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FOREWORD

Outside, sharp clouds billowed overhead, punctuating the crisp Colorado sky like pieces of cotton candy painted on a blue background. But inside, the scene changed abruptly, going from a vibrant Van Gogh to a dark, chaotic Jackson Pollack portrait. There, police found a woman’s body stuffed inside a bedroom closet, along with a mattress. She had been bound and gagged, before being brutally murdered.

Seventeen years later, police stormed a chalet on Buttermilk Mountain, after receiving word of another death. This time the fifty-seven-year-old victim wasn’t a homeless woman whose bipolar illness cost her two marriages. But Nancy Merle Pfister’s erratic ways had exacted a heavy toll: once her alcoholism overtook her life, and her demands became too much, many of Pfister’s friends began avoiding her.

Like the first victim, she was vivacious and loved making people laugh. Also like the other victim, she, too, had a mental illness. And she was found stuffed inside a closet, after being bludgeoned to death. Pfister was an Aspen, Colorado, heiress whose mother was a hero, having flown in World War II. Her maternal grandfather was a founding partner at Random House, and her family name still holds sway over polite Aspen society. But ultimately, none of those things could save Pfister.
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Jodi Lynn Carrigg was only thirty-six when she was murdered in 1996 inside a Denver motel. No one witnessed her killer come or go near the intersection of Broadway and 11th Avenue.


This was equally true for Pfister, 160 miles away at her 1833 West Buttermilk home.

Though almost two decades apart, the two crimes were nearly identical, with the victims’ bodies eerily hidden away in the same place, in almost the same manner.

Carrigg’s killer was never caught. However, Pfister’s killer was— yet almost two years after her death, many people in Aspen still don’t believe the official account of what happened. If those people are right, and the confession was false, then police have closed the books on a case that is far from being solved. On a murder that may have connections to Carrigg’s, which remains unsolved.






CHAPTER ONE

THE CRIMINALS IN ROOM 122

A persistent pounding woke Nancy Styler from a deep sleep at 5:30 a.m. on February 27, 2014. Even though she didn’t sleep with her hearing aids, the pounding on the door of her motel room was so loud that Nancy could easily hear it. By the time she threw on her robe and walked the few steps to the door, only the security chain, straining at the force pushing against it, kept the door from opening entirely.

Nancy peeked through the crack. In the darkness she could make out several armed men wearing body armor. She immediately thought something bad was happening at the motel where she and her husband were staying, and a SWAT team had come to save them.

“Just a second.” Nancy tried to open the door, but the pressure from the other side kept it so taut she couldn’t move it. “Let me close the door so I can remove the chain.” For a split second, the chain was loose enough that Nancy could slip it from the confines of its metal bar. The men surged into the room, bringing a blast of cold Colorado air with them.

“Nancy and William Styler, we have a judge’s order to take you in.” In the commotion, Nancy couldn’t tell who was speaking, but she could make out clothing that said “Colorado Bureau of Investigation” and “Pitkin County Sheriff’s Department.”


Someone showed Nancy a subpoena. Distraught, she turned to her husband. William “Trey” Styler was still in bed, but struggling to sit up. “Trey, am I dreaming? Is this a dream?”

“No, there’s a dead body,” a voice from the middle of the pack answered curtly.

Nancy gasped. “Who? What? We don’t know anything about a dead body.”

No one answered her.

“We’re taking you into custody for questioning,” another man added.

“Please be careful! He’s out of his medicine,” Nancy said, seeing the men urging her husband to get out of bed. “He might fall.”

“We had to hold him up, he was so weak,” Detective Brad Gibson would later tell investigative reporter Daleen Berry. Gibson had been with the Pitkin County Sheriff’s Department for fourteen years and was the agency’s investigative coordinator. He was excited, because this was his first “hot” murder case.

As Trey stood, armed men began snapping photos. Everyone in the room could see that his torso and legs were emaciated, because he was naked. They could also see how unsteady he was.

“Remove your robe, ma’am,” one of the men said. “We need photos of you, too.”

Nancy, sixty-two years old, came fully awake then, her disbelief turning to shock. She wanted to refuse, knowing she was wearing nothing underneath her robe, but she was afraid. So she complied, dropping her robe on the bed. Someone ordered her to turn around, first this way, then that. Then they began taking close-up shots of Nancy’s hands and arms. Then a voice stopped him.

“Yeah, but you know we aren’t supposed to. Heather can get them for us, since she’s a woman,” the voice said.

Basalt City Officer Heather Nelson had received a 3:37 a.m. text message asking for her assistance in serving the warrant. She met up with Undersheriff Ron Ryan, Director of Operations Alex Burchetta, Director of Investigations Brad Gibson, Deputies Levi Borst and Monique Merritt, and Basalt city officer Ernie Mack at the Basalt police department at 5:15 a.m. There, a Colorado Bureau of Investigation agent briefed the group about their mission before everyone headed to the Aspenalt Lodge.


Officer Nelson was outside putting crime tape on the Stylers’ Jaguar and arranging for the vehicle to be towed when an officer inside the room radioed her to come inside. She did and as Nelson took the camera, Nancy noticed the female officer’s hand shaking and watched her draw a long, deep breath as if to steel herself. Then Nelson began snapping nude photos of Nancy.

