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It was no secret that Joey and Kristi Fulgham were dealing with some pretty serious marital problems. The couple had even appeared on an episode of “The Montel Williams Show,” to address Kristi’s many infidelities. The mother of three was facing her own issues, and was looking for a way to get out of the failing marriage.

“They were addicted to each other.”

Born in 1976, Kristi had grown up in Starkville, Mississippi – home of Mississippi State University, but that was about it. She was still very young when her parents divorced, and she lived with her mother. According to those who knew her, Kristi managed to grow into a happy, easy-going child – despite the turmoil that surrounded her.

“She kept everyone happy and smiling and laughing,” said Tyler Edmonds, Kristi’s half-brother. “It was just, kind of, really hard to not like Kristi.”

But as Kristi became a teenager, it wasn’t her laugh or her easy-going nature that attracted men to her. Her infectious smile was second only to her good looks.

“She was obviously a gorgeous girl, just extremely attractive,” said Jim Waide, who represented Tyler Edmonds in court. “Men, apparently, just fell all over her.” 

She seemed to enjoy the attention, too – in high school, she dated a wide selection of different men. According to Jim Waide, she would “just go from one to the next.” Her life seemed to revolve around the various men she was seeing, and she appeared to be in no hurry to settle down.

But in 1991, Kristi married Joey Fulgham. Initially, they seemed to have a lot in common.

“Joey was kind of our class clown,” recalled Tommy Whitfield, an investigator with the Oktibbeha County’s Sheriff’s Department who went to high school with Joey. “He always joked around, was always in a good mood, always made everybody happy.”

According to Tyler Edmonds, Joey was “a blue-collar” guy who loved tinkering with old cars. He’d also served in the National Guard, and was very patriotic. But when he met Kristi, she seemed to take priority over everything else.

“They were addicted to each other,” Tyler said. “They could never seem to leave each other alone.”

Together, they raised three children – and had taken on the responsibility of helping care for Kristi’s much younger half-brother, Tyler. The two shared a biological father, and had reconnected after years apart. Kristi had been 13 when Tyler was born, and since they each lived with their individual mothers, they hadn’t spent much time together. But when Tyler was 11, his mother was struggling to make ends meet, and Kristi decided to help out – she spent time with Tyler after school and on weekends.

“I think my sister wanted that relationship,” explained Tyler. “She would come pick me up and take me to her house for the weekend, and we’d all hang out. I really clung to her – she was a very loving, caring sister.”

“Tyler basically worshipped the ground Kristi walked upon,” said Tommy Whitfield.

But as Kristi and Tyler’s relationship grew closer, her marriage to Joey had started falling apart. According to Tyler, they argued about “anything and everything.” She would even move out for months at a time, bouncing from house to house while they tried to work things out.

“There were rumours and speculation that she was continuing to see multiple men at the same time,” said Ben Bounds, a former reporter with the Starkville Daily News who covered the case as it broke.

Kristi denied the rumours, when they made their way to her husband, Joey, but he became paranoid that she was cheating on him. When she gave birth to their youngest child, he even had a DNA test performed to ensure that the new baby was biologically his – but as it turned out, she wasn’t. 

Still, Joey was committed to his marriage and his family – and he confirmed this on national television, when Kristi took him on “The Montel Williams Show” in 2000.

“He said it didn’t matter who she belonged to, that he was going to be her daddy and love her just like the other two,” Kristi told Montel in the segment.

“I love her,” Joey said. “I mean, I really do.”

But in March of 2002, Kristi took the children and moved out of the family’s Starkville home – and into a new house with Kyle Harvey, her boyfriend at the time. By May of 2003, they had returned to the home they shared with Joey, though, and the couple began attempting to repair the damage that Kristi’s infidelity had done to their relationship.

A holiday weekend gone wrong

On May 11, Joey’s body was found with a gunshot wound to the head. Kristi and her teenaged half-brother Tyler Edmonds had stopped at her place before heading up the Mississippi Gulf Coast for a quick weekend getaway to celebrate Mother’s Day – and had shot Joey in the head, while he was fast asleep.

