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For Skylar’s family—may you find peace.

And for today’s youth, the first generation to grow up swimming in social media, and to their parents, who must help them navigate strange waters.
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Relevant Individuals

The following people appear in the pages of Pretty Little Killers. This is not meant to imply cooperation with the authors’ investigation or interview process, however—only that the individual played a role in the case.

The Neese Family

        Skylar Neese  |  The only child of Dave and Mary Neese, Skylar was a University High School (UHS) honors student focused on her goals of earning a scholarship, attending college, and becoming a lawyer. The sunny sixteen-year-old was an informal counselor for many of her friends.

        Mary Neese  |  Skylar’s mother and an administrative assistant in a cardiac lab, Mary fought like a mama bear to find out what really happened the night of July 6, 2012. She fought equally hard for the return of Skylar’s remains and for justice for her only child. Mary prefers not to speak in televised interviews, but she has been active on Facebook.

        Dave Neese  |  Skylar’s father and a product assembler at Walmart, Dave reluctantly took center stage before the media: discussing his daughter’s murder, fighting for passage of Skylar’s Law, and seeking justice for his little girl. Dave’s on-camera dignity, despite his visible grief and anger, has been widely commented on by the public.

        Carol Michaud  |  Skylar’s maternal aunt, Carol developed a special bond with Skylar when she was born that lasted until the teen’s death. She read the Bible to her niece and took her to church, and the two loved to playfully argue and prank each other.

        Kyle Michaud  |  Skylar’s brainiac older cousin and Carol’s son, Kyle was once like a big brother to Skylar. He watched as she grew into a popular, pretty teen and questioned her choice of friendship in Shelia, whom he called a “bad seed” when the girls were still in middle school.

        Joanne Nagy  |  Dave’s aunt by marriage, who lost contact with her ex-husband’s side of the family after the divorce, Joanne had begun reestablishing connections with the Neeses when Skylar disappeared. Joanne was a great comfort to Mary and Dave, as well as a one-woman army when it came to coordinating volunteers to search for Skylar in the fall of 2013.

        Rikki Woodall  |  A cousin of Skylar’s who did not know her at all. This didn’t stop her from posting a Facebook alert about Skylar’s disappearance, however.

        The Hunts  |  Jennifer and her son, Hayden, started the first and largest Facebook page, TeamSkylar<3. At first useful in the search for Skylar, TeamSkylar<3 degenerated into a forum for gossip and innuendo. Jennifer Hunt’s claims to insider information became increasingly bizarre throughout the fall of 2013.

Skylar’s Friends and Acquaintances

        Shania Ammons  |  One of Skylar’s closest friends, Shania is a fiery redhead and Clay-Battelle High School volleyball player. She hung out with Shelia Eddy and Skylar as much as Rachel Shoaf did. Because she came to Shelia’s defense early on, she was viewed as a suspect in Skylar’s disappearance and falsely accused by many local teens. She is still ostracized by them today.

        Mikinzy Boggs  |  Rachel’s ex-boyfriend, Mikinzy is a guitarist and vocalist who was head over heels in love with her. When he finally learned the truth about Rachel, he came to believe he had been lied to and used for months.

        Darek Conaway  |  The older of two Blacksville brothers, Darek was indicted in September 2012 on five counts of third-degree sexual assault. He pled guilty to count one of the indictment and is now under home confinement. He was also a person of interest in Skylar’s disappearance until Rachel’s confession cleared him.

        Dylan Conaway  |  The younger of two Blacksville brothers, Dylan was linked sexually with Shelia. Before moving to Morgantown in the early summer of 2012, he hosted small parties that Shelia, Skylar, and Rachel attended. Dylan was a person of interest in Skylar’s disappearance until Rachel’s confession cleared him.

        Shelia Eddy  |  One of Skylar’s two best friends, Shelia Rae, as her family calls her, is an only child. Pretty and intelligent, Shelia was an honors student at UHS until the fall of 2013. Shelia pled guilty to first-degree murder in January 2014 and was sentenced to life with mercy, making her eligible for parole in fifteen years.

        Eric Finch  |  Because he was the last person known to have interacted with Skylar before she snuck out of her family’s apartment on July 6, 2012, police questioned Eric early in her disappearance. He was also one of three teens called to testify at a federal grand jury.

        Daniel Hovatter  |  Skylar’s closest male friend, Daniel said Skylar was the first person he came out to. He was the only boy who was involved in social activities with Skylar, Shelia, and Rachel outside of school. He became obsessed with finding Skylar, and his unremitting pressure contributed to Rachel’s confession.

        Amorette Hughes  |  Skylar’s partner in dance class. The pair texted each other for moral support when they realized they shared a common bond—they both had two best friends who were excluding them.

        Morgan Lawrence  |  Skylar’s oldest friend and an aspiring meteorologist, Morgan is the only child of a local doctor and his wife. Skylar was a daily visitor in the Lawrence home during elementary school, and the Lawrence family took Skylar with them on many day trips and extended vacations.

        Hayden McClead  |  Another of Skylar’s closest friends, the soft-spoken Hayden had distanced herself from Skylar because she didn’t like Shelia. Hayden got Skylar a job at Wendy’s. Not long before Skylar’s murder, the two friends were becoming close again.

