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Denise Frei seemed to have a good life, on the surface at least.  She ran the popular and successful Bailey’s Lincoln Café in Belle Plaine, near her home in Marengo, Iowa.  Her son worked in the family business, and she had a strong and loving relationship with her boyfriend.  Indeed, 33-year-old Curtis Bailey, a construction worker, had put his hands into his pockets to fund the restaurant she now ran.

But what we learn from looking at true crime scenarios is that what appears on the surface is rarely the full story.  In Frei’s case, it would prove to be hiding a very different existence.

Denise Frei, her son Jacob Hilgendorf and his friend Jessica Dayton are all now serving life in prison, without the possibility of parole, convicted of murdering Curtis Bailey.  Although at times the crime descended into what seems like something close to farce, it was a violent and merciless attack, with elements of vicious planning and unbelievable cruelty.  

Yet, for all this, there are other sides to this sad story.

Despite outward appearances, life in the Baily/Frei household was a dysfunctional affair.  The son was a lazy young man, one who it is alleged stole from Bailey, and resented the man’s attentions towards his mother.  Denise Frei had a vicious temper and a cunning, underhand and scheming side.  Bailey himself was a heavy drinker with a tendency towards violence.  He was also man with an overwhelming sexual appetite and, it is claimed, an abusive and bullying nature.

Following a hard upbringing and several failed relationships, one of which resulted in her son being born, it looked as though Denise had landed on her feet when she met Curtis.  Although younger than her, he seemed a good man.  Well respected and good at his job, he was also a hardworking and committed person, one with whom Denise could build a long and loving relationship.

The two lived together, and that was something Jacob disliked.  Unwilling to seek out work, unable to hold down any job he got, he earned bits and pieces working at the café.  But mostly, he was a teenager who enjoyed late nights and even later mornings, who would laze on the sofa listening to music through his omnipresent headphones.  The one good thing in his life was his ‘friend with benefits’ Jessica Dayton.  Not only was she the same age as Jacob, but she also worked in the café.  In fact, another fellow worker there, Elisha Runyan, would later provide key information which helped to see Denise Frei convicted of murder.

The problem with doing little in the way of work, was that Jacob had little in the way of money.  So when, one day, Curtis found a significant sum missing from his wallet, he had a strong suspicion of where to point the finger of blame.  Their relationship was already stormy, so the boyfriend had little compunction about throwing his girlfriend’s son out of their house.  He also banned him from the café which, although Denise ran, he owned.

The bond between a mother and son is one of the strongest in nature, and when there have been tough times in the past, that bond is even stronger.  Denise was furious.  But Curtis would not be swayed.  Banned from the house, banned from the café, she saw the possibility of her son getting even deeper into the subculture of Marengo.  In practice, despite the instruction that he was not to be seen in the building, keeping Jacob out of the business was something Curtis could not enforce – he was out at work all day.  For her part, Denise had no intention of casting her son aside.

However, Curtis could, and did, ensure that her son did not come into the family home.  And there can be some understanding of Denise’s frustration at this.  Whatever bad deed has been committed, a son remains a son and a boyfriend just that.  The relationship between kin will always run deeper than one between two lovers, especially when there are many negatives in their association.  Of course, it is not possible to hear Curtis’ side of the story, but it certainly seems as though the action of kicking out his lover’s child was one that was misjudged, or at least ill considered.

For all that, the consequences for the construction worker would run far beyond what he might expect.  Yet the evidence would seem to suggest that Bailey was a controlling person and may well have had a history of violence towards both Denise and her family.

Soon after the two met in Marengo, Curtis decided to leave his wife; a partner with whom he had enjoyed a highly volatile relationship.  Michelle Geary held Denise Frei in no esteem, as would come out at her trial, but admitted that Curtis Bailey had a threatening streak within him.  While there was violence on both sides, and they had numerous fights in their ten-year relationship, at one stage things got so bad that Bailey threw her across a room, leaving her with multiple bruises.  She felt that matters could go no further and had a ‘no contact’ order issued against him.  Despite this, he broke the order and still sought out her company.

