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Born seven weeks early on January 11, 1995, Danielle Rippeon-Nemetz made friends everywhere she went with her winning smile, energetic personality, and empathetic soul. But when Danielle was just 19 years old, an accident cut her life short.

“Danielle was such a happy, joyful, and compassionate young woman,” read an obituary following Danielle’s death on October 16, 2014. “Everyone she encountered felt her enormous, heartfelt warmth and beautiful smile.”

Her family had already faced tragedy early on in Danielle’s life when her mother, Elizabeth, lost her battle with cancer. Danielle, who was just two years old at the time, was initially left in the care of her grandmother, Scarlett, but was adopted a short time later by her step-father, Micheal Boulton, who raised the young girl as though she was his own daughter.

“She was the type of girl ... it’s like you knew she had a hard home life, but you would never know it, at the same time,” said Danielle’s high school cheerleading coach Erin Mikolai. “She just didn’t dwell on it.”

Originally from Lakewood, Washington, Danielle attended middle school and high school in McKinleyville, California, before graduating in 2012. She was actively involved in the sport of cheerleading, which – at just five feet tall and 100 pound – she participated in as a flyer.

“This was so fitting because of her tiny frame and her dream to soar to new heights,” the obituary read. “Many would compare her to a small stick of dynamite.”

“Danielle was the happiest girl you could ever meet,” said her friend Michaela Yingling, who bonded with Danielle after the two girls had both lost their mothers at around the same time. “She was always happy. Like, I didn’t know where she got it from.”

On top of the many loyal friends and the large extended family Danielle had developed, she also – upon chance, according to the obituary – met the “love of her life and soul mate,” Skylar Nemetz, while she was still in high school. 

According to Mikolai, Danielle had a habit of falling hard whenever she met a new guy.

“Every boyfriend was the one she was gonna marry,” Mikolai recalled. “She always got very close with the families of the boyfriends that she had, because they always were the most stable part of her life. But it was just that need to be loved and for that nurturing and that attention ... and relationships would end, and the next one would start.”

But in her junior year, when she Facebook messaged a newly-graduated student from a nearby high school who was thinking of joining the Army, she found the man she wanted to marry.

“I remember I fell in love with her just like that,” Skylar said with a snap of his fingers. “I was head over heels, like, immediately.”

His mother Danette Heller remembers the sparkle in his eye when he was with Danielle, and knew his love for her was real. But she was still surprised when – just a month after they’d met – Skylar moved Danielle into his mother’s home with him. According to Skylar, his mother treated Danielle as if she was her own daughter.

“I felt sorry for her, for her upbringing ... I loved spoiling her, you know, because she never had been spoiled,” Danette said. “But she was an absolute doll and I loved being able to help. I was crazy about her – she called me mom.”

“There was no one able to stand in their way for the future they planned for,” the obituary stated.

Since Skylar had joined the army, the couple decided to marry young – in Columbus, Georgia, on March 7, 2012. Skylar had just completed his basic training program, while Danielle was preparing to graduate.

“Sometimes ... I would sit there and be like, ‘Oh, my gosh, I’m 18. I’m getting married,’” Skylar admitted. “But the thing is, though, I loved her so much and she loved me so much and we didn’t want to wait. We wanted to get married.”

But not everyone was as supportive about the development.

“I felt like I needed to be the person to shake her and say, ‘Slow down ... There’s no rush.’ But she’s the type of person ... she was just so strong willed that there was never going to be any convincing her,” Mikolai said. “And there just wasn’t an adult in her life that could put a stop to it.”

According to the obituary, though, Danielle “loved being Skylar’s wife,” and frequently told her close friends and her sister Ashley about the new sense of belonging she’d developed since her marriage. 

“Skylar cherished her, and there was never a time they were apart, aside from his duties with the army,” the obituary said. “Skylar taught her how to drive, saw that Danielle finished high school, and both were looking forward to welcoming a new addition as aunt and uncle, with her sister Ashley’s pregnancy.”

