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Cierra's warning 

Heroin isn't just in big cities. It's everywhere, 
it's easier to use, it's deadly -- and it's on the 
rise. 

Michael Boren 

BATESVILLE, Ind. The morning Cierra Adams turned 18, her mother called to 
wish her a happy birthday. They had plans to pick out a cake at the mall. 

But the rings went unanswered. 

At first, Karen Adams didn't worry. Her daughter had told her she was 
spending the night at her best friend's house. Karen Adams figured Cierra 
was still asleep at 10 a.m. 

When a half-hour passed, she called again. Still no answer. Cierra's 
grandmother also called. Same result. 

During the next few hours, Karen Adams would call at least four more times, 
and it was always the same . . . nothing. 

A little after 2 p.m., the mother's phone rang. It was Cierra's best friend, the 
one Cierra was supposed to be with. 

"Have you heard from Cierra?" the girl asked. "I can't get a hold of her." 



That's when Karen Adams panicked. During the previous two months, Cierra 
had been in trouble for drinking and had confessed to smoking marijuana. 
She had become obsessed with a young man who was in trouble with the 
law. So Karen Adams jumped in the car with her husband and teenage son 
and drove toward the boy's house. 

On the short drive across Batesville, they hit one of the eight stoplights in 
the small southeastern Indiana town. As they waited, an ambulance raced up 
behind them, lights flashing and sirens blaring. 

Karen Adams screamed. 

She knew the ambulance was headed for Cierra. 

"I told my husband, 'Go, go, go!' " she said. " 'There's something wrong with 
her!' " 

Cierra's parents reached the boy's home less than five minutes later. 

But they were too late. She was dead. 

Warning signal 

Picture Cierra: a girl who loved the color pink and couldn't resist bringing 
home stray animals. That's how Cierra's story begins. That's what came 
before the bullying, the grasping for acceptance, before Cierra's altered 
reality stole the innocence of the city she called home. 

Even today, more than a year after Cierra's 18th birthday, her story sends a 
warning signal to small communities across Indiana. It reveals a growing, 
devastating trend. It is the story of what can happen when hard knocks and 
feelings of teenage invincibility collide, a story of missed signals, wrong turns 
and unfathomable grief -- the story of heroin. 

Across Indiana, heroin's popularity has exploded. In 2011, the Metropolitan 
Drug Task Force in Indianapolis seized 2,893 grams of heroin -- about 30 
times more than the amount seized in 2008. The number of heroin users 
seeking treatment in Indiana also nearly tripled from 2008 to 2011. 

The heroin epidemic has hit hardest among teenagers and young adults, 
people such as Cierra Adams. 

Yet at first glance, family members say, Cierra would have been the last 
person one would expect to use heroin. And while heroin has a big-city 



reputation, Batesville and other small cities are far from immune. 

Seeking acceptance 

Cierra had dreams like most kids. She wanted to become an ultrasound 
technician, always marveling at how neat it felt to see a baby before it was 
born. 

Cierra also loved animals. She brought home stray puppies and cats -- even 
a frog once -- and asked her mom if she could keep them. Some animals 
stayed when the family couldn't find another home. Others never made it 
through the door. 

"She begged and begged me to let her bring home a white rat from school, 
and I said no," said Karen Adams, 45. "I mean she'd beg, 'I'll do anything, 
it's so cute.' And I said, 'It's a rat!' She liked any kind of animal." 

But Cierra also struggled. 

Her parents together earned about $17,000 a year -- $20,000 if they were 
lucky -- and couldn't buy expensive clothes that other kids her age wore. 

At Batesville Middle School, some students called Cierra poor, ugly and 
chunky. 

Cierra's heart was too tender, friends say, for her to fight back. She cried in 
front of her bullies and cried more at home. Some days she pretended to be 
ill so she wouldn't have to go to school. 

One afternoon on the school basketball court, Karen Adams says, a girl 
chucked a basketball at Cierra's hand and broke her thumb. The girl slapped 
Cierra in the face, knocking her glasses to the ground. Cierra came home in 
tears. 

"I said, 'Why didn't you slap the piss back out of her?' " recalls her mother, 
who’s only 5’2” but a tough woman. "And she said, 'Mommy, I can't hurt 
people.' She just couldn't do it." 

Karen Adams says she reported the injury to the school principal. But the 
school has no record of the incident, and the current and former principals 
there say Cierra seemed well-liked. They acknowledged, however, that 
bullying could have occurred, because teachers can't catch everything 
students say or do. 



A typical town 

Batesville, a city of nearly 6,600 people about 65 miles southeast of 
Indianapolis, has the outward calm of a typical blue-collar Midwestern town. 
American flags dangle from front porches, and some residents hang clothes 
out to dry in the backyards of their modest one- and two-story homes. 