She also said that she could see Bailey quite prepared to chase somebody with a baseball bat if the mood and occasion took him.

So perhaps the hard-working model citizen possessed the darker side Denise Frei claimed.  That supposition is further strengthened by comments from other peripheral witnesses.  Scott Pennebaker is the owner of Pennebaker Construction, the company for whom Curtis worked.  Although a friend as much as a boss, Pennebaker admitted that his employee was a heavy drinker, one with a fondness for beer.

Another friend, Rodney Waldrop, offered an even more damming insight into the workings of Curtis Bailey’s mind.  He explained that Curtis was so frustrated with Denise’s son Jacob that he once offered his friend $500 to beat the boy up.  Although he thought it was a joke initially, it soon became clear that his mate was serious, and Waldrop was left uncomfortable with the situation.

Although Bailey was physically a fit and tough man, Waldrop explained that his actions tended to stop at talk, rather than violence, and he had never seen his friend in a fight with another man.  But his evidence fitted with Denise Frei’s claim that, during several drunken rants he had promised to ‘burn’ both her son and the rest of her family.  This too, would later form an important part of the trial which saw the mother, her son and his female friend incarcerated for life.

That is the background that led to an escalation of events in the Summer of 2009.  An increase in family tensions which would eventually lead to the end of one person’s life, and the curtailment of their freedom for three others.

Robert Rotter was the local sheriff in Marengo.  He explained the dual existence the couple had.  ‘People thought that they were good together, with a loving relationship,’ he said.  Indeed, for Denise Frei, running the Bailey’s Lincoln café seemed to offer a perfect life, as though she was really living the dream.  The couple had been together for five years when things came a head that July., The pressures inside the relationship were finally beginning to show.

Former FBI profiler Candice Delong explained, with considerable understatement, Denise’s feelings when her boyfriend tried to kick her son out of their home, his business and, as a result, her life. She said there was ‘a little bit of revenge in there.  She was probably angry at him.’

Robert Rotter explained that Denise had tried to manage the situation between her lover and her son.  ‘Denise did what she could to work around the fact,’ he said, ‘that these two were never going to get along.’

But there was also another reason why it would be good for Denise to have her boyfriend out of the way.  Not only would it allow her son back into the family home and remove the tensions between them.  Not only would it stop the alleged abuse that he was inflicting on she and her family, but it would also put her in the money.  Rotter explained: ‘I think Denise liked a lifestyle that she couldn’t have.  I think she wanted to live a little higher on the hog, so to speak.’

And Curtis Bailey’s death could provide that comfortable lifestyle she desired.  He had a $100000 life insurance policy, and Denise was the only beneficiary.  On pay out of that, she could clear all of the debt from setting up the café and still have a nice $30000 lump sum to provide the luxuries in life she so wanted to enjoy.  

Denise had a good working knowledge of the drugs industry.  Not only illegal drugs, but also prescription medicines.  She decided that she would wait until her boyfriend was drunk again – it would not be long, and she could always help the process along.  Then, she would inject him with an overdose of insulin.  Mixed with the alcohol, this would lead to heart failure and her problems would be over.

Soon the opportunity arose, and with Curtis crashed out in his armchair, she injected his comatose body.  But her plan failed.  The pain broke through his stupor and Curtis awoke screaming with the agony in his chest.  Denise, still holding the needle, was forced to dial 911 and get him treated.  Doug Hammerand, the Assistant Attorney General in Iowa, explained: ‘He thought there was something wrong with his heart.’

Although her first attempt at murder failed, Denise was not put off.  Now committed to the plan, she sought another approach.  This time, her scheme was far more complicated, far more elaborately designed.  And, it would need the support of other people.

Stage one was to enlist the help of Jacob and Jessica, the girl being of particular importance.  She spoke to her son and told him of the abuse she had suffered at the hands of Curtis, how it had reached uncontrollable proportions of both physical and sexual bullying, and that she had to do something about it.  The only solution she could see was to kill him.  Already hating the boyfriend, perhaps with more than a passing degree of good reason, Jacob bought into the plan quickly.  Next, there was the need to get Jessica on board because she would play a crucial part in the scheme to kill Curtis.

