ day in court had concluded.

After the final ruling, Charlene said, “We continue our search for answers and justice for Lauren.”

That search would lead down a dark path in the years ahead.





CHAPTER 12


“Living through this,” Charlene said, “you really try not to think about the Lauren that was. You just focus on the case, because it’s very hard to live with what we are missing.”

After the disappointment of their lawsuit being dismissed, the Spierers did their best to keep their attention on the case, but others in Lauren’s college town decided it was time to move on.

In October 2013, the last billboards in Bloomington bearing Lauren’s name and photo were taken down. It was a difficult decision for all involved, since there were still many people left in Bloomington dedicated to finding out what happened to Lauren that night. But a growing faction in town felt that the signs were too macabre and preferred to not be reminded of the missing and presumed dead young woman.

“The decision to remove the signs around the community was an effort to balance many and varied community interests and input,” Bloomington mayor Mark Kruzan stated in a release. “For the many people who have felt the signs should have been taken down long ago, it’s long overdue. For those who believe they should remain in place, no time was right to remove them.”

There was truth in that final statement: for the Spierers and Lauren’s many friends, there was no right time to take the signs down. Not until they found her, or at least found out what happened to her.

“We remain grateful to the Bloomington Fire Department for the time and energy they took to build new frames and replace Lauren’s weather-worn billboards this past April,” Charlene said in a statement after hearing of the news. “We have been shown a tremendous amount of kindness and support by the residents of Bloomington and for that we are eternally grateful. We apologize to those who have found Lauren’s missing posters offensive.”

With Bloomington moving on, the Spierers were left to sift through an endless stream of rumors that continued to come their way.

Charlene often found herself curled in bed with her computer, scrolling through message boards at 3:00 a.m. when she couldn’t sleep, the endless chatter drawing her down late-night rabbit holes.

Each theory seemed more gruesome than the last, and none seemed to be getting them closer to finding Lauren, though they couldn’t give up.

Some held the promise of a break. Others bordered on the absurd.

The Spierers heard from amateur sleuths from around the country, some of whom reached out directly, signing letters with aliases like “Batman’s equal.” They reported seeing girls matching Lauren’s appearance at gas stations, in cars, and at trap houses in the area dealing and consuming drugs. Some claimed Lauren’s body had been dumped in the Ohio River. Others said she was kidnapped by a known drug dealer at IU and taken to California.

Several psychics offered their own take, sharing visions of the young woman being taken to a variety of locations outside of Bloomington: dragged off, buried, hidden in a cabin, bound and tied in an RV, and dumped near a creek. Some were so specific they included geographical landmarks, coordinates, and even home addresses.

Then there was a haunting image the Spierers were alerted to that was posted on a Tumblr blog of a tied-up petite young blond woman. The young woman looked similar enough to Lauren that the family hired a web specialist to investigate.

The wildest conspiracy theories offered tales of biker gangs, vast government cover-ups, and body doubles.

But despite varying degrees of plausibility, many of these random tips circled back to a common theme: that someone was out there, a predator lying in wait, looking for vulnerable victims just like her. It took the Spierers down a terrifying journey into the real and imagined dangers that were lurking around Bloomington the night Lauren vanished.

A convicted sex offender, they learned from a tip, had been employed for more than a year at the Taco Bell next door to Sports, the bar where Lauren was seen late on the night of her disappearance. Two registered sex offenders were employed at the Waffle House across the street from the Smallwood apartments while she was living there.

A witness came forward to report that on that night, around 4:00 a.m., she saw a young blond female walking northbound only a couple blocks from the area Lauren would have been. She looked lost. Then, she said, a teal-colored Dodge truck drove up. The male driver exited the vehicle and pulled the woman in by her arm. As the truck drove away, the driver stared the witness down. However, since the witness wasn’t able to clearly see the license plates on the truck, this tip was another dead end.

After purchasing a house at a public auction in Indianapolis, only an hour from Bloomington, a couple reached out to BPD to report a concerning sight. They said when they arrived at the house, it was full of trash except for a desk that was undisturbed and covered in newspaper clippings mentioning Lauren’s disappearance. The original owner was deceased, and his son Scott Joseph Cooper was a former Indianapolis police officer who was convicted four times for child exploitation. At the time, Cooper was living in Greenwood, Indiana, even closer to Bloomington.

An Indiana task force moved quickly on the tip and brought search dogs to the house. They were especially concerned about an area in the house that didn’t look right: the floor of a closet had been recently replaced with fresh plywood. Stains on the plywood appeared to be blood. Below this area was a crawl space and a mound of dirt. But after a little more than an hour, the search party found no more evidence. The stains tested negative for blood.

From prison, an inmate reached out with a tip, alleging that they’d come to know a former IU student named Corey Hamersley, who was serving time for shooting up an off-campus party. The inmate claimed they were playing cards when a television show covering Lauren’s disappearance was playing on the wall, and a photo of Lauren came up on the screen.

“Immediately Corey looks up at the TV and says, ‘Man, I knew the guys that did that,’” the inmate said.

According to the inmate, Hamersley said the guys were drinking and taking ecstasy with Lauren when she overdosed, and that they’d gotten scared and disposed of her body in the Ohio River.

But in an interview for a 20/20 episode on Lauren, Hamersley recanted the story.

Each time a news story broke on a murder suspect in the area being arrested, new tips would flood in from people claiming to have information that connected these individuals to Lauren.

One such case seemed so similar it convinced many internet sleuths over the years that they’d finally found Lauren’s killer.

A forty-nine-year-old man named Daniel Messel was arrested and later convicted of killing Hannah Wilson, a twenty-two-year-old IU senior. Hannah, like Lauren, had been partying in downtown Bloomington on a Thursday night. She started her night with friends at the Hotel Garden Inn, which had become the Spierers’ de facto command center early in the search. Around 1:30 a.m., she walked with her friends to Sports, the bar Lauren frequented the night of her disappearance. But Hannah’s friends decided she was too intoxicated to enter Sports and hailed a cab for her and paid the fare to take her home. Later that morning, her body was found near State Road 45 in nearby Brown County.

While in prison for this murder, Messel allegedly bragged to his cellmate that he would frequently cruise the IU campus looking for young women to sexually assault. His cellmate wrote letters to local authorities alerting them of this and theorized a connection between Messel and Lauren Spierer.

This theory grew when Messel was later convicted of a similar abduction that took place back in 2012, only months after Lauren’s disappearance. That night followed the same pattern: Messel identified a young woman, twenty-two at the time, who was drunk at a bar in downtown Bloomington. He coerced her into his car, drove her out to a secluded rural area near Griffy Lake, sexually assaulted her, and beat her before leaving her alone in a parking lot without her purse, shoes, credit card, or cell phone.

It later came out that BPD had also questioned Messel in a similar case in 2012 when an eighteen-year-old IU freshman accepted a ride from a stranger after being out drinking in downtown Bloomington, and the stranger attempted to sexually assault her and, when she fought him off, assaulted her and drove off.

BPD took the possible connection between these cases and the Spierer case seriously. Police Captain Joe Qualters said at the time in a media statement, “Messel’s arrest has provided BPD detectives with an avenue of investigation into Lauren Spierer’s disappearance that will be diligently pursued, and, in fact, that investigation has already begun.”

This theory gained even more momentum when a former Monroe County prosecutor told the press he suspected Messel because of this “eerily similar” pattern. He said that if Lauren were walking home from Rosenbaum’s townhouse at 4:30 in the morning, she would have been in a four-by-five-block “zone of danger” that Messel cruised looking for victims like her: young, female, intoxicated, and alone.

“I still think, to this day, it’s my opinion, he had some involvement with her,” he told the press. “Lauren Spierer was headed toward that same area where we know he trolled for years.”

After this news broke, Rob and Charlene Spierer traveled to Brown County to speak with Adams and discuss any possible connections between Lauren and Messel.

But without any direct evidence beyond the theoretical, the Spierers’ private investigators were wary. After consulting with BPD, who said they’d investigated it and found no link, they ultimately ruled it out.

____________

Those who believed in the abduction theory at one point raised the prospect of another suspect: Israel Keyes.

After being arrested in 2012, Keyes revealed to investigators that although he’d been presenting himself as a regular family man to his friends and neighbors, his true passion was in abducting and killing strangers—and his murders went back as far as 1997.

Keyes’s MO was to travel around the country and stash what he called “murder kits.” He would buy weapons, rob banks in the area, and hide the weapons and cash in these “kits,” nondescript buckets buried in remote locations. He’d return to the area later, sometimes years later, to dig them up and commit murders at random. Then he’d dispose of the weapon he used, rent a car, drive to a distant airport, and fly home to his family in Anchorage, Alaska.

This system kept him from having to board planes with weapons or use a credit card that would show his whereabouts. When he was finally arrested, Keyes explained his system with great pride and hinted at the many murders he committed in the fifteen years he was actively looking for victims.

But unlike most killers, Keyes didn’t want his day in court or to live out his days behind bars. He wanted the death penalty, and fast. He told investigators he was growing tired of how long it was taking for the legal system to wrap up his case.

Any hope of getting a confession from Keyes disappeared when he committed suicide in prison in 2012, leaving behind a disturbing message.

Underneath the bed in his jail cell, he left paintings finger-drawn in his own blood: 11 skulls.

Investigators believed these drawings represented Keyes’s 11 murder victims. However, Keyes had only given investigators details of four murders, leaving the remaining seven a mystery he took to the grave.

This wouldn’t be the last I’d hear of Israel Keyes.





PART 4


NOT GIVING UP





CHAPTER 13


Years later, I found myself at a professional crossroads that allowed me to resume reporting on Lauren Spierer’s story. I’d long since moved on from the Journal News to the New York Post, where I became the top crime reporter covering the largest police department in the country. The stories I covered ran the gamut from wild murder sagas to police malfeasance.

At my two-year mark, I broke one of the biggest NYPD corruption scandals of the decade, uncovering an FBI probe into a wealthy businessman and his police-connected buddy buying influence into the department by providing perks. One of those perks was an all-expenses-paid flight to Las Vegas with a high-end sex worker in 2013.

I broke the story in early 2016, generating one tabloid cover after another, causing shockwaves in the department and the forced resignation of several top police officials. A few months later, the then-former sex worker came forward to tell her story, exclusively to the Post.

I met her outside a Manhattan Starbucks that May, then continued the interview over dinner, as she recounted her experience in vivid detail. It produced one of the most sensational stories of the year, especially when her identity was revealed: Gabi Grecko, a young woman who, after her episode on the plane, quit the business and moved to Australia where she married an elderly, millionaire entrepreneur and became a tabloid sensation.

A week after the story ran, I met up with Grecko again, and we hit it off. In some ways, we couldn’t be more different. Despite my aggressive nature as a reporter, I am somewhat shy and reserved. She certainly wasn’t, at least if you believed her public persona. But we also just really enjoyed talking to each other, being together. The chemistry was difficult to understand and, despite my initial willpower, resist.

We dated for about a month. It was an exciting if somewhat surreal experience, though also mundane, mostly consisting of us ordering takeout at each other’s apartments, watching indie movies, and listening to each other’s music. She loved Frank Ocean. I was more of a Thom Yorke guy.

But we both understood there was really nowhere for our relationship to go. I certainly wasn’t ready to introduce her to my mom.

And there was that other little matter: She was still a witness in the ongoing corruption scandal I exposed. The case was now in the courts, which I did not cover, and my reporting on her was done. Still, it was a bad look and, professionally, a disaster waiting to happen. Reality eventually prevailed, and we went our separate ways.

Two years later, in 2018 during the discovery phase of a pending trial, federal prosecutors shared Grecko’s private communications with the defense—loads of them. The materials included emails from our short-lived romance.

One of the defense lawyers, who was representing a police commander on the infamous Vegas flight, promptly leaked the communications to my competitor, the Daily News. Suddenly, I became tabloid fodder myself.

I was promptly fired for not disclosing the relationship, and the Daily News ran with the story.

“New York Post reporter axed for secret affair with hooker at center of NYPD corruption scandal,” the headline screamed.

It was the most humiliating experience of my life, made worse by the fact I had to keep quiet even though I found the coverage unfair. Notably, I only started dating Gabi after my story on her ran. I was single at the time, and she was no longer working as an escort.

I knew as well as anyone, however, that speaking out would allow the story to spin beyond my control. The Daily News would write a follow-up mocking me for defending myself, and the lawyer who leaked the story would get to take another crack at me. Other outlets might also jump in to cover the back-and-forth.

So I refused an interview and instead issued an innocuous statement crafted by a public relations expert. For the first time in my 25-year career, I experienced what it was like to be the target of a controversial news story, and to make a calculated decision to remain silent.

As I flailed in that moment, I couldn’t help but empathize with the subjects of some of the past stories I’d written. One source, a government official who’d recently experienced his own public flogging, reached out to commiserate.

“How does it feel to be on the other side?” he asked.

I thought about the young men at the center of the Spierer case. Why were they still refusing to speak publicly? Was it more complicated than I originally assumed?

But my first priority, post-firing, was clearing my head. That started with getting out of town for a while. I drove upstate with my girlfriend to the Catskills for a few days, occupying myself by hiking in the woods, drinking cocktails in a dark hole-in-the-wall pub, deactivating Twitter, and ignoring my phone until the story blew over. Then I flew alone to Mexico City and wandered aimlessly for days in parks and outdoor markets before I started to see a bright side.

“Hey, nobody died,” my family and friends assured me.

True. I was still here.

And there was a flipside to losing a job—no more bosses or deadlines. For the first time in my professional life, I had the terrifying but exhilarating freedom to work for myself.

Journalism was in my DNA. I’d never consider another career. So I spent time puzzling over a fundamental question: what do I actually want to do?