The downtown has suffered over the years from businesses leaving, including 
a pharmacy and grocery store that closed this year. City officials think 
they're on the right track to revitalization with the opening of a senior-citizen 
apartment complex, as well as a nearly $500,000 landscaping and road 
improvement project. 

But most days, some residents say, the streets die after 5 p.m. 

"When you have a downtown that is economically crushed the way ours has 
been -- and especially in the older downtowns -- I think it hurts our teens. I 
really do," said Jaime Mustaine, 36, owner of Tri-State Artisans. She holds 
drawing classes in the evenings at her downtown arts shop to give teenagers 
something to do. 

Those with nothing to do are sometimes enticed by another attraction: 
parties fueled with alcohol or drugs. Since most students in town know one 
another, Batesville teenagers say, the party scene can be hard to avoid. 

"Everyone just comes to the same parties," said Jayna Goldsmith, 19, a 
former Batesville High School student. "So if you're not a drinker or a drug 
user, you're probably just sitting at home or doing nothing." 

In recent years, law enforcement officials noticed a change in Ripley County, 
which takes in part of Batesville. 

Ryan King, the county's chief deputy prosecutor for nine years, had 
prosecuted only one heroin case until about three years ago. Now he 
averages one to two a week. 

"It's just got everybody a little bit set back on their heels, like, 'How could 
this happen?' " King said. 

Batesville's proximity to Cincinnati makes it vulnerable to drugs such as 
heroin. Most users, authorities say, drive 45 minutes into Cincinnati to find 
the drug. 



Officials at Batesville High School, which Cierra Adams attended, began to 
suspect they faced a serious problem after they conducted their annual drug 
survey in spring 2010. The survey was filled out by 120 students in the Class 
of 2011, revealing that 5.8 percent -- or about seven students -- said they 
had used heroin. By the next year, that would rise to 11 percent, or about 13 
students. 

While those numbers might seem low, they gained attention at the small 
school. Starting in the 2010-11 school year, more teachers kept an eye on 
the hallways between classes. Fewer students could leave class to go to the 
lockers and bathrooms. 

Former students say they noticed some of their peers sweating, drooling or 
falling asleep in class after using heroin in the bathrooms. In spring 2011, a 
few concerned parents told administrators their kids were using heroin. 

"I was shocked," said Jim Roberts, superintendent of the Batesville 
Community School Corp. "Although I had seen the data -- we had paid 
attention to it -- it became very, very real and scary." 

Not everyone felt the same. When school officials held a community forum on 
the dangers of heroin, they were accused of being alarmist. One person 
suggested they were highlighting something that wasn't a real problem. 

Outside looking in 

Cierra Adams' life began to change a few months earlier. 

First, the good part: Cierra was a junior by the 2010-11 school year and had 
grown out of the days when bullies taunted her. She fired back insults or 
brushed the bullies off with an "I don't care" attitude, friends say. She also 
befriended more people in school. 

But she still yearned to be close with a group to the point, some say, of being 
clingy. 

"I think she always felt like she was on the outside looking in on every group 
that she was ever in," said Diana Fugate, 47, Cierra's aunt. 

Around December 2010, friends and family say, Cierra started spending most 
of her time with a group known for drug use and trouble. "I think with the 
kids who did drugs, she was accepted more," Fugate said. "They accepted 
her, and she felt more like she fit in with them." 



Her life changed quickly. 

On Dec. 30 and 31, two teenage boys in that group, Jesus Gil and Dalton 
Peterson, broke into a Batesville home with several others, police say, and 
stole jewelry and $20,000 in cash from a safe. Gil and Peterson declined to 
speak with The Indianapolis Star for this story. It's unclear whether any of 
the money went toward drugs. 

But soon after, friends and family suspect, Cierra began smoking marijuana. 

Cierra also fell in love with Peterson. Cierra's mother said she knew Peterson 
had struggled with a rough life, although she did not know he was involved in 
the burglary. 

One neighbor described Peterson as a "young punk." But he was Cierra's first 
big crush. Karen Adams felt she would push Cierra away if she told Cierra to 
stop seeing him. When Peterson faced family troubles, Karen Adams says, 
Cierra even let him stay at her family's home a few days. 

"She was crazy over Dalton," Karen Adams said. "She just thought the world 
of Dalton." 

On June 23, 2011, Cierra took a survey on Facebook that, among other 
questions, asked: "Honestly, who was the last person you told you loved 
them? why?" Her answer: "dalton, just becauseee." 