        Brian Moats  |  A friend of Floyd Pancoast, eighteen-year-old Brian was driving the night Officer Teets pulled Skylar and her friends over for curfew violation.

        Floyd Pancoast  |  Tattooed and with a buzz cut, nineteen-year-old Floyd Pancoast was a brooding young man who confided in Skylar. They often went joyriding together.

        Rachel Shoaf  |  Another of Skylar’s best friends, Rachel was an honors student at UHS. The budding singer and actress broke down just after Christmas 2012 and was hospitalized at Chestnut Ridge Center. Upon her release, Rachel confessed, led police to Skylar’s body, and pled guilty to second-degree murder on May 1, 2013. Rachel’s confession implicated her best friend, Shelia Eddy.

        Crissy Swanson  |  A distant cousin of Shelia Eddy, Crissy, twenty-one, was also like Shelia’s older sister. She staunchly defended Shelia on Facebook and Twitter, which made her the target of false accusations from the public.

The Parents

        Tara Eddy-Clendenen  |  During most of Shelia’s childhood, Tara was a struggling single mother. She works as an accountant for a car dealership. In October 2010, Tara moved with her new husband and Shelia from the economically depressed town of Blacksville to the more affluent Morgantown.

        Jim Clendenen  |  Shelia’s stepfather, Jim is a foreman in a coal mine who sent his new wife, Tara, flowers every month on their anniversary date. Jim is rumored to have cashed in his retirement to pay $500,000 for Shelia’s legal fees.

        Greg Eddy  |  Shelia’s birth father, Greg had a serious car accident that left him with a traumatic brain injury and permanent disability. He and Tara divorced in 2000. His family’s land is near the murder site. Greg, who was devastated by his daughter’s actions, loyally stood by her.

        Patricia Shoaf  |  During much of Rachel’s childhood, Patricia was a single mother. She works in communications. By turns lenient and controlling, Patricia believed presenting an image of perfection to the world was vital.

        Rusty Shoaf  |  Rachel’s father, Rusty works at an upscale men’s store in Morgantown. He looked the other way as Patricia controlled Rachel, preferring to be his daughter’s friend rather than her parent.

Law Enforcement (in order of appearance)

        Officer Mike Teets  |  Teets stopped Skylar and her friends after curfew in the late spring of 2012. He released Floyd Pancoast and Brian Moats, both of whom were over eighteen. He called Shelia’s and Rachel’s fathers and drove Skylar home.

        Officer Robert McCauley  |  A part-time Star City police officer at the time of Skylar’s disappearance, McCauley is a veteran law enforcement officer who took the initial 911 report of Skylar’s disappearance. McCauley turned the case over to Officer Colebank because it required a full-time investigator. He has since retired.

        Officer Jessica Colebank  |  The first Star City police officer to work full time on Skylar’s case, Colebank was obsessed with finding Skylar throughout the fall of 2012. She logged hundreds of hours on the case and was the first investigator to realize Shelia and Rachel were hiding something. Colebank insists the murder was a thrill kill.

        FBI Agent Morgan Spurlock  |  An FBI agent and accountant, Spurlock is known for his boyish looks and ever-present backpack. He worked on the Huntington National Bank bank robbery case and Skylar’s disappearance.

        Corporal Ronnie Gaskins  |  The lead investigator on Skylar’s case, the thoughtful, soft-spoken state trooper initially took an interest in Skylar’s disappearance when he thought she could have discovered who the bank robbers were, resulting in them killing her. Gaskins enlisted the aid of Trooper Chris Berry and together, the two tracked down many of the key facts about the case.

        Senior Trooper Chris Berry (no relation to the author)  |  A self-assured, brash state trooper, Berry transferred from the Fairmont detachment specifically to investigate the bank robberies. He took a personal interest in finding Skylar because he was so moved by the contents of her diary.

        Chief Vic Propst  |  Chief of the Star City Police Department, Propst is a long-time law enforcement officer who functioned in a supervisory role in the investigation into Skylar’s disappearance.

        Monongalia County Sheriff’s Deputy Timothy Hunn  |  A friend of Jessica Colebank’s, Hunn procured ATVs for himself, Colebank, and Berry to ride during their off-hours as they searched the backwoods of the remote, tree-covered western panhandle of the county.

        FBI Agent Tessa Cooper  |  An FBI victim liaison, Cooper helped guide the Neeses through difficult times after they learned their daughter had been murdered. She led the Neeses to the site where Skylar’s remains were found.

        Greene County Coroner Gregory Rohanna  |  An elected Pennsylvania official, Rohanna refused to release Skylar’s remains in early July. His actions created a huge public outcry and focused even more media attention on the murder, as people threatened to protest on his office steps.

The Court

        Monongalia County Prosecuting Attorney Marcia Ashdown  |  Ashdown has been prosecutor since 1996 and was lead prosecutor in West Virginia v. Shelia Eddy. Although she runs a tight-lipped prosecutor’s office, she has been known to speak out on issues involving the rights of women and children.

        Assistant Prosecuting Attorney Perri DeChristopher  |  Known as an effective litigator, DeChristopher just completed a two-year term as secretary of the West Virginia Prosecuting Attorneys Association. She functioned as the Neeses’ primary contact about progress in the cases against Rachel and Shelia.