Danielle was also excited to become a mother herself, someday, but had been focused on pursuing her dream of opening a nail studio and was an aspiring YouTube star. The couple had plans to travel the world together, but their future was cut short when Danielle was shot in the back of the head with an AR-15 rifle – and when Skylar was charged with her murder.

Skylar Nemetz, a 20 year old specialist with the 7th Infantry Division at Joint Base Lewis-McChord near Tacoma, Washington, was booked into Pierce County Jail after confessing to officers that he’d accidentally shot his wife in the back of the head with an AR-15 rifle.

The fatal shot had occurred while Danielle had been sitting in front of the computer in their Lakewood apartment. Reportedly, Skylar believed the weapon had been unloaded, but admitted that he had intentionally pointed it at Danielle’s head and had pulled the trigger. According to police, Skylar was never able to express exactly why he’d done this.

“I just heard one bang and then I heard him saying, ‘Oh my God, oh my God,’” recalled Brandon Cochran, a neighbour of the couple who had been at home at the time of the incident. “And then she started to scream and yell, and then she stopped screaming, and he just kept saying, ‘Oh my God, oh my God.’”

According to Cochran, Skylar had been wearing a white t-shirt covered in blood stains when he emerged from the building, appearing distraught.

Another neighbour said he hadn’t overheard any disagreement or argument leading up to the shooting, and police hadn’t received any previous domestic violence calls regarding the couple. Still, neighbours who overheard the shot immediately contacted 911, and police were dispatched to the scene to investigate.

Video captured of Skylar from the backseat of the squad car after he was handcuffed reveals him saying, “I’m a bad person, I’m a bad person!” and “I love my wife so much. I’m innocent. I didn’t mean to hurt anybody!”

He also elaborated on the shooting, saying, “I took the magazine out. I put it on the bed. I put it on ‘fire’ and I pulled the trigger. And it went off. And it was on my shoulder.”

“He stated that he did all of this while the rifle was pointed at the back of his wife’s head,” read a probable cause affidavit written by deputy prosecutor Jared Ausserer. “He provided no reason why he did this and said it was a stupid thing to do.”

But then, his story changed. One neighbour recalled Skylar telling them that Danielle had shot herself accidentally, while attempting to clean the rifle. However, ballistic evidence disproved that theory immediately – the round had struck Danielle in the back of her head, passing through cleanly and penetrating the computer screen she’d been looking at.

And Skylar didn’t call 911 after the incident, as most people would do in the case of an accident. Instead, he returned the weapon to the closet and pushed the magazine under the bed, then poured a bottle of cinnamon whiskey right into the toilet. He also refused to let neighbours into the apartment after the shooting, according to reports.

“He’s a hard-working person and I think it was all accidental,” said Ben Bergmark, a neighbour, friend, and fellow soldier who claimed his friends had had a good marriage. “They’ve always been very nice when we would talk to them. And I try to give people the benefit of the doubt, as well.”

According to friends, the young couple loved to go out and shoot their guns. Skylar had even bought Danielle her own rifle, which she’d decorated by herself. A month before the shooting, Skylar’s father Frank Nemetz had been out to Washington to spend time with his son and daughter in law. It was a “nice visit,” he said, and noticed “nothing weird” about the relationship between the young husband and wife.

“When Skylar and Danielle met, it was something that you read in the fairy books – it was instantaneous,” said Skylar’s mother Danette Heller. “Skylar and Danielle loved each other. They were gushy in love. There was nothing that could keep them apart.”

Danielle “had it in her mind” that she and Skylar would eventually marry – and from then on, wherever he went, she went. But after they married, Skylar’s commitment to the army meant that Danielle was spending more and more time alone. And for the “bubbly, outgoing” girl – a “perfect cheerleader,” according to Danette – it meant dealing with some new feelings of loneliness.

“She loved Skylar, but she just said, ‘He’s gone all the time.’ And he was,” Danette admitted.

But that didn’t affect Skylar’s commitment to Danielle, Danette said. She described her middle child as a kind, gentle soul – a caring, loving, and sensitive young man who was, and continues to be, in love with his beautiful wife.

“Danielle was his everything,” Danette explained. “There was no issues in their relationship.”