Since college, I’d shared the dream of every young reporter: to get into the thick of a big story and produce something meaningful in long form. I wanted to write a book. Now with nearly three decades of experience, I felt ready. Only one subject came to mind: Lauren Spierer.

With extreme work demands, especially in my previous role as Police Bureau Chief for the Post, I never had enough time to revisit the case, certainly not in a way that could break new ground.

It had been a source of guilt and frustration for years, especially as I grew closer to Lauren’s family. And while this wasn’t exactly the way I planned to get here, this was my moment.

Before I started, I reached out to the Spierers to gauge their feelings. I knew I needed their approval to reapproach their private detectives. I was also aware that Lauren’s friends, who had previously been reticent to speak to the press, were still wary of opening up without the family’s tacit green light.

I started by calling Charlene and Rob, expressing an interest to meet up. Rob selected his favorite brunch spot from his old neighborhood on the Upper West Side, Barney’s Greengrass. He suggested the salmon with eggs, and brought me a loaf of chocolate babka he said was the best I’d ever eat.

We’d enjoyed catching up from time to time. And now, I was delicately broaching a sensitive subject. They had stopped giving interviews. To make inroads in the case, I explained, I’d need unprecedented access and I’d need to break down the walls of communication. It had to start with the Spierers, who would have to open up old wounds and finally share the stories they’d held back.

Everyone knew Lauren took drugs the night of her disappearance, that she was fall-down wasted when she went out with this new guy Corey Rossman. We needed to go deeper to finally tell the real story around what happened that night.

I walked out with my babka. Robbie was right; it was delicious.

Days later, I returned to meet them for that pasta Bolognese dinner at their home, tape recorder in hand. And then, it was off to the offices of Bo Dietl & Associates.

For the next few weeks, I spent my days holed up in an empty conference room at the private investigator’s offices in Manhattan’s Herald Square.

I dug through the files I spread across the table, loaded with information that had never been released to the public. They’d spoken with dozens of people who saw Lauren in the hours leading up to her disappearance, including some of the young men present at the townhouse where she was last seen.

Alongside names I recognized were new names I hadn’t encountered before. The evidence tracked Lauren from the quiet Smallwood dinner gathering to a party upstairs, blocks over to the pregame at the townhouses, out to Sports, back to Smallwood, then up to the townhouses where she met a fate unknown.

It was some of the other information that particularly caught my eye, references to the events leading up to that night, and those that followed.

As I poured over the materials, the story started to come together. But the gaps also became more evident. Changing recollections, statements that didn’t align with one another, guesses, rumors.

Many of the witnesses the private investigators had interviewed had never spoken with cops. But the Dietl files themselves, while rich with facts, were frustratingly sparse with detail. Some of these witness accounts begged for follow-up, and several key players were never questioned because they’d managed to thwart the investigators.

It became my job to pick up where they left off.

I began reaching out to key witnesses in the case, starting with Lauren’s friends. They were now adults who’d moved out of Bloomington and were well into their post-college careers. In meetings over coffee, beer, pizza, and shakshuka, I connected (and sometimes reconnected) with people who had known Lauren and had seen her around the time of her disappearance.

Occasionally it was hard to coordinate meetings, since so many of them had different lives now than they did in 2011, with weddings and kids and work obligations.

Initially, I worried they wouldn’t say much.

But once we started talking, they began to open up. I learned that several of her closest friends still get together on June 3, the anniversary of the night she went missing, and on her birthday in January.

I started with her roommates. They were eager to tell me—to tell somebody—how much this tragedy affected them, and still does to this day.


HADAR TAMIR:

“Honestly, nothing sunk in for a long time. We were there in it, looking for her. We were still being positive, doing everything we could. I feel like I don’t remember crying for her or feeling like it sunk in like a week or two later.

“My mom was insisting on coming to see me. I was alone in the apartment and I was like, ‘It’s fine, it’s fine, I don’t need you to be here,’ and she still came, saying ‘I don’t want you to be alone at this time.’ I was just so in the mode of finding her, thinking everything was going to be okay, that I didn’t think I needed anyone’s help.”

ALYX STEINBERG:

“It’s crazy to me she is out there somewhere in the world. She is somewhere, and we have no idea where. That comes to my mind a lot, that she’s out there somewhere and I feel like we’ll never know. I used to have nightmares about it.”

BLAIR WALLACH:

“I think about her every day. Last year they did Rent the live musical on Fox. That was like our favorite movie. We were obsessed with the movie. And I was like, ‘Oh my god, let me call Spierer.’ I catch myself doing that a lot. But it’s hard. I speak to Charlene. I obviously want this for them, and for myself too. For everyone involved. The unknown is the hardest part. Not knowing is the hardest thing.”



Blair, like many others, shared regrets about what they could or should have done to prevent this tragedy.


“I wish I really had known about the drugs. I would have definitely intervened, said something more than that one time that I caught it. I could have prevented this. I don’t know. I obviously wish I knew about those boys. I don’t know them. I wish I knew their deal. I could have shared my perspective of it, told her ‘Don’t do this. This is bad.’ And help in any way. But I just didn’t know. That’s my biggest regret in all of it. Because I had no idea this was going on and it was just right under my nose. I just didn’t realize.”



As they recounted some of Lauren’s struggles, they were anxious to remind me of the Lauren they all loved, fearful that the complete version of her would get lost in the story of that night.


AMANDA ROUDE:

“Lauren was way more than a person who struggled with drinking and drugs who got into a situation and this happened to. It was complicated. We were young, but we thought that we were old. We were going through it, trying to figure things out. She was definitely at a point of time in her life where she was just trying to figure stuff out. That’s a reason she went out with these guys, without her friends, without her boyfriend. I don’t know what she was looking for, but I think she was trying to explore freedom, or figure some stuff out.”

SARA GORNISH:

“Living in Chicago where there’s a ton of IU grads, her name would get mentioned casually at times. I’d get choked up. It’s always uncomfortable because you don’t want to make others uncomfortable by saying, like, ‘Lauren’s one of my good friends and you guys are talking about this like these are hollow people that this happened to.’”

ALYX STEINBERG:

“I’ve gotten too drunk at times and wondered what if I got unlucky and was in the wrong place at the wrong time or hung out with the wrong person. We did all that stupid shit in college, and she drew the short end of the stick in a way that I thought was unimaginable.

“Because you’re only nineteen or twenty years old at that point, and you’re invincible in our eyes. You know, you’re just having fun in college. And you hear the stories. You hear about Natalie Hollaway. I remember hearing about Elizabeth Smart. You hear these stories, but they’re just these scary stories that are far away from you. And then this happens, and your world gets rocked.

“How does this happen? How did this happen to our friends, to our lives, and shake us all up forever? I feel like it will be forever with us.”



It was clear those who saw Lauren that night had spent years replaying the events, and were finally ready to share details they hadn’t in the immediate aftermath for fear of getting in trouble.


HADAR TAMIR:

“We went to Sports. It was dead that night, so we went home early. She went to Sports later. And all I remember from that night is why didn’t I stay at Sports for longer, because then I would have seen her. I was gone by the time she showed up. And that’s all my mind remembers. I should have somehow stayed in Sports.”



Adam Weiner, who was in the group who confronted Rossman at Smallwood, revealed details of the interaction that he now continues to second-guess:


“Hindsight is 20/20. After Corey got punched in the face, we probably should have taken that next step and walked her back to her room. At that point, we were worried that we were on camera punching someone. So we left. Maybe Corey should have gotten hit a couple more times, so Lauren doesn’t leave the apartment complex and we’re not sitting here.”

“But I don’t think that what we did was heroic, per se. Maybe we don’t hit Corey and they still leave the apartment and Lauren doesn’t go missing. I’d like to think that we did exactly what we did trying to protect Lauren. That’s not what happened, though.”



The friend who sold Lauren Xanax that night shed some further light on the punch:


“The fight is an interesting thing that happened because it doesn’t have to do with the rest of the timeline. It’s kind of a random thing that happened because that kid Zach Oakes is out of his fucking mind and was always getting in fights. Like always, always, always. If there was just the slightest thing that he didn’t like, he was going to hit someone.

“And then later on, reading about it, reading about this fight, that really has nothing to do with anything about Lauren. They just happened to be by the elevator near each other. And I guess, the kid she was with [Corey].”



Scott Schwartz, who hosted the dinner party, explained how he is still haunted by the missed phone call supposedly made by Lauren late that night:


“Who knows what that phone call was? And that’s something I’ve got to live with, right? One was to Dave Rohn, one was to me. It’s just really surprising that that would have been the two phone calls. There was never a disclosure of any missed phone calls to her boyfriend. Not to my knowledge. I would have expected that if she really needed someone or a response, then she would have been calling her boyfriend. The whole thing just doesn’t make sense.”



Her friends shared what they think really happened in those final hours, and their impressions of the persons of interest, whom they all knew to some extent.

Amanda Roude recalled to me that during a Birthright trip to Israel a few years later, she ran into Mike Beth, the student who told investigators he walked Lauren over to Rosenbaum’s apartment:



“He recognized me through the Facebook group. To say that I was shocked and caught off guard would be an understatement. We met in the airport. The second night, he pulled me aside. We just really had a long talk. He wasn’t out with them that night.

“We didn’t talk so much about that night. We talked more about what it’s been like, how it has been like a dark cloud following him around his whole life. If he was starting to date a new girl and her mom found out who he was, she wouldn’t want her going out with him.”



A common theme among the people I spoke to, regardless of what exactly they thought happened that night to Lauren, was resentment toward the young men who last saw her.

Natalie Mazza, another college friend:


“I don’t keep up with any of them. After the whole thing, the way that they lawyered up and didn’t help the Spierers always put a bad taste in my mouth. Even though Jay appeared to be the most helpful, still, everything that happened, I just didn’t want anything to do with them. Our hearts broke for the Spierers.

“We’d go and look through the forests. We’d work with the Spierers and figure out things we could do. A lot of searches, walking around town and things like that, and they were never there. And I remember thinking, ‘Sure, you’re her friend and you’re partying with her and you’re not her friend now?’ It just all put a bad taste in my mouth.”



As I was interviewing and reinterviewing Lauren’s friends, I came across an interesting document I knew I’d never seen. An anonymous letter penned by someone close to Wolff detailing some of his peculiar behavior after Lauren’s disappearance, offering background information that led this person to think that Wolff may have been involved.

The author shared one of Wolff’s Facebook postings from June 14, 2011, stating: “back in the fb relationship!! I love you so much baby cant stop thinking about you.”

Curiously, this post appeared nine days after Lauren went missing, and was taken down the next morning, the insider wrote.

The letter also shared Facebook photos Wolff posted that fall of himself, with his arms wrapped around a new apparent love interest, a young, petite, blond-haired woman who resembled Lauren.

The private investigators had never been able to track down the author of the anonymous letter. But by noticing a few key phrases and references, I was able to figure out her identity and drove out to Long Island to door-knock the author, who turned out to be a family member. But even as that person was able to share certain details from Wolff’s past, the individual had no new information about the disappearance. It was all pure speculation.

Mike Ciravolo shared his own hunches about Wolff as well, pointing to the contradictory statements about where he watched the game that night, his quick departure from Bloomington, and statistics that a missing person’s significant other is frequently the culprit.

The Wolff theory, however, was not shared by some of Lauren’s closest friends, who saw him as a devoted and harmless, if sometimes overbearing, boyfriend.

When I spoke to Wolff’s brother Alex in person in Colorado, he expressed the same sentiments.

I’d flown in on the hope that, after all this time, Jesse Wolff might be inclined to meet with me. The best I could do, though, turned out to be meeting with his older brother Alex at a California Pizza Kitchen. But what Alex told me that day proved to be useful in understanding his brother a little better.

We agreed it would be best for Jesse to speak up on the record and clear his name. “Of course he doesn’t trust you is the problem,” Alex said.

“Part of the difficulty is that ultimately he had begun to look upon the Spierers as family,” he said. “So it just made it all that more painful for him. But [Lauren] was no saint. I mean, she was putting him through the ringer. I think he’s codependent and doesn’t know how to walk away from something like that. Cause the pattern is a pattern.”

“I have an opinion for you that is not going to be popular with anybody. But ultimately I believe that her parents are ultimately responsible for her. Because they knew her and they sent her off to college with my brother as her ward.

“I think that they have a huge responsibility here. And I think that they would love to leverage that for their, for their own ego or whatever the case may be for it to not be on them. But I mean, ultimately they left her in my brother’s hands.”

Alex told me that he and Jesse have barely talked about that night, as it’s too painful for Jesse to rehash.

“All he had to tell me was that he was waiting up in bed for her,” he said. “That’s all I ever knew, is that the poor fucking guy was waiting up in bed for her.”

Sara Gornish, who went on to receive a master’s degree in counseling from Northwestern University, offered her own take on why she thought Wolff wasn’t involved:


“Jesse was at the [police station], willing to talk, willing to help out. You have to be a sociopath to look and appear that innocent, and having my clinical studies in these disorders, he’s not a sociopath and there’s just no way something wouldn’t have boiled up with his exposure to the cops and our exposure to him.”



She was more inclined to believe in speculation about Lauren dying in the townhouse complex and the students with her panicking.


“They were young selfish boys. If something like [an overdose] happened, they didn’t have the maturity or the consideration at the time to think about the bigger picture. Like, ‘We need to help this girl’ or ‘We need to say something about this,’ ‘What’s the impact on her family and their lives?’ Nineteen-year-old boys don’t have the capacity to think like that, especially in the state of mind that they were likely in. It’s hard to not think [an overdose and cover-up] was what happened.”