        Mike Benninger  |  Shelia’s defense attorney, Benninger is a big bear of a guy who got his start as a personal injury attorney. Benninger has a commanding demeanor in the courtroom. He reportedly told Shelia’s parents his job was simply to keep her from receiving a life sentence.

        John Angotti  |  Rachel’s lead defense attorney, Angotti is known as a thorough and skilled criminal lawyer, and is the son of former Monongalia County prosecutor Sam Angotti. He is experienced, well-connected, and smart.

        Monongalia County Circuit Judge Russell Clawges Jr.  |  Known as a deliberative and fair judge, Clawges has held the position since 1997. He and his wife reared two daughters.

University High School Faculty

        Shari Burgess  |  The new UHS principal at the time Skylar disappeared, Burgess mandated that faculty and staff not discuss Skylar’s murder or events subsequent to it. Her actions in the wake of Skylar’s murder have been widely criticized by students and parents.

        Pete Cheesebrough  |  An assistant principal at UHS, Cheesebrough was arguably the “face” of the UHS administration. He was well liked by UHS students.

        Richard Kyer  |  A drama teacher at UHS, Kyer took a personal interest in his students and was viewed as a saint by many of them. He consistently defended Rachel, telling other students to leave her alone.

        Dan Demchak  |  A UHS science teacher at the time of Skylar’s murder, Demchak taught the class in which students say they overheard Rachel and Shelia discussing the best way to dispose of a body. He has since retired.

Skylar’s Law

        Becky Benson Bailey  |  Becky went to school with Dave Neese and was ranting one night over the inaction in Skylar’s case when she came up with the idea to expand the AMBER Alert program. Skylar’s Law requires police to contact the AMBER Alert system and to treat all missing children and teenagers as actual kidnapping cases unless an investigation proves otherwise.

        Tom Bloom  |  A Monongalia County commissioner and retired high school counselor, Tom is familiar with Skylar and many of the students involved in this case. He helped revise Skylar’s Law and drew the attention of state legislators to the bill.

        Chuck Yocum  |  One of Tom Bloom’s former students, Chuck became interested in Skylar’s disappearance and helped Bailey write Skylar’s Law. He works in the Maryland public school system.

        Charlene Marshall  |  An eighty-year-old state legislator, Marshall was largely responsible for getting unanimous support for Skylar’s Law during the 2013 session of the legislature. The bill became the top priority for politicians and sailed through with bipartisan support in just one session.


Preface

The death of a child is every parent’s worst nightmare, but a child’s disappearance can be even worse. Not knowing what happened—did she run away or was she kidnapped?—can stretch into hours or days or months. Every minute until her return, the parents experience a helter-skelter of emotions that swerve from worry to fear to anger.

Like many people in Morgantown, West Virginia, we began following Skylar Neese’s story because we are parents. Geoff’s stepdaughter Celeste was the same age Skylar was when she went missing, and Skylar’s photo on the MISSING posters reminded him of Celeste. My experience is more emotional: I have four adult children—two of whom were once runaways.

We can appreciate how difficult it is to rear children today. Challenges exist when they are babies and toddlers, but parenting teens is entirely different. It’s like learning Spanish for your vacation to Cancun—only to discover everyone there speaks Russian. Rearing teenagers in today’s fast-paced, plugged-in world is so challenging that parents need all the help they can get.

Add crimes against children to the mix and it is easy to see why some couples decide never to have children. Yet, gone are the days when we imagined a stranger in a trench coat lying in wait to snatch an unsuspecting youngster. In today’s society, law enforcement has found that most children go missing because a family member has taken them and a custody dispute is at the root. In these cases, the child’s whereabouts usually become clear quite quickly.

When it comes to stranger danger in the twenty-first century, we picture someone far sinister: the internet predator. Today we are much more concerned, and rightly so, about who our children befriend while surfing online. However, Skylar’s murder reminds us the biggest danger to our children comes from people they know—and often know intimately.

[image: ]

In the last ten years, ninety-six West Virginia teenagers have gone to prison for murder or manslaughter. Most of these cases involve teens whose young lives have been impacted by violence, neglect, drug use, or early exposure to pornography. In that respect, these two killers are no different: their families have a history of drug or alcohol addiction.

However, when Shelia and Rachel planned and then carried out Skylar’s brutal murder, we knew this type of crime was a first for our tranquil state. Mountain State teens are not hardened killers. Girls, especially, do not kill in cold blood. According to the West Virginia Division of Juvenile Services, when it comes to murder the majority of incarcerated teens are there because of gang-related offenses—or else they killed a family member who abused them.

Murders committed by West Virginia teens are “not generally as premeditated and calculated as this one,” Acting Interim Director Stephanie Bond said, “not where they took someone away and (then) helped search.”

Due to these unusual factors, Rachel and Shelia were transferred to adult status. That is a rarity as well, and speaks of a heinous criminal act that carries the capacity to shock us.

[image: ]

Geoff and I were children when Charles Manson and his followers murdered seven people. As adolescents, we both read Helter Skelter, the story about the Tate-LaBianca murders and Manson’s subsequent trial. That book provided insight into the controlling behaviors that led up to Skylar’s July 6, 2012, disappearance.

We believe the criminal case involving the Manson family also hinted at the motive behind Skylar’s murder, so her story captivated us from the outset. Later, Rachel Shoaf’s confession and Shelia Eddy’s chilling courtroom behavior echoed themes seen in the Manson case.

