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FOREWORD


Paul Dowling

As the creator of Forensic Files, I’m often asked why the program has enjoyed such global success for 25 years. The truth is, I really don’t know. It was the first forensic crime series, so that helped. We had great cases, storytelling, production . . . but so do a lot of other programs. I tell my kids: timing. We were at the right place at the right time.

Forensic Files was, from the start, a different kind of a true-crime series. For one, we made it a half hour rather than an hour, so the story moves along quickly. We avoided the teases before and recaps after commercial breaks . . . they waste valuable storytelling time. We produced original music to add to the drama. And the choice of Peter Thomas as the original narrator, with his “around the campfire” delivery, certainly added the special sauce.

The goal was to make Forensic Files as mysterious and riveting as a great crime movie. For example, when we interviewed a killer in prison, we took him or her out of prison garb to avoid giving the ending away. When we re-created scenes, we took extra care to duplicate everything from the original crime: crashes, sinkings, firearms, explosives, even animals. All had to match what really happened, and it had to be done safely. We had zero accidents in more than 400 episodes.

At the heart of any true-crime series are the cases that are covered. Are there real mysteries? In the case of Forensic Files, how is science involved in the investigations? Our mantra was “How did science catch the bad guy?”

Looking back over the past 25 years, I knew we made a great television program. What no one could have known is the impact Forensic Files had. Criminalistics became a career choice and part of school curriculums all over the world. Forensic scientists became celebrities, cases became famous, and social media exploded. Viewer groups discussed their favorite episodes and hated criminals, and fans bragged of watching episodes multiple times.

Forensic Files has been truly unprecedented in television history. For its 25 über-successful years on the air, it has achieved global popularity, been lauded for its trendsetting production and storytelling style, and has lifted up science and law enforcement by making sure certain people know they’re “not gonna get away with it.”

Rebecca’s book takes a deep dive into Forensic Files and even more so into the hearts and minds of the viewers who love it. As Peter Thomas says, “Thanks for watching Forensic Files.”














INTRODUCTION


Opening Statement from the Book Author

WHY HAS FORENSIC FILES HAD A HOLD ON ME SINCE IT DEBUTED IN 1996? I’ve watched some of my favorite episodes upward of 10 times.

I’ve always enjoyed true crime, but I have only a marginal interest in things like mitochondrial DNA and medium-velocity blood splatter—the scientific content that made Forensic Files famous.

The first reason is structure. The writers and editors tell the story in a compact way so it never gets tiresome. 

And Forensic Files’ writing is unpretentious. Sure, the scripts toss around “succinylcholine” and “mass spectrometry,” but that’s only because they’re vital to the story. Otherwise, you’ll hear words we can all understand.

As Paul Dowling once recounted to me: “A screenwriter had me look at a script, and I said, ‘What does this word mean? I have two college degrees and I don’t know.’ If you were at a picnic or dinner party and someone used that word, how would it make you feel?” (I went back and changed “matricide” to “murder” in my very first blog post.)

Next, it fascinates me that people who look and act like typical PTA-attending moms and dads—the kind of folks who would feel guilty about grabbing the last cupcake in the office break room—can dial down their consciences enough to murder their spouses and make their own children half orphans.

I guess the series’s number one attraction is the biographical element of the stories. The late narrator Peter Thomas told the show’s tales compassionately without exploiting the victims or manipulating viewers’ emotions.

But what about what happens after the closing guitar chords? The sentence-long epilogues that the producers started adding to the final credits are great, but I want more. I need more.

Why did Ron Gillette, who murdered his wife by pressing her face into a plastic bag, get out of jail after only 15 years?

How did neighbors react when they discovered that wealthy,  retired factory owner Howard Elkins beat his pregnant girlfriend to death and stored her body in a barrel under his house for 30 years?

What ever happened to 12-year-old Collier Boyle, who testified against his father, Jack Boyle, MD, for killing his mother?

For each chapter of this book, I’ve taken posts and added something new: an interview that fills in the blanks or gives additional perspectives or “updates the updates” since I first wrote about the cases for my blog starting in 2016.

Please come along with me for our own investigation.














CHAPTER 1


Anthony Pignataro

Bad Plastic Surgeon


AND EVEN WORSE HUSBAND




Forensic Files episode ‌‌‌‌‌“Bad Medicine”

The Forensic Files episode about Dr. Anthony Pignataro isn’t in heavy rotation on TV, so you may not have caught it multiple times.

But really, all one needs is a single viewing to remember it forever. “Bad Medicine” tells of how a cosmetic surgeon accidentally kills a patient, then deliberately poisons his wife.

And here’s the part that’s pretty much impossible to forget.

Years before his crimes, Anthony Pignataro made a name for himself as the inventor of the snap-on toupee, which attaches to a man’s head via bolts surgically implanted in the skull.

Pignataro started losing his hair at age 23 and was his own first customer.

I’m not sure whether it was due to the hairpiece, but Pignataro thought an awful lot of himself. Once he opened his own plastic surgery facility, he didn’t see the need to hire an anesthesiologist or a qualified nurse to help him.

For Pignataro, those deficiencies eventually led to prison time and the loss of his livelihood. For this chapter, I looked into what Pignataro, who was released in 2013, is doing today.