Nancy felt like a cornered animal. Somehow, as if through a thick mist, Nancy heard her sixty-five-year-old husband’s soft voice coming from between the two queen beds.

“Can you please close the door, officers? It’s February. It’s freezing in here.”

No one responded, even though he kept asking periodically.

“Why are we being treated like this? We haven’t done anything wrong,” Nancy said, but no one seemed to be listening to her, either. “Are we being arrested?”

“No,” one of the men replied. “You’re being brought in for questioning.”

“I really need to use the bathroom,” Nancy said, trying to cover her private areas with both arms. “May I use the bathroom?”

Nancy fell silent and waited. The men started taking swabs from under Nancy and Trey’s nails, from inside their mouths. Nancy knew they were collecting DNA samples. This is absolutely crazy! Nancy remembers thinking to herself.

Finally, the pressure on her bladder building, Nancy spoke. “Please, I really need to use the bathroom.” The men ignored her. “Will someone please let me use the bathroom before I have an accident?”

“Heather, take Mrs. Styler to the restroom and keep an eye on her.”

The women maneuvered around the uniforms and into the bathroom, while Nancy tried to shield her body with her arms. It felt so good to relieve her bladder that Nancy didn’t even care about Heather—who had kindly averted her eyes—standing guard. By then, Nancy was beyond humiliated.

When the women returned to the bedroom, the room was a whirl of activity. One officer was dumping out their suitcases, another, her purse. Two others were helping Trey don an orange prison outfit and his custom-designed orthopedic shoes. Someone handed Nancy an oversized orange top and matching pants. “PITKIN COUNTY JAIL”

was emblazoned across the back of the shirt. Nancy felt her stomach turn as she donned the outfit. A pair of tennis shoes four sizes too large was dropped in her lap.

She repeated her earlier question. “Whose body is it?” Again, no one answered her.

Handcuffed and shackled, they led her outside and placed her in the front seat of a waiting Pitkin County Sheriff’s Office SUV. She watched other officers lead her husband outside. As the vehicle started to pull away, Nancy strained her neck to see Trey. The Aspenalt Lodge grew smaller and smaller as Nancy watched them place him in another vehicle. When the SUV turned a corner, Nancy could no longer see her husband.

She had never felt so alone in all her life.

[image: image]

As the cruiser moved through town, Nancy struggled to get comfortable. If she tried to move her wrists to relieve the pressure against her lower back, the handcuffs cut into her skin.

A dozen different scenarios ran through Nancy’s mind—all of them bad. They involved her landlady, Nancy Merle Pfister; her friend Kathy Carpenter; and, of course, alcohol. Alcohol was always the culprit, when it came to the two women’s fights. Nancy was afraid that this time Pfister may have gotten so angry that she killed Kathy. Or, she thought, Pfister, finally destitute, had killed herself.

Behind the wheel, the deputy was mostly silent, but he still treated Nancy humanely, asking her if the temperature was comfortable.

Suddenly, the police radio came alive. A voice on the other end said Christina and Suzanne were on the phone, asking for help. Nancy recognized the names—they were Pfister’s sisters. Something must have happened to Pfister.
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When the Stylers met Pfister four months earlier, the socialite told them all about her prestigious family. She was the daughter of Elizabeth “Betty” Haas, a female aviator and the woman who helped

organize and even flew on rescue missions with the Pitkin County Air Rescue Group, and Arthur “Art” Pfister, who made millions buying up acres and acres of cheap Aspen land during the 1940s. In 1959, he and his neighbor, Friedl Pfiefer, turned it into Buttermilk Mountain, playground to the rich, the famous, and anyone who hoped to become so. Eventually, Art sold his share to Aspen Skiing Company. Pfister hated seeing her family’s land parceled out to people who wouldn’t care for it, love it, like she did.

“You’re a writer?” she asked Trey.

He nodded. “Well, I like to write.”

“I want you to write a book about my life and my mother’s,” Pfister said, opening a cabinet door to expose a tall stack of journals. “You can use my diaries. I want to call it ‘My Mother Parked Her Helicopter in the Driveway.’”

Pfister, a gregarious, gracious host who offered Nancy and Trey a glass of Champagne, bragged about her other connections to wealth and fame. There was her grandmother, Merle Haas. “She translated the beloved children’s book Babar the Elephant from French into English,” Pfister gushed. Her maternal grandfather, Robert Haas, “was one of the founding publishers at Random House.”

Pfister also told Nancy and Trey that she and her sister Suzanne hadn’t spoken to each other for more than a year, after arguing over their mother’s estate. Nancy Styler, whose own bond with her only sister, Cindy, was almost as close as the one she had with her adult son, couldn’t imagine such a thing. She felt sorry for the two women when Pfister told her they fought about everything, from their mother’s inheritance to her fancy dishes, fur coats, jewelry, and artwork. The strife had grown so bad that the women had taken their battle to civil court.