[image: ]

We realize how difficult it is for teens to understand that parents really do know best, when we warn them an acquaintance is bad news or require them to follow rules. We’re not being mean when we insist on consequences for wrong conduct. Most rules have reasons behind them. The problem is, teens don’t like to listen to their parents, whom they often consider hopelessly uncool.

This problem is compounded by something that only happens to adolescent girls. In Reviving Ophelia, author Mary Pipher, Ph.D. said our culture sexualizes young girls and overemphasizes their looks, while pressuring teenage girls to assume a false persona to please their parents. Then, when they are in much need of parental support, these adolescents become secretive and turn to their peers. “They are self-absorbed and preoccupied with peer approval,” Pipher said.

[image: ]

That’s what happened to my daughters. Mileah was 14 when she began hanging with the wrong crowd. In fact, Shelia Eddy reminds me of Mileah’s friend Debbie. She came from a troubled background, so I tried to keep Mileah away from her. But Mileah was like Skylar, fearless and willful, and determined to be with the friend she admired.

As a news reporter, I worked with local law enforcement, so the Preston County Sheriff’s Department quickly dispatched an officer to search for my daughter when she ran away one night. He found her at Debbie’s house within hours. After he cautioned Mileah about the dangers of running away, I took her home.

When my second daughter, Trista, ran away four years later, we were living near Oakland, California. As soon as I realized she was gone I called the police, but California’s AMBER alert program was being tested on a regional basis in 1999 and didn’t go statewide until 2000. Even if it had been in place, the system wouldn’t have been activated in Trista’s behalf. She simply didn’t meet the criteria.

So I did the same thing the Neeses did: I designed a MISSING poster, planning to make hundreds of copies and personally recruit every friend I could find to help me cover an area that held almost half a million people. Fortunately, a beat officer recognized Trista and brought her home late that same night.

For a few hours, I understood what it felt like to be Mary and Dave Neese, to not know where your daughter is or if you will ever see her again. In the case of Mileah and Trista, my worry and fear lasted less than one day. I lived through two brief episodes—nothing nearly as extreme as the Neese’s prolonged anguish—and my heart aches for any other parent who feels that kind of terror.
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Not long after Skylar disappeared, Trista, then thirty-one, and I were walking on the rail-trail that circles Morgantown. We were in Sabraton when I wondered aloud if we would see Skylar. Rumors ran amok, saying the 16-year-old had been seen there. Was she really another runaway, hiding out with her boyfriend? Thinking of the gruesome cases I’ve covered, I hoped that was all that had happened, and prayed Skylar wasn’t somewhere being tormented by a psycho. When Geoff and I learned Skylar’s close friends had planned and then brutally murdered her, we were as stunned as everyone else. As we began investigating, we concluded that the three-way relationship between Skylar, Shelia, and Rachel was toxic. It wasn’t unlike many romantic relationships or marriages where everyone else sees the red flags except the victim; neither Skylar nor Rachel recognized the danger that came from being close friends with Shelia.

During interviews, many teens said either they didn’t have a good feeling about Shelia, or their parents didn’t want them involved with her. Those same teens tried to convince Skylar and Rachel that Shelia wasn’t a good person. After noticing changes in their daughter’s behavior, even Mary and Dave repeatedly tried to pry Skylar away from Shelia. Skylar wouldn’t listen.

At the same time, Shelia, Rachel, and Skylar’s relationship was already deteriorating. The trio turned mean, and their online fights later became fodder for the public who would follow the unraveling story. Their behavior might not have seemed serious, but it was. “The way girls handle the problems of adolescence can have implications for their adult lives,” Pipher said.

These malignant relationships all look alike. It is only after victims escape that they often say in retrospect: “Everyone else was right. Why didn’t I see it?” There is some evidence indicating Skylar was starting to see the inherent dangers in that friendship—but she didn’t escape in time.

Talk about dire implications: three years after the trio began fragmenting, Skylar is dead, and Shelia and Rachel are in prison.

[image: ]

To see how damaged Shelia Eddy is, simply look at her behavior following Skylar’s murder. She inserted herself into the investigation, helped Mary and Dave search for Skylar, and even distributed the MISSING posters around town. People were appalled and wondered how Shelia could do something so brazen, but this activity seems to be a hallmark of a certain type of criminal.

Over the last several years, many other high-profile cases involved killers or kidnappers who helped families hunt for their loved ones. It isn’t at all unusual, especially when the case features a missing wife or ex-wife, such as occurred with two women named Peterson. (Lacie in Modesto, California, in 2002, and Stacy in Bolingbrook, Illinois, in 2007.) Scott Peterson and Drew Peterson (not related) both helped pass out flyers and canvass neighborhoods looking for their missing wives.

So did Ariel Castro, the notorious kidnapper and rapist who held three Cleveland girls captive in his home for ten years. Some criminals simply cannot stay away from the spotlight that shines on their victims—which makes them especially dangerous.
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While working on this book for the last year, it’s become apparent that many area teens were traumatized upon learning their fellow classmates had murdered a childhood friend. Other teens experienced emotional distress such as panic attacks, nightmares, and depression, because they defended the two teenage killers. Some of these youths still cannot talk about the murder. If nothing else, we hope their parents will recognize such signs and seek therapy for their teens.