But first, here’s a recap of the episode, along with other information culled from internet research as well as Ann Rule’s book about the case, Last Dance, Last Chance (2003).

Deborah Rago was born into a financially strained family in Williamsville, New York, in 1957.

In 1978, when Debbie was working as a pharmacy technician, she met Lehigh University student Anthony Pignataro, whom Rule described as almost six feet tall with classic, balanced features. The guy also possessed some charm. “He had an easy way of talking, very smooth,” recalls investigative reporter Charlie Specht, who later covered Pignataro’s case for the Buffalo station WKBW.

One night, Debbie and Anthony fell in love on the dance floor to the Donna Summer hit “Last Dance.”

Anthony was the son of Ralph Pignataro, a respected surgeon in Buffalo, New York. He wanted to follow his father into the profession. The mainland U.S. medical schools Anthony applied to rejected him, so he enrolled at the San Juan Bautista School of Medicine in Puerto Rico.

Debbie waited for him to finish, and they finally married in 1985. Within the first year, a concerned party tipped her off that Anthony was cheating on her.

She took her father’s advice to “forgive once” and decided that Anthony deserved another chance.

The professionals at the hospitals where the young surgeon worked, on the other hand, didn’t think the guy merited any chance as a physician.

They figured out pretty quickly that the arrogant doctor in their midst had some scary gaps in his knowledge.

But incompetent people rarely get kicked out of their fields right away.

Pignataro eventually opened his own plastic surgery practice in the Buffalo suburb of West Seneca, New York.

He made a fortune doing breast implants and other cosmetic procedures. To widen his profit margin, Pignataro skimped on overhead costs. He hired a licensed practical nurse (instead of a registered nurse) and a high school student to assist him during procedures.

The Pignataros had a son and daughter by this time and lived in a big house in West Seneca. Anthony and his toupee cruised around in a red Lamborghini.

Meanwhile, he made some bad surgical mistakes. After he performed an abdominoplasty on a patient named Terri LaMarti and sent her home, she had, as she said, blood “pooling at my feet” and felt excruciating pain, but Pignataro angrily yelled at her and her husband when they complained, according to her interviews with WKBW and the Oxygen Network. She ended up going to the emergency room and ultimately needing 13 more surgeries to fix the damage Pignataro caused, according to WKBW.

But back in those pre-Yelp days, word didn’t get around fast enough, and the practice continued to thrive until tragedy struck.

In 1996, a 26-year-old mother of two from Depew, New York, stopped breathing during a breast augmentation operation. Pignataro’s facility didn’t have a ventilator, and Sarah Smith died.

The investigation that followed laid bare Anthony Pignataro’s incompetence for all the world to see.

It turned out that he wasn’t a board-certified plastic surgeon or even a qualified plastic surgeon. He hadn’t administered Sarah Smith’s anesthetic properly. The New York state health board ended up charging him with 30 counts of professional misconduct.

Anthony pleaded guilty to criminally negligent homicide and received six months in jail, a $5,000 fine, and community service. He lost his medical license. Judge Ronald H. Tills noted that Pignataro would “never practice medicine again—anywhere in the world.”

And there wasn’t any fancy legal footwork to delay jail time. The judge had Pignataro taken directly from the courtroom to a prison cell, while Debbie Pignataro “sobbed in the back row,” according to a 1998 Associated Press story.

After his release, Anthony had trouble finding another job, but Debbie stood by him. His well-to-do mother, Lena Pignataro, helped out the family financially.

Anthony had another affair, and Debbie took him back again.

But soon, emotional anguish was the least of her problems. In 1999, Debbie started feeling ill with nausea and numbness of the limbs. She had severe pain elsewhere. The symptoms came and went. When they were bad, she had to stay in bed.

Debbie began having memory loss and needed to use a wheelchair at times.

Anthony told her the answer was to have her gallbladder removed, but her doctors vetoed that plan; they said surgery would kill her in her weakened state.

Finally, one of her doctors did a hair test and found Debbie had consumed 29,580 milligrams of arsenic.

Anthony suggested that the family of Sarah Smith, the patient who died, was poisoning Debbie to punish him. But the arsenic was traced to some ant insecticide the good doctor had purchased himself.

He was sneaking arsenic into his wife’s food, investigators determined.

The prosecution found evidence suggesting that Anthony hoped the arsenic poisoning would cause Debbie to die during surgery so that the medical establishment would see that it was normal for operations to kill people sometimes—and he would thus be absolved for Sarah Smith’s death.

Anthony Pignataro ended up pleading guilty to charges related to the arsenic poisoning. Judge Mario J. Rossetti labeled the former surgeon’s life “a charade of misrepresentation,” called him self-centered and manipulative, and said he showed “disrespect for the value of human life,” as reported in Last Dance, Last Chance.

Rossetti gave him 15 years.

Despite his guilty plea, Anthony at various times claimed that Debbie Pignataro poisoned herself in a suicide bid, an idea ridiculed by Erie County district attorney Frank Sedita.

Debbie, who appeared on Forensic Files, remarked without bitterness that she would never harm herself and that her ex-husband should be forced to ingest arsenic himself.

She has also stated that her former spouse will never take responsibility for attempting to kill her.