When she learned Pfister had been a trust-fund child, Nancy marveled at the irony: so was Trey, though his family’s wealth couldn’t begin to touch that of the Pfisters. His dad worked as a CPA and later became wealthy after several lucrative oil deals. Trey’s trust-fund nest egg came from savvy investments his mother made after Trey’s father died. Nancy’s family had never had money, but after marrying Trey, she quickly grew accustomed to life’s luxuries.

When Pfister invited the Stylers to stay at her Buttermilk Mountain chalet for free during the next month, Nancy and Trey were

overwhelmed by her hospitality. They weren’t there much, since they were busy making trips back and forth from Denver. And when they were, they were running errands for Pfister, or Nancy was cleaning her house. During that time, they only heard the socialite talk to her other sister, Christina. Nancy sensed theirs wasn’t a close relationship, but unlike Suzanne, at least they still talked.
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As the police radio came alive again with a crackle, Nancy snapped to attention. “Suzanne Pfister is on the phone. She wants a protective order against the subjects.”

“Is Nancy Pfister dead?” The words escaped Nancy’s mouth before she could stop them, and her eyes grew wide as she suddenly remembered what Pfister had told them during their stay at the chalet months earlier. “If anything ever happens to me, tell the police to look at my sister Suzanne.”






CHAPTER TWO

FIVE DAYS EARLIER

Nancy Merle Pfister was restless and jetlagged. She looked at her iPhone, the digital display showing 1 a.m. Monday, February 24. No wonder she couldn’t sleep. If she were still in Australia, where she had spent the previous three months, the evening would just be beginning. More dinners, more drinks, more people to befriend, and more excitement. She always craved more excitement.

Not today, though. Today she was in bed, buried under blankets back home in Aspen, which was also buried beneath a deep blanket of snow. Pfister sighed. The entire reason she left was to escape the winter weather. It was all their fault anyway—her tenants, Trey and Nancy Styler. They had left her high and dry without any money in Australia, forcing her to return to collect the three months’ rent, $12,000, due her. Well, that’s what she told the world, on her Facebook page.

But it wasn’t true.

In truth, Pfister didn’t care about the Stylers. Their rent was paid in full through February 22, according to the December 31 email from Trey to Kathy Carpenter. Kathy was Pfister’s closest friend and the woman who cared for Pfister’s affairs when she was traveling around the world. In turn, Kathy emailed Pfister, saying that she had taken the rent money and an additional $650 Trey paid for utilities on January 3 and deposited it all into Pfister’s safety deposit box at Alpine Bank, where Kathy worked full time as a teller. Still, Nancy had kicked her tenants out three months early; that meant they couldn’t open their mountain spa, as the three of them had discussed back in October

when they first met. Originally, Pfister said they could have her place until May 22, when she was supposed to return from Australia. But then, when things didn’t exactly work out in Australia and Pfister had to leave the country to renew her expired visa anyway, she decided to return home early, due to the pending sale of Pfister family land. She blamed the Stylers, though, for her return. But so what? She knew “those assholes”—or at least the wife—thought they were above her anyway. She would show them!

Local residents knew Pfister often rented out what she called her “chalet” while she flew around the globe from one foreign locale to another. Like so many of her previous tenants, whom she had also kicked out early, Pfister simply didn’t care. She had to have a place to stay, and she would do whatever it took to get them out.

Pfister’s colorful history of being at odds with people was well documented. While she was liked by her close friends, Pfister had a penchant for making enemies. Even her relationship with her sisters, Christina and Suzanne, was strained, to say the least. In fact, complete strangers who reached out to police after her death said Pfister had told them that if any harm ever befell her, the investigation should start at Suzanne’s front door.
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Getting the Stylers to leave her 1833 West Buttermilk residence hadn’t even been that difficult. It had been like a game, really. She just got two of her good friends, Sheriff Joe DiSalvo and Bob Braudis, the former sheriff, involved, along with several other Aspenites she knew. And like Pfister told one of them, her friend Mimi Scott, in a February 18, 2014, email, “I just wanted to put a little fire under their ass!!!!”

No, Pfister wasn’t worried about the Stylers. She didn’t have time to worry about them. She was worried about money, though. Pfister always worried about money, even though she had even more money now than she did before she left the States: $664,837.20 more, from her deceased mother’s estate. Instead, she was corralling the troops, wooing everyone to her side—for the real battle. It was just a week away, scheduled for Friday, February 28. That’s when that trustee Andy

Hecht her father had put in charge of all the Pfister family property and funds was going to sell what was left of her daddy’s land.

Hecht was a prominent local real estate attorney and investor in his own right. He was a long-time friend of Arthur Pfister and handled most of the Pfister family’s legal affairs. Nancy Pfister did not trust him; whether paranoid, justified, or both, Pfister thought he mishandled the deathbed sale of a prime parcel of Pfister lakefront property. So the last thing she wanted was Hecht to know she was even thinking about the sale—or that she planned to make sure that neither he nor Pfister’s sister Suzanne ripped her off in the process.