After we learned about Skylar’s disappearance and later, her murder, our hearts went out to the Neeses. As we learned more details of what happened, we became fascinated by the case.

It was Mary Neese’s love for her daughter, though, that made us determined to tell Skylar’s story as candidly as we could. Mary said she was content knowing she “created something that good. [Skylar] was just awesome.”

We hope this book honors her memory while highlighting the serious dangers facing today’s teenagers—and their parents.

Daleen Berry

Geoffrey C. Fuller


one
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Where the Children Play

The murder plot started out as a sick joke.

They never intended to carry it out, never dreamed they would actually go through with it. But they did, after something went terribly wrong. It took investigators more than a year to figure out what that “something” was.

Even then, they didn’t have the answer—the answer to the question everyone has clamored for since May 1, 2013—when Rachel Shoaf and Shelia Eddy, two beautiful teenage West Virginia honor students, were arrested for their part in Skylar Neese’s murder.

It was the same question that fell from Skylar’s lips as she was being savagely stabbed to death:

“Why? Why? Why?”

[image: ]

Why did two teenage girls brutally kill their best friend?

People who know the Shoaf and Eddy families say they are all good people. In the case of the Shoaf, Eddy, and Neese families, several dynamics were at play: each family had borne at least one tragedy, each had some history of drug or alcohol use, and all three families had only one child—a little girl who, for various reasons, was accustomed to getting her way.

Many families experience similar problems but they don’t end in murder. What made this situation end differently?

The answer is complicated, and the investigators who took on the missing teen’s case in July 2012 had no idea that it would turn into one of the most complicated murder investigations they had ever undertaken, or that it would span two states and miles and miles of rural Appalachian backwoods. Nor did they have any idea how two popular and pretty sixteen-year-old girls could go from cracking jokes in biology class to plotting how to dispose of another student, someone who believed she was their best friend. Police found two options the girls entertained particularly chilling: “dunking her in a barrel of acid” and “feeding her to the pigs.”

The story of Skylar’s disappearance and murder looks at the huge role social media played in helping to expose her killers, and how broad inferences can be amplified fiftyfold by Facebook, Twitter, and other social networking sites such as Instagram. It’s a story of how an online group convened to search for Skylar and comfort her parents instead deepened their grief. This account explains why the FBI was on the case like lightning, a scant two days after Skylar was reported missing, and the rumored connection between Skylar’s murder and a rash of bank robberies in the region. It also tells how law enforcement managed to log thousands of hours on the case—until they put the killers behind bars.

Finally, this story is about whether killer Rachel Shoaf’s stated motive for murder, “We didn’t want to be friends with her anymore,” carries any validity at all, or if the real reason can be found in the rumors of a lesbian love triangle—or something entirely evil.
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Skylar Annette Neese was the only daughter of Mary and Dave Neese, parents who struggled to provide her with the bare necessities. Extras weren’t always possible but when they were, Mary and Dave made sure Skylar had them. Even though life’s luxuries were often out of their reach, the Neeses provided Skylar with something many children never receive: unconditional love.

[image: ]

Mary, Dave, and Skylar, age 6.

Years before Skylar was born, Mary had a long-time crush on “DJ Dave,” a local disc jockey who played on the Morgantown bar circuit. She didn’t know if he knew her, but she always tried to dress up in case he glanced her way. With his longish brown hair and leather jacket, Mary thought he was cute, but it was his wide smile that made Mary really want to get to know him. With a mischievous sparkle in his eye, Dave looked like he would be a lot of fun.

One night after the music ended, Mary and her girlfriends were leaving a local bar where they had gone to celebrate someone’s birthday. They noticed a large crowd gathering outside and saw Dave on the ground, blood pouring from his mouth.

Mary pushed through the crowd, demanding to know what had happened and who was responsible. Someone said three rough-looking men had jumped Dave as he was walking to his car.

From what Mary could tell, they had done their best to mess up his face. She leaned over and told Dave she was taking him to the hospital. He didn’t argue.

Once there, sitting inside a little exam room, a doctor said Dave’s injuries weren’t serious. He wouldn’t be talking for a while, though, because his jaw was broken and they had to wire it shut while it healed. Perhaps because he didn’t have to worry about spinning tunes for an audience, Dave could focus on Mary. He felt like he was seeing her for the first time. With her thick black hair and big blue eyes, he thought she was the prettiest woman he had ever seen.

“Well, since I won’t be talking for a while, I should go ahead and ask you now. Would you like to go see a movie?”

Mary blushed, realizing her dream of dating the cute DJ was coming true. Dave didn’t waste any time, either. As soon as he was released he took Mary to that movie. Even though he couldn’t talk for the next three months, Mary knew he was the man for her.
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“Ladies, if you don’t stop talking, I’m going to separate you.”

It was easily the rowdiest class he’d ever had, probably because the boys outnumbered the girls three to one. Every day another student was tardy. Most days, many students came to class late. Usually it was the two girls he was trying to silence that day in the autumn of 2011.

Ignoring the bearded man at the front of the class, the two pretty teenagers—one a brunette, the other a redhead—did not stop talking. They prattled on as if they were deaf. Mr. Demchak’s sophomore biology class wasn’t anything special, but students liked him because he was known as an easy teacher with lax discipline. They described him as one part Santa Claus, because of his legendary long white beard, and one part absent-minded professor.