But universal disdain and a second stint behind razor wire couldn’t crush Pignataro’s ego. Not long after his release in 2013, he returned to the Buffalo area, changed his name to Tony Haute, and opened a business called Tony Haute Cosmetique LLC.

The company sold a line of skin-care creams formulated from “one’s own DNA-derived plasma.” His website referred to him as a doctor.

The Erie County district attorney subsequently opened a criminal investigation into Pignataro’s new venture, and the ex-convict ended up taking down his website, according to a WKBW story by Charlie Specht in 2017.

“He basically said, ‘I had no idea—I’m just trying to sell some cosmetics and if you can find it’s illegal, I’ll stop,’” Specht, who now is an investigative journalist for the Buffalo News, told me in an interview. “But that’s not the way you do it—you get approval first.”

Pignataro responded to WKBW’s report by stating that he changed his name in an effort to make a new start. He apologized to his ex-wife and the Smith family, although he didn’t make any specific admissions about his guilt. Pignataro also said that he worked as a delivery driver.

But as of February 2018, Pignataro’s e-tail skin care site was back up and included an imitation version of the classic medical logo of two serpents wrapped around a staff. The site was down again as of July 2018. Next, Pignataro went to Florida, where he was advertising himself as a caregiver for geriatric patients. (Thanks to readers Sean K., Rosemarie, and LC, who originally wrote into my blog with tips.)

As for Debbie Pignataro, Forensic Files stated that much of the damage to Debbie’s health is irreversible and showed her in a wheelchair, but a recent report from a West Seneca–area source says that her mobility appears to have improved and she can walk unassisted.

Her son, Ralph, grew up to be a lawyer, and Debbie finds it frustrating that “every time his name comes up, his father’s name comes ‌‌‌‌‌up,” says Specht. “Debbie’s son is a nice guy.”

Meanwhile, Debbie’s former husband will probably reinvent himself as something or other a few more times, but let’s hope that the only person he ever incapacitates is himself.


















CHAPTER 2


Barbara Stager

Spendthrift and Murderer


A BASEBALL COACH MAKES A FATAL ERROR




Forensic Files episode “Broken Promises”

Both of Barbara Stager’s marriages ended in gunfire and insurance claims, but she only got a payout from one of them.

The justice system stopped Barbara from benefiting from her second spouse’s death, but what did the North Carolina native—who looks more like a librarian than a free-spending femme fatale—do with the money she got from the demise of her first husband, James “Larry” Ford?

For this chapter, I looked into the lifestyle she led with her second husband, Russ Stager, so let’s get started on the recap of “Broken Promises,” along with extra information culled from internet research as well as an interview with former federal prosecutor Eric Evenson.

Barbara Terry was born in Durham, North Carolina, on October 30, 1948, the daughter of a secretary and a longtime Duke Power Company employee.

She had to wear thick eyeglasses from early childhood and was described as shy and sexually repressed, according to the book Before He Wakes (1994) by newspaper reporter Jerry Bledsoe.

Barbara married Larry at a young age and had two sons. She crossed paths with Allison Russell Stager III, known as Russ, after Larry died.

Russ was a well-liked driver’s ed teacher and baseball coach at Durham High School. He cared about the schoolkids and even paid for some of his students’ baseball uniforms himself, according to a Fatal Vows episode titled “No Accident.”

His first marriage, to Jolynn Snow, didn’t work out, but the two of them remained friends after their divorce.

Barely a year later, Russ met Barbara when she came to look at a house he had on the market.

No real estate transaction occurred between them, but a red-hot romance did after Barbara, 31, ended up buying a place near Russ’s house. Russ proposed after just a couple of months, and they married in 1979.

Russ adopted her sons, ages 6 and 11.

Both newlyweds were involved in their local Baptist church’s activities.

Although Forensic Files portrays Barbara as the spendthrift of the pair, Fatal Vows depicts both of them as frequent and enthusiastic shoppers. They loved outfitting themselves in new clothes and even sported matching Rolex watches, according to the show.

They liked larger items as well. Friends joked that instead of changing the oil, the Stagers would get a new car. The couple also bought a beach getaway.

Barbara, who worked as a secretary at Duke University and an ad salesperson for a radio station, was in charge of the family finances.

Except for the fact that friends couldn’t figure out where the couple’s seemingly limitless supply of disposable income came from, everything seemed great on the surface.

Neighbors described Barbara Stager as a “perfect homemaker, loving mother of two, valued employee, and staunch Baptist,” according to a Knight Ridder account.

At some point, however, Russ discovered that he and Barbara were deeply in debt. Barbara, it turned out, had been running a mini-Ponzi scheme, whereby she’d borrow money from a bank, then pay it off with a loan from a different bank. Russ found out that she had been forging his name on financial paperwork.

Barbara, who was an aspiring author, had also lied about the manuscript of her book being purchased for $100,000. The letter from Doubleday that Barbara showed off to Russ turned out to be a convincing fake. She’d created it by cutting out a logo from a rejection notice. She used the document as collateral of sorts to secure bank loans.

Barbara also wrote a lot of bad checks, according to Before He Wakes.