Of course, she was equally embarrassed about her dealings with her Aussie playmate, Richard. Their romp had ended badly in Australia, and Pfister didn’t want word to get out about that, either. If it hadn’t been for Suzanne bullying her, Pfister realized she might have caught on to Richard sooner—instead of not long after she arrived in Australia. Her younger sister, Christina, was right! She had called him “smarmy.” Christina had tried to tell Pfister that Richard kept calling her repeatedly, trying to get information about Pfister’s trust fund and the return she got on her investment, but she hadn’t listened.

Christina asked Richard why he was interested, but all he would say was that he wanted to protect Pfister. At the time, Pfister truly believed him. But Christina, who said Richard “gave me the real heebie-jeebies,” tried to warn her. Pfister kicked herself when she realized that she should have listened to her little sister.

Pfister’s thoughts weren’t very coherent and they bounced back and forth between the pending land deals, Richard, Christina, Suzanne, Hecht, and the Stylers. Just the thought of the couple—how arrogant and self-righteous they were—angered Pfister, who grabbed her iPhone. Using the voice-to-text feature (which often resulted in texts with errors throughout), Pfister dictated a quick message to Mimi at 1:32 a.m.

“Mimi did you win I haven’t really checked my emails today but I’m call me it’s Monday nowlagging [sic] in the middle of the morning so give seven my love and the kids too!!!! Can’t wait to give you a big hug!!”

On a roll now, two minutes later, Pfister texted another friend, Sigrid Lee.


“Hey Sigrid give me a call when you get a chance will you yeah that looks like fun okay well I wish you would come and visit me if you can I can’t move I’m too tired but I’d like to show you what a fucking wreck they’ve done to my house you won’t believe it anyhow if you know of anybody that wants make some money I need to put the house back together okay I love you! Call when you get a chance.”

Pfister had no way of knowing that was the last text message she would ever send.
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Pfister picked up some papers from her nightstand and fingered the registration and insurance documents for the Stylers’ car. The Stylers had switched vehicles with Kathy for the day: she got their small Jaguar in return for her roomier Subaru station wagon, better suited for moving their belongings out of Pfister’s house at 1833 West Buttermilk. Pfister found the papers in the glove box of the Jag after Kathy picked her up from the airport Saturday afternoon, before Kathy and Trey exchanged cars again on Sunday. Pfister remembered the personal message she had Kathy deliver to Trey: she accused the Stylers of trashing her home and demanded that they pay her $14,000 in damages. She also refused to return their $150,000 in spa equipment— items they hadn’t had time to remove from 1833 West Buttermilk, but which they needed to earn a livelihood—and threatened to obtain a restraining order if they tried to take it. She imagined what the equipment might fetch if she sold it on Craigslist. What a shame that would be for them, Pfister then thought. The legal documents—she wasn’t quite sure what she was going to do with them, other than play a game of cat and mouse with the Stylers.

At that moment, Kathy was sleeping off the night before on the couch with Gabe, Pfister’s black Labradoodle puppy. The two women had gone through two bottles of Champagne the night before to celebrate Pfister’s return. Never mind that Kathy was back on the wagon and going to AA meetings; Pfister could always convince Kathy to drink with her.

Pfister knew Kathy might be hung over when she went to work the next day, but otherwise she would be fine. After all, how many brain

cells were necessary to count cash for the customers who came to her teller window at Alpine Bank in downtown Aspen?

Pfister planned to show her face around town Monday afternoon, let the old gang know she was back. She was just dozing off when she was jolted awake: she had no way to get from her home in Snowmass to downtown Aspen. The snow was so deep that her little Toyota Prius had become embedded in a big chunk of ice and couldn’t be moved.

Then she remembered: she had called her friend Patrick Carney sometime Sunday morning, telling him she was back from Australia and asking for a ride to town Monday. Patrick had told her he would come by after he went skiing, but she hadn’t heard back from him, so she was a little miffed. Pfister got up and went downstairs, looking first in the fridge and then among the foodstuffs for something to eat.

Over on the couch, Kathy and Gabe were curled up. Kathy opened her eyes long enough to see Pfister come through the room, before she slipped back to sleep.

After a snack, Pfister went back to her room, closed the bedroom door like she always did, pushed her earplugs back into each ear, and slid her eye mask down over her eyes to block out the light. Finally, after a bit more tossing and turning, sleep overtook her travel-weary body.
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While Pfister was resting and nursing her injured shoulder, Patrick Carney was doing the same. He was a patient in Aspen Valley Hospital after tumbling down one of the ski slopes Sunday afternoon and shattering his collarbone. The doctors put in fourteen pins and two metal plates and kept Patrick overnight. Swelling could be bad, and they didn’t want that. Neither did Patrick, who was sleeping soundly, thanks to some very strong painkillers.

Patrick emerged from under the fog of painkillers his surgeon prescribed Monday morning. He found several text messages and voice-mails on his cell phone. Pfister’s message was among them. Patrick’s entire arm was bandaged up and felt like lead as he returned her call. He got no answer, so he left a message, telling her he had been in the hospital overnight, after breaking his collarbone. Patrick said he’d give Pfister a ride after his doctor discharged him. Later, he tried Pfister’s

cell one more time, but when he got no answer, he popped another painkiller and fell back to sleep.