It wasn't long before Cierra ran into trouble with the police -- twice. These 
accounts are based on recollections from Cierra's mother, because police 
would not release her records (Cierra was 17 at the time). The first time, 
Cierra picked up an intoxicated friend from the park. Police pulled Cierra over 
and found the girl in her car with an open alcohol bottle. 

The next time, Cierra had been drinking. Police busted a party in Greensburg 
and took her to the sheriff's station. 

Cierra had to visit a probation officer after that incident. On the way there, 
she told her mother she had tried marijuana. The probation officer warned 
her to stop hanging out with the wrong crowd. 

Cierra, says her mother, told the officer: "I'm not gonna do that stuff 
anymore. I don't wanna get in trouble." 

Later her mother would admit: "They tell you what you want to hear." 



About a week before Cierra's birthday, several of her cousins told her she 
would lose them as friends if she kept hanging with drug users. But Cierra 
brushed them off, arguing if she didn't choose their friends, they shouldn't 
pick hers. 

"You couldn't get through to her," said Hannah Fugate, 19, Cierra's cousin. 
"You just couldn't make her realize that what she was doing wasn't the right 
thing." 

Too much to handle 

On the night before her birthday, Cierra told her parents she'd be sleeping 
over at her best friend's house. 

She lied. 

Instead she drove to Cincinnati with friends and bought heroin. The details 
after that remain unclear. Authorities suspect Cierra snorted heroin -- friends 
say for the first time -- before returning to Batesville several hours later. 

The next afternoon, at 2:22 p.m., police dispatchers received a frantic 911 
call from Dalton Peterson's mother, Phyllis Meredith. 

"One of my son's friends, we woke up and she's dead," Meredith, her voice 
shaking, told the dispatcher. "She's not breathing. She's cold. She has no 
pulse." 

Meredith declined to speak to The Star for this story. 

Cierra's parents and brother didn't know about the 911 call but already were 
racing toward the home of Dalton Peterson's mother when the ambulance 
passed them at the stoplight. 

Batesville police officer Jerry Taul, who had known Cierra's father for about 
12 years, responded first to the house. Inside, he said, "everybody was 
crying and upset." Taul was shown the bedroom where Cierra's body lay pale 
and motionless on a couch, partly covered with a blanket. He checked 
Cierra's neck and wrist for a pulse. 

Nothing. 

Cierra's family pulled up to the house. They saw Cierra's car out front, along 
with the ambulance. Cierra's father, Tony Adams, spotted Taul walking 
outside. 



"Are they OK?" he asked. 

Taul looked at Cierra's dad, nicknamed "Bubba." Then Taul shook his head. 

"She's passed, Bubba." 

Cierra's father's face turned white. He collapsed. Cierra's mother tried to get 
into the house, but an emergency medical technician held her back. Cierra's 
younger brother, Colton, sat nervously confused in the back seat of his 
parents' vehicle. Then an EMT opened the door. 

"Is my sister dead?" Colton asked. 

"Yes," the EMT told him. "I'm sorry." 

Colton started bawling. 

Cierra had died from acute heroin intoxication, meaning her heart rate and 
breathing slowed until her body completely shut down. 

Peterson and Gil, the two boys involved in the Batesville burglaries, were at 
the house where Cierra's body was found. Karen Adams suspected the boys 
had played a role in Cierra's death and wanted to go after them. Her 
husband convinced her otherwise. 

"I was gonna get a hold of them. I would have choked the sh-- right out of 
them. I don't care," Karen Adams said, pausing to recall the moment. "They 
didn't even have enough guts to look at me." 

The scene eventually became too much for Karen Adams to handle. She grew 
ill from the 90-degree heat and, in a sick twist of fate, was taken to the 
hospital in the ambulance originally sent for Cierra. 

The news gradually spread across Batesville. About 50 people wrote "Happy 
Birthday" on Cierra's Facebook wall through 5 p.m. that day. Then the posts 
grew more somber. "I miss you," friends began writing. 

Five days passed before Cierra's family saw her body, this time at a funeral 
home. The funeral was the following day, attended by friends and family, as 
well as school officials. For Karen Adams, the funeral was a total blur. "The 
whole time I was going through it," she said, "I kept thinking, 'This was a 
nightmare. You're gonna wake up.' " 

Cierra's father, Tony, took her death the hardest. Anger overwhelmed him. 



He began drinking heavily, and his blood pressure skyrocketed. Some nights, 
he just stared at a photograph of Cierra in the living room and cried. 

He and Cierra used to argue about whose turn it was to do the dishes. "They 
just went back and forth," Karen Adams said. "Neither one of them would 
back down." Now, he told his wife, he worried Cierra had died without 
understanding how much he loved her. 

Perhaps that's why he called Cierra's phone and left two voicemails -- despite 
knowing she would never answer. 