It’s not clear how she duped Russ into thinking the family could afford quite so many extravagances, but my guess would be that, in addition to showing off the phony book advance, she exaggerated the amount of the windfall from her first husband’s estate—which she quickly blew on luxury cars and jewelry.

Russ reportedly forgave Barbara for botching their finances, but he insisted on taking control of the couple’s bill-paying himself. To get back on their feet budget-wise, the Stagers quit their country club and moved to a smaller house. As for the existing debt, Russ’s parents agreed to help the couple pay it off, according to Fatal Vows.

Then, on February 1, 1988—shortly after the austerity plan went into effect—Barbara Stager called 911 to report that she’d accidentally shot Russ. He kept a loaded gun under his pillow for protection, and it went off when she tried to move it because she thought she heard an intruder.

Russ was still alive when the EMTs arrived but died hours later from the bullet wound to the back of his head.

Barbara’s story about the gun accident sounded plausible enough to authorities. Then-federal prosecutor Eric Evenson remembers hearing a local judge caution a 15-year-old boy to be careful with guns “because a lady just accidentally shot her husband.”

Authorities had all but closed the case on Russ Stager’s death when his ex-wife, Jolynn, came knocking on the lead detective’s door.

Jolynn filled in a little history about Barbara—she told police about how the grieving widow’s first husband had died of an accidental shooting in High Point, North Carolina, where the couple were raising their sons. They’d been married for nine years.

Barbara claimed that Larry’s gun had gone off while he was cleaning it.

At the time, Larry’s parents encouraged police to investigate the shooting extensively, but they declined. The authorities bought Barbara’s explanation that it was a tragic mishap.

After Russ’s death, Jolynn told police that Russ had confided in her that Barbara mistreated him and he feared her.

Armed with the knowledge of Barbara’s track record, investigators began to dig deeper. A reenactment of the shooting revealed inconsistencies in Barbara’s story.

And fortunately, a tantalizing piece of evidence came to light, and it backed up Jolynn’s claims.

A student cleaning out a locker at Durham High came across an audiocassette that Russ had recorded on January 29, 1988—just three days before his own death.

In a voice from the grave, Russ Stager explained that Barbara had been cheating on him (by this time, she had apparently broken free of any sexual inhibitions of her youth), and he suspected Barbara’s previous husband’s death was no accident. Plus, Barbara’s behavior had been suspect. Russ recounted that, on two occasions, Barbara woke him up during the night to offer him some pills to help him sleep.

On a prior occasion, Russ had told Jolynn that if anything awful happened to him, Barbara probably did it.

After a thorough investigation of the forensics, police theorized that Russ’s pistol was actually kept in a drawer—he belonged to the army reserves and knew better than to leave a gun under a pillow. He also didn’t keep his gun loaded.

Ballistic tests showed that pulling the trigger on that particular .25-caliber model would require four pounds of pressure, way too much to have occurred accidentally as Barbara contended.

Plus, there were the finances. “I told [investigator] Ricky Buchanan that I want to see all her bank records and know everything about her, every dollar she’s spent,” Eric Evenson told me during an interview. “I also asked the victim’s mother to tell me everything about this person. I got to know Barbara through others—I needed to know what was on her mind.”

It turned out that Barbara’s boss at the radio station had actually called Doubleday to verify her story about the $100,000—and found out the publishing company had never heard of her book, according to Evenson.

Meanwhile, friends and neighbors of the couple were “astonished” when the authorities arrested the seemingly ideal wife and mother in their midst, according to a Knight Ridder account.

The Stagers’ church held a fund-raiser to pay Barbara’s bail.

The prosecution, however, had a strong case—contending that Barbara sneaked the gun out of the drawer, loaded it, shot Russ, and lay a shell casing near his pillow before calling 911.

Barbara was in a hurry to rid herself of Russ because she wanted his $170,000 life insurance payout fast, investigators believed. Apparently, the lower-budget lifestyle the couple had adopted was cramping her style.

In May 1989, after a highly publicized trial during which the prosecution called 83 witnesses to the stand, a jury deliberated less than an hour before convicting Barbara Stager of murder.

She received a death sentence. The state set the execution date for just two months later. They like to do things speedily in North Carolina—or at least try.

But the state supreme court later voided that death sentence over a technicality. At the 1993 resentencing trial, Barbara’s younger son, Jason Stager, testified that he felt his mother was innocent.

This time, she got a life sentence, which allowed for the possibility of parole. (North Carolina lawmakers revoked parole eligibility for lifers the following year, but Barbara was grandfathered in.)

Sources vary as to the reason the authorities decided not to try Barbara for Larry Ford’s death. Either they thought it unnecessary under the original death sentence or they didn’t have enough evidence.

Today, Barbara Stager is safely tucked away in the North Carolina Correctional Institution for Women in Raleigh. To make sure she stays there, Eric Evenson and Russ Stager’s mother—now in her 90s—have attended four in-person and two remote parole hearings to urge the board to keep Barbara locked up.

Barbara’s behavior while incarcerated hasn’t helped her cause, according to her record with the North Carolina Department of Public Safety.

She disobeyed orders in 1989. In 1994, she attempted an unspecified “Class C offense,” a category including such misdeeds as failing to show up for work or fighting with other inmates. She disobeyed orders again in 2017.