A theory many referenced is that Lauren overdosed, and Rosenbaum’s two friends who were in town drove off with her body and dumped it somewhere along their ride back home to Michigan. The private investigative files I’d come across raised this question and also asked why police hadn’t searched the car of the friend who drove, Alex Ferber.

In June 2011, when Ferber and David Bleznak visited Jay Rosenbaum in Bloomington, he drove his family’s 2010 Lexus HS hybrid sedan.

Years later, Bo Dietl’s team tracked the car back to Michigan. The Ferbers had sold the vehicle in 2013, and it had been sold again in 2018 and was now used for ride sharing in Minnesota. Between the BPD and the Spierers, nobody was willing to spend the money to search the vehicle for possible DNA evidence.

On the phone, Ferber told me that he’d been interviewed by BPD, but they’d never attempted to search his car.

As for Rossman’s claims of memory loss, Lauren’s friends saw those as highly dubious. Indeed, few around campus at the time had anything positive to say about the young man who courted Lauren that night.

In the investigative files, I found a letter from a person identifying himself as an IU professor describing Rossman as an entitled kid with an explosive temper. The letter claimed that after Rossman was told in a meeting with a guidance counselor that he was being put on academic probation, he “blew up” at the faculty member, yelling so loudly that a staffer from another room had to knock on the door and ask him to calm down.

The letter claimed that after Lauren’s disappearance, Rossman requested extensions on his schoolwork because he was a person of interest in the case, and failed several tests before being granted a “medical leave.”

“The entire town is pulling for you to get to the bottom of this,” the author wrote to Dietl’s team.

There were all sorts of tips, many anonymous and based on hearsay, about the overdose theory that I couldn’t stand up.

One IU student claimed Rossman drunkenly admitted at a party that Lauren overdosed and that the young men buried her body in the open construction site next door. But that student didn’t hear it himself. He claimed he heard it from a friend, who wasn’t named.

Alyx Steinberg had a hard time believing the young men would be able to conceal such a secret for all these years.


“I think it was a wrong place, wrong time [situation]. Maybe she was followed throughout the night. I know it’s only one or two blocks until the cameras and lights, but it was 4 a.m. and there are some really f——weird people in Bloomington. That has always been my theory. I don’t think the guys she was with that night are smart enough to dispose of a body.”



Taylor Valentine, still puzzling over the reenactment Rosenbaum gave her weeks after the disappearance, found it hard to believe that some stranger snatched Lauren off the street.


“Think about it, you’re young, you let a girl leave your apartment and the next thing you know… If that’s what it was, that sucks. At the same time, we all walked around without anybody with us at night. The stars would have had to be perfectly aligned.”



If something did happen at those townhomes, Valentine reasoned, the young men—however many were present—would have had to act quickly to move Lauren’s body, concoct a story, and make a pact to not tell a soul.

She’s not sure that’s so absurd:


“Some people ask, ‘How can you keep a secret like that?’ Well, you can keep a secret when your life depends on it.”







CHAPTER 14


In the midst of working on this book, I paid my bills by freelancing for various news outlets, reporting on everything from Mexico’s deadliest beach destination to the Atlanta spa shootings to the resurgence in crime in New York City, where I maintained deep sources in law enforcement.

It was 2021 when I decided to accept a full-time job at the Daily Mail. I would be a senior reporter for the Daily Mail’s exclusives team, traveling around the country breaking news on the day’s biggest stories.

I called Charlene with the news, and she was very happy for me, especially knowing I had a family now, a wife and baby daughter. But I couldn’t help but detect some apprehension in her voice. I assured her that I, of course, would continue my reporting on the case.

This job might slow the process, I candidly acknowledged. But now, ten years later, we’d established a bond that would never break. And I would never consider giving up.

They knew that, and so did Lauren’s friends, who entrusted me with some painful information from their past.

After drinking a couple of beers in an East Village bar, one of my interview subjects turned the table on me and noted he’d read about my inglorious exit from the Post. I felt a bit unnerved when he brought that up. But he didn’t do it to knock me. He just remarked, “So this is your redemption.”

We’d parted ways that afternoon with that comment reverberating in my head. His premise was wrong. This wasn’t about a job. There was something driving me that I couldn’t fully explain.

The only question, really, was how far I could take my reporting.

And so I began the next phase of my journey.

Taking some time off work, I hopped on a flight back to Bloomington armed with new questions from my recent round of interviews. With a list of people to reconnect with, and new ones to approach, I went out searching for more answers.

The students from 2011 were long gone. But my focus now would be on the police, lawyers, faculty, merchants, landlords, anyone I could think of who might have some information.

On my drive into town, on a bright and crisp November day, I noticed the landscape of Bloomington hadn’t changed much. But the way I saw it had: everywhere I looked, I envisioned Lauren, in the faces of the students strolling through the streets, some walking alone, others traveling in packs, gathering in cafes and bars, chatting, glancing down at their phones.

And there was one familiar face in town—my dear cousin Isaac, who happened to be a senior at IU studying computer science. He let me interview him for the book, as long as I paid for lunch.

On a cold, windy afternoon, we ducked into The Owlery, a vegetarian cafe he introduced me to in downtown Bloomington. I’d vaguely explained what I was up to. I started by asking him whether Lauren Spierer’s case was still a topic around IU.

“Mostly when I first got here, I feel like maybe she got mentioned once or twice in passing, related to ‘Oh, that’s the girl that went missing,’” he said. “But I didn’t hear anything too specific about her. It kind of got washed out. I guess it’s just that people these days are talking more about the crazy shit that’s happening now than the crazy shit that happened a while ago.”

He noted there had been more than a dozen sexual assaults reported on campus so far that semester, many involving frats. He also mentioned the death of a nineteen-year-old student who jumped from a school parking garage adjacent to the Kelley School of Business.

“I found out through word of mouth because IU has kept that all pretty hush-hush,” he told me. “I was like, ‘How did I not hear that? I have classes right next door.’”

He said the school does a poor job informing students about negative news on campus.

“I feel like IU is trying to clean up their reputation a little bit,” he said. “They used to send out these little emails, text alerts, stating things like ‘sexual assault reported at this building at this time,’ with suspect descriptions sometimes. But then at some point they were like, ‘Yeah, we’re not going to be disclosing the location of these crimes anymore because it reflects negatively on Greek life students and that’s not fair to them.’ And now we just don’t hear anything about it when it happens.

“I’m still signed up for the alerts, but now it’s mostly just storm warnings,” he added.

I asked whether IU still lives up to its reputation as a party school, and he responded with an unequivocal yes. The venues have changed: Kilroy’s is no longer an in-spot, he noted. It’s now Upstairs Pub, Video Saloon (known as “The Vid”), and The Bluebird.

And easily procured drugs and alcohol were continuing to fuel the nightlife.

“From my limited experience, it’s mostly coke and Molly and nitrous these days,” he said. “I’m leaving out weed, but that’s like the entire student body.”

He also said students continue to mix alcohol with depressants like Klonopin, as Lauren and her friends did.

“The pills are usually pretty out of hand,” he said.

“And then there’s issues with fent,” Isaac added, referencing the synthetic opioid that was increasingly causing problems.

The following summer, fentanyl would take the life of twenty-year-old Avery McMillan. The senior had been raped that night by a Bloomington man who snatched her from her parking garage after she stumbled out of a house party without her phone, ID, or keys.

In discussing Lauren’s case, I asked Isaac whether he could envision history repeating itself at IU with another young woman vanishing in the night. He didn’t hesitate to give his answer.

“Oh yeah, 100 percent,” he said. “You can tell at the bars, there’s a lot of girls that are extremely drunk without really much support or anything like that, and there’s a lot of creepy older dudes at the bars that kind of hang around and are pretty clearly waiting for something like that.”

He said young co-eds are also often preyed on by other students, whether it’s in the frats, at off-campus pre-games, or on the streets at the end of a long night.

He noted the prevalence of surveillance cameras around town, but said that doesn’t necessarily make things safer.

“Overall, I don’t think much has really changed,” he said. “Given the frat culture here, if people saw some drunk girl stumbling along with some dude at 4 a.m., they wouldn’t think twice about it.”





CHAPTER 15


I sat down for dinner with Elliot Lewis, a local businessman who owned several buildings in Bloomington, including 10th and College where Corey and Lauren stopped on their way back to the townhouses. He provided housing for the Spierers while they were in town for the search. One of the first things he mentioned to me was that three more IU students had been found dead that school year. It was just three months into the fall semester.

The recent sad news reminded Elliot of something we’d never discussed. A week before Lauren went missing, he told me, he was leaving his office nearby on a Friday evening when he saw a young woman sitting on the doorstep of the townhouse that he’d later learn was Jay Rosenbaum’s. She appeared to be waiting for somebody. It wasn’t until he saw a photo of Lauren after she’d gone missing that he realized it was her.

When he thought back to the days after Lauren’s death, he remembered giving the police that tip as well as a list of people who said they might have seen her that night. A day or two later, he followed up with his list of people who were eager to speak to the cops. They said they hadn’t been contacted by BPD. Elliot says when he asked the police why that was, he was told, “Well, we have a lot of leads.”

Elliot owns several buildings in Bloomington, and discussed the layout of the downtown area, noting the location of various surveillance cameras that might have captured Lauren while she supposedly walked home. According to Elliot, the theory is dubious that Lauren would have walked home alone from Rosenbaum’s townhouse. If she had, it wasn’t far before she would have been seen by surveillance, with cameras fixed to buildings just around the corner from Rosenbaum’s place.

After dinner, I returned to my hotel, the Hilton Garden Inn that had served as a meeting spot for the thrice daily searches that occurred in the weeks after Lauren went missing.

The next morning, I stepped out to explore the locations that had become central to the investigation, taking a trip back in time as I weighed the various witness accounts of what happened.

I started with the neighborhood where Jesse Wolff lived with his Apes brothers. On a block of finely manicured lawns and red brick houses, their modest single-story concrete pad stood out as an anomaly.

I was invited into the home by the current tenants, young college men who took me down to the rubber-floored basement, now decorated with a Coors Light flag on the wall, and a foldable plastic table set up for whenever the next beer pong game broke out, next to the bedroom where Wolff slept.

I then walked between the two houses, to where Wolff and most of his friends said he watched the basketball game. I’d imagined them to be next-door neighbors, but the homes were a block and a half apart.

My next stop was Smallwood, where Lauren lived with her three roommates. The building had since been rebranded as The Avenue on College. It looked like it had undergone a facelift as well, now with a gleaming lobby complete with plush couches and flat-screen TVs.

The command “LIVE ICONIC” hung on the wall above one of the TVs.

Upstairs, I checked out one of the apartments, a four-bedroom, 1,500-square-foot unit with the same layout as Lauren’s. I walked into a living room with two tidy bedrooms off to each side, one a replica of Lauren’s, where she stopped by after the dinner party before heading out for the night.

Sports was a shorter walk than I’d remembered. In fact, when I stopped in front to take a photo of it, Smallwood (or The Avenue on College) loomed in the background. I tried to imagine making the walk without shoes, maybe doable since the stretch was paved, if painful.

I returned to what used to be Smallwood, before heading north on College. The wide smooth sidewalk gave way to cracked asphalt as I turned left in front of the Farmer House Museum and followed Rossman and Lauren’s path into the alleyway, past the pool where her friends gathered the next morning and slowly realized she was missing.

Finding the side door propped open at the building they entered during their pit stop, I walked the two flights up to where Rossman knocked on the door of the four girls. It couldn’t have been an easy climb, carrying Lauren. I wondered, is it plausible that Rossman knocked on this door looking for friends to continue partying with? Or was it more likely he was looking for help, specifically from girls he trusted?

Back down the stairs, I crossed the street into the alley that led up to Rossman’s townhouse. Again, taking the back way instead of walking up College: was this a shortcut or a way to not be seen?

Emerging from the alley, the townhomes were in front of me. Noticing a door ajar, I peeked into what, all those years ago, was Jay Rosenbaum’s apartment. The living room to my right was the large gathering area where Lauren had downed shots of vodka during the pregame party before spilling a drink on herself and heading over to Rossman’s place, two doors down.

It was hours later that Rossman would return to the apartments carrying Lauren in his arms, before witnesses said she ended up at Rosenbaum’s.

To my left was the narrow, carpeted staircase where Rosenbaum’s friend, Bleznak, purportedly went up to bed. And on the ground in front of me, two bags full of empty beer cans.

I stood out front in what was Rosenbaum’s doorway and tried to imagine standing here watching someone walk to the corner. If they were walking to Eleventh and College it was plausible that I could supervise them as they went—the townhouse was near that corner. But the other corner, where he said Lauren went, was just too far. In the darkness, I couldn’t see to the corner.

Then again, maybe his eyes were better than mine.

The next day, I was off to the police station, a bland two-story building a couple blocks off the main campus drag, to make another run at the cops. But I couldn’t even get past the lobby. Despite my calling and sending emails, Chief Diethoff left me in the waiting room, refusing to meet with me. My hopes of talking to him or one of his detectives were stymied, just like my past Freedom of Information Act requests for records that were rejected because the investigation was technically still open.

So I started door-knocking and phoning members of the department, who gave me the runaround, telling me to fuck off, in the politest way possible.

“I really am not going to meet with you and talk about the case in any way, shape, or form. I respect what you’re doing. Good luck with it. I hope for the best for the Spierers and all,” current BPD captain Tony Pope told me.

“I really do respect what you’re doing,” current BPD detective Jeff Rogers said. “I wish I could steer you in a direction or provide more information to help give you a bigger picture. But if I want to keep the position that I’m in, I’ve got to follow my marching orders.”