The only issue was the time they had to spend apart. Still, whenever the couple had the chance to be together, one of their favorite activities was to go out and shoot their guns. Danielle said shooting “gave her power,” according to Danette.

And they always looked forward to the days Skylar returned home after a deployment. October 16 was one of those days – Danielle met Skylar at the Army base to pick him up and deliver him home to their apartment, where she’d bathed the dogs and set up candles. They decided to get a pizza for dinner, to celebrate.

“I had a shot of Sailor Jerry’s and a glass of Fireball with Red Bull,” Skylar said during an interview with CBS News. “I don’t think I was drunk, but I was – I would say, I was buzzed. And tired. But also in a great mood.”

But not even three hours later, things went very, very wrong.

“I think she was smart in wise ways and she never knew a stranger,” said Vera Shumard, Danielle’s great aunt.

Vera traveled to Tacoma in February 2016 for Skylar’s trial – among various other members of Danielle’s extended family, who were hoping to find out what had actually happened on the night she was killed.

“We came up here because we wanted answers – you know, some truth,” said James Peltier, a close family friend who felt that Danielle was like a daughter to him.

“It’s been really hard in this, especially because we’ve been exposed to photos during the trial. And you see that, and you can’t unsee that stuff,” he added.

Vera had last spoken to her niece just ten days before the shooting occurred, and said she was confident that Danielle was happy and content with how her life had been going.

“She had said that she had married the love of her life, her best friend,” she said. “Whatever the verdict is, we have to go on. We feel like we know what happened, but we want justice and I’m praying that God will take care of that.”

However, the family was in for a fight when Skylar’s bail was lowered, resulting in his release from prison while awaiting trial. Upon a review of the case, the charge against Skylar was increased from first degree manslaughter to first degree murder, according to a petition filed by Peltier following the decision. However, at the same time, the bail was reduced to just 35 percent of the initially determined amount.

“I understand, based on reports, that this decision was primarily due to the receipt of thirty letters that were written by Mr. Nemetz’ family and friends,” Peltier wrote. “I assure you this, had we have been aware that it was even possible for his friends and family to campaign for his release, we would most certainly [have] provided well over thirty letter petitioning for his bail to remain the same, at the very least, which is completely justified based on his current charges.”

Peltier went on to say that, by the defense’s own admission, Skylar was a well-trained soldier with significant experience using weapons – meaning the likelihood that Danielle’s death had been an accident was slim. 

“While we respect the process that will ultimately decide his guilt or innocence, we are horrified that your actions have enabled him to be released while he awaits trial when he, without question, is solely responsible for taking her life,” the letter continued.

And, Peltier noted, while Skylar’s mother openly expressed her joy at being able to once again hold her son, to be with him while he counted off the days to his next court appearance, Danielle’s family and friends were left with “a void in our hearts and lives that causes unbearable pain that we cannot heal.”

“What we wouldn’t give to hug Danielle one more time, but we are not afforded such a luxury because he took her from us,” Peltier said.

Skylar’s expertise with weapons was the primary piece of evidence that prosecutors used to convince the jury that he’d pulled the trigger intentionally, knowing the weapon was loaded. According to prosecutor Mark Lindquist, Skylar had returned to the apartment after training on a military base that Thursday evening, and was upset because he believed his wife was having an affair. He’d recently learned another man had purchased alcohol for her, Lindquist told the court.

The news had reportedly been relayed by one of Skylar’s co-workers, who told police that the last time he’d seen the couple had been approximately two hours before the shooting had occurred, when Skylar had thanked him for bringing liquor over to the house. According to the co-worker, when he’d told Skylar that it had actually been another man who had dropped the alcohol off while Skylar was away from the home, Skylar’s reaction seemed “furious and visually upset.”

But Skylar testified at the story his former colleague had relayed was untrue – according to Skylar, he hadn’t even seen the man the day the shooting had occurred. Deputy prosecutor Gregory Greer also inquired about another man, a male friend of Danielle’s that she spoke to regularly and occasionally even met for lunch.

While Skylar admitted to the court that he “wasn’t thrilled about that,” he had no reason not to trust his wife, he said. 