As for what happened to Barbara Stager’s sons after her imprisonment, the younger one went to live with an uncle, and the other was old enough to get by on his own.

Russ Stager’s first wife, Jolynn Snow, married again, to a kitchen remodeler, and she helps run his business, according to the Raleigh News & Observer.

In addition to being the subject of many true-crime shows, Barbara Stager’s crime inspired a made-for-TV dramatization of the book Before He Wakes. It got so-so reviews, but it stars Jaclyn Smith—that’s right, one of the original Charlie’s Angels—as the character based on Barbara Stager.


















CHAPTER 3


Betty Lee

Death of a Damsel in Distress


ROBERT FRY MURDERS A MOTHER OF FIVE




Forensic Files episode “Four on the Floor”

A combination of bad companions and bad luck led a woman named Betty Lee to a horrible end on a spring night near Farmington, New Mexico.

A divorced mother of five, Betty was taking a break and enjoying some drinks with a couple of girlfriends.

But her so-called friends ditched her, and she accepted a ride home with a stranger who seemed kindhearted, but wasn’t.

For this chapter, I looked around for an explanation for why Betty’s girlfriends abandoned her that night and where the killer, Robert Fry, and his accomplice, Leslie Engh, are today.

But first, here’s a recap of “Four on the Floor,” along with additional information from internet research.

Robert Fry, 26, was cruising around in his Ford Aspire near a bar called the Turnaround on June 6, 2000.

Forensic Files gives Fry’s occupation as construction worker, but a newspaper account describes him as a “marginally employed Navy veteran” who served in Guam, then worked on and off as a bouncer, security guard, and driver.

In his spare time, Fry enjoyed playing Dungeons & Dragons and collecting knives.

Neither Betty Lee nor the authorities knew it, but the hot-tempered, beer-swilling Fry was a serial killer. He had already committed three murders and allegedly liked to prey on Native Americans.

Betty, a Diné College nursing student from Shiprock, New Mexico, belonged to the Navajo Nation. Her hobbies were gardening and herb gathering.

She and two other women went to the Turnaround together, but her friends met two men there and decided to go to a motel together, leaving Betty without a ride home.

She tried to call her brother from a pay phone but couldn’t reach him and broke down in tears.

Bobby Fry pulled up beside the 36-year-old Betty, said that he hated “to see a woman cry,” and offered a ride.

Fry, who had his young buddy Leslie Engh in the car, drove Betty to a remote dirt road in Farmington, saying he had to stop to relieve himself.

The powerful six-foot, one-inch Fry then dragged Betty out of the car and attempted to rape her. When she resisted, he stabbed her in the chest. She fled on foot, but Fry caught up and killed her with a sledgehammer.

Engh helped Fry conceal her body in some bushes. They threw her clothes in a ravine.

But there was no quick getaway for those two. The Ford Aspire got stuck in some soft sand as they tried to reach the highway. Around 4 a.m., Fry called his parents for help. They showed up, but their pickup truck was paralyzed in the sand, too, as was the first tow truck they summoned, according to Forensic Files.

Finally, Bloomfield Towing owner Charlie Bergin answered a call and pulled all three vehicles free. They went their separate ways.

The Albuquerque Journal, however, gives a slightly different version of events.

Although the ending is consistent with the Forensic Files account—three vehicles were immobilized in the sand and Bergin freed them all—the newspaper reported that, when Gloria and James Fry initially came on the scene, they didn’t get stuck.

Instead, they left their son’s sedan there and gave him a ride home, where he “changed clothes and cleaned up.” They also dropped Engh at his place. The Frys’ truck got stuck when they returned to the scene to tow the Ford Aspire, according to the Albuquerque Journal story.

Bergin probably had no idea that a homicide had taken place near the scene, but one has to wonder about Robert Fry’s parents.

The next day, an electrical-line inspector found Betty’s body after following a trail of blood (he suspected someone had poached a deer) off the road.

Police recovered a cell phone Charlie Bergin had discarded at the scene. He and his wife had argued on the phone, and he threw it away in a fit of anger, according to Forensic Files.

Bergin identified Fry and Engh as the men who summoned for help.

Investigators tracked shoe prints at the murder scene to footwear found during searches of Fry’s and Engh’s homes. Both sets of shoes had Betty Lee’s blood on them.

A bloodstain on Fry’s T-shirt suggested that he was the one who hit Betty with the sledgehammer.

Fry stayed quiet after the authorities detained him.

Engh, who was only 22 years old and looked like a baby chicken, cracked and told detectives everything, then testified against Fry.

In April 2002, a jury convicted Fry of kidnapping, attempted criminal sexual penetration, and second-degree murder.

Fry apologized to the more than 20 of Betty Lee’s relatives present in the courtroom and asked the jury to spare his life for the sake of his parents, the Albuquerque Journal reported.

But the jury delivered a death sentence, which is not a common decision in New Mexico.

Engh got 40 years.

But wait—there’s more. Betty Lee’s homicide led to new investigations that ultimately revealed that Robert Fry killed Joseph Fleming, 24, and Matthew Trecker, 18, back in 1996. The murders took place in a shop called the Eclectic. Fry had sneaked away with some expensive knives and swords from the store and was afraid the two men would identify him.