The murder, Denise explained, would look like natural causes, and was something she would carry out.  The others would never be implicated.  And, Curtis Bailey was a bullying abuser who would finally be out of their lives.  There was possibly another reason why the young couple of ‘friends with benefits’ chose to go along with the older woman’s plans.  She offered to pay them $5000 each for their assistance.  After all, once her boyfriend’s insurance company paid out, she would have plenty of ready cash.

The next stage was to persuade Curtis to go along with the deception, but Denise knew that this would not prove to be overly difficult.  Especially since it was one that would appeal to both his excessive sexual appetite, and his love of heavy drinking.

So, one night, as they lay cuddling together in bed, Denise whispered her idea into his ear.  Something to spice up their love life, to bring a spark back into their relationship which, with all the problems over Jacob, had taken a down turn of late.

The man could not believe what he was hearing.  Such was his excitement that the next day he could not concentrate at work, and his boss, Scott Pennebaker, guessed that something was distracting his friend and employee.  Although he had been sworn to secrecy, Curtis could keep the scheme inside him no longer, and told Pennebaker what his girlfriend had suggested.

A ménage a trois.  A love session where he was to be the beneficiary.  Not only Denise, but Jessica as well, would perform sexual acts for his enjoyment.  The only condition was that he would take a shot of vodka between each performance.  Thus, the intensity of his pleasure would be increased as the alcohol removed the inhibitions from his mind.  It was paradise to a man such as Bailey; a heavenly prospect of sexual satisfaction and deviancy that thrilled him to the core.

What Bailey did not consider was that he was a man used to drinking beer, not consuming hard liquor.  Denise knew that, whatever he might boast to the contrary, he would soon fall under the spell of the alcohol, and she would be able to proceed to part two of her scheme, a development about which he knew nothing and about which, if all went to plan, he never would.

It turned out that Denise’s wish to kill her boyfriend was not new.  The other co-worker at the café was another 19-year-old, Elisha Runyon.  After the failed attempt to murder Bailey with an overdose of insulin, the young woman claimed that Denise had told her that she would try again, and now had the perfect plan to see off her troublesome boyfriend.  She also knew that Denise had tried to kill her boyfriend by, as she said: ‘shooting him up with insulin.’

Elisha testified this in court, which must have troubled her much since she described her relationship with her boss as being more like that of a mother and daughter.  She also explained that she did not like Bailey, describing him as the sort of person you would cross the street to avoid meeting.  She explained how Bailey had threatened to ‘burn’ his girlfriend’s family, including her young grandson.

Although, when questioned further at the trial, she admitted that she had not heard Bailey directly issue such threats but had learned about them from the mouth of Denise Frei. 

And so, the evening in question arrived, a summer’s night in late July 2009.  Assistant Attorney General Hammerand explained the rules of engagement.  The two women would do something sexual then ‘Curtis was to have a shot of hard liquor.  Those were the rules,’ he said.  ‘The idea was that he would drink himself into a stupor. The two women danced, flirted, embraced while Curtis Bailey became more excited, more intense and more drunk.

He passed out quickly, unused to the effects of the vodka compared to the longer, slower intoxication that came with beer.  As soon as that happened, Jessica called Jacob to come over to the house and help with the finishing act of the drama.  It was important that the death looked like natural causes, and to achieve that Denise’s plan was to wrap her boyfriend’s face in plastic film.  He would suffocate, and there would be no marks on him.  It would appear as though he had died as a result of his excessive drinking.  As to the ménage a trois, nobody should ever know.  It was a misjudgement on the part of Denise to believe that her boyfriend would be able to keep his anticipation secret.  She was not aware that he had boasted to his boss and colleagues about the treat that lay in store for him.

They wrapped his hands tightly first, then Denise spread the thin layer of impermeable plastic across her boyfriend’s face, closing the airways in his nose and mouth.  But while she was wrapping, Curtis awoke, and it appeared as though another failed attempt on his life was about to come to pass.  But this time, there could be no hiding the cause of his danger, nor the perpetrators of the attack on him.  Robert Rotter offered an insight into the panic Curtis must have felt as he sensed the plastic on his face and could do nothing to get the essential air into his lungs.  ‘I can’t even begin to image what he felt,’ said the police officer.