By Monday night, not having heard back from Pfister, Patrick tried once more to reach her. She didn’t answer.

Patrick, having only been in the area for about eighteen months, was a relative newcomer to Aspen. He became Pfister’s regular Thursday night dinner escort at L’Hostaria, where he nonetheless knew he would be expected to foot the bill. She never paid—not once—for any of their weekly dinners together.

“Nancy never stuck her hand in her pocket if her life depended on it,” he would later tell police.

Patrick really liked Pfister even though, as he also told police, she was “drunk from the time she got up until she went to bed.” As an Aspen outsider, Patrick had found it difficult to make friends when he first moved there, but Pfister befriended him immediately, so he was grateful for her companionship. He said it was platonic, that they were just good friends, nothing more. Pfister told him she had herpes and he, in turn, said that was a definite deal-breaker in his book, when it came to them being sexual partners. But witnesses later told defense investigators that Patrick had a tendency to become jealous if other men interacted with Pfister when he was with her.

As it turns out, Patrick Carney wasn’t the only male friend who tried to contact Pfister in the days leading up to or after her return. So did local Aspen resident and Pfister’s long-time buddy Billy Clayton, who says he was like Pfister’s brother.

Pfister’s friend Eric Todd, who lived in Taos, New Mexico, called Pfister twice—once on February 19, when he says, “Aloha my ass,” and asked her to call him. His voice sounds seductive when he tells Pfister it’s been a long winter in Taos, and he thought she was coming back.

Todd called again on February 21, the night before Pfister arrived back in Aspen. In that call, Todd’s voice sounds slurred as though he’s been drinking when he says he thinks he’ll have to leave his beautiful world in Taos so he can come to Aspen to see her. He doesn’t sound happy about it. Todd seemed angry at Pfister for neglecting him, and repeatedly tried to reach her.


Another gentleman was trying to reach Pfister, too, but no one knows who he was. The Sunday, February 23 call came from overseas. In his message, the foreigner with an accent calls her “honey.”

From February 19 to 23, the men left Pfister messages saying “I love you,” leading some Aspenites to believe one of the men had a jealous streak. Perhaps even enough to kill her.

Yet the police didn’t even consider them suspects.







CHAPTER THREE

TREY TO THE RESCUE

While Pfister fell into a fitful sleep, Nancy Styler was also asleep inside her motel room at the Aspenalt Lodge. She and her husband, Trey, had spent all day Saturday trying to move everything they owned from Pfister’s house before her scheduled return—but one problem after another cost them more time and money than they had left to their name. The stress and frustration wore Nancy Styler to a frazzle.

At one point she seemed to perk up when chatting with Kathy about the ride back from the airport. The two women had grown close during Pfister’s absence, and Nancy had spent hours trying to build up Kathy’s self-esteem. “How did it go last night? Did she give you any trouble?” Nancy had been worried about the reception Kathy might get if Pfister wasn’t happy with the way the house looked.

“No, if she had given me any trouble I would have walked out,” Kathy said.

“What about the house?” Nancy asked. “Was she happy with her bed?”

“No, she said it was too hot,” Kathy replied.

They chatted for a few more minutes, then said goodbye.

 Throughout the day, though, Trey grew more and more worried, especially when Nancy told him they “should take that drive now.” It was a reference to the final famous suicide scene in the movie Thelma and Louise, where the two women drive off a cliff, but otherwise, except for sending a few text messages, Nancy slept most of the day.


As she and Trey were watching the Olympics on TV, Nancy texted their son, Daniel, at 7:20 p.m.: “Slept all day today. I really needed it. We are at the motel just watching Olympics. All is well. Is everything good there? Love you.”

“Love you both, enjoy your curling,” Daniel replied at 7:20 p.m.

He sent a second text right after that, also at 7:20 p.m. “Slept ‘til 11 myself. I’m writing [a paper] . . . Finally [for the first time since you got it for me] had to get a SodaStream CO2 refill. Thing’s efficient!”

Ten minutes later, at 7:30 p.m., Nancy texted Kathy: “How are things going? I slept all day. I am emotionally exhausted. How is your shoulder? How is the baby [Gabe] doing? Do you have him? I will talk to u tomorrow xo.”

Before the Olympics were over, she was still so exhausted from the stress of the last few days that she couldn’t stop yawning. “Goodnight, Trey,” Nancy said, leaning over to give him a kiss as he played on his laptop.

“Goodnight, darlin’. I hope you feel rested tomorrow.”

“So do I.” She always removed her hearing aids when she slept, so she couldn’t even hear his fingers, still clacking away at the keyboard. Nor did she hear Kathy’s text much later that night, when it came through at 11:28 p.m. on her phone.

“I’m okay . . . met with Sarah today it was very therapeutic. The baby is fine. He hung out with me today. Glad you got some rest. Talk to you tomorrow. Xo.”
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When Trey woke up Monday morning, Nancy was still sleeping. He was surprised that she didn’t wake up, and then he thought back to how much she had slept the day before and realized she must be overwrought with worry about their finances. He hated seeing her like that and he knew sleep was the best thing for her. He had never seen her so discouraged, so ready to give up. They had been through a lot together, and she was always right there, ready with an encouraging word or a positive pep talk. She was his cheerleader, but in the last week or two, she had lost her normal ability to bounce back from negative influences.