Authorities also discovered that both Fry and Engh were responsible for the unsolved murder of a Navajo reservation resident named Donald Tsosie, 40, who had traveled to Farmington to sell plasma. The men offered him a ride home, then robbed and beat him and pushed him off a cliff in 1998, Engh admitted to police.

Fry received life sentences for those crimes.

“There’s no motive or past acrimony,” assistant attorney general Steve Suttle told local news site KRQE. “[Fry] just kills people, and apparently he enjoys killing people.”

In addition to seeing her son condemned to die, Fry’s mother suffered a career setback. A petition signed by 250 advocates for the murder victims called for Gloria Fry to be removed from her job as adult misdemeanor administrator for the San Juan County probation department.

An investigation revealed that Gloria Fry had driven onto the Betty Lee crime scene as police officers were studying it. She had also lent her son a county-owned cell phone, which he used on the night of Betty’s murder.






GLORIA FRY WAS FIRED ON JUNE 7, 2002


So what happened to the killer and his accomplice?

Engh is still inmate number 419862 in the custody of the New Mexico Corrections Department.

Fry resides in supermax at the Penitentiary of New Mexico near Santa Fe. As of April 2018, Fry was one of only two prisoners on death row in New Mexico, and defense lawyers were arguing for both men’s sentences to be reduced to life without parole because the state repealed capital punishment in 2009.

In the meantime, Fry started toting a Bible and saying God had forgiven him.

I’m not sure where the almighty powers stand on the issues, but in 2019, the New Mexico Supreme Court voted 2–1 to cancel Fry’s death sentence because it was “disproportionately harsh” compared with penalties for other killers convicted of similar crimes. The justices also noted that Fry has no chance of getting out of prison on two feet because he must serve a minimum of 120 years for his convictions.

Finally, courtesy of the mass-market paperback Monster Slayer by Robert Scott (2005), a few scraps of information came to light about the two female companions who abandoned Betty Lee.

As Forensic Files did, the book identifies one only as Tina. But it gives the other a full name, Gloria Charley. (Curiously, one of Betty’s children was named Roxann Charley.)

Gloria Charley said that Betty had turned into a fifth wheel on the night of the murder, and she simply didn’t feel like giving Betty a ride back to the reservation.

Although Betty’s girlfriends apparently were chomping at the bit to check into that motel with those two men, it doesn’t sound as though it turned into a magical evening.

Charley got only the last name of one of them and the name the other gave—Johnny Miller—was either fake or he didn’t get around to telling her where he lived.

Police never found either of the one-night Romeos.


















CHAPTER 4


Brian Vaughn

A Student-Athlete Kills


A MURDERED DAD AND A BROKEN TEEN




Forensic Files episode “Shattered Innocence”

If there’s a Fredo Corleone of Forensic Files, it’s Brian Vaughn. He betrayed a family member, then incriminated himself by blurting out a few words.

Not that the 16-year-old Texan had formulated anything close to a foolproof plan for getting away with his father’s murder in the first place.

Investigators picked apart his story in weeks, issuing an arrest warrant two months after the shooting of San Antonio, Texas, trial lawyer Leslie Vaughn, murdered in bed at home.

But it was the student-athlete’s own inadvertent admission to a 911 operator that guaranteed he’d end up in a jail cell rather than a dorm room.

“Shattered Innocence,” the episode about the November 10, 1998, crime, doesn’t make anyone want to see Brian get away with murder, but it’s still excruciating to hear his unforced error.

The story is also a bittersweet reminder of how small disadvantages feel like the end of the world to a teenager.

Here’s a recap of the episode along with additional information from internet research.

Brian Vaughn was born on May 20, 1982, to Madeline Vaughn, a registered nurse, and Leslie Vaughn, whom the San Antonio Express-News described as a respected professional “who sometimes posted bonds for clients out of his own pocket.”

Brian played basketball well enough to make an athletic scholarship a possibility.

But in 1998, he was wishing for an off-court score: a brand-new car. His used auto was cramping his style.

After his father refused to buy him a new one, the old car conveniently caught on fire. It looked like arson, but no charges were filed.

Leslie Vaughn then agreed to replace the burned-out vehicle with another used one. He and Brian had an argument about it at a car dealership on November 10, 1998.

Brian and his father left without making a purchase. Later at home, Chris, Brian’s 12-year-old brother, overheard Brian threaten to quit the basketball team if he didn’t get a new car.

That night, at 1:24 a.m., Brian took Chris to the neighbors’ house. Brian explained to Mr. and Mrs. Floyd that he had called 911 after hearing what sounded like an intruder. He wanted to make sure his brother was safely off the premises while he waited for the police.

On the 911 call, Brian said he heard a gunshot coming from his father’s bedroom, but he couldn’t get in to check on him because the door was locked.

When Deputy Edward Olivares broke down the door, he found Leslie Vaughn, age 44, lying in bed with a gunshot wound to the back of his head. A 10-pound piece of limestone lay on the floor; it had created a conveniently tall hole in the French doors leading to the balcony off the bedroom.

Brian apparently wanted authorities to think that an unknown intruder had climbed onto the balcony, thrown the rock through the glass, shot his father, and exited the same way he came.