Kyle and Kristi met in 2002, and quickly began living together at his home in Jackson. According to Kyle’s testimony, Kristi did move back to live with Joey, but had only planned to stay with him until she found a new home of her own. He said she would frequently return to Jackson, to check out real estate listings in an attempt to find a home for sale in the area. Kristi was unemployed at the time, Kyle said, but she intended to purchase the house with money she’d told Kyle that she would inherit from her grandmother - $300,000.

That Mother’s Day weekend, May 9 to 11, 2003, Kyle and Kristi had arranged to take a trip up the coast to celebrate the holiday. According to Kyle, Kristi had offered to pay for the trip. After picking up her brother Tyler on the Friday night, she left Starkville with Tyler and the children at around 6:30 on Saturday morning – she called Kyle and told him they were on their way.

When Kyle came home from work that morning, between 10:30 and 11 a.m., he said Kristi, Tyler, and the three children were already waiting at his apartment. From there, he said, they headed up the coast – and he noticed that Kristi had a surprising amount of cash with her. She used the cash to buy food and souvenirs, and to pay for the room they stayed in at the Beau Rivage Hotel. 

“For Mississippi, this is kind of like a little, mini-Vegas strip,” Tyler explained. “There are casinos, restaurants, and beaches.”

Saturday night was spent on the coast, Kyle testified, and the group arrived back in Jackson on Sunday evening, at around 5 p.m.

Meanwhile, Shannon Fulgham was starting to worry. He worked with his brother, Joey, at a local car dealership, where they received a paycheck each Friday at around noon. That Friday, on May 9, Joey had cashed a check for just more than $1,000, and had put the bills in his wallet. But Shannon hadn’t seen him since they’d left work that day.

They had plans the next day to attend an air show together. Shannon called to meet up with Joey at around 11 a.m., but Joey hadn’t answered the phone. When Shannon stopped by at around 12:15 p.m., he noticed that Joey’s car was parked in the driveway, but Joey never came to the door. Furthermore, the door was locked, which was unusual.

“He had never had to knock on the door at his brother’s house,” said Ben Bounds. “He always walked right in the back door, because it was always unlocked – even when Joey wasn’t home.”

By late afternoon, Shannon still hadn’t heard from his brother, so – sensing that something was wrong – he went back to the house and cut the screen on the living room window to climb into Joey’s house. He found his brother at around 5:30 p.m., face down in bed. Immediately, he called 911.

“He was in the bed, the covers were pulled up about mid-back, and he was laying on the pillow with his arm up under him,” said Shank Phelps, an Oktibbeha County Sheriff’s Investigator. “He was facing the pillow, more or less.”

“He’d been shot in the back of the head,” added James Lindsey, an Oktibbeha County Sheriff’s Constable.

Building a case

Chief investigator with the Oktibbeha County Sheriff’s Department, Robert Elmore, was called in to process the scene of the homicide. After combing the house for possible evidence, he noticed that a section of living room carpet had the faint outline of a CPU, or a computer’s central processing unit. He was unable to find Joey’s wallet, or any shell casings left behind by the gun that had inflicted the fatal head wound.

Drawers were opened, and the house appeared to have been ransacked by home invaders.

“It actually looked like someone had come in and shot Joey in the back of the head, and then robbed the house of certain items,” Robert said.

According to Robert’s testimony, the home was equipped with security lights surrounding the perimeter – but he discovered that four bulbs had been unscrewed to keep them from turning on automatically. A latent-print examination was done by the Mississippi Crime Laboratory, which revealed a fingerprint belonging to Kristi Fulgham. Jason Pressley, who conducted the examination, testified that if the bulb had been on for an extended period of time, he wouldn’t have been able to lift such a well-developed print – indicating that the bulbs had been unscrewed quite recently.