Then, Greer asked Skylar about bottles that the defendant had reportedly dumped in the brush beneath his third-storey apartment – bottles that his wife had had delivered to the house so they would be there when he returned home from his training, at Skylar’s request. According to prosecutors, Skylar had flushed the alcohol down the toilet before leaving the empty bottles outside – the police were on their way, Greer said, and Skylar was underage.

“I don’t know why I did that,” Skylar confessed. “There was no logic after my wife died.”

Skylar, who entered a plea of not guilty, tried to convince the court that he hadn’t meant to hurt his wife – he loved her.

“My world just crumbled apart that day,” he said during testimony he provided in February 2016. “I felt so terrible, because that was my wife and my best friend. Because of my stupid mistake, she died that day.”

As Skylar took the stand in his own defense, Greer pelted him with questions about how a young man who has spent his entire life handling firearms – who underwent intensive weapons-related training during his two years with the United States military – could have accidentally shot his own wife while “clearing” the chamber of his AR-15 rifle. 

Skylar was unable to provide a satisfactory answer, repeatedly saying things like, “I don’t recall” or “I’m not sure why I said that.”

“What’s the number one rule of gun safety?” Greer asked the defendant during his cross-examination.

“That the gun’s always loaded,” Skylar responded, but was unable to explain further why he had been handling his rifle in such a casual way that it could have accidentally gone off and shot his wife in the head.

“I don’t recall pulling the trigger, but the trigger had to have been pulled for the gun to go off,” he said in response to a question from his own attorney. He maintained that he hadn’t intentionally fired the rifle – he’d been “trying to clear the weapon,” which means to ensure the gun was unloaded, but that he “didn’t do it correctly and it went off.”

“I made a terrible mistake and the weapon went off in my hands,” he told the court tearfully.

“He didn’t pull it to harm her,” his attorney argued, but to release the tension on the weapon. “And the world changes for everyone forever.”

Skylar’s demeanor changed throughout his testimony, which took the better part of a day in February of 2016. Court reporters described him as looking, at times, “confused,” “despairing,” and even “glib.” He regularly needed Greer to repeat questions before he would offer a response, and often locked eyes with members of the jury.

The morning started with Skylar’s description of the whirlwind courtship he’d had with his wife. They’d met through a friend, he told the court, and after dating for only a few months, he proposed to her on the top of a mountain in California.

“We were very strong about each other,” he said during his testimony.

The couple had married in 2013, Skylar’s defense attorney told the jury, and it was a “young marriage based in love and trust that ended tragically because of an accident.” 

Skylar was excited about Danielle’s growing interest in guns – in fact, he told the jury, the AR-15 that had killed her was actually a gift he’d bought her for her 19th birthday. While the couple’s firearms were typically kept locked up in their gun safe, he said, she had requested that he leave the rifle out when he’d left that October for a 19-day deployment for a training session in Yakima.

According to Skylar’s testimony, the gun had been unloaded when he’d left for his training – but with the gun, he’d also provided his wife with two magazines of ammunition.

“She said she wanted it for protection while I was gone,” he explained.

Upon his return to the couple’s apartment – “dead tired and absolutely happy,” according to the defense – Skylar was preparing to put the gun back in the safe with the rest of the firearms when it discharged unexpectedly in his hands. He happened to have it pointing directly at the back of his wife’s head.

“The gun went off, and I was in a state of shock,” he said. “After the smoke cleared, I saw my wife, and she wasn’t moving. I knew she was dead, and I didn’t know what to do.”

But the prosecution drew the jury’s attention to the inconsistencies in Skylar’s testimony and what he’d told detectives during interrogation. The discrepancies were significant, Greer noted, since Skylar had provided multiple different versions to explain how the shooting had occurred.

At various times, according to the prosecution, Skylar had told police that Danielle had shot herself, that the weapon discharged accidentally when he shook it, and that it had fired when he’d briefly rested it up against his thigh.

When asked, Skylar tried to argue that he didn’t remember making any of the earlier statements. After he was asked to review the transcripts, he admitted, “It says that here, sir, but I don’t recall saying it.”

“This case is not a whodunnit,” Greer announced to the court as he
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