His mother was working the night shift at Methodist Heart Hospital, so Brian didn’t have to worry that detectives would suspect her.

It was he who became the number one suspect early on. Investigators saw evidence that contradicted Brian’s narrative.

There were glass shards on the rug in the hallway outside the master bedroom door. The fragments created a trail to the bathroom. How did it get there if the assailant came and left via the balcony?

Also, Brian had waited 25 minutes in between leaving the Floyds’ house and phoning emergency services, giving him time to shoot Leslie and stage the scene.

Nothing was stolen from the bedroom.

It also seemed unlikely that an intruder scaled the balcony. “We think it doubtful that somebody would have been able to climb up there carrying that big rock,” sheriff’s detective Al Damiani told the Kerrville Times.

And the bedroom door handle looked rather flimsy. As online YouTube comment-leaver Indy Castleton put it: “If my dad was shot I wouldn’t let a locked door prevent me from going inside, that’s for sure.”

Investigators theorized that after dropping off Chris, Brian used his father’s own nine-millimeter Smith & Wesson to shoot him as he slept, then stepped onto the balcony, hurled the rock through the glass, exited through the bedroom door, locked it on the way out, inadvertently tracked shards to the bathroom, washed the gunshot residue from his hands, and called 911.

Brian insisted an unseen intruder was responsible; perhaps one of his dad’s unsavory clients had a grudge.

Leslie Vaughn, who started out as an assistant district attorney for Bexar County and later went into private practice, had defended drug dealers, organized crime figures, and other rough characters.

“My father was a strong man,” Brian told an Associated Press (AP) reporter. “He would stand up to anybody, no matter what. I think that’s what happened to him.”

It was a nice try, but not enough, especially once investigators took the time to listen to the entire 911 recording.

After giving his locked-bedroom-door-can’t-get-in spiel, Brian said that his father was “bleeding from the mouth area.”

“OK, so how do you know he’s bleeding from the mouth area?” the operator asked.

There was no walking back on that one.

According to court documents, Brian told the Floyds that his father was not moving or breathing, which confused them because he had also told them he couldn’t enter the bedroom.

The Floyds noted that Brian was wearing a different shirt when he came back to pick up Chris.

Madeline Vaughn requested a change of venue for her son’s trial. “I think that public perception has already been influenced by the release of the tape,” she testified at a pretrial hearing.

At some point, Brian explained that he could tell his father had bleeding near the mouth because his snore sounded wet. Brian also said he chose his words unwisely on the 911 call due to panic.

Nonetheless, a jury convicted him.

“Oh, God, no. I can’t lose them both,” his mother cried out upon hearing the verdict, according to an AP account.

In January 2000, a judge sentenced Brian to 33 years in the Institutional Division of the Texas Department of Corrections. Brian served time at the Hamilton Unit in Bryan, Texas, as well as the Ramsey I prison.

It always seemed a little unfair that the court tried him as an adult when he committed the murder for a child’s reasons. Also, it sounded as though he did so in a fit of anger rather than out of diabolical blood lust.

Brian won parole in 2017. He turned 40 in 2022, not old but past his prime in his sport. “He was a good athlete,” Detective Damiani said in his interview with Forensic Files. “He could have played basketball in college and had the time of his life.”

Perhaps, unlike Michael Corleone, Brian’s younger brother has forgiven him and the two of them, along with their mother, are a family again.


















CHAPTER 5


The Bruce Brothers

Terror in Tennessee


Q&A WITH FORMER U.S. PROSECUTOR STEVE PARKER




Forensic Files episode “Shell Game”

“Shell Game” recounts the murders of Danny Vine and Della Thornton by three brothers from the notorious Bruce family of Benton County, Tennessee.

Danny Vine, 27, was a legitimate dealer of mussel shells, the source of the iridescent substance mother-of-pearl. He met Gary Bruce, a professional mussel diver‌‌‌‌‌‌‌‌, through his work.

Gary and his brothers Jerry Lee Bruce and Robert Bruce knew that Danny had a truckload of mussel shells worth around $2,500 at his property near the Tennessee town of Camden, population 3,582.

On the evening of January 16, 1991, while Danny and fiancée Della, a 29-year-old forklift operator, were at his house along with the Rottweiler puppy the couple shared, the three Bruces descended upon the home.

Jerry Lee shot Della, and Gary did the same to Danny. They stole Danny’s mussel shells. ﻿The murderers tried to destroy evidence by setting Danny’s house on fire. But DNA taken from bones found in the wreckage enabled investigators to positively identify them as belonging to the ill-fated couple, whose dog also met its end that night.

The Bruce brothers emerged as suspects immediately.

Proving that the brothers killed Danny and Della, however, presented a colossal challenge for law enforcement. The Bruces were suspected of witness intimidation.

A $40,000 reward—a fortune for many of Camden’s residents—offered for helping to bring the killers to justice didn’t work because residents feared the Bruces too much, according to The Day Hell Knocked on Our Door (2003), a book written by Danny’s parents, Rev. Larry and Carol Vine.

When authorities finally did put the Bruce brothers on trial, one witness, a local mussel diver‌‌‌‌‌‌‌‌, got so scared that he checked out of his government-paid hotel room and fled to Kentucky, the Vines recalled.