Trey was very worried. Even when his neurological illness, which everyone first believed to be a milder variation of Lou Gehrig’s disease, or ALS, forced him to step down as chief of staff of the anesthesiology department at St. Joseph’s Hospital in Denver, she cheered him on. And when he spent months and then years litigating a former employer over a piece of software he created that he believed they stole from him, Nancy’s was the little voice in his ear that told him they would succeed. Even when his attorney in the case, John Powell, missed deadline after deadline, and failed to file the proper motions, eventually losing the case for Trey, Nancy was right there, cheerfully backing him up.

It wasn’t until Nancy refused to write any more checks to Powell that the couple found themselves at odds. They had never argued about anything before, but Nancy had had enough. Yes, she went along at first, writing out checks to Powell for $10,000, then $14,000, and finally, the last one: $24,000. She was adamant: “No more, Trey!”

Of course, only later did Nancy learn about the credit card Powell had talked Trey into using. Trey had charged $30,000 on that card, giving every penny to Powell. When Nancy did the math, she calculated that over several months and then years Powell had bilked them for $670,000 in supposed legal fees—money he had done nothing to earn. That was when Trey saw Nancy’s faith in him waver. Still, as loyal a wife as ever, Nancy told him it didn’t matter. “We still have our home. And Danny, and each other,” she said.

But their son Daniel, then away at college, had lost all faith in his father. Daniel had seen him throw the family’s money away—including the trust fund Trey’s mother had left him—fighting one lawsuit after another. Even so, Daniel was still close to his mother, and he hated seeing what his father’s illness was doing to her.

By then, the cumulative effects of two lawsuits—one to gain control of the software he created, the other to force Powell to repay the money he stole from Trey and his family—along with the debilitating disease, had affected Trey’s mind. Even the weekly visits to see his psychiatrist didn’t help. They soon lost all their money and had to sell their refinanced $2.2 million Greenwood Village home at a loss, to prevent foreclosure. Trey never saw the darkness overtaking him. All he knew was his career, his health, his life’s savings, his happiness, even

his hobby helping Nancy tend her garden, everything had been stolen from him. What he didn’t know was that his mind was going, too.

Having been reared by a father whose first priority was providing well for family, Trey knew what was expected of him. It was his responsibility, because that’s what Trey’s father had instilled in him: “We men always take care of our families, son. That’s our job.” He knew no other way to live—taking care of Nancy was his life’s purpose. If he couldn’t do that, he was a failure.

It was 2013, their money was all but gone and, in the midst of this dark depression, Trey began planning suicide. According to his warped sense of logic, Trey’s death would provide Nancy with enough insurance money to survive—and allow him to die feeling like he was still able to take care of his family. Of his beloved wife. He became convinced the only way to do that was to kill himself. Unlike many modern insurance policies, his $1 million policy would still pay if his death were a suicide, so he had nothing to lose. He told Nancy of his plan—but she wouldn’t hear of it.

“Trey Styler, I would rather live in a tiny cabin with you than anywhere else without you! Stop that crazy talk. We can make it,” she said in her customary upbeat tone. “We still have a little money. We can use it to start over somewhere, maybe open up a little business that will bring in enough to get us through this rough patch. I’ll go to work and support us, since you’ve worked so hard all these years.”

For the last several years, that’s exactly what she had done: she planned it all out fastidiously, as she did everything. She limited the amount of expensive clothes and shoes she bought, all to show him she was ready to support the family. She signed them both up for training in how to use a laser for cosmetic procedures; she took aesthetician classes, purchased the necessary equipment, and developed a business plan. He was going to be the medical director of “Mountain Oasis Spa” and she would perform most of the actual services.

Throughout, Nancy was still the effervescent cheerleader Trey needed, helping him regain his emotional perspective and pulling him back from the dark hole he was falling into.
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Until now, he thought. Until Pfister. It was almost a fluke, how the sleepy town’s most outrageous socialite became the Stylers’ landlady: Pfister hailed from one of Aspen’s founding families. When the Stylers answered her newspaper ad, Pfister called it “karma.” Trey and Nancy were kind and generous, and they liked Pfister from their first meeting in October 2013. When she told them she wanted to invest in their world-class spa, they believed her intentions were genuine. After falling on hard times, they thought Pfister’s offer to rent them her chalet while she was away in Australia was a miracle—and would provide them a much-needed chance to get back on their feet.

So the Stylers, not yet completely broke, went out of their way to please Pfister, continuing their lifetime habit of generosity. They gave her their frequent-flyer miles without thinking twice when Pfister asked them to purchase her first-class tickets to Houston, Texas, because she didn’t like to fly coach. They bought her $1,000 worth of her favorite pink Champagne and never balked when she didn’t pay them back. And when Pfister’s boarding plans for Gabe fell through, just before she went overseas, they kept and cared for the puppy, even though they desperately needed to focus on getting their business off the ground.