And those marching orders appeared unchanged, even over a decade since Lauren’s disappearance.

My next step was to approach former members of the department, officers who were active on the case back in 2011 but have since stepped away. This is where I started to make some progress.

Several shared their frustrations with the case, starting with the slow speed at which BPD began moving on it. Pursuing standard procedure for a missing person’s report, the case didn’t even reach a supervisor for six or seven hours, and the supervisor didn’t assign it to a detective for another twelve to sixteen hours, which hampered efforts like keeping witnesses in town, stopping dumpsters from being taken to the landfill, and collecting evidence before it was destroyed.

“There were all kinds of questions about who should be interviewed, who shouldn’t,” Stu Baggerly said. “All of a sudden, all the rich kids were out of town.”

Once BPD did start investigating the case as a crime, the persons of interest lawyered up almost immediately. Dumpsters that may have held Lauren’s body were out to the transfer station and then the landfill well before BPD tried to stop them. They didn’t fully utilize the more experienced FBI or state police, which early on had offered to take over the case. And by the time Dietl and his team of private investigators got to town, the police leadership was more concerned with jurisdictional integrity than accepting help from veteran NYPD detectives, who drew more ire than the persons of interest.

But I kept digging at what they might know that I don’t.

And eventually, I got something. Something potentially big.

It started with a conversation with a former BPD investigator, who’d gone through the entire file back in 2011. He mentioned a detail from a video never released to the public, taken after Rossman and Lauren went upstairs to the girls’ apartment at 10th and College to knock on their door, and came back down.

“She’s on the curb sitting. She disappears off video. And then the gentleman comes back, talking on the phone, walking back and forth. What do college students do when they’re panicked? They probably call their buddy or something. He was walking nervously back and forth.”

The detail astonished me. Who did Corey Rossman call that night? At 3:00 a.m.? Around the time Lauren had collapsed on the pavement? During a period Rossman would later claim to have no memory of?

With some more digging, I got my hands on the phone records and found the number Rossman called.

At 2:09 a.m., he called and got no response. At 2:55 a.m., he tried again, but got no response.

Then at 2:22 p.m. that afternoon, as the search for Lauren was beginning, Rossman called the number yet again and this time got an answer. The call lasted three minutes.

I had to find this person.

First, I looked up the possible owners of the phone number. The last name was Bullens, from Rossman’s hometown of Sharon, Massachusetts. Simple computer research showed the caller appeared to be a young man around Corey Rossman’s age: Don Bullens, Jr., or his younger sister Brooke.

It seemed more likely Rossman had spoken to the older brother, as they were closer in age—only a year apart as opposed to four.

But a few days later, I was able to get a friend of Rossman’s on the phone. He defended Rossman, in a way.

“The only negative thing I could say is if he was drunk, he would be a little aggressive and try to make a move on a chick. But, I mean, a lot of guys do that,” the young man told me. “I wouldn’t say he did it in like a rapist, creepy way, but he could be a little aggressive. But I feel like a lot of guys are like that. And some girls like that, too, honestly.”

We hit a bump when I asked about the relationship between Rossman and Don Bullens, Jr. It turns out they weren’t friends at all. Not nearly as close as Rossman and Don’s younger sister Brooke.

“But Brooke is four years younger than him,” I said.

“She is,” he said, “but he had a thing for younger girls.”

Rossman and Brooke, according to this friend, used to party late into the night; 3:00 a.m. get-togethers were typical. Rossman, Brooke, and their friend Dana were described as a “trio” who constantly partied together in high school and college. Dana struggled with addiction issues, and passed away in 2021. But it appeared Rossman and Brooke had kept in touch over the years.

At 2:09 in the morning all those years ago, while he was at Sports with Lauren—maybe as he stepped out and asked Rosenbaum to keep an eye on her—he called Brooke, a high school girl from back home that he partied with. And then, at 2:55, as Lauren Spierer sat on the curb next to him, swaying and unable to walk on her own power, Rossman called Brooke again. They were the only two calls he made that night.

Why?

After my repeated calls to this number went unanswered, I decided to hit the road to knock on her door, a four-hour drive from my home in Brooklyn. I was off to find Brooke Bullens.

Using up nearly all the vacation time I’d accrued at the Daily Mail, I scraped together a week in the fall to track down this mystery girl. On Monday, I began crisscrossing several towns outside Boston, Massachusetts, knocking on every door that was associated with Brooke Bullens, texting and calling every phone number linked to her family members as I went.

Working the chain of the Bullens family over the course of the week, I spoke to her brother Don Jr., who I’d previously assumed received the call from Rossman. Over text messages, he was skeptical of how I’d found his phone number, what I was working on, and why I wanted to reach his younger sister.

Brooke’s cousin Nick spoke to me over the phone but revealed no information on what he knew or how to reach Brooke. And when I knocked on their doors, the message was consistent from her grandma, as well: I wasn’t going to speak to Brooke.

My texts to her grew in urgency over the days I was in town, hoping I could nail the right tone to get her to respond:

Hi, please call.

Need to ask a question for a story I’m writing. It’s Shawn Cohen, a journalist

Please call. It’s important

Hi Brooke. I need to touch base with you concerning some important information I learned. I stopped by an address yesterday thinking it was yours: your grandma answered and took my card.

You will definitely want to hear this.

But by Friday afternoon, it became clear I wouldn’t hear back from her. So I packed my bags and headed home.





CHAPTER 16


In 2021, twenty-two-year-old Gabby Petito was traveling with her boyfriend Brian across the United States in a white van, documenting their experiences on YouTube and Instagram. When the posts stopped and Brian returned to his family’s Florida home without Gabby, police launched an investigation into her disappearance.

As one of the reporters covering the case, I drove to Long Island to door-knock her mom Nicole and earned her trust and confidence. She shared information that helped me break several stories on the case, including introducing me to her daughter’s friend who gave me insight into Gabby’s troubled relationship with her boyfriend Brian.

Seeing Nicole’s pain made me think of Charlene, and I connected the two. Charlene messaged Nicole offering emotional support as one of the few people who could understand her pain and stress in the center of a media frenzy.

With helpful advances in technology tracking Gabby’s movements in the lead-up to her disappearance, tips flooded in from social media users around the world. Posts on the case reached hundreds of millions of users. One woman reviewed footage she’d taken at the Grand Teton National Park around the time of Gabby’s disappearance and noticed Gabby and Brian’s white van in the background. This tip led police to the area, and soon after, her remains were found a short walk from where the van had been parked.

Just over a year later, in late 2022, four University of Idaho students were stabbed to death in their beds after a late night of partying. When I traveled to Moscow, Idaho, to cover the case, police held a press conference announcing that surveillance footage showed a white car driving on their dead-end street around the time of the murders and speeding off afterward. It reminded me of the white van tip in the Spierer case, the fleeting hope it offered, and the crushing disappointment afterward. I was instantly skeptical.

But this time, local police engaged with state police as well as the FBI, and successfully tracked the owner of the car to nearby Washington State University. Then, they followed the suspect across the country to his family’s home in Pennsylvania, and arrested him after recovering trash discarded at their house matching the DNA of the victims.

Charlene took notice, too, of course. Social media, in its infancy back in 2011, couldn’t get answers for the Spierers, but it helped resolve the Petito disappearance within weeks. Advances in technology and a more collaborative police approach tracked the Idaho killer across the country before evidence could be destroyed. Charlene couldn’t help but wonder if Lauren would have been found in the age of Twitter, Tiktok, and Instagram, or in a different police jurisdiction.

What if, indeed.

Now, in the absence of new surveillance video or preserved evidence, finally solving the Spierer case would be more difficult. It would require someone with information to have a change of heart, to make a decision to come forward.

This is where I’d have to focus my efforts in my final phase of reporting for this book. I had to confront the persons of interest who hadn’t been forthcoming, or had offered contradictory statements to investigators, and get them to talk.

My final pitch to every person I hoped to speak to was, essentially, that it was now or never. Despite how many people didn’t want this book to come out, it was going to anyway. And try as they might to convince me to not include them in it, they would be.

I started with Jesse Wolff. The statistics are undeniable that when women go missing, their significant other is frequently to blame. For years I’d thought about how Wolff acted in the weeks following Lauren’s disappearance, posting curious messages on social media and posing with a new girlfriend while the searches were still happening.

It was even more curious the way Wolff always seemed to be slipping away. His parents had put him on a plane back home only a couple days after Lauren went missing. Then, months later, Wolff skipped town right after finals, the day before a planned meeting with private investigators. He’d left before his graduation ceremony and abandoned his belongings with six months remaining on his apartment lease.

However, there was no evidence that Wolff was present at the townhouses. Although his frat brothers’ story about them all watching the NBA Finals together that night was contradicted by one of his housemates, the game was over long before Lauren’s disappearance, and there was nothing to disprove Wolff’s claim that he was asleep during the early morning hours of June 3, 2011.

Wolff could use this opportunity to try to clear his name once and for all, to tell the story in his own words, address the discrepancies, and provide the context we’ve been missing all these years. It had been years since we’d last spoken, and I was hoping his estimation of me had improved.

Hi Jesse, I texted him. Hope you’re well. I have come a long way since we last messaged. Was in Bloomington just last week, spoke with police, etc. Deadline with the publisher is May. I’d like to share the thrust of the book and the new information that will certainly generate headlines. You will certainly be a big part of it because you were a big part of Lauren’s life and had tentative plans to get together with her that night. Hoping you’ll at least hear me out. Happy to fly to Colorado to meet in person.

You know my price, he replied. Not sure why you text me.

It wasn’t friendly, but at least it was a reply.

I’d rather talk than text, of course, I said.

You can Venmo me $100K, then I’m yours. Otherwise best of luck with your book.

I pressed him over a few more texts: didn’t he want his name cleared? Doesn’t it bug him that no one has ever heard his side of the story? Wasn’t he curious what new information I had that would be in the book?

Not remotely curious, he replied.

I apologized if the original reporting seemed unfair. But he wasn’t having it.

Good luck Shawn, he replied. Let this be the last time you contact me in this lifetime.

Later that day, I returned to my phone to a missed call and a voice mail from Jesse’s father, Alan Wolff.

“Shawn, Alan Wolff,” he begins, urgent and aggressive. The tone reminds me of his quick, explosive temper. My memory flashes back to the story of him bursting into Corey Rossman’s apartment and screaming at him, and the way he bragged afterward about the fear in Rossman’s eyes.

“Really simple. The book you wrote. If there is anything of any nature that I find libelous or anything in your book, in your manuscript, when it comes out…

“It’s really simple,” he continued. “Then I show it to my lawyer. Then he sues you. And you have to defend yourself. So you consider that. Goodbye.”

I called him back, twice. He didn’t answer.

Then, Alan’s wife Nadine, Wolff’s mom, reaches out via text. It seems she’d Googled my name to discover I’d lost a job for dating a former source seven years earlier.

Nadine graciously sends me the link.

Moments later, Alan chimes in with a more verbose response.

Looks like you make a habit of sticking your nose and your dick where it doesn’t belong, his text reads. What a f—loser. Maybe you’re not the right guy to write a book on such a sensitive topic. Your morality is on the line here.

Mom and Dad, so sweet.

Next, I reached out to the students who were at 5 North Townhomes when Lauren was last seen.

There were some inconsistencies in their accounts I wanted to ask about, one of the biggest being: what happened in the moments before Mike Beth purportedly dropped Lauren off at Rosenbaum’s apartment?

Mike Beth and Jay Rosenbaum’s stories never added up.

Beth claimed he’d gotten a call from Rosenbaum when he and his visiting friend David Bleznak returned from Sports. Beth told the private investigators that he came over and hung out with Rosenbaum and Bleznak, chatting about their night out. After Bleznak went to bed, Beth stuck around for a few minutes while Rosenbaum made himself a sandwich.

Then, after Rosenbaum told him he was going to sleep, Beth stated he walked back to his townhouse two doors down, where he found Rossman and Lauren had just returned home. Discovering the two drunk in his home, he stated, he called Rosenbaum for help, took Rossman up to bed, and brought Lauren over to Rosenbaum’s.

But Rosenbaum has told a different story.

In interviews with the private investigators, he didn’t mention any first phone call to Beth. Nor did he mention that initial visit Beth spoke about. His story started with that purported follow-up phone call from Beth asking for help with Lauren.

This version—Rosenbaum’s version—eliminated Rosenbaum’s friend Bleznak as a suspect completely, as he wouldn’t have had contact with Beth, Rossman, or Lauren since he was upstairs asleep already.

Over the years, I’ve tried over and over again to make contact with Mike Beth. The most substantive response I’ve ever gotten was from his mom, who told me, via text message:

I am blocking you.

Her son took the same approach now. I called Beth’s office and asked to speak to him, and was briefly put on hold by a young man asking who’s calling.

“Let me see if he wants to talk,” the person says.

Moments later, I was hung up on. Click.

I called back twice; no answer.

When I reached out via his work email to give him the opportunity to comment on the story, a notice came back that my message had been blocked.

____________

With no help from Beth, I reached out to David Bleznak to see if he would speak on the record about this inconsistency. Did he see Mike Beth? Did he see Lauren? I texted him.

What is this regarding? How can I help you?

I explained the project and why it was important that he speak up.

No thank you, he replied.

You sure? I asked. Your name will be in book and be part of coverage when it comes out. Just want to be fair and answer any unanswered questions.

Thank you for asking! He texted me back. However you do not have permission to use my name in your book. Appreciate you asking ahead of print!

Sure, but I don’t need your permission, I replied.

What is your email? He asked, and I sent it to him.

Minutes later, I got an email from a lawyer who said he was representing David Bleznak and had been since 2011. This surprised me because I didn’t even know Bleznak had lawyered up back then, especially considering it was widely accepted at the time that he was asleep when Lauren disappeared.