“Hey, do you know how to dispose of a body?” Shelia Eddy asked the student behind her.

Nick Tomaski shrugged. “I dunno. That show Breaking Bad has stuff like that on there.” He was more interested in drawing in his notebook than in anything Shelia said. Besides, he knew she was a flirt.

“We want to figure out what to do with Skylar,” Shelia said. Nick just looked at her like she was stupid.

“Shhh!” Rachel Shoaf, the redhead, whispered. “No names.”

According to students in class that day, Shelia’s question came on the heels of several negative comments she and Rachel made other days in the same class, about how much they hated Skylar.

“What kind of acid would you dispose of a body in?” Shelia asked the biology teacher. One student in particular insists Demchak heard this question that day and that he said it could amount to something like conspiracy.

Demchak barked his reply at both girls, according to that student: “How dare you ask that? Get out of my class. Go to the office right now.”

The student said the girls did as instructed and, once there, they reportedly spoke to an administrator who sent them back to class. Since the girls weren’t gone long their fellow students assumed they hadn’t even been reprimanded.

This is where accounts differ. Mr. Demchak says he never heard Shelia and Rachel casually ask that specific question or mention Skylar’s name in connection with it. He is adamant he never commented on a possible “conspiracy,” and said school policy would have required he write up a report if he had. What he did say was, as he had been instructing students about DNA, that it was “very possible” the girls could have asked such a question.

Whatever Demchak did—or didn’t hear—that day, it was the last time either girl brought up the subject in class.
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When Mary discovered she was pregnant, she was not happy. The thought of raising a child terrified her because she believed she would be a horrible mother. Still, she wouldn’t end the pregnancy and when Skylar was born, Mary fell in love with her.

“The first time I saw her, yes, that was the greatest moment of my life. It was instant love,” she told Andrea Canning on NBC Dateline in 2014.1

Even with a newborn daughter, Mary wasn’t sure she wanted a husband. Dave was persistent. He kept proposing, and Mary stubbornly kept putting him off. She hesitated when he said they should move in together. After Skylar’s birth, though, Mary had a change of heart, and she and Skylar did move in with Dave.

Mary became the glue that held the family together. Her humor and playfulness created the bond; her will and determination made it stick. As the years passed, Skylar became a miniature version of Mary. People even used the same words to describe them, right down to their unfailing senses of justice, iron stubbornness, and occasional flares of temper. Where Dave and Skylar were best buddies, Mary and Skylar were intertwined in the way only mothers and daughters can be. Their family photos bear this out: Skylar possessed the same bright blue eyes as her mother and occasionally flashed a similar cynical smile.
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The DNA discussion could have occurred at the same time students later told police Shelia and Rachel had asked their question. Classes were abruptly dismissed early on October 6, 2011, after students were told there was a gas leak. In reality, they were sent home because police had found a body in the woods behind the school.2

When classes resumed and students learned about the dead woman, Demchak said his class discussed DNA evidence and analysis. He believes this is the most reasonable explanation for the two girls’ questions.

Whether Mr. Demchak is correct, or they asked that question with a more devious motive in mind, other students said Skylar’s name came up in connection with the idea of disposing of a body. Rachel confirmed this when she later told police the plot to kill Skylar was hatched that day during Mr. Demchak’s sophomore biology class.
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When Skylar was a baby, Dave would lift her above his head and toss her onto the bed, never letting her go until his hands touched the linens. Skylar would squeal and laugh, and Dave would repeat the game over and over. He called it “Baby Body Slam.” The game soon became their favorite part of the day.

During Christmas Day the year Skylar turned three, Mary and Dave videotaped their baby girl when she found her gifts. Skylar squealed as she jumped up and down, her blond curls bouncing in time to her steps. Racing around the living room and then running toward the camera, Skylar yelled, “I love you, Daddy!”

[image: Daddy keeping watch while Skylar (age 3) tells him stories.]

Daddy keeping watch while Skylar (age 3) tells him stories.

The constant, daily affirmation that came from the heart of a toddler would become Skylar’s best gift to Mary and Dave—and what her parents would miss the most after Skylar was gone.
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When the two teens didn’t stop talking, Mr. Demchak spoke up again.

“All right, Miss Eddy, Miss Shoaf, one of you needs to move.” He gestured to a male student. “Miss Shoaf, you and Trent switch seats.”

Shelia rolled her eyes at Rachel as she and Trent traded seats. Despite the relocation, she and Rachel continued to chat.

Demchak would later describe having had two murderers in his class as “the most bizarre thing I ever experienced in my teaching career.” At the time, though, he thought they were two girls acting out for attention.

Regardless of when the two girls asked their bizarre question, none of the people who may have heard it—Mr. Demchak, Nick, and the three other students within hearing—had any way of knowing what they actually witnessed that day in the fall of 2011 was the birth of a murder plot. They had no idea Shelia Eddy and Rachel Shoaf, fifteen-year-old University High School sophomores, were planning to kill Skylar Neese.
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Love was always a constant in the Neese household, but money wasn’t. Skylar’s parents lived paycheck to paycheck all her life, which explains why they didn’t take their first family vacation until the summer of 2000 when Skylar was four years old. They chose Ocean City, Maryland, six hours away, so Skylar could experience the beach for the first time.