Denise, Jessica and Jacob were now in a panic as great as their victim.  Firstly, that they had been discovered and secondly the more powerful man was fighting back.  ‘He would have killed us,’ Denise would later say during her police interview.  

The attack descended into a black, subversive farce.  A man induced by the sexual attentions of two women, his girlfriend and a much younger girl, intoxicates himself to such an extent that he passes out.  Murder is attempted through suffocation.  Not with a pillow, or cushion, or bag but with kitchen plastic film, his face wrapped like the uncooked breasts of a chicken.  

But then he awakes and begins to fight back.  Denise decides that the she must subdue the larger man, lest he overcomes their attack, repelling it and delivering retribution of his own.  She makes the instant decision to hit him over the head, but knows that she cannot do so too firmly, because she is only attempting to knock him out.  If his head is smashed, then it will be obvious that he did not die of natural causes.  She seizes a large and solid ash tray and begins to strike him, but in a restrained manner, like the blows delivered in a Laurel and Hardy silent farce from the 1920s.  

But still this does not work.  Curtis Bailey remains conscious and is fighting with all the passion of a man who knows it is a matter of life and death.  Literally.  Jacob grabs a heavy glass dish, the sort that holds nuts or fruit or pot pourri, and begins to use this as a weapon, hitting out until it smashes.  Despite their efforts to wound invisibly, now Curtis Bailey’s head is bloodied.  Next, Jessica arrives with a baseball bat and begins to strike with semi hard blows, again trying to incapacitate without drawing more blood.  

In the end, it is as though the attack has gone too far, and Denise has become frustrated by their lack of success.  She seizes a large rock, and brings it down on her victim’s head, like Tom striking Jerry with a clothes iron in a children’s cartoon.  It is the final blow, and Curtis collapses, dead. But this is no cartoon, no comedy, however farcically the attack has progressed.  This is murder, cold, planned, murder.  

Rather than a quiet death through suffocation, which can be discovered and then blamed on another of the construction worker’s far too regular drunken binges, blood is everywhere, and the face of the victim is smashed and covered in blood.

That blood is everywhere, on the clothes of the attackers, on the floor, the carpets, the furniture.  They try to clear up, but once again their incompetence as murderers shows through, and rather than clear the blood they spread the fluid around.  Realising that it is too late to attempt to hide the vicious nature of the attack, Denise sends Jacob and his ‘friend with benefits’ away.  Alone, she comes up with a story to explain the horrific scene she is about to report to the emergency services.

Her tale is that she has come home to find Mexican drug dealers in the house, selling narcotics to her boyfriend.  She reports that a row ensued.  Suddenly, it turns physical, and before she can do anything the Central Americans have attacked her boyfriend and beaten him to death.  They leave, and she calls 911 desperate for help.

But if there is one thing that Denise Frei is definitely not, it is a talented murderer.  The police arrive quickly and are immediately suspicious.  Denise’s call has indicated that the attack has just occurred, and that she has phoned for help immediately.  Yet, following such a violent attack blood would still be flowing from the dead man’s body, not sitting congealed in his wounds.  It is evidence that Denise has lied, and the authorities are immediately suspicious.  Then, on further scrutiny, it is clear that Denise herself is covered in blood stains, and while these could have been caused by her hugging and tending her injured lover, the indication is that they are similar to the sort of stains that would be incurred by an assailant, not a good Samaritan coming to a victim’s aid or a lover comforting a beloved as he dies.

A forensic examination suggests that Curtis Bailey has been struck thirty times on the skull and face, and Denise is taken in for questioning.  The police visit Jacob’s house, and a quick search of his car reveals further blood-stained clothing and rags used in an attempt to clear up evidence from the attack.  He too is arrested, and it is just a short further step to take investigators to the Jessica’s door.

As Candice Delong observed: ‘It turned into a Keystone Cops Murder.  It wasn’t enough for her (Denise) to kill someone she hated.  She had to involve her son and an innocent 19-year-old girl.’