In the meantime, during the month they lived with Pfister— rent-free in return for helping her around her house—the Stylers discovered Pfister was an alcoholic who lived to party. They watched as she talked one person after another into buying her expensive lunches and Champagne, and stuck them with the check. They saw Pfister get into loud screaming matches with Gabe’s dog trainer, a personal organizer she hired, and a Hollywood producer. Pfister also expected Nancy Styler to drop everything for her at an instant—like Kathy later said Pfister had expected of her. However, Pfister found in Nancy Styler someone who wasn’t used to such treatment, and who wasn’t afraid to speak up for herself.

While enjoying her Australian getaway, Pfister began making wild demands for money far beyond what the couple owed her. Nancy and Trey became distraught when the landlady threatened to sue if they didn’t give in to her extortion.

Pfister not only sabotaged their plans to open the spa—she also asked her friend Sheriff Joe DiSalvo to evict them. By then Trey wasn’t

the only one who was depressed and suicidal. So was his wife, his Nancy.
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That crazy woman had driven them both to the edge with her changing terms, her outrageous lies, and her repeated threats. His Nancy was worn out from the stress and drama Pfister wrought upon them. Trey wasn’t worried initially; he was angry, yes, angry that Pfister didn’t seem to care that she was driving them to financial ruin, but he wasn’t worried—because he knew Nancy would be right there to bolster him up, to bolster them up. She was their only buoy in a raging sea of crazy.

Except that during the last two weeks, she hadn’t. Trey watched as his wife slowly grew more worried, the lines around her eyes more strained, but when she began repeating his own words back to him— “We should take that drive,” the one Trey had repeatedly suggested— he grew terrified. He had to get them out of the mess Pfister created. After all, Nancy had wanted to move out of Pfister’s home a week before Pfister flew to Australia. He was the one who convinced her to stay—a decision he now regretted with all his being.

“I hate that woman. I’ve never been so disrespected in my entire life,” Nancy said in tears.
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After hearing his wife voice the same suicidal sentence that Trey himself had begun repeating two years earlier, Trey wanted to let Nancy sleep. Just two days after they packed up and moved out of Pfister’s house, he knew she needed it. He also knew his wife: if her phone was anywhere within reach, she would be making or taking calls. That’s just who she was; she couldn’t help herself; she was always available to her friends when they needed her. He picked up Nancy’s iPhone 5, pocketed it, and took it with him on his errands.

Trey had been without some of his medications going on four days, so his thinking was a little muddled, which is why he didn’t give a single thought to the business phone she had packed away in a suitcase. That was Nancy’s iPhone 3, but they rarely used it.


As Trey quietly slipped out the door of the motel, he looked back and thought how peaceful Nancy looked in her sleep. Like always, Trey wanted to fix things for his beautiful wife. He wanted nothing more than to return the gift she’d given him during the last few tremulous years of his life. He would save her—somehow.







CHAPTER FOUR

MANY PEOPLE WITH A MOTIVE

As Kathy Carpenter let herself out of Pfister’s home very early on that Monday morning, she was careful not to bump her injured shoulder—still painful from injuring it Thursday after work while helping the Stylers move Pfister’s furniture back into place. She closed the door behind her after posting a note on the main entryway, the front door of the basement: “Do not disturb, Nancy’s sleeping,” just like Pfister had asked her to the night before.

Then she drove to her apartment, a quaint place just five blocks from Alpine Bank where she worked. She quickly showered and cleaned up, before heading to her teller’s position. It was the only company she’d worked for in the last fifteen years and she loved her job. Even though her alcoholism had caused her demotion from loan officer to teller, Kathy wouldn’t trade it for anything. She loved her coworkers and the small home Alpine Bank provided her. Besides, she was on the wagon—determined not to drink again. Ever.

Kathy frowned, thinking of the Champagne she and Pfister had shared Saturday night, after she picked up her friend from the Aspen airport. Pfister had been so insistent—and the expensive pink Champagne Pfister loved to drink was so good—that Kathy finally gave in.

She had broken her promise to herself and Sarah, her AA sponsor, the one where she wasn’t going to let Pfister manipulate her anymore. She told Sarah she was going to steer completely clear of Pfister and

avoid any encounter that might involve alcohol. Yet she hadn’t. The past few months had been so full of stress that Kathy had allowed herself to slip back into Pfister’s grasp even before she got off the plane—a grasp that went back more than ten years, and involved an intimacy Kathy herself didn’t even understand.

Her relationship with Pfister began when the well-known socialite went into the bank to open an account.

“You’re fat!” Pfister told her.

Kathy promptly responded with, “And you’re a bitch.”

By the end of the day, the two women were drinking together. Before long, Kathy was acting as Pfister’s personal banker, being her designated driver when needed, and in general watching over Pfister’s place whenever Pfister flew to some foreign locale, which happened quite often. And once, when the place had no renters, Kathy and her son, Michael, even lived there for a time.

Everything was fine—until Carpenter joined Pfister for a drink. First it was one, then before she knew it, she would be drunk, even blacking out on occasion. The two women were alike in that way, and the drinking jags led to some pretty ugly scenes, like the time Pfister tried to force Kathy to drive them home in her Toyota Prius. Kathy refused, knowing she was drunk and shouldn’t drive. Pfister called the police, insisting she was afraid of her intoxicated friend. But the ploy didn’t go as planned because Pfister, so drunk she slurred her words, was arrested for DUI.