The family could afford the vacation only because Mary had nearly been killed the previous year. A few days before Thanksgiving 1999, Mary dropped Skylar off at Pleasant Day Daycare. On her way home, Mary found herself behind an O. C. Cluss lumber truck. The truck missed its turnoff, stopped abruptly, and began to back up.

Mary blared the horn and tried to put her green Mercury in reverse, but she wasn’t quick enough. When the truck began to climb her hood, she threw her left arm up in reflex and the airbags engaged, cleanly snapping her forearm. Seconds later when she came to, her left arm was hanging awkwardly over the steering wheel and dripping blood. She had to lift it off the steering wheel with her right hand. When she noticed the impact had knocked the car’s ashtray into the back seat, she was instantly relieved Skylar hadn’t been in the car.

One metal plate, two operations, and several months later, Mary’s arm was functioning at nearly 100 percent. In addition, the insurance company agreed to a settlement to cover the medical expenses and pay restitution. It was not an extraordinary amount, but would be enough for a frugal trip to the beach.

While Skylar later became a big fan of the ocean, she didn’t like it during her first visit; she was small and the waves kept knocking her over. However, she loved the hotel’s swimming pool. One afternoon as Mary laid her towel on a chaise lounge and Dave stripped off his shirt, Skylar stared at the pool, an inflatable seahorse around her waist and floaters on each arm. She waddled toward the pool’s edge, peering intently at the sparkling water.

“Daddy’s not ready for you yet, honey,” Dave said. “Daddy’ll help you. You don’t know how to swim.”

“I can so swim!” Skylar shouted. To prove it, she jumped in the water. Dave panicked and leaped in after her. Mary laughed at them.

“It’s okay, Daddy!” Skylar sputtered, slapping the water with her floaters while kicking her legs. “I can swim!”

“You can’t swim, honey!” Dave grabbed at her, but the small child kept squirming.

“I can so!”

Dave had to admit the floaters gave Skylar the confidence to swim just fine. That was the moment when he began to think of his daughter as fearless. In new situations, she was watchful and held back—until she plunged right in.

Skylar was also willful: she would decide what she would or wouldn’t do, no matter what her parents or anyone else said.
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Skylar didn’t believe it for a second. Shelia and Rachel would never do that.

“I’m just telling you,” Nick said the next time he saw Skylar, “I heard them ask how to dispose of a body. Then they said how much you get on their nerves, and they didn’t like you.”

Unconvinced, Skylar flashed Nick a sweet smile. “They were probably just playing a game. We always play that game, you know, ‘Would You Rather.’ We play with weird stuff, like, which way would you rather die.”

Nick shrugged. “Whatever. Might wanna ask them about it anyway.”

She, Shelia, and Rachel had every class together but biology, where students later told police they heard the exchange. According to students who heard it, Skylar did question Shelia and Rachel.

“Hey, Nick said you two were making jokes in biology class about wanting to kill me. What’s up with that?” Her voice was even, but her eyes were steely.

Shelia gave Skylar a blank stare as Rachel’s eyes darted around.

“Why would we do that?” Rachel asked, laughing.

“That kid has been smoking too much weed,” Shelia said. “See? Now there’s a lesson for all of us. Don’t smoke so much weed you think people are out to kill you.”

“Yeah, you know you can’t trust a stoner anyway,” Rachel said, laughing.


two
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Early Years

As a result of the unconditional love she received, Skylar had a deep and unbreakable bond with her doting parents. Although it seems she was a “daddy’s girl,” Skylar’s world revolved around her mother.

“My mom, of course is the most important person in my life,” Skylar wrote in her English journal.3 “She not only cares for me, but she also listens to me and I know I can talk to her. I think it’s important for parents to not only take care of their children, but to also make sure their kids can talk to them.”

It mattered little to Skylar that she didn’t have as many toys and clothes as other kids, or take as many trips as other children did with their families. In fact, having fewer possessions seemed to ground Skylar, making her care more than many of her peers about social problems like bigotry, global warming, and racial discrimination.

Skylar also hated injustice and was blessed with an abundance of empathy. At an early age she became a champion of the underdogs she met in her short life. When Dave used to make fun of gays, Skylar would reprimand him and tell him to knock it off. Sometimes she would even punch him in the shoulder and say, “Stop it, Dad. They’re people too, you know.”

Her capacity for empathy and compassion could also be seen in her schoolwork. In her Honors English class, the big-hearted teen wrote a poem for Ryan Diviney, the former West Virginia University student who was beaten so badly in November 2009 he remains in a vegetative state today.

[image: Skylar at age 11.]

Skylar at age 11.
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Skylar’s earliest friend, Morgan Lawrence, also knew about unconditional love, a feature in her home from the day she was born. Long before Skylar met Shelia or Rachel, she and Morgan, also an only child, were best friends. The two blonde toddlers first met at preschool and then reunited as kindergarteners at Cheat Lake Elementary. The first day of school the two towheads passed each other in the hall, made eye contact, and sensed they knew each other from somewhere.

“We just never stopped being friends after that,” Morgan said.

Unlike Skylar, Morgan’s father was a white-collar professional: a physician, the chief of the Monongalia General Hospital Emergency Department. Having money meant that, unlike Skylar’s parents, Morgan’s mother was usually available to pick up the kids after school.