During the initial stages of the police investigation, Denise continued to maintain her innocence, and to stick with the story that the murderers had been a group of drug dealing Mexican criminals.  But if she felt that she could hold out, Jason was made of less stern stuff.

With commendable, if misguided, loyalty, he stepped forward to take full responsibility for the murder.  His mother and girlfriend were not involved, he claimed.  But the love for a mother is stronger than that, and on hearing that Jacob had assumed responsibility, she broke down and told police that it was she who had killed Curtis. The police should not listen to Jacob, she said; he had a learning disability and did not know what he was saying.  He should shut up.  She called for Special Agent Bill Kietzman, of the Iowa Division of Criminal Investigation, and confessed.

She had murdered Curtis because, she said, of his abusive and controlling nature, of the bullying and threats he aimed at her family.  She had taken enough, she cried, and had snapped, killing the drunken man as yet another violent outburst seemed imminent.

But Kietzman pointed out that the thirty or more blows that had been delivered could not have been the work of just one woman, acting alone.  Denise accepted this and said that both Jacob and Jessica had been there.  But they had only helped, she said, supporting their mother as she tried to find a way out of the violent relationship in which she had found herself.  ‘It was too late.  He would have killed us,’ she told Bill Kietzman.  ‘I know it was wrong.  I shouldn’t have taken a person’s life.’  But, as she told investigators, this had not been her first attempt.  Not only had she claimed to friends and co-workers that she wanted Curtis Bailey dead, but she had carried out the failed attack with insulin.  And, on another occasions, she confessed that she had crushed up morphine tablets and scattered them on his food.  But although he had become ill, he had survived.

At her trial, in 2011, Denise said of the murder: ‘It was supposed to be simple.  I was going to wrap it (the plastic film) around him while he passed out.  He woke and started fighting.  We had gone too far and couldn’t stop.  It’s my kid protecting me.  They’re not to blame.’

But of course, the jury did not agree.

Denise claimed at her trial that she was the victim of years of abuse from a violent and alcoholic man.  That the front he presented at work and in public hid the true extent of his aggressiveness and controlling nature.  

That story might have held some sway with the jury, but the facts that she would have been the beneficiary of his insurance policy, that the murder had been carefully planned and she had then lied about what happened counted against her.  It seemed, as well, that Denise Frei could not keep her stories to herself.

While on remand she had served a pod area in the jail at Iowa County with a woman serving a short sentence for driving when barred.  The two had not got on well, but that did not stop Denise from telling the other woman, Maleca Hawkins, about her plans to kill Curtis, and that she had subsequently hit him with a rock and killed him.

And the evidence police found at the crime scene: broken glass, blood stained ornaments utilised as temporary weapons and splattered blood demonstrated that this had been a most violent and vicious attack.

Later, Frei appealed to the Supreme Court to have her conviction overturned.  Her attorneys argued that racial slurs had been alleged against her regarding the supposed Mexican men who had attacked her boyfriend.  Such references had been excluded from the proceedings but were used by prosecutors in a way that might prejudice the case against her.  Her attorney applied for a mistrial at the time, but this was not granted.

At appeal, Denise Frei argued once more that the fairness of her trial had been compromised by the use of racial slurs she was alleged to have made.  But the Supreme Court disagreed, and her conviction stood.  

The turning point that led Denise Frei to plan and carry out the murder of her former boyfriend was his angry exclusion of her son from their house.  She did not want to be separated from her boy.  It is with painful irony that the actions that followed have led to the separation of mother and son for the rest of their lives.  The incompetence of the actions the three carried out might have seemed to come from a silent movie comedy scene.  The consequences certainly did not.
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BELINDA PATTERSON

Fifty-five years old. 

George Button repeated his age over and over. 

He felt guilt and shame for how little he had accomplished in life. He heard it once said that money was a reflection of your accomplishments in life. If that were true, he was in big trouble. 

Or was he?

Christina kept spending more than they could afford. He tried to warn her, even going so far as to show her the overdue notices on the credit card bills. But her rebuttals would always be the same.  

“So we don’t deserve it? So I don’t deserve it? So you’re not man enough to pay the bills?”