“Nothing I have heard has led me to believe that she was the kind of person who would expend the time or the effort it took to replace one of these security lights,” said prosecutor Frank Clark at Kristi’s trial, in response to a theory posited by the defense that the fingerprints were left after Kristi had done routine maintenance around the house.

“The testimony that I have heard over the past two days suggests that she would have waited for someone else – like Joey, or her brother Tyler – to do it for her.”

An autopsy was performed on Joey’s body by Dr. Steven Hayne, who testified that he located an entrance wound on the back of Joey’s head, from which he extracted a small-caliber lead bullet. According to his testimony, the bullet was consistent with a .22 caliber projectile.

Dr. Hayne added that the cause of death was the gunshot wound that Joey had sustained, and estimated the time of death to have been approximately 36 to 48 hours before the body was discovered.

A .22 caliber weapon was missing from the home of Tyler Edmonds, Kristi’s half-brother, according to Tyler’s first cousin, Randy Simpson. Randy testified that he visited Tyler at his home on a regular basis – almost daily, he said. Prior to Joey’s murder, there had been two .22 caliber weapons at Tyler’s home, but the older weapon seemed to have disappeared. The weapon was a single-shot, bolt-action .22, Randy said, and Tyler – a lanky seventh grader – lacked the strength necessary to pull back the firing mechanism.

But according to Kristi and Tyler’s biological father, Danny Edmonds, Kristi had been asking about a gun in the weeks leading up to Joey’s death. According to Danny’s testimony, Kristi said she “wanted Joey dead. That he (Joey) was mean to her and her kids.” He added that she wanted him dead because she said, “he has a life insurance policy, and the kids would get $300,000 and I would get $200,000.” And, as long as Danny “would keep his mouth shut,” she said, she would buy him a Cadillac. According to Danny, he’d thought she was just kidding.

“Mr. Edmonds didn’t tell law enforcement about it at the time, but once Joey was deceased, he went to the Sheriff’s Department,” Jim Waide said.

Vanessa Davis testified that Kristi had been asking her about guns, as well. About a month before Joey’s body was found, Vanessa said Kristi had complained to her about a stray dog – and asked Vanessa to borrow her grandmother’s gun, to shoot the dog. According to her testimony, Kristi asked for the gun three times, and seemed unwilling to take no for an answer.

She also testified that Kristi’s attitude toward her husband wasn’t typical of a woman intending to address her marital problems. When asked about the couple’s relationship, Vanessa said they “were supposed to be getting back together and working things out,” but when pressed by the State to clarify what exactly Kristi had told her, she responded, “that, you know, she was – it wasn’t going to work out, basically.”

Testimony was also obtained by Scotty Carrithers, who in 2003, had handled life insurance records for the National Guard unit stationed in Ackerman – Joey’s unit. According to Scotty, Joey had taken out two life insurance policies. The first, in the amount of $55,000, listed Kristi as the beneficiary. The second policy, though, was worth $255,000.

Initially, the beneficiary named in the second policy was Kristi, as well – but Joey had updated the policy in 1999 and had changed the primary beneficiary to his mother. According to Scotty, Kristi didn’t know. She’d called about a month before Joey’s death, he said, inquiring about the amount of the policy. But Scotty hadn’t been able to provide her with any information, since Joey had signed a privacy statement preventing Scotty from disclosing the details of the life insurance policy.

Kristi was arrested as soon as they got back from the coast – investigators had already spoken with her father and knew she’d been looking for a gun to get rid of her husband. And they’d already learned about the life insurance policy that Kristi had mistakenly assumed she was the beneficiary of.

Tyler’s mother, Sharon Clay, was then asked by the investigators at the Oktibbeha County Sheriff’s Office if she could bring her son in to answer a few questions. At the time, Sharon had no idea that Kristi had already told the authorities that Tyler had helped her commit the murder.

According to what Kristi had told police, Tyler had killed her husband unintentionally – by inadvertently discharging a rifle he’d been playing with. So they’d staged the scene, Kristi claimed, in an attempt to make the killing look like a robbery. And on their way down the coast, they disposed of the evidence – throwing the gun in a ditch along the highway.