"You'll always be my baby," he would say. "Daddy loves you." 

For seven weeks, Tony Adams agonized over Cierra's death. 

On Labor Day, Sept. 5, 2011, he died of a massive heart attack. He was 44. 

What remained of Cierra's family -- her mother and two siblings -- drove to 
the same funeral home they had visited just seven weeks before. The same 
friends and family showed up for the funeral. Many told Karen Adams: "I 
don't know what to say to you." 

"I just remember thinking," Karen Adams said, " 'This isn't real.' " 

"A problem for all of us" 

Cierra's death put a face to the rumors Batesville residents had been hearing 
about local teenagers using heroin. And it shocked parents. 

"It changed the psyche of this town," said Cecil Ison, 41, owner of Ison's 
Family Pizza in downtown and a father of two kids. 

"You realize real quickly you're not isolated in Batesville," he explained. "It's 
a problem for all of us." 

Cierra's death, school officials say, validated the school district's early efforts 
to raise awareness about a problem some had been reluctant to confront. 
Some young people, too, likely learned not to make the same mistakes with 
drugs, said Taul of the Police Department. 

About two weeks after Cierra died, relatives held a memorial walk on the 
downtown streets. School officials, having already held a public forum on 
heroin a few weeks before Cierra's death, continued meeting monthly to 
address how to tackle the drug problem. They brought in a panel with a 



former heroin user and parents of a former heroin user to share their 
experiences. 

For six months, a billboard near the high school displayed pictures of drugs 
and messages saying, "We're not going to take it. We're not going to take 
heroin use in our community." 

Batesville residents now don't look surprised when asked about heroin. 

But it remains a problem. 

Police suspect heroin contributed to the death of 25-year-old Rusty Owens, 
who was found unresponsive in his parents' home on July 21 in Osgood. It's 
a town of about 1,700 people in the same county as Batesville. 

The number of heroin-related deaths in nearby Dearborn County, an area of 
nearly 51,000 residents adjacent to Cincinnati, also continues to surpass that 
of previous years. The tally has reached six deaths this year, nearly on pace 
to reach the 13 from last year. Just a few years ago, in 2008, the county had 
zero -- yes, zero -- heroin-related deaths. 

A family shaken 

Cierra's family wakes up to a different life these days. 

Her mother takes medications for depression. Her brother and sister visit 
counselors. They live in a small one-bedroom apartment, across the street 
from their old three-bedroom home. Karen Adams couldn't afford the house 
after her husband died. 

Cierra's 15-year-old brother, Colton, tries not to think about the loss of his 
father and older sister. He copes by hunting and fishing, activities his father 
loved. But Cierra's sister, Erica, 17, finds it difficult to move forward. Erica 
says Cierra was her "best friend." 

"It still hurts me really bad," Erica said. "I don't cry every day, but I have my 
days when all I do is just cry because it's just hard to live with. A girl should 
have her father and her sister." 

Karen Adams wants teenagers everywhere to realize they are not invincible. 
"They have what I call a Superman complex," she has said repeatedly. "They 
always think they're going to be fine, that it's not going to happen to them." 

She firmly believes Cierra died trying heroin for the first time. And there's a 



chance she's right. Cierra's sister knew Cierra was experimenting with pot 
but not heroin. And only five weeks before Cierra died, she left some clues on 
a Facebook survey. To the question "have you ever tried hard drugs," she 
replied: "neverrr." 

Erica, her sister, emphasizes drugs will not be part of her life. "I am never 
going near any drugs," she said, "ever." She believes that if Cierra were alive 
today she would say, "I'm sorry for all the pain that I've put you guys 
through." At the same time, Erica says, "I don't know if she'd take it back 
because it opened so many eyes." 

The healing process has been hard. Sometimes counseling helps, Erica says; 
other times it doesn't. Cierra's mother said she would "just lay down and give 
up," if it weren't for her two remaining children. 

So the family is trying to move forward, together. 

On July 16, the anniversary of Cierra's death -- the day she would have 
turned 19 -- a celebration unfolded in an unusual place: the cemetery by 
Little Memory Old Regular Baptist Church. It's where Cierra and her father lie 
buried next to each other. 

Karen Adams arrived with a cupcake to wish Cierra a happy birthday. "I don't 
want to think of her birthday," she said, "as the day she died." 

Nearly 30 relatives and friends joined her. They gathered around the 
gravestone, as if Cierra were in the middle, poised to make a wish. 

Karen Adams lit two pink candles on a cupcake -- also pink, Cierra's favorite 
color. Then everyone's voices echoed through the graveyard, singing "Happy 
Birthday." 

Follow Star reporter Michael Boren at Twitter.com/borenmc or call him at 
(317) 444-6138.	  


