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Debra Lynn Baker seemed to have scored the perfect job. She had no skills to speak of but called herself a “fast learner” when she interviewed for the position of bookkeeper for millionaire Jerry Sternadel. A close friend of his wife, the two allegedly began embezzling money from Sternadel’s business, causing numerous checks to bounce. Sternadel caught wind of the embezzlement and threatened legal action. He died under mysterious circumstances weeks later with the money still outstanding. Who stole the money and why have they not been prosecuted?

Debra’s background

Debra Lynn Baker’s early life seemed idyllic. She grew up in the peacefulness of Wichita, Texas, marrying her childhood sweetheart Tony in 1975. The couple would have a son, Charles, who would go on to become a star football player in high school.

In 1982, Debra Lynn’s best friend, Lou Ann, would marry Jerry Sternadel. Jerry was a divorced multi-millionaire. A business mogul, he owned real estate, a plumbing business as well as having his own horse racing stable. Jerry was a sex addict, however, with countless mistresses which included his own step-daughter.

WORKING AT THE RANCH

As his business grew, Jerry needed some help with his accounting. He needed a bookkeeper and began looking to hire someone. Lou Ann thought that this was the perfect chance to help her best friend, Debra. She sold her husband on Debra’s employability even though she did not have any accounting experience. Jerry reluctantly agreed and hired her formally as his bookkeeper and business manager. Debra was ecstatic. Things were going well in her marriage, she now had a well-paying job and could see her best friend on a daily basis.

Jerry also gave Debra and her family a house down the road from his ranch. He wanted her to be as available as she could for all the work he needed to be done. Even with this, Debra was rarely home as she was almost full-time at Jerry and Lou Ann’s ranch doing the books...

Debra and Lou Ann spent almost every waking moment together. They ate each and every lunch together and even worked at the same office in the ranch. They also frequently traveled together. “We were together 5 days a week,” Debra said. Jerry began to suspect that the duo were more than just “friends”.

ANGRY JERRY

This arrangement would last eight years. Jerry’s businesses were thriving but he became increasingly difficult to deal with. His first wife, Jeanie Walker, would confirm that Jerry’s “abrasive manner grew with his wealth.”

“Jerry was extremely hard on his family,” Debra said. “Extremely hard on his kids.”

Jerry began treating his workers, and even his family, horribly for no apparent reason.

“Jerry said if you have money you can do anything you want to do,” Walker said. “And you can tell anybody else to do whatever you want them to do.”

Both Lou Ann and Debra Lynn felt increasingly annoyed by Jerry’s presence in their lives and discussed that frequently. It was a hate triangle. Jerry hated Lou Ann and wished to divorce her. Debra hated Jerry, her boss, so did Lou Ann. But they didn’t hate the extravagant lifestyle that he afforded them.

One day, the volatile Jerry exploded into a fit of rage that was out of the ordinary for even him. A check had bounced from his account, the first time that ever happened in his business life. Growing suspicious of the cause, he hired an auditor to go through all of his accounts and bills.

The auditor confirmed his suspicions.

He discovered that $35,000 was missing from one account and transferred to Debra Lynn’s account.

“He told me there was over $100,000 that he found real quick,” Jeanie Walker said. “He said he wanted the money back or I’m going to have her arrested for embezzlement.”

Jerry thought both Debra Lynn and Lou Ann were complicit. He confronted them both about the missing money and gave them an ultimatum. Either give the money back by the upcoming Memorial Day or he would inform the police of their embezzlement.

He then threatened Lou Ann with divorce.

SICK JERRY

The following day Jerry had lunch with Lou Ann and Debra at his ranch, as the trio normally did. Within an hour, Jerry began experiencing severe stomach pain. The food began coming out of both ends, as he began to vomit and shit uncontrollably. Jerry would be hospitalized and began suffering from paranoid delusions, screaming that the doctors were trying to kill him.

Curiously, Tom Bradley, a nineteen-year-old house guest had drunk some Cranberry juice from Jerry’s refrigerator and within minutes suffered from the same symptoms Jerry had.

Meanwhile, the emergency room doctors scratched their heads about Jerry’s symptoms. They could not understand how an active and energetic man could be dying right in front of their eyes.

Jerry would be released from the hospital but in the ensuing weeks, he would be brought back three more times. The women had not given him his money back and now Jerry was convinced they were trying to poison him. Lou Ann, however, gave all of the doctors a wink and a nod.

“He’s hallucinating,” she whispered. “He’s crazy.”

"Please help me!” Jerry cried out as the emergency room technicians strapped his wrists to the gurney. “Cut me loose! I don't want to die! Those two women are killing me!”

Jerry would be released from the hospital but died in his home on June 12th, 1990.

WHAT HAPPENED?

An autopsy showed that Jerry did not die from a mysterious virus but he had consumed a more-than-deadly dose of arsenic given to him over an extended period. At a determinate dose, arsenic is lethal: When it enters in your system, there’s no way back, it’s time for your last prayers.

The forensic doctors determined that Jerry had sipped small doses of arsenic over a period of time until the levels continued to rise in his bloodstream. He was poisoned to death.

Lou Ann didn’t cry when she was informed of Jerry’s death.

She did not even try to pretend she was sorrowful. Their mutual hate was well-known, but she acted indifferently. Yet, Debra Lynn’s reaction was curious to say the least: She got eerily anxious and disturbed. When the doctors let her know about Jerry’s death, she ran past everyone through the hospital aisles to the elevator. What made her so nervous?