“She said he was holding it up, pretending like he was going to shoot Joey, and the gun accidentally went off,” said Tommy Whitfield.

A false confession

Tyler hardly seemed like the type to involved in anything so sordid. The story quickly spread throughout his hometown, and was soon picked up by national media – eventually, it was re-enacted on shows like “Blood Relatives” and “Snapped” and picked apart in minute detail on “Dr. Phil” and “Inside the Box.”

Although in his initial interview, Tyler denied any participation in the shooting. He’d been waiting in the car with his sister’s kids when the murder had happened, he said. He didn’t even know Joey had been killed until two days later, when Kristi herself confessed to the police. 

But he finally broke down when his mother was removed from the interview room and Kristi was allowed in to speak with him privately. The tactic is legal practice in murder cases in Mississippi, although other states have stricter regulations in place to reduce the likelihood of eliciting false confessions.

After speaking with Kristi, Tyler participated in a second, videotaped interview. Fidgeting, with his voice hushed, he told the detectives that together, he and his sister had pulled the trigger and killed her husband. 

The interview hadn’t even been going on for a half-hour before Sharon stormed into the room, demanding to know why the investigators were talking to her son without her present. But Tyler had already confessed. Sharon crouched down next to him, and – still on camera – Tyler sobbed and told her, “me and Kristi did it.”

Later, Tyler said he’d been groomed by Kristi to provide the “right” answers. Before they were arrested, he said, she’d admitted to him that she’d shot her husband, and asked Tyler to deny her involvement if the police asked about it. If that didn’t work, she added, she told him to tell them that he’d participated – that was the only way she could avoid receiving the death penalty, Tyler recalled. She had assured him, he said, that he wouldn’t see any kind of serious punishment, since he was still a juvenile.

She was wrong, though. Tyler realized too late how serious his mistake was – he’d already been charged with murder.

Just four days after confessing to the detectives about his involvement in the killing, Tyler gave another recorded interview. In front of the camera, he told investigators that Kristi had put him up to it – she’d been the one to shoot Joey, while he sat in the car and waited for her. But that wasn’t enough to convince prosecutors, or the jury.

In 2004, Tyler was convicted – based on those videotaped interviews and now-debunked testimony provided by a medical examiner, who claimed that the bullet wounds left on Joey Fulgham’s body were consistent with two people having pulled the trigger simultaneously.

He was only 15 years old when he was sentenced to life behind bars, and became the youngest inmate at the notoriously harsh Walnut Grove Youth Correctional Facility – a privately-run centre that has since been closed.

“Justice has finally been served.”

According to prosecutors, Kristi’s motivation for killing her husband was completely financial – she wanted to steal whatever cash she could, and hopefully cash in on a potential life insurance policy. But Kristi’s lawyers presented another version of the events, arguing that the shooting was a desperate act of self-defence in an attempt to protect herself and her brother from a husband who had been abusing her. Kristi maintained that Tyler had helped her get rid of her husband.

Mitigation witnesses were called in during the sentencing phase, which provided the court with substantial background information about Kristi’s past, as well as insight into her behaviour. According to psychiatrist Mark Webb, who performed an assessment of Kristi at Oktibbeha County Jail, Kristi “suffered from post-traumatic stress disorder and panic disorder with dependent personality traits.”

This opinion, he explained, had been based on information provided by Kristi, including that she’d been raped by her biological father at the age of eleven; that one of her stepfathers, an alcoholic, had abused her mother; and that a different boyfriend of her mother’s had intentionally neglected her.

Kristi’s mother, Carol Morgan, supported some of these statements. She told the court that Kristi’s biological father had been completely absent during her infancy, and refused to pay child support. She confirmed that she and Kristi had moved frequently, and that she’d been married and divorced several times – twice to abusive alcoholics. Also, she said, she had a variety of “male friends” who had lived with her and her daughter during Kristi’s “formative years.”