That never sat right with me. As the fourth guy in the mix at the townhouse that night, I found it baffling how he’d seemingly avoided scrutiny. Evidently Bleznak had hired a lawyer and waited for the cops to come around, but they never gave him much trouble.

He’d successfully ducked the private investigators, too.

After some back-and-forth, his lawyer sent me this statement:

David Bleznak can only recall returning to the apartment and going right upstairs to bed. It’s been so long, he has no recollection of any specific conversations. He does not recall seeing Lauren at the apartment at that point—which squares with your chronology that she returned there after he had gone upstairs to bed.

They had little incentive to revisit their stories. What Beth and Bleznak previously told investigators about that night meant they were out of the mix by the time Lauren disappeared.

As for Jay Rosenbaum and Corey Rossman, clouds of suspicion had followed them into their adult lives. Rossman, who’d carried Lauren up to the building, was purportedly home passed out when she disappeared, but still faced doubts about his story and whether he could have reentered the picture later that night.

I reached out to Rosenbaum first.

Hi Jay. Need to talk. It’s important. Time to meet this week?

After I’ve explained why it’s important we speak for the book, he tossed me a bit of BS:

I will gladly speak to you if you donate the proceeds to Lauren’s foundation.

As Rosenbaum knows, there is no foundation. After I pointed this out, he went silent. At least to me.

A half hour later, I reached out to Corey Rossman. After finding a new cell phone number for him, I gave him a ring, expecting him to send it to voice mail. I was wrong; he picked up.

Things started off about as rocky as I expected. I gave him the quick rundown: that I wanted him to talk for the book I’m writing about Lauren. He could finally take the opportunity to address open questions and put this behind him. Or hang up if he chose.

“I’m well aware of your book,” Rossman snipped, though I’d never mentioned it to him before. “You don’t have to give me the bullshit. Get to your point.”

I explained that I’d spoken with nearly everyone else involved in Lauren’s night except for him. It had been nearly twelve years since that night, and he’d dodged me over and over again, except for a telephone rant in 2013 when he accused Lauren’s parents of harassing him, arguing, “If we’d done something wrong, we would have been arrested already. All they’re doing is hurting my career.”

In this May 2023 call, I continued to press him on why he wouldn’t just answer some questions.

“I never spoke with any investigators,” he told me.

“You’re right. Almost everyone but you did,” I responded.

“I spoke the exact same amount as everyone else,” he said. “I spoke to everyone that everyone else did.”

“But not the Spierers’ investigators, for instance,” I replied.

“I spoke with whoever was necessary,” he said.

That’s when I pressed him on the phone calls he made to his Sharon, MA, friend Brooke Bullens when he was out with Lauren, and again the following afternoon.

He first tried to claim my knowledge of those calls was illegal, then repeated the memory loss defense that his lawyer put forth in the initial investigation all those years ago. Maybe he’d forgotten that, in his 2013 phone call rant, he told me that the supposed memory loss was something his lawyer said, and not a defense he stood by.

“I can’t confirm nor deny that phone call,” he said of the 2:55 a.m. call to Brooke. “Nor can I confirm or deny the phone call because I have no recollection of that phone call. I can tell you back then I was very good friends with Brooke and I would call her at any given time randomly. But, you know, that’s neither here nor there. I cannot confirm or deny. I have no recollection of that phone call.”

When he asked what relevance the phone call would have had, I explained that this was a person he attempted to contact twice while Lauren was in a dangerously intoxicated state in his care. It wasn’t just reaching out to a friend to see how they were doing.

“Oh, they don’t know what state Lauren was in,” Rossman replied, knowing the video evidence shows by the time he made that second attempted call to Brooke, Lauren had fallen multiple times, lost her cell phone and shoes, and he had to carry her part of the way home. “I have no proof of what state she was in. But at the same time, there’s also plenty of evidence that I was also in a bad state at that time. So I have no recollection of that whatsoever. Nor, obviously, twelve years later do I have any recollection of a phone call to her [Brooke] the next day.”

So not only was the memory loss theory back in place, then, but it also now spread into the next day. He’d been one of the last people to see a girl who went missing, and spent the next day searching for her, discussing the events of the night before, sending and receiving dozens of texts, and was up until 3:00 a.m. the following morning making phone calls on what had to have been one of the most dramatic days of his life, but he didn’t remember what he talked about with one of his closest friends from back home.

Rossman quickly pivoted to attacking me.

“You’re a discredited reporter,” he said, “who got fired for having sex with a prostitute. Now you’re trying to resurrect your career by monetizing a tragedy, which is terrible. And you’re talking about a phone call that I have no recollection of, from, what, twelve years ago now?”

I could tell I’d struck a nerve asking about those phone calls. When he mentioned that I’d made him look bad in the 2013 news article, I reminded him that I was just trying to figure out what happened to his friend.

“I was a lot less mature back then,” he said. “I was in the middle of a tragedy, not me personally. Obviously, it was a terrible situation for everyone. It’s crazy for something like this to happen to anyone that you know, or to even be within any realm of distance to a situation like this. So the fact that that’s happened within my life was very scarring to me too.”

“Not as much as other people,” he softened, “but you took and twisted my words, made me look bad to the media for your monetary gain. And now you’re going to do the same thing again with this. And this is not me ranting. This is me telling you honestly that you’d have to not just twist my words again.”

I told him of course I wouldn’t.

“I doubt it,” he replied, “because that’s what you do. You twist my words, you monetize it, and I should have hung up on you already.”

But he hadn’t, for which I complimented him.

“By the way,” I said, “I appreciate your level-headedness now, not just ranting at me, and I could see why you would be pissed off at a reporter pushing when you weren’t a suspect. So I understand the cloud over you, and all the bullshit that was happening at the time. I get that. I’m not blind to that.”

I continued, trying to forge a connection with him, mentioning how I was treated in the media when I was canned by the Post.

“So you’re telling me you understand how the media can say stuff and twist it and make it untrue,” he said.

I explained to him that it’s important to set the record straight. He still offered no recollection of the events that mattered.

“I was out one night. I went to bed, and the next day around noon, two o’clock, we heard all of a sudden that she hadn’t made it home. So we all went out and started looking. We went to my friends, we went to hospitals, we looked around, we walked the path back to her house. We did everything that we could. We were the ones who went to the police. It wasn’t the police knocking on my door saying, ‘Where’s this girl that’s missing?’ We went and reported it because we were genuinely concerned.”

When I pointed out that he wasn’t in the group of people who reported Lauren missing to the cops the next afternoon, Rossman pivoted and attacked me for recording our call, or even writing notes on it.

“You’re gonna make me say things…this wasn’t like an ongoing relationship thing. Like, I met her a week before, she ended up at a pregame, we walked to the bar together. That was it.”

Rossman made it clear anything that happened after the bar was off-limits. I asked again about the phone call he made to his friend Brooke in the alley while Lauren was in crisis.

“What did you tell her the next day when you did speak with her?” I asked, more forcefully this time. “And you say you don’t recall it, but I want to see if she recalls it.”

Rossman was already confident Brooke would never talk.

“There’s very little chance that she’s going to recall anything from that time,” he said. “I’m just saying it’s a waste of your time to reach out to her. You can go ahead and keep trying.”

I took another stab at the memory loss issue.

“I don’t remember anything from before the punch. I don’t remember getting punched. I don’t know, uh, why. I just don’t remember anything from the entire night. And I didn’t back then, either,” he said. “And that’s not typical of me. I don’t just not remember things.”

He never sought any medical attention. On that note, I pivoted to another question—whether Lauren may have had a heart attack or overdose, and that he and his friends panicked. A scary situation for anyone to be in, particularly a college student who’d been with her that night.

This question he seized on, anxious to address the theory that has continued to hound him, as he’s struggled to move forward with career and family. He was anxious to finally put the case behind him, which is a big reason he carried on with the conversation.

“We’re not idiots. We’re smart kids,” Rossman replied. “If anything had happened like that, any one of us would have called the police, called an ambulance, and gotten her the help she needed. No one in that situation, except for a truly messed up person, would be thinking of themselves or any other consequences. If anyone is in grave danger, you call an ambulance. It doesn’t matter. No one else worries about anything else except for calling an ambulance. You’d have to be a sick individual to not just call an ambulance and I genuinely believe if that happened in front of me, that’s what would have happened. If it happened in front of Mike Beth, that’s what would have happened. If it happened in front of Jay, that’s what would have happened.”

Then he pivoted to a name I hadn’t heard in years.

“I think you should be looking into Israel Keyes, who was a serial killer who was in Indiana the night of this.”

There was no proof of this. And if he were looking for a red herring, this was a pretty convenient one considering Keyes had been dead now for over a decade.

“That makes more sense to me,” he said. “Over years of rationalizing and looking into myself, that’s the only thing that makes sense to me. Other than that, I don’t know.

“I don’t even like thinking about it, because it’s completely messed up that there’s no answer. And I completely understand that that’s messed up. And it bothers me that there’s no answer. I wish there was an answer. But there is…[here he paused again] but I don’t have one,” he said.

At a certain point, he can’t help but hide his disdain for the whole exercise.

“You’re talking like you’re writing a book, her life, and this and that. I think it was just a college girl who went out for the night. It’s Indiana University,” he said. “Jay already sent me your text this morning. Brooke told me when you called her two months ago, Mikey [a family friend Corey phoned hours after Lauren’s disappearance] told me when you called him six months ago, my father told me. I knew it was you. I only want to hear what you’re so eager to talk to my friends about.”

I wondered if he realized what he just told me. In one breath, he minimized the importance of the case, that Lauren was just some college girl who went missing. Then he revealed that he had been discussing my reporting for months, speaking with friends I’d contacted. He’d also been talking to Jay Rosenbaum, knowing I’d been texting with him that morning.

I dug into his recent conversations with Brooke Bullens.

“Yeah, she called me and told me that you were calling her,” he said. “Yes. But that was like the first time I talked to her in over a year. And, you know, she’s like a drug addict. She’s not gonna remember something that happened that long ago.”

“And it’s not me telling her not to,” he continued. “She’s just not going to talk to you because she’s not going to talk to you. She has no information. I’m telling you. She has no more information than I do. There was nothing significant about that call.”

The logic of that statement confused me. He didn’t remember the calls, but was certain they had no significance.

I heard him out for the rest of the call and parted ways as amicably as possible, knowing he was bound to tell Rosenbaum about it. And I wanted him to tell Rosenbaum that I was playing nice.

____________

After I got off the phone with Corey Rossman, I stepped away from my desk for a short while to get something to eat. My head was spinning from the all-over-the-place call with Rossman. I texted Rosenbaum, Corey was cool. Hoping to speak to you, too.

Five minutes later, my phone rang. It was Jay Rosenbaum, who before this moment had never spoken to the press.

The first thing I heard was the sounds of traffic. He’d stepped out of work in Manhattan to call me. Clearly he was eager to find out what I wanted. Or what I had.

“I’m just kind of clearing the air with what is out there, what I’ve been able to find, and hoping to run it by you to see if maybe you could clear the air on a couple quick things,” I said.

“Go for it,” he replied.

I told him that I’d spoken with a ton of sources about that night, and had reviewed the PI files, and would like to retell the night in detail to see if he agreed with the events as I understood them.

“What level of detail do you want me to go into?” I asked.

“I don’t want any detail,” he replied. “But if you have any specific questions for me, I’m happy to answer them.”

I can’t get the image of Lauren sitting on Rosenbaum’s doorstep out of my head. That haunting image had rattled Elliot Lewis and it was rattling me, too, especially when combined with a claim by one of her friends.

The friend told me she’d seen Rosenbaum and Lauren kissing at the Indy 500, only days before her disappearance.

I couldn’t find anyone else who could confirm that. But if they had been starting up some kind of a romance, Rosenbaum being the last to see Lauren that night would cast an entirely different light. If that were true, now we’re talking about an extremely intoxicated girl alone at 4:00 a.m. with a somewhat less intoxicated man who’s interested in her, and—as they tell the story—everyone else has gone to bed.

“Someone at the Indy 500 said she saw you and Lauren making out, that you had some kind of relationship around that time,” I said.

“You’re asking me to answer that?” he said.

“Yeah.”

“I can confidently tell you I was not making out with Lauren at the Indy 500,” he said firmly.

I moved on.

Next, I asked about the discrepancy between his statements and Mike Beth’s of what happened once he got back from the bars.

Mike Beth hadn’t made himself available to defend his version, so it’s up to Rosenbaum to confirm or deny. I needed him to speak to this vivid retelling of himself and Beth hanging out, making a sandwich, and chatting about the night.

When I described the difference in the two stories, it was clear he hadn’t prepared for this question. Over and over again, he asked me to clarify what I was asking.

“Did you meet with Mike Beth right before Lauren showed up?” I asked.

“Did I meet with him before she showed up?” he asked.

“Yeah. Did he stop by your place before Lauren arrived?”

“So you’re asking, did he come to my place before? Like earlier in the night or the end of the night?”

“Within the half hour of her showing up to your apartment.”

“At the beginning of the night when everyone came over, or are you saying at the end of the night?”

At this point, I started wondering if he was messing with me.

But I kept it cordial. There was nothing keeping him on the phone with me. So I repeated the question in full.

“At the end of the night as you came back from Sports, Mike says that he met up with you at that point, and that would have been before Lauren showed up with Corey.”

“Honestly, I have no idea,” he said. “I do not remember. I don’t know how that’s even relevant. I just don’t remember.”

He didn’t remember, he didn’t think it was a relevant question he had to answer, and he didn’t remember.

I had to move on.