At Jerry’s funeral, Lou Ann was as upbeat and lively as you can get, bouncing off the walls as if she had gulped down a six-pack of Red Bull. She chatted with her friends and laughed uproariously at the slightest attempt at humor.

She had good reason to be happy. She was now the primary beneficiary of the ranch, Jerry’s businesses, and a $350,000 life insurance policy.

Her extravagant lifestyle was assured even with Jerry gone.

ENTER TOM BRADLEY

Tom Bradley, the young house guest, revealed to police how he had gotten sick after drinking Jerry’s cranberry juice. He was invited to do a blood test and the results came back positive from arsenic levels. Then, after this, the police started to investigate the case deeper to discover where the poison came from. It was traced to a bottle of cranberry juice -Jerry’s favorite, the one Tom Bradley also drank and got sick- that was in a trash bag on the Sternadel estate.

They were able to trace it since they found the trash bag buried in the yard with the bottle inside. The bottle had soap bubbles which indicated someone tried to wash it before throwing it away. Yet, the bottle was sloppily cleaned, so the police officers could test the bottle and found the arsenic traces. Bingo.

At the moment it was more than evident that Jerry was poisoned to death. But who was it? Lou Ann? Debra?

In 1991, Debra, Lou Ann, and Tony moved to San Marcos and began a trucking business with Jerry’s life insurance money. Interestingly, only two years after Jerry’s death, someone stopped paying rent on a storage unit in Wichita Falls, Debra Lynn Baker, and Tony Baker’s hometown. When the owner went into the unit, he found tons documents and bills belonging to Jerry Sternadel. He called the police as the case of Jerry Sternadel was well known among locals.

The cops went to the unit and found a huge bottle of arsenic poison for rats. The unit was registered to a Kathy Simmons but had the direction of Debra Lynn Baker in Holiday, Texas. That was all the evidence the police required to arrest Debra, placing her in custody on May 14, 1993.

Even though Lou Ann was a suspect of being an accomplice of Jerry’s murder, Debra declined to incriminate her best friend. The police tried to pressure her into giving Lou Ann up, bringing up the fact that she would be brought to trial for murder in first degree. The sentence could result in life in prison but she refused to blow the whistle on her best friend.

Debra Lynn Baker’s trial

On January 18th, 1994 Debra went on trial for first-degree murder. She stole the money, so she had the motive. She had the arsenic, so she had the means and she virtually lived in Jerry’s ranch so she certainly had the opportunity.

The prosecutors gave a depiction of a hate triangle rather than a love triangle despite the claims that Lou Ann and Debra were more than friends. Jerry hated his wife, Debra hated her boss and Lou Ann hated her husband. Each of the women feared the possibility of losing the extravagant lifestyle. Prosecutors claimed that Debra decided to poison Jerry before he was able to divorce Lou Ann and before he would file charges about the $35,000.

The prosecuting attorney stated Debra had the arsenic used to kill Jerry in the storage shed registered with her address; she took the $30,000.00 from Jerry’s bank account, and lastly, she was frequently in Jerry’s home and was his wife’s best friend. Moreover, the prosecutor proposed that poison is typically a female’s way of committing a homicide as it is a detached technique that permits the assassin to say to herself, “I haven’t killed him; the poison has.”

The defense claimed there was no evidence the storage unit was of Debra’s property and her fingerprints were not found on the arsenic bottle. Her attorney then detailed Jerry’s explosive and abrasive character, bringing numerous witnesses to testify against him to show he had won countless enemies throughout his life and a lot of other people had reasons to poison him aside from Debra.

The Aftermath

Debra was found guilty of murder in first degree, based mainly on the bottle of arsenic found in the storage unit registered at her address. Debra Lynn Baker poisoned Jerry by putting arsenic in his cranberry juice, as an expert who testified in the trial proofed. Jerry was given three different doses of the poison before finally dying on June 1990 at the United Regional Hospital. Debra, as Jerry suspected, was stealing money from Sternadel's accounts with forged checks, and Tim Cole –the Clay County District Attorney at that time- used that as her main motive in the prosecution.

“It was old-fashioned greed,” Jeannie Walker said. “Money became more important than anything.”

When the verdict of guilty was announced, Debra’s husband became enraged and lunged at the jurors. The deputy sheriff had to hold him down. But he didn’t hold him down for long. The following day the jury suggested Debra be given ten years of probation and a ten thousand dollar fine.

Prosecutor Tim Cole was stunned at the leniency of the verdict.

"It was a case that was not the strongest on the evidence,” Cole said. “It was a circumstantial case (...) so we were pleased that we got the conviction, but not so happy with the punishment the jury assessed."

Debra Lynn Baker and her husband had moved to Hays County before the trial. She found a job as a bookkeeper with another rancher and in 1993 she was charged with forging two checks of $3,200 by a Hays County Grand Jury. But the case didn’t go to court until after she had already been given probation for the first-degree murder charge so the judge said he could not give her another probation for forgery as she was already serving her sentence for the murder.

So, she served 10 years of probation for stealing almost $ 40,000 and killing a man. Everything is bigger in Texas, even surprises.

WHAT ABOUT LOU ANN?

As it was said before, Lou Ann’s lack of emotional response to her husband’s death has always been suspicious.

She didn’t appear in court for a single day of Debra’s trial.

The prosecutor’s theory was that both Lou Ann and Debra conspired to murder Jerry for his inheritance and life insurance money. Debra was found guilty, but why wasn’t Lou Ann investigated?

"When we got the outcome we did in the Baker case,” prosecutor Tim Cole said. “We didn't go forward with any case on the wife because it would have been probably the same or maybe a worse result".

“I talked to jurors about why they would give her
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