His appeals to reason would always end with her attacking his masculinity. 

Walking with his dog down the quiet street, he wished life could be this simple and routine.  It cost nothing to enjoy a walk with your hound. They had enough to eat. A roof over their head (for now). 

Why couldn’t she see things the way he did?

The cold night clung to the clear air, just as mean and oppressive as Christina’s words echoing in his head. There was no mist in the park though as there usually was. The night sky seemed almost fragile in its clarity. 

He watched his dog Laddie sniffing through the grass, the blades catching the moonlight which made them look like sharpened teeth. In the trees, leaves dropped from their branches like men who have been lynched. 

The nightly walks usually calmed his nerves. But on this night, it only gave him a sense of foreboding.  

The running feet behind him came so fast that he didn’t have time to even turn around. 

All he felt was the pain. A deep red haze clouding his vision. 

The blunt object came on him time and again until he fell hard on the asphalt, his blood seeping into the rain-soaked asphalt. 

He didn't remember when the paramedics came. Or how long they worked on him in the emergency room. 

They worked frantically to stem his bleeding but the trauma was too much. 

George Button was dead. 

"It was a hit and run," the paramedics pronounced. 

But they were wrong. Dead wrong. 

"A little backstory..."

George worked as an electrician for the city council when he met Christina. He had never married and had spent the last several years caring for his aging parents. When they died, he came into an inheritance. 

When Christina found out how much money he inherited, she immediately began flirting with the overweight but friendly George whom everyone called "The Gentle Giant."

Christina was twenty-two years the junior of George when they got married. He was smitten with the blonde woman and the amount of attention she gave him. 

They would have a little girl together and George loved her dearly, doting on both of the women in his life. 

But Christina would soon take advantage of this devotion. 

She would drag George out to all of the boutique shops around town, buying whatever caught her eye. 

“I don’t want anything cheap,” Christina said as she browsed through the children’s dresses. 

“That’s ridiculous,” George said, looking at the price tag on one of the items. “Can you imagine paying this much for a dress. She's seven years old not some fashion diva.”

“What’s wrong with it?” Christina demanded. “Do you want your daughter to look like she just escaped from the poor house? We’re buying it.”

“Gotta to be something-“

“Cheaper?”

“More reasonable.”

“Reasonable is being like everyone else,” Christina said. “You always say I’m special. You always tell your daughter she’s special. But when it comes to doing something special you always come up with an excuse. I just wish that for once you would see things the way I do.”

“But we can’t afford it-“

“Fine!” Christina said, throwing the dress down. 

George blushed as people in the store turned their heads. He hated to make her upset. Her tone of voice. But it was the way she looked at him that made his heart hurt. A facial expression of irrational and inconsolable anger. She was mad at everything about him. A look that said she hated him as much as he loved her. 

“We can’t afford anything. Not with George,” she scoffed. 

The mounds of George’s wide shoulders drooped as if the air had been punched out of him. 

“Okay.”

“Okay, what?”

“Buy what you need.”

Minutes later, George trailed behind his young wife as she made her way to the cash register armed with the latest fashions for herself and her daughter. 

George always gave in. He felt inferior to Christina in so many ways. He thought she could have any man she wanted but she picked him. But if he stopped paying for stuff she would leave him. Maybe she would even take their daughter with her. He knew how the courts operated. 

The mortgage was already draining them dry even with both of them working now. The bill collectors were starting to call the house. Christina had over fourteen credit cards and had maxed out every single one. 

They needed money. 

They had dug themselves into a hole of debt. The problem was Christina wanted to keep on digging. 

"Stealing from the job..."

“Hon,” Christina used her sweet voice when she needed something. 

“What is it, babe?” George said as he answered his cell phone. He was always happy and surprised when she called him.

“What’s wrong?”

“Can you come down to my job?”

“What’s wrong?”

“I'll explain when you get here-“

She hung up the phone, not wanting to explain further. 

Christina had gotten caught. The manager at the company she worked for couldn't help but notice that a considerable amount of money was missing from the company’s account.

Although George was lenient about Christina’s spending habits. Her boss wouldn’t be. 

He
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