“Lauren didn’t have a phone on her,” I said, changing directions. “But supposedly, according to one of the girls who spoke with you shortly afterward, you talked about some kind of iPod that you had that she grabbed, and was swiping at thinking it was a phone, trying to make a phone call. Do you recall that? Is that true?”

This was one of Rosenbaum’s most consistent statements. Everyone he spoke to in the aftermath of Lauren’s disappearance, he made sure to mention the iPod. In speaking to the private investigators, he mentioned Lauren swiping at his iPod trying to make a call.

Months later, when he gave Taylor Valentine the reenactment of his version of the night, he told a longer version of the story where Lauren not only tried to make a phone call on Rosenbaum’s iPod but actually walked off with it. Only when Taylor Valentine told Rosenbaum they might be able to track the iPod did he back off that part of his story.

If Rosenbaum was going to be forthright with me in this interview, I’d be able to tell from the way he answered this question.

“Honestly, like, like, no, I do not recall that. I do not recall saying that. But if I did say that in the past to someone, I wouldn’t say it’s, you know, I wouldn’t say it’s not true. I just…I do not remember that happening. I don’t remember saying it. But if I did, I wouldn’t doubt it,” he said.

I almost wanted to ask, Want to take another shot at that?

I could see where this interview was likely going, but I wasn’t going to quit now. I decided to move on to that final moment, when he said he watched Lauren walk off toward the corner. Over the past twelve years, much has been made of this moment. Skeptics questioned the likelihood Lauren in her state would be left to walk home alone at 4:15 a.m., leave without shoes on, and return to Smallwood when she didn’t even have a key to enter her apartment.

But the most curious part was the shifting story Rosenbaum told about it, casting himself as a noble man, either dutifully watching his friend walk off from his front door or from his Juliet balcony upstairs.

“People have pointed to the evolving statement that you gave,” I tell Rosenbaum, “that first you mentioned her walking out the door and watching from the doorway as she walked up the street, and in a follow-up statement you talked about watching her from that little balcony that pokes out.”

I’d been in Bloomington only a few months prior to this phone call and had stood in that doorway. I stood underneath that balcony. I knew the difference. From my experience, there was little chance Rosenbaum could see Lauren reach that corner of 11th Street and North College Avenue, as he described. But if he was up on the balcony staring out into the darkness, it might have given him a better vantage point.

“Once again, irrelevant,” Rosenbaum said. “But it was from the balcony on my second floor.”

“Okay, so the first recollection when you didn’t mention the balcony was just not being clear on everything,” I said, trying to let him off the hook.

But he doubled down.

“I never—never—said that to anyone from the beginning till now. It was always ‘she walked out my front door, I walked up to my second floor, I watched her from the balcony.’ If that ever got twisted along the way, it was not something I said.”

According to the PI files, Rosenbaum did tell investigators, on September 19, 2011, that he watched Lauren walk away from his front door. Two days later, in a follow-up interview, was the first time that he mentioned the balcony.

“How far did she walk until you lost sight of her?” I asked. “Because I was there recently…”

“To the corner, I’d say,” he responded. “And you have to remember, I know they built all that stuff around my building since then.”

This is true, the landscape had changed somewhat in the years since Lauren disappeared, but the sidewalk was left intact, and it seemed questionable that new construction lining her path would have affected his sight line.

“You have to remember it was pretty dark,” he continued. “There were not that many other buildings or lights in the area. So, I mean, I watched her walk all the way to the corner where the crossroad is.”

“Right. With College.”

“Yep.”

“The first account you didn’t mention anything about possibly seeing a shadow of a figure. But in the second account, you mention a shadow of a figure. What did you see?”

“Once again, it was eleven years ago. But from what I remember, I did see another person or shadow or someone in the area.”

“Right near her?”

“I don’t remember. But…yes. But once again, this was a college town. Before this, I had no idea that it was an unsafe environment and seeing another shadow or person or whoever would not spook me at that time at all.”

“So you didn’t see her actually stop and talk to this shadowy figure, or be specifically confronted?”

“No.”

“And you didn’t even see it well enough to know if it was a man or a woman, really?”

“Definitely not.”

“So Corey had to carry her a part of the way up the street and she’s seen on video falling and such. Can you describe what her state was when you saw her?”

“Drunk but not out-of-the-ordinary drunk,” he replied. “I mean, I was drunk too. I think everyone involved that night that was around her was drunk. But I wouldn’t say she was like call-9-1-1 drunk. She was drunk like everybody else.”

“Did you see any bruising, blackening of the eye?”

“Yeah, I remember that. Yes.”

“Did you ask her about that? Or did she explain that?”

“Um, I think either she or Corey said that she fell.”

The problem with that recollection is Corey Rossman wasn’t in Rosenbaum’s apartment with Lauren. Not for one moment, from either Rosenbaum or Beth’s story. I dug in on that point.

“Well, Corey was out of it at that point. He was sleeping, I guess,” I said.

“Somebody told me…maybe she…I don’t know. Maybe I found that out the next day. I don’t know. I knew that she fell. Maybe I heard it in the news. I don’t remember if that was something I found out that night or later on. I really don’t know.”

A quick backpedal.

“And did she want to leave at that point and head out?”

“From what I remember, she wanted to keep partying.”

“In your place?”

“Wherever. Yeah, I mean, in my place. Yes.”

“Then perhaps inviting people over?”

“I don’t think so. She didn’t have a phone and it was super late. But I don’t know. Maybe.”

“And what do you mean by partying? Meaning have a couple more drinks?”

“I mean, yeah, have a couple more drinks. Go to the bar. I don’t know. I really don’t know if she realized what time it was.”

Pretty out of it for someone who was drunk like everybody else, I thought.

We went back and forth to clarify that his position is that the two of them didn’t have feelings for one another, though he acknowledged they’d known each other since high school, when he went to camp in New York and met her through a mutual friend.

Having already established that, I dug in on Lauren’s heart disorder.

“Did you know about her heart condition?” I asked.

“No.”

Silence.

“All right. So you’d never heard of her heart condition being discussed up to that point?”

“No. And I don’t know why, what?”

I put the pieces together, that her heart condition plus drugs and alcohol could have stopped her heart.

“Yeah, but the police sent in cadaver dogs that would have detected that,” he said. “That would have been like the easiest thing for them to detect. I mean, that theory has been debunked since day one. Anyone that is talking about that theory clearly is just uneducated about the situation. I mean, she was there at the apartment, so dogs would smell her obviously. I’m pretty sure that from my research back in the day, the way it works is that the dogs can literally smell death.”

“And I think what happened,” he continued, “was the police brought the dogs in, and they were able to follow her trail of her leaving. And then I think…I don’t…I mean, this is just my speculation, but at some point, they lost her scent, like toward the end of the street or wherever. But the dogs would have 100 percent been able to tell if she didn’t leave the house or if she died in the house.”

A lot to unpack there. I’d have to do some research to verify any of that.

We compared notes on the DNA testing the cops did on Rossman’s vomit, and the fact they never searched Ferber’s car.

Rosenbaum repeatedly proclaimed himself innocent because he’d passed a lie detector test, though he likely knew that was outdated technology even in 2011, and that it wasn’t conducted by the investigators. It was done through his lawyers because he’d refused to let investigators conduct the test.

He also defended his decision to retain a lawyer, stating he only did so after it became a national story, and on the advice of someone else.

And since that’s where his cooperation with the police ended, we get to the big question.

“What’s your reaction to the fact that people still theorize that she never made it out of your apartment?” I asked.

He deflected, at first, then went all in on the stranger theory. But not just any stranger.

“I think there’s many theories, and that’s what has kept this story going for so many years. People get enjoyment off of that type of stuff. But anyone that knows anything, from the police to the private investigators, anyone that knows anything knows that those theories are just not possible. She was kidnapped off the street. And that is what happened.

“If you were to play into that theory that she never left my house alive, where the hell is she then?” he continued. “We were twenty years old. College kids. I didn’t even have a car. Corey was belligerent; Beth didn’t even have a car. Like where the hell is she then? No cameras, nothing picked her up, and we just got away with this for twelve years? It’s just impossible. And that’s just looking at it from a high level. If you know all the details in terms of what I told you about the cadaver dogs, about me taking a lie detector test, about how forthcoming I was, and how helpful I was and even how supportive I was, even after I’d lawyered up and was told, you know, that I should only go through lawyers and I still tried to do everything that I could. I mean, it’s just preposterous to anyone that has any of the real facts to think that any of those theories are possible.”

But no matter how certain he wanted it all to seem, it’s just not.

“Ninety-pound girl,” I said. “Some have theorized that it could have been as simple as putting her in a dumpster.”

He goes silent for a moment. We both knew that his townhouse apartment, at the corner of 11th and Morton, was only steps from the nearest dumpster.

“The police looked. By the way, I looked in dumpsters. The police even tracked down the landfill, where all the garbage went. They searched that whole landfill. Once again, it’s just not a possible theory.”

Except it is, considering dumpsters around his property were emptied in the morning hours of June 3, 2011, and the landfill wasn’t searched for months.

“Okay,” I said. “Do you have any specific theory of who specifically deserves more attention?”

He perked up at this opportunity to direct the attention somewhere else.

“From everything that I’ve read and what I know, I think it’s this Israel Keyes guy,” he said, pointing to the same dead person Rossman named an hour earlier.

“At first I thought it was that Daniel Messel guy who, like a year later, did the same kind of thing, kidnapped a girl and then killed her up the street,” Rosenbaum said. “I was always convinced that was him, until I read and learned more about this Israel Keyes guy, who happened to be in the area at the time. He was this serial killer who would travel from state to state and would kill kids from state to state.…It’s just like, there’s so much that lines up to his timeline. I’m convinced it’s him.”

Okay then. When I asked him if he had any regrets, I made sure not to lean in on the theory that Lauren died in his apartment that night. But I wanted to make it clear that this was his opportunity to share them if he had them, no matter how minor.

“I know at the time you expressed that you were upset that you didn’t walk her home and you should have. After all these years looking back, any thoughts?” I asked.

“I mean, like, she wanted to leave. I couldn’t force her to stay. She wanted to leave and go home. She lived very close to me. Like I said before, never was there a thought in my mind that it was unsafe for her to walk home. If it was, then yes I would have walked her home. But there was just no reason. People would walk around campus alone all the time. There was just no reason to have any thoughts of concern. Looking back at it? Look, I couldn’t force her to stay. And I don’t know if walking her home would have made a difference. Maybe I wouldn’t be speaking to you right now. Maybe I’d be missing also.

“It’s just like, I don’t know,” he continued. “I can’t live my life just, you know, thinking I could have done things differently. Because, honestly, if I did that over 100 times, in the same situation, I wouldn’t have done anything differently. There was nothing different to do. There was no reason to think that anything was going to happen. She wasn’t in a state where I thought she was going to pass out outside and not make it home. And that’s not what happened. She was taken off the streets. That’s just something that can happen to anyone at any point. You can be grocery shopping, you can be anywhere, and any tragedy can happen. There’s just nothing different I could have done.”





CHAPTER 17


When I got off the phone with Rossman and Rosenbaum, I called the Spierers to update them on a pretty significant feat. For a decade, I’d been trying to get those two to talk. Then, in the span of two hours, they both spoke to me on the record, answering questions I’d been trying to ask them for years.

Going through my notes there was so much to unpack, but one of the biggest things that stuck out to me was the way Rossman had responded to my questions about Brooke Bullens and those phone calls he made to her.

“She’s just not going to talk to you because she’s not going to talk to you. She has no information. I’m telling you. She has no more information than I do,” he’d said.

I was going to see about that.

The next day, I drove off to Sharon, MA, to try to make contact with Brooke again. After knocking on her mom’s door and getting no answer, I made contact with another relative who shall remain nameless. He did speak with me and acknowledged what Rossman had mentioned: Brooke had developed a drug problem. He gave me an unlisted address for her, a multi-family home on the outskirts of town.

First thing the next morning, I headed there to wait for her. Her upstairs neighbor said I might be there for a while, noting Brooke often didn’t get up until 2:00 p.m. I parked across the street for a few more hours before I decided to knock on the door. Two golden retrievers barked at me through the window, but I saw no signs of Brooke inside.

After eight hours of waiting, a side door popped open and out came one of the dogs. I walked up, and then…there she was: Brooke Bullens. Wearing a bathrobe and sandals, she no longer resembled the young, petite girl I’d seen photos of, who Corey Rossman was calling that night. She was grown up now, thirty years old.

She was nervous to talk to me. Jittery.

“Oh, Jesus,” she said when I stepped up. “I have no comment. Corey is my friend. I like him. I have no comment.”

She knew exactly why I was there. She admitted she’d been trying to wait me out and that Rossman had let her know that I was trying to contact her. I mentioned the 2:55 a.m. phone call from June 3, 2011.

“Do you remember the call he made to you that night?” I asked.

“I’ve made thousands of calls to him,” she said. “You realize I was seventeen at that point, right? I’m thirty years old now. I don’t remember a phone call I made when I was seventeen. Do you?”

I kept pushing. Why would he call her—and only her—during that crazy night, twice? And then why call you again the next day?

“Like why would he call a seventeen-year-old girl for advice if he did do something?” she said. “Not that he ever would.”

“But you know he called you at three o’clock in the morning.”

“That’s not unusual,” she said. “I mean, yeah, that’s not unusual. If you look through the phone records, I’m sure you see he called me plenty of times.”

“But what would you talk about?”

“Sometimes he would call me to tell a story from high school. Usually, if it was like 3 a.m. he would call me to tell a story. He would put me on speakerphone and be like, ‘Did this really happen? Did this really happen?’ when he was with his college friends, and I would confirm or deny that his story was true.”