Nonetheless, the boys were convicted, and all got life in prison without parole.

The brothers’ mother, Kathleen Bruce, who had lied to police about her sons’ whereabouts on the night that they robbed Danny and committed the murders, received eight years in jail for providing a false alibi.

This particular Forensic Files episode fascinated me for a number of reasons. First, of course, was the reality that such horrifying cruelty could take place over a sum of money that would barely pay for a used Ford Focus.

Second, “Shell Game” provided some interesting backstory to the way mussel shells are procured. I’ll never look at all those Etsy picture frames inlaid with mother-of-pearl the same way again.

Most compelling of all was something federal prosecutor Steve Parker said toward the end of the episode: “A lot of people were very happy [that the Bruce brothers were convicted]. It lowered the crime rate significantly in Benton County and the area.”

Fortunately, most of us have never lived in a town terrorized by felons like Gary, Jerry Lee, and Robert Bruce.

But I’ve had jobs in a number of offices where the departure of one particular ogre or B-on-wheels washed away stress and conflict among the remaining coworkers.

I’m curious to hear tales from someone who lived in Benton County before and after the Bruces’ incarceration—and whether the residents ultimately felt like crocuses that could finally break through the March snow and feel the sun after a U.S. version of the Seven Samurai gave them their freedom.

The aforementioned federal prosecutor, Steve Parker, answered some of my questions about the case during a phone interview shortly after I started my blog. Parker, who prosecuted the brothers, went on to work as a lawyer in private practice. But he still vividly remembers the aftermath of Danny and Della’s murders. The following are some excerpts from our conversation:‌‌‌‌‌‌

Rebecca Reisner: Were you surprised that someone would murder two people over $2,500 worth of mussel shells?

Steve Parker: I was a police officer earlier in my career—that’s how I put myself through law school—and then a federal prosecutor for 30 years. So, no, I wasn’t surprised.

RR: The show mentioned that the Bruces used witness intimidation in their earlier crimes and, in one instance, blew up a building near the site where a witness was being interviewed. Did you know of any other such attempts by the Bruces?

SP: Robert asked one of his ex-girlfriends to provide an alibi, and Mrs. Bruce began following the woman around to intimidate her. Some neighbors saw this and reported it to the police. There was a Tennessee Bureau of Investigation agent named Alvin Daniels, and he was out there working at the crime scene just after he got a cancer diagnosis and wanted to finish this case before he died. The Bruces would cruise around Daniels’s house to try to intimidate him. Members of the Bruce family got in their trucks and followed Rev. Vine to intimidate him. The Bruces thought they were invincible. And that made it easier to prosecute their case because they weren’t very smart about covering their tracks. They were very impulsive. We had an eyewitness who saw them at the gas station. [The Bruces bought 10 gallons of gasoline to use as an accelerant.] We also had someone who was there the night they planned the murder and tried to recruit others to participate. They had a huge argument outside with someone who refused, and we found neighbors who heard the fight.

RR: How did law enforcement contend with witness intimidation?

SP: Normally, murder is a state crime, not federal, and normally we don’t have jurisdiction. But we accused them of robbery affecting interstate business. The shells travel and sometimes even go to Japan. We took the case federal, so we had a federal grand jury about 90 miles away from Camden, so witnesses didn’t feel intimidated. We had a good team of the FBI, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, and ATF [Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms]. The ATF did the arson investigation. The Bruce brothers and their mother were held without bail before the trial. We were able to prosecute J. C. Bruce* early, so that let everyone in the county know they weren’t invincible.

RR: Is the mother still in jail? And where was their father during all this?

SP: She was released and passed away. There were no dads in the picture. I referred to the Bruces as Ma Barker and her boys during the closing argument at the trial.

RR: What reaction did you get to the conviction?

SP: Our phone started ringing. The sheriff’s office and other local law enforcement were very appreciative. We took out a whole crime wave.

RR: Do you miss the drama from your days as a federal investigator?

SP: Yes, as a fed you get to both investigate and try cases, which is compelling.

RR: Did you feel Forensic Files was fair in the way the show portrayed the story?

SP: Yes, very fair. It was a year-long investigation before we charged the Bruce brothers, and it was hard to get that all into 30 minutes. I was very happy with the way Forensic Files presented the case. 

*****

Today, all three of the brothers convicted of the murders live courtesy of the Federal Bureau of Prisons, with Gary at medium-security USP Lewisburg in Pennsylvania and Jerry Lee and Robert in different parts of the high-security Coleman Federal Correctional Complex in Florida.

Steve Parker spoke to me for a second time, in late 2021, after he retired from his legal practice. He noted that the Bruces lost their most recent legal salvo and had no litigation pending—for the time being.

* J. C. is a fourth Bruce brother. Although not implicated in the Vine-Thornton robbery and murders, he had a history of other criminal behavior over the years, most notably raping a teenager, strangling her, and throwing her off a bridge (she survived) in the 1970s. He served only a few years in prison for that crime thanks to a pardon from Governor Roy Blanton. More recently, J. C. was arrested for suspicion of poaching, as reported in a December 17, 2015, article in the Tennessee newspaper the Daily Herald, which called him a “career criminal.”
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