According to Sarah Ferguson, a long-time friend of Kristi’s, said Kristi often stayed at her house when they were teenagers, because Kristi’s father was “scary and mean.” She added that she and Kristi had remained friends into adulthood, and testified that to her knowledge, Kristi was a good mother whose children were an important and valued part of her life.

A fourth mitigation witness, social worker Adrienne Dorsey-Kidd, was called to provide additional evidence pertaining to Kristi’s character and background. However, the trial court barred Kristi’s defense attorneys from presenting her testimony – which would have reflected that, in her review of Kristi’s social history, Adrienne had determined that Kristi had lacked bonds with both her parents and had been exposed to substance abuse by both her mother and two different stepfathers.

Kristi was convicted in 2007. The jury determined that she was guilty of capital murder – killing her husband during the commission of a robbery for pecuniary gain – and unanimously found beyond a reasonable doubt that she had planned to use lethal force to eliminate her husband and steal his money and, potentially, a life insurance payout.

“Lastly, the jury unanimously found that the mitigating evidence did not outweigh the aggravating evidence,” read the court documents, “and that Fulgham should suffer the penalty of death.” 

Just as she’d predicted. 

The jury deliberated for just 58 minutes before stepping back into the courtroom and announcing Kristi’s fate – death by lethal injection. Kristi sobbed loudly as the sentence was read by Circuit Clerk Angie McGinnis, and her mother, Carol, was fighting back tears of her own.

“Get away from me,” she screamed at a photographer in the courtroom.

But not everyone was upset by the outcome – Joey Fulgham’s family was pleased to hear the jury’s verdict.

“I’m just so glad it’s over with, and justice has finally been served,” said Joey’s mother, Ann Cash. “(The jury’s deliberation) was quicker than I thought it would be – the District Attorneys did a terrific job, and I praise them. Joey can rest in peace now, and our family has peace of mind. I will pray that I can forgive Kristi one day.”

Joey’s brother, Shannon Fulgham, admitted the family had been waiting for years, “quietly and patiently,” for Kristi to be found guilty of the crime she committed against his family.

“I tried not to look at her – just seeing her upsets me, after what she did to my brother,” he said. “It’s changed me and it’s changed the way I look at life. I think she deserves the harshest punishment we can give to her, as citizens.”

That same year, in 2007, the Mississippi Supreme Court threw out Tyler’s conviction, claiming the testimony provided by that medical examiner should never have been allowed in court. The next year, a brand-new jury acquitted him.

According to Tyler’s lawyer, Jim Waide, Kristi had manipulated Tyler – with the help of investigators looking to quickly wrap up a complicated case – into a false confession. All Tyler wanted, Waide said, was to do anything in his power to protect the half-sister he loved.

“He wasn’t intending to go to jail for life,” Waide told the Supreme Court, when Tyler was seeking compensation for the ordeal he suffered through. “That wasn’t why he gave the false confession.”

While Tyler said he struggled with a lot of guilt about what happened to him – and remains traumatized by the violence he experienced while at Walnut Grove, inflicted by both prisoners and guards – he doesn’t feel embarrassed about it, anymore. In 2014, he moved to Florida, and now operates a commercial embroidery business.

“I’m an adult now, and I can look back and say, ‘You were a kid. You did what probably nine out of ten kids would have done at the time.’ And I can’t go and change anything that happened,” he said. “So, no, I’m not ashamed of it. And would say that the only regret I have is... I wish that I would have been as brave then as I am now.”

In October of 2010, the Mississippi Supreme Court also overturned Kristi’s death sentence, and another sentencing hearing was called for the 2003 murder conviction. The decision rested on the court’s refusal to allow the testimony of Adrienne Dorsey-Kidd, the social worker. According to the Supreme Court’s decision, there were no errors in the underlying conviction that led to the initial sentencing, but the trial court had “improperly barred” the witness’ testimony.

At the time, prosecutors had argued that a social worker was
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