She said she had no idea why he would have called and didn’t remember the conversation they had the next day. I asked her the same question, in every way possible, but she said she didn’t remember a thing.

“Did the police call you at the time?” I asked.

“Maybe. You know what, now that you say that maybe they did. I think they might have called my dad by accident because I was on his phone plan at the time. For some reason I think they might have.”

“Did you ever speak with the cops?”

“I can’t remember. This was so long ago. I can’t remember anything. I don’t know. I honestly can’t remember. Maybe. I couldn’t tell you. It was literally so long ago. Like, I can’t even remember the conversation that we had. I can’t remember the conversation I had last week.”

This went on for an hour, as she dragged on cigarettes and told me about her own health condition, which she said requires her to consume medicinal marijuana.

Later that night, Brooke’s mother Mary called me. Brooke had told her I’d been by to see her. She had something to tell me, that maybe her daughter had forgotten in the years that had passed: that Corey Rossman had told Brooke something curious.

“It was right after she went missing, in the summertime,” Mary said. “Corey told her and she told me, ‘Mom, Corey said that the FBI is listening in on phone calls, so just be careful on the phone what you talk about.’”

Back in 2011, Brooke’s mom didn’t think to inquire further.

“I don’t think I realized at that time that the girl was missing,” Mary said. “When Brooke told me that, I was working two jobs and had three kids. I didn’t think much about it at that moment. I just thought, ‘Okay.’

“It was only later, when I realized she was missing, that I started to put things together,” she added. “I think things could have happened.”

“And now,” she said, “I’m thinking maybe he has something to hide.”





CHAPTER 18


I still check in regularly with Mike Ciravolo from Bo Dietl’s private investigation team. Now semi-retired, every few months or so we hop on the phone to discuss new tips that come in on the Spierer case. Mike is another person who will never leave this behind.

I told him about what Jay Rosenbaum had said, about the claim that cadaver dogs could have cleared him of wrongdoing somehow when they searched his apartment that weekend after Lauren went missing.

“No, no,” Mike said. “First of all, if she died in his apartment, she wasn’t going to be there long. So she wasn’t decomposing. She wasn’t giving off a scent of death, you know, within a very short time. And if she was rolled up in a rug or put in the garbage bag and taken out of there, they would do that rather quickly.”

We went through the new information that Rosenbaum and Rossman presented, from Israel Keyes to Rossman’s memory loss, but what we keep getting back to is the smokescreen from early on that continues today.

“Their behavior just lent itself to making them look like they had some part in this,” Ciravolo said. “And if in fact, they had really nothing to do with anything, they went about it early on in the wrong way, lawyering up. I think it all comes from the affluence of their families and their upbringing. I think that’s why they were always apprehensive about cooperating.”

“And at the same time, they may have hindered the investigation a tremendous amount,” he added.

“Let’s go on the premise that she walked out of Rosenbaum’s apartment, just as he said she did,” he continued. “Okay. If they would have all come forward, told the truth, and remained active and helpful through the whole last number of years, we wouldn’t have had to put so much time and effort into them. If Rossman and Beth and Rosenbaum had nothing whatsoever to do with it other than letting her walk home alone, we could have put so much more time and resources into hunting down this supposed serial killer.”

This conversation with Ciravolo reminded me of one I’d had a couple years earlier, when I was jumping back into the case.

In a community where so many people were still afraid to talk about what happened, former Bloomington public defender Stu Baggerly was surprisingly blunt when asked for his take.

“In my heart of hearts, I think it was one of the guys,” he said to me at the time. “These are young guys in college who are all buff and rich. Carrying a ninety-pound bag down to the dumpster would be easy enough. It would be easier with two people.

“But you’re asking them to revisit something that could ruin their lives. Maybe when one of these guys gets to seventy-five or eighty years old, he might feel burdened and talk to a journalist. But right now, they’re young and they’re rich, so conscience is not something that exists. If you square up with this now, all that goes away and you go to prison. There’s no fixing it.”

And Baggerly could see that, if that were true, the silence would continue.

“If there’s more than one person involved, they’ve all got each other by the nuts. And if one talks, they’re all screwed. They all know that. If one of them cracks, all of them are going down. Even if they weren’t directly involved, they’re going to be involved in the scandal. You left these parents dangling for a decade.”





CHAPTER 19


Returning to the Spierers’ house again on a sunny spring day, we have lunch in their breezy dining room, a flowery cloth covering the table where they’d shown me all those files and photos years ago. Around the edges of the room they’ve arranged framed photos of Lauren, Rebecca, and Rebecca’s kids.

We talk about the most recent development. Just days earlier, Charlene told me she’d gotten a call from Jeff Rogers at BPD. He wanted to tell her that they’d found a human skull in Greene County, and didn’t want her to find out through the news.

The next day, he called back. It wasn’t her.

“I said to Robbie, hopefully, one of these times it’ll be Lauren, you know?” she says. “It’s hard, though. It’s just not a normal existence. Nothing about our lives is normal. But anyway, somebody’s got some answers today. So that’s a good thing.”

After lunch, Charlene takes me upstairs to Lauren’s old room on the second floor. They’d left the room untouched for seven years, and lined it with unopened boxes filled with stuff from her apartment at Smallwood. Charlene says it was her place to meditate and cry, to feel close to Lauren.

The bedroom looks different now. They finally converted it three years ago for their six-year-old grandson Max to stay in when Rebecca’s family visits. It now has new carpeting and paint on the walls. The bed has a cartoon cover and a protective rail so Max doesn’t roll off. Next to the bed is a bookcase full of children’s books, including a medley from Dr. Seuss.

Three framed pictures remain from when this was Lauren’s room. One they picked up in Cape Cod, Massachusetts, is a photo of a house with a sign above the porch that reads in all caps, simply, “LAUREN.”

Two of them are original paintings that Robbie purchased for Lauren during their Habitat for Humanity trip to New Orleans in 2003, by an artist they both liked. Memories of that trip are everywhere in this house, like a photo downstairs that caught my eye of Lauren and her father sitting on the front stairs of a house they’d just built, in dirty sneakers and shorts, worn out but smiling. Rob is sitting on the step above Lauren, with his hands lightly and lovingly pressed against her shoulders as if to say, “Look at my wonderful daughter”

Charlene then leads me up to the third floor, where they’d relocated Lauren’s stuff. On the wall of the stairwell is a collage of photos from Lauren’s youth, prepared for her bat mitzvah when she was thirteen.

When we walk into the third-floor storage room, she treats the space with reverence. She steps lightly, seeming to feel her daughter’s presence. Lauren’s stuffed animals are arranged on a bookshelf alongside her collection of Hello Kitty dolls and accessories. Her clothes, shoes, and jewelry are laid out there, as well.

Photographs Lauren snapped decorate the walls. So does a letter Lauren wrote to Charlene for Mother’s Day in 2011, only a couple weeks before her disappearance.

“She wrote this amazing letter for that last Mother’s Day,” Charlene says, describing a loving young woman maturing into adulthood. “It was just sort of like a turning point. She was developing more of an appreciation for family and all that kind of stuff, you know?”

The next Mother’s Day is coming up in only a couple days.

In an adjacent room, several clear plastic bins are stacked in the corner, standing taller than Charlene. That was where they moved the investigative files.

“These are my boxes of notes on June 3,” she says. “I have a lot, and there’s more in the other room. Yeah, Lauren is everywhere here. I have like a million newspaper articles and all that stuff that people sent.”

Charlene moves on to show me more of Lauren’s photography, and some of her drawings. In high school, she was in AP art. The art Lauren made is quirky, with lots of portraits of old people. There is a marionette doll outfitted in a prisoner’s uniform.

“What a waste of a life, you know?” she says.

“It’s like a really weird existence,” she continues, her eyes glistening with tears. “Because on the one hand, it’s almost like I’m hallucinating, because I have one side of me that’s living currently, and I have one side of me that’s living June 3. I would not say that we have grieved, because I think the not-knowing keeps you from moving forward.”

When Lauren went missing—and I first met the Spierers—they were parents in their late fifties. Now they’re grandparents entering their seventies.

“It’s hard to think about who Lauren was before June 3,” she says. “I’m just literally stuck on June 3, right. You know, it’s too painful to think about before, and there’s no after, because we don’t have any answers.”

“What do you think happened?” I ask, again.

“I still don’t think Lauren left that townhouse,” she replies. “I don’t believe a lot of the stuff that they said. I don’t believe that she said to Mike Beth, ‘Let’s go back to my apartment and keep drinking.’ Because anybody that you talk to that was with Lauren from the time Corey got hit, nobody says Lauren said one word. So I don’t think that she all of a sudden is going to be talking, saying, ‘Let’s go party more.’”

“I’m not naive,” Charlene continues. “I know there are things I’m not happy about that happened. I know she was responsible for a lot of her own actions. I’m not naive in that way. But I think at one point she did need help, and they didn’t help her.”

I ask her what she thought of Corey Rossman and Jay Rosenbaum’s theory.

“And now they’re leaning in on Israel Keyes,” I say.

“What a joke,” she replies. “Like they’re the first ones to come up with that theory. No way.”

“And he’s dead,” I say.

“So that’s convenient.”

And so here she is—and here I am—4,400 days and counting since Lauren’s disappearance.

Before I head out, Charlene takes me for a stroll around her neighborhood. As we walk down the center of a road with no cars whizzing by, marveling at the serenity, I ask why she and Robbie chose to live here. She explains that they moved here from New York City when Lauren and Rebecca were children to raise them in a safer environment.

I nod, understanding her in a way I couldn’t when we met in Bloomington in 2011. A young(ish) reporter then with no family of my own, I saw their grief and obsession from a distance. They were the subjects of a story.

Over the years, we grew more attached. But it was just in the last few years that I came to understand them, when I got married and became a parent myself. My wife and I, living in Brooklyn, decided to pack up our apartment and move our two children to a house on a quieter block with a yard and friendly neighbors.

Charlene reached out when both my children were born, sending my daughter a snuggly rabbit and a pink coat to keep her warm, and knitting my son a baby blue blanket. She asks for updates often, and as a proud parent I love to gush, but am hesitant. I think of Lauren, and wonder if she does too in those moments I describe my kids.

Her daughter would have been thirty-two.

And technically, she is still alive. It’s been almost twelve years since she went missing, and the Spierers haven’t yet filed paperwork to declare her officially dead.

But they don’t believe in miracles. They know Lauren is physically gone.

Their hope from the early days of the investigation has long since given way to realism. What they want, what they need, is to learn what happened to her.

I ask Charlene, “At this point, what would that mean to you?”

“I think it would open up a whole new set of wounds, you know?” she responds. “Not knowing, I have an idea of what I think happened. And what if it ended up being something else far worse, right? Almost like the best scenario is if she died in that apartment. The worst scenario is if she was picked up by a random psychopath and tortured. But I guess we would like to have her remains. I would like her home.”

I ask, “Do you think you’ll ever get an answer?”

To this, she delivers a variation of the line she gave in 2011 from behind the podium at those early press conferences, but with less fervor than back then. She sounds sick to still have to be saying it after more than a decade of futility, appealing for help from the same people who have caused her family so much pain with their silence.

“The only way it’s going to happen,” she sighs, “is if somebody comes forward with information.”





A NOTE ON SOURCES


College Girl, Missing was developed over many years through interviews I conducted with key figures in Lauren’s life and disappearance, and by collecting and synthesizing primary source materials, all of which were private until this publication.

Given the nature of the investigation, technically still open as of this writing, Bloomington police have withheld evidence they’ve gathered, so I tracked down several former members of the department and other law enforcement agencies who were involved in the case and disclosed details on the condition of anonymity.

My main connection to the case has been the Spierers, who shared with me extensive material on Lauren, her disappearance, and the aftermath that has now stretched for more than a decade. They also helped put me in touch with Lauren’s friends as well as the private investigators they’d hired at Beau Dietl & Associates to probe the case. Without the family’s cooperation and willingness to respect my absolute need to maintain journalistic independence, this book would never have happened.

I traveled the country to speak with sources, including those the Spierers put me in touch with as well as dozens of others including law enforcement, lawyers, IU staff, local merchants, waste management officials, students (both current and former), and the persons of interest in the case. During these trips through the Northeast, out to Colorado, and multiple times to Bloomington, I was able to gather firsthand material for this book. When in-person meetings were not possible, I conducted interviews by telephone, text message, social media, and email. If these contextual details were important for the reader to know, I made sure to note it in the book.

In addition to the transcriptions of these interviews and collation of these written exchanges, the materials I used in the development of this book included court files, surveillance video, phone records, arrest records, weather records, property records, photographs, internet archives, and maps. If I quoted anything previously published, I made sure to reference it in the endnotes in the following section.

Although they were not a source of new material for me, I also scoured the internet and social media for information, exploring online communities like Reddit and Websleuths; podcasts such as True Crime Junkie and True Crime Garage; and even the comment sections of years-old articles on the case. I found many invested people who raised interesting questions about the case, sometimes reinforcing that I was on the right track and other times prompting new questions and potential leads I chased down.





ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


I’d like to express my deep gratitude to the people who helped make this book possible.

I want to start by expressing my appreciation for the Spierer family, whose commitment to finding out what happened to Lauren and willingness to share their experiences were invaluable in telling this story.

Many thanks also to everyone on my editing and publishing team who supported and guided me every step of the way: to my agents at Lucinda Literary, including President Lucinda Halpern who took a chance on a first-time author pursuing an unsolved case, and her partner Connor Eck, who made it his mission to whip my proposal into shape; to Conor Kelley, my stalwart editor who helped harness my reporting odyssey into a coherent narrative; and to the team at Sourcebooks, led by editorial director Anna Michels, whose passion and determination helped this book finally see the light of day.