Pfister blamed Kathy for that, for the associated fines, court costs, and traffic classes she had to attend, insisting Kathy repay her the $2,500 she lost. Kathy tried to reason with her friend but it did no good, so in the end she stopped arguing and agreed to repay Pfister’s money.

Standing behind the counter that morning at work, Kathy couldn’t believe she was letting it happen all over again. She silently swore at Pfister, knowing she should never have let the woman talk her into spending the night after she drove her home from the airport. Every time she was around Pfister, she ended up drinking. Not when she was an alcoholic and had been working her AA steps so well! Hadn’t Nancy Styler warned her about that very thing, before Pfister flew

home? And in turn, Kathy had assured Nancy, her new friend, that Pfister wouldn’t cause her to fall off the wagon again.

But she had. And now she had to start her sobriety all over again.

No good could come of any contact with Pfister. Kathy knew that. So she made herself another promise then and there: she wasn’t going anywhere near Pfister or her home again. Even though they coparented Gabe, the puppy Kathy had helped Pfister pick out, she was determined: Pfister could drop the puppy off at her home when it was Kathy’s turn to keep him or when Pfister was leaving town, just like you’d exchange custody of children in a divorce—or else Pfister could make other arrangements for the animal. Kathy was not going down that road again. Not this time. She had too much to lose, and her self-respect topped the list. Kathy told herself she would do whatever it took to ensure she and Pfister were never together again!
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Monday mornings were usually the busiest for Aspen attorney Andrew Hecht. One of the town’s most prominent attorneys, he dabbled in real estate, making most of his money from handling family estates and trust funds, like the one Art Pfister left him in charge of all those years ago. He had quite a few things to do to prepare for the week, including the upcoming sale of two prime Pfister pieces of real estate. Hecht would never be so glad to conclude the sales, and he hoped it would lead to some peace between Suzanne Pfister Kelso and her younger sister, Nancy Merle Pfister.
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A few miles away in Snowmass, Suzanne was also thinking about the upcoming sale. Suzanne, the eldest Pfister daughter, was not the giddy type—yet that day she was absolutely giddy, anticipating how much more money she would get for her property once the right-of-way was allowed to go through.

She and Pfister had become estranged over the two Tiehack lots their parents bequeathed them, among other things, because Pfister

had repeatedly refused to grant Suzanne the right-of-way. But come Friday, that would all change. Nothing her little sister could do to try to stop the sale, to prevent the right-of-way, would work—because Hecht told her so.

Yes, on that Monday, February 24, Suzanne was quite happy about her upcoming plans.






CHAPTER FIVE

GET A CIVIL STANDBY

While Kathy was working her normal shift at Alpine Bank that Monday, Trey was wondering how to convince Pfister to let them get their spa and sewing equipment from her home. Nancy knew their landlord expected money for supposed damages to her home and for her to pay someone to rearrange it the way she wanted, but nothing more—because Trey skimmed over the details. He left out the part about another possible legal battle and her threats to keep their equipment. He was afraid Nancy would be too overwhelmed if she knew how events transpired during his Sunday afternoon meeting with Kathy.

By the time Trey returned from renting two storage units in Basalt, Nancy had already dressed and eaten. She asked Trey where he was, and he told her he checked out area storage companies, which turned out to be “a real hassle,” but he finally found two units. They discussed getting their moving van—which they had to leave behind at Pfister’s on Saturday because they hadn’t yet secured a storage unit. Trey parked it up the hill from Pfister’s driveway in a wide-open spot. That was their first priority Monday; then they would go straight to Pfister’s about their equipment. They decided to ring up Pfister before driving up there, but Trey said his calls to her cell phone went unanswered, so he left her several voice mails. Nancy assumed she was simply unwilling to answer, but they were also worried because they didn’t know their legal rights—and they certainly didn’t want any further trouble. They were in a quandary, until Nancy had an idea.


“I’ll talk to an attorney and see what to do,” Nancy told Trey. She didn’t know any local attorneys, so she called Merlin Broughton, a friend of Pfister’s, as well as her handyman, to ask for the name of one; he suggested John LeSalle. But LeSalle couldn’t help: “I’m sorry, I can’t do anything. I’ve done work for the family before. Good luck with that one,” he said.

LeSalle recommended another attorney, who referred Nancy to a third person—Basalt attorney Alan Adger. Finally, they found someone who had not worked with the Pfister family and was willing to give them legal advice. After hearing their concerns, Adger told Nancy she and Trey had legal standing to return to the house and get their belongings, and Pfister had no right to try to prevent that.

“I want protection from her lies. Is there any way to do that?” Nancy asked.

Yes, Adger said, advising her to request a civil standby before they went to Pfister’s home. Nancy asked what that was and Adger explained: when someone anticipates problems arising in a tense situation like this one, they can call the local police and ask for an officer to “stand by”—that is, the Stylers should notify police that they anticipate
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