Cheryl Lawrence became like Skylar’s second mother. All through kindergarten, she brought Skylar home with Morgan and kept her until Mary picked her up. Inside the Lawrence home, the two little girls played together—until one of them wanted a toy the other child had. Then a fight ensued. Cheryl would separate them, sending Morgan to her room. Skylar was left behind with all the toys and the TV, and Morgan soon learned Skylar really enjoyed having everything to herself. Such is a trait of many only children, Morgan later said, “including me.”

For all their advantages, David and Cheryl Lawrence were about as grounded as it gets. That’s one reason they felt so comfortable with Skylar and her parents. They recognized the Neeses shared the same family values. They also viewed Skylar as a good influence for their daughter.

In fifth grade Morgan believed she and Skylar would be best friends forever. A poll they later read in Honors Science class said by age eighteen, only 5 percent of people would still have contact with their first friend.

“We were like, ‘Boo! Boo! That’s not going to be us. We’re lab partners, and we have classes together,’” Morgan said. “I remember looking back and being, like, ‘Suck it, world, ’cause that’s not us! We’re still in contact.’”

What Morgan was most looking forward to with Skylar, and Skylar with her, was when they would be bridesmaids at each other’s weddings. It was a promise they made to each other as little girls—and they intended to see it through.
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The year after kindergarten, Skylar and Daniel Hovatter were in first grade together at Cheat Lake Elementary School. Daniel later became Skylar’s closest friend and confidant—when she confided in anyone at all. Even as a child, Skylar showed signs of being a private person. She didn’t share much with anyone, not even her parents.

Skylar and Daniel’s friendship grew stronger because Dave did handyman work for Daniel’s mom while his dad worked overseas as a military contractor. When Dave came by he’d bring Skylar along, and the two children would entertain themselves playing Life or Battleship for hours on end. When they suspected Dave was about finished, they’d take their game inside a closet, furtively hiding so they could keep playing.

[image: ]

Shelia Eddy entered Skylar’s life when they were second graders. During summer, the two girls spent weekdays at the pool together at The Shack Neighborhood House, a community center outside Morgantown. Their play dates continued almost every weekend during the colder seasons. Usually Shelia’s mother, Tara, would take Skylar home with her after work on Friday, to save Mary and Dave from making the twenty-mile trip to Blacksville. During the school year, Skylar spent her afterschool hours at Morgan’s home, but during summertime she was often a visitor in Shelia’s home.

It wasn’t a surprise the two little girls ended up becoming fast friends at such an early age, because their mothers, Mary Neese and Tara Eddy-Clendenen, were close to the same age and had known each other when they were teens.

Like Skylar, Shelia was an only child. Also like Skylar, her parents came from small West Virginia towns and didn’t have much money. When Shelia was about two years old, her father was in a severe car accident. Greg Eddy sustained brain damage and was left partially crippled. A family friend said Greg “has made mistakes as we all have but he has a good heart.” As a single parent, Shelia’s mom struggled. She worked in Morgantown, but wanted a better life for her daughter, so she took college classes to become an accountant.

When Shelia rode in her parents’ car as a little girl, she often passed Kent’s Chapel, a church across the state line in Brave, Pennsylvania. A few miles north of Blacksville, West Virginia, where the Eddys lived, Brave is tiny—with its 201 residents—and is part of Wayne Township in Greene County. Before Skylar’s murder, it was an idyllic town where people left their doors unlocked and lived without fear of what would become of their children. One resident said, “The community of Brave was a picture-perfect place.”

Kent’s Chapel is a little white church on the same road where Skylar was murdered. Although the Eddys didn’t often attend, Greg sometimes helped out with the youth in the church; congregants recall many mornings when he fixed breakfast for the young people there. His Sunday breakfasts became a thing of the past after Skylar’s body was discovered.

Back in 2002, Shelia and Tara took part in a religious service at Kent’s Chapel. Tara read from Scripture while Shelia held up a chrismon4 before the eyes of everyone gathered in the small chapel. As Shelia hung her chrismon on the church’s Christmas tree, Tara explained it meant “new birth.” Shelia was just seven and her chrismon was a butterfly.5

That’s about the time Shelia showed signs of having a personality trait the public would later witness during her court appearances: she craved attention. Crissy’s mother babysat Shelia when she was an infant. Tara and Greg were separated and Tara didn’t have much money, so Crissy’s mother “bought her diapers . . . formula . . . everything,” Crissy said.

When Shelia was seven or eight they began to notice her eccentric behavior. As Crissy described, “One time we were out [at a restaurant] eating . . . and everything was fine and Shelia just stood up and she was eating, and my mom’s like ‘Shelia, what are you doing? Sit down.’

“‘I like to stand up when I eat,’” Crissy said Shelia replied.

No matter how many times her mother asked Shelia to sit down, she refused. Crissy believes Shelia’s actions were designed to get attention from everyone around her. Those odd mannerisms continued to define Shelia as she grew older, but her loved ones explained them away, saying she was an only child and the center of her mother’s life.

Unlike Skylar’s parents, Shelia’s parents divorced before she ever entered school. By the time Skylar was murdered in 2012, it appears the double tragedy—losing her father twice—might have taken its toll on Shelia. By then, she and Skylar had been friends more than half their lives.
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Not too far from the Neeses’ home in a nearby section of Morgantown known as Evansdale, another little girl was
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