Finally, to my amazing wife, who tolerated me even as I obsessed over my work and who encouraged me to fight through my anxieties and never give up.





READING GROUP GUIDE



	Lauren is shown to have been under immense pressure from her romantic relationship, a family illness, and her schoolwork. How do you think these pressures influenced her on the night of her disappearance?

	Lauren was very close to her college roommates, one of whom she’d met when she was just nine. Reflecting on your own college experiences, did you notice a friend in crisis? How did you approach the situation and is there anything you’d do differently if given the chance?

	The independence of college life opens doors to more risky behavior, such as partaking in drugs or underage drinking. Is college the time to allow experimentation with newfound freedom, or should students have more oversight from parents or guardians?

	There is the impression that one is invincible in college, which a few of Lauren’s schoolmates expressed. What gives college life that air of invincibility?

	The book explores the idea of “missing white woman syndrome,” where more media attention is focused on the disappearances of women who are conventionally attractive, affluent, and white. What impact do you think race and wealth had on the investigation itself?

	Cohen’s loss of a job gave him the chance to pursue what he truly wanted: the Lauren Spierer case. If given freedom and time, what would you work on? How would you spend that time?

	Do you think renewed attention on Lauren’s disappearance (and other unsolved cases) would cause a culprit to come forward with information? Or are they more likely to wait and perhaps reveal themselves in their old age, as the former public defender Cohen interviewed implied?

	The advent of social media and an almost collective consciousness has helped solve crimes that may have gone cold in the past, such as the killing of Gabby Petito. Do you think a case like Lauren’s could go unsolved today?

	In a tragedy such as this, would you prefer to know what happened to your loved one? What would give you closure?







A CONVERSATION WITH THE AUTHOR


Of all the cases you’ve reported on, why does Lauren’s stand out? Why keep returning to it?

Because Lauren is still missing. I’ve been reporting on this from the beginning and have become deeply entrenched, both professionally and personally. I didn’t know Lauren but have grown close to her parents. I couldn’t just give up.

How did it feel to return to Lauren’s case after so many years? What was it like to speak to those who’ve lived an extra decade of life in the meantime?

It felt a little scary, revisiting a case that others had tried but failed to solve. I also felt a heavy burden, knowing that those I spoke with were entrusting me with a lot of information they’d never shared. They were collectively exhausted by the hold this case has had on their life, even after all these years pressing forward with careers and families.

Do you have your own theory for what happened the night Lauren disappeared?

I’m letting the facts speak for themselves. I’m still an old school journalist at heart, not wanting to opine on my reporting.

Do you believe the culprit will ever be found and the case closed?

Short answer: Yes. We know at least one person was involved. Despite the passage of time, the answer is still only a phone call away.

What do you hope readers take away from your book and Lauren’s story?

I hope readers, at the very least, gain some insight into who Lauren was, what she was going through and what happened to her the night she disappeared. I also want readers to appreciate what others went through and are still going through as they desperately long to close this dark chapter in all of their lives.





NOTES



CHAPTER 5


	We posted the story: Shawn Cohen, “Scarsdale Woman with Heart Condition Missing at Indiana College,” Journal News, June 5, 2011, http://www.lohud.com/article/20110605/NEWS02/106050393.






CHAPTER 7


	None were charged: Shawn Cohen, “Another Bloomington Mystery: Killer Never Found for Other Woman Who Went Missing,” Journal News, June 8, 2011, http://www.lohud.com/article/20110609/NEWS02/106090420/Another-Bloomington-mystery-Killer-never-found-other-woman-who-went-missing.


	“It brings back”: Deanna Martin, “Missing Ind. Student Sparks Memories of 2000 Case,” Associated Press, June 7, 2011, https://www.sandiegouniontribune.com/sdut-missing-ind-student-sparks-memories-of-2000-case-2011jun07-story.html.


	gained tens of thousands: “Timeline: The Search for Lauren Spierer,” IndyStar, January 29, 2016, https://www.indystar.com/story/news/crime/2016/01/29/timeline-search-lauren-spierer/79524004/.


	“Let’s help find”: Ryan Seacrest (@Ryan Seacrest): “Let’s help find missing 20 yr old Lauren Spierer, last seen at Indiana U. Photo: http://yfrog.com/h2c8x9j #FindLauren,” Twitter, June 7, 2011, 11:50 a.m., https://twitter.com/ryanseacrest/status/78171883991859200.


	“Help find missing”: Stephen Colbert (@StephenAtHome): “Help find missing Indiana U student Lauren Spierer. For more info, go to http://t.co/tJ15BOl,” Twitter, June 9, 2011, 9:59 a.m., https://twitter.com/StephenAtHome/status/78868742213337088.


	“Spread the word!!!”: Kim Kardashian (@KimKardashian): “Spread the word!!! Please help find Lauren! http://t.co/rkw5cpq #FINDLAUREN,” Twitter, June 12, 2011, 11:38 a.m., https://twitter.com/KimKardashian/status/79980797452496896?lang=en.


	Colts owner Jim Irsay offered: Post Staff, “Indianapolis Colts Owner Offers $10K Reward to Find Missing College Student,” NY Post, June 8, 2011, https://nypost.com/2011/06/08/indianapolis-colts-owner-offers-10k-reward-to-find-missing-college-student/.


	America’s Most Wanted: “Indiana Student’s Disappearance on ‘America’s Most Wanted,’” CNN, June 11, 2011, http://www.cnn.com/2011/CRIME/06/11/indiana.missing.woman/index.html.


	who claimed his client: Shawn Cohen and Ned Rauch, “Lawyer Says Lauren Spierer’s Companion Has No Memory of Their Last Moments Together,” Journal News, June 9, 2011, http://www.lohud.com/article/20110609/NEWS02/106090434/Lawyer-says-Lauren-Spierer-s-companion-has-no-memory-their-last-moments-together.


	“Lauren, I love you”: “Charlene Spierer’s Message to Missing Daughter Lauren: ‘I Will Never Leave You,’” CBS News, June 13, 2011, https://www.cbsnews.com/newyork/news/mother-sends-message-of-comfort-to-missing-westchester-college-student/.






CHAPTER 8


	Twelve days after Lauren’s: Najib Aminy, “Police Show Photo of Truck in Disappearance of IU Student Lauren Spierer,” Indy Star, June 15, 2011, http://www.indystar.com/article/20110615/NEWS/106150306/Police-detail-what-Lauren-Spierer-wearing.


	Lauren’s parents stood by: Abby Tonsling, “Lauren Spierer Case: No Clues Found as Landfill Search Concludes,” Herald-Times, August 26, 2011, http://www.heraldtimesonline.com/stories/2011/08/26/news.qp-6747285.sto.






CHAPTER 9


	By September, the only: “Timeline: The Search for Lauren Spierer,” IndyStar, January 29, 2016, https://www.indystar.com/story/news/crime/2016/01/29/timeline-search-lauren-spierer/79524004/.


	But Charlene Spierer said: “Spierer Family Denies Relationship with Person of Interest in Disappearance,” WDRB, https://www.wdrb.com/story/15366880/spierer-family-denies-relationship-with/.


	For nearly two decades: Jeane MacIntosh and Jennifer Bain, “Last Person to See Missing Student Alive Won’t Talk,” New York Post, June 27, 2011, https://nypost.com/2011/06/27/last-person-to-see-missing-student-alive-wont-talk/.






CHAPTER 10


	The Spierers penned: “New IDS News Insert by the Spierer’s,” @NewsOnLaurenS Blogspot, August 29, 2011, http://newsonlaurens.blogspot.com/2011/08/new-ids-news-insert-by-spierers.html.


	Wolff appears to have: George S. Lardner, Jr., “The Stalking of Kristin: The Law Made It Easy for My Daughter’s Killer,” Washington Post, November 22, 1992.


	The letter was titled: Charlene Spierer, “You Know Where She Is,” @NewsOnLaurenS Blogspot, March 2, 2012, http://newsonlaurens.blogspot.com/2012/03/you-know-where-she-is-by-charlene.html.


	Sadly, my anniversary story: Shawn Cohen, “Lauren Spierer Mystery: New Accounts Say She Staggered Away after Night of Heavy Drinking, Drug Use,” Journal News, June 4, 2012, http://www.lohud.com/article/20120603/NEWS02/306030045/.






CHAPTER 11


	“Rob and Charlene Spierer authorized”: Christina Ng, “Missing Student Lauren Spierer’s Parents Sue Men Last Seen with Her,” ABC News, June 27, 2013, https://abcnews.go.com/US/missing-student-lauren-spierers-parents-sue-men/story?id=19506525.


	“This poor little girl”: Shawn Cohen, “Missing Student’s Beau’s Parents Fume at Cops, Media,” USA Today, June 2, 2013, https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2013/06/02/missing-student-boyfriend-family-fume/2382909/.


	After the final ruling: “Appeals Court Affirms Decision to Toss Out Lauren Spierer Lawsuit,” CBS News, August 14, 2015, https://www.cbsnews.com/news/appeals-court-affirms-decision-to-toss-out-lauren-spierer-lawsuit/.






CHAPTER 12


	“The decision to remove”: Ab Tonsing, “Lauren Spierer Signs Taken Down by Bloomington City Crews,” Herald-Times, October 28, 2013, https://www.heraldtimesonline.com/story/news/2013/10/28/lauren-spierer-signs-taken-down-by-bloomington-city-crews/47225635/.


	“We remain grateful”: “Sign Removal Doesn’t Mean Hearts Don’t Still Ache For Lauren Spierer,” Herald-Times, October 30, 2013, https://www.heraldtimesonline.com/story/opinion/2013/10/30/sign-removal-doesnt-mean-hearts-dont-still-ache-for-lauren-spierer/47294715/.


	But in an interview: Brian Ross, “5 Years after She Vanished, New Hope in Lauren Spierer Case,” ABC News, June 24, 2016, https://abcnews.go.com/US/lauren-spierer-case-years-vanished-hope/story?id=40084230.


	It later came out: “Daniel Messel, Convicted in Murder of IU Student, Sentenced to 15 Years in Separate Attack,” Fox 59, April 24, 2018, https://fox59.com/news/daniel-messel-convicted-in-murder-of-iu-student-sentenced-to-15-years-in-separate-attack/.


	BPD took the possible connection: “Indiana Man Charged with Murder of Student Hannah Wilson Investigated in Lauren Spierer Case,” CBS News, April 28, 2015, https://www.cbsnews.com/newyork/news/lauren-spierer-case/.


	Underneath the bed: Peter Van Sant and Chris O’Connell, “What Do Skulls Drawn in Israel Keyes’ Blood Mean?” CBS News, March 12, 2021, https://www.cbsnews.com/news/israel-keyes-serial-killer-skulls-blood-48-hours/.






CHAPTER 13


	At my two-year mark: Shawn Cohen, “Top Cops Joined Mile High Club with Hooker on Private Jet to Vegas,” New York Post, April 18, 2016, https://nypost.com/2016/04/18/nypd-debauchery-with-prostitute-on-private-jet-exposed/.


	“New York Post reporter axed”: Greg B. Smith and Larry McShane, “New York Post Reporter Axed for Secret Affair with Hooker at Center of NYPD Corruption Scandal,” New York Daily News, May 4, 2018, https://www.nydailynews.com/new-york/n-y-post-scribe-axed-affair-hooker-nypd-scandal-article-1.3972393.






CHAPTER 14


	He also mentioned: Patrick McGerr, “Indiana University Student Dies on Bloomington Campus after Suicide,” Herald-Times, October 20, 2021, https://www.heraldtimesonline.com/story/news/local/2021/10/20/indiana-university-student-dies-bloomington-campus-after-suicide/8538570002/.


	The following summer: Laura Lane, “Coroner: IU Student Found in Bloomington Man’s Home Died of Overdose,” Herald-Times, October 19, 2022, https://www.heraldtimesonline.com/story/news/crime/2022/10/19/iu-student-avery-mcmillan-found-dead-in-bloomington-home-died-of-overdose/69572931007/.






CHAPTER 16


	She shared information: Christina Coulter, et al., “Mother of Gabby Petito Confirms Van Sighting Days She Was Last Seen,” Daily Mail, September 19, 2021, https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-10006247/Mother-Gabby-Petito-confirms-sighting-Gabbys-van-Grand-Teton-days-seen.html.


	But this time, local police: Alyssa Guzman, et al., “ID Cops Seeking Information on a Hyundai that Was ‘In the Immediate Area the Morning of the Murder,’” Daily Mail, December 8, 2022, https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-11514565/ID-cops-seeking-information-Hyundai-immediate-area-morning-murder.html.
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“This book is the heartbreaking story that every parent dreads... Cohen
sheds light on what really happened the night Lauren was never seen again.”
—DAVID CROW, author of The Pale-Faced Lie

College student Lauren Spierer was pursuing her dream as she joined her
boyfriend at a party school eight hundred miles from home. Social and
gregarious, studying fashion and rooming with friends, Lauren embraced
her new adventure with the zeal of a young woman who suddenly had
everything she desired.

But there was a dark side that she and her inner circle kept secret. And
one warm June evening, after heading out with friends, she seemingly
vanished. When investigators retraced her last steps using eyewitness
accounts and security camera footage, the evidence ended at the doorstep
of a group of wealthy, well-connected male students.

With original reporting including shocking new testimony witnesses
never shared with police, College Girl, Missing takes readers back into that
fateful night and dives into the disappearance that captured front-page
headlines around the world. Investigative journalist Shawn Cohen breaks
more than a decade of silence as he pursues the truth: what really happened
to Lauren Spierer?
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