	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

THE MURDER OF LACI PETERSON

[image: ]


PETE DOVE

table of contents

LACI PETERSON

BRITTANEE DREXEL

MISTY COPSEY

ANGEL RESENDIZ

MISSING MADELEINE

PATRICIA MEEHAN

ARLIS PERRY

In Search of Justice

Scott Peterson sits on death row in California’s notorious San Quentin jail.  He claims innocence of the appalling crime which resulted in his current predicament.  If Peterson is one of those unfortunates who has been wrongly convicted, it is hard to imagine a more horrendous situation than the one he is facing.

Because, according to the jury that found him guilty, he murdered his wife.  A wife who was eight months pregnant at the time.  Which means he also murdered his unborn child, a boy.  A child so close to emerging into the world that his parents had already named him – Conner.  Imagine that; to be accused of killing your spouse, and your unborn child.  Of dumping your victim – if effect, two victims – into the sea (in Laci Peterson’s case, the San Francisco Bay).  Of murdering a person not yet even born, who literally had their whole lives in front of them.  For once, the cliché speaks the truth.

To be facing the unbelievable horror of your wife and your unborn child lost to you, then, astonishingly, to be accused of their homicide.  To be hauled through a highly public five-month long trial before discovering that the State will execute you for a crime you did not commit, would never commit, could not conceive of committing.  The despair of your fate, of what you have struggled through, is too immense for words.

Or, on the other hand, what if you did commit that crime?  What if the jury were right, and Scott Peterson did murder his wife and their unborn child.  What kind of person can do that? Surely, only somebody either incurably evil, or dangerously mad.

Peterson’s case has until very recently been waiting in the long queue for appeal to the California Supreme court.  At the time of writing, it had just heard oral arguments, a process which in itself can take many years to come to fruition, and then several more months to achieve a resolution.  The appeal is a part of the automatic process all inmates on Death Row go through, but in this case it is not just a rubber stamping exercise, an attempt by the State to demonstrate that it has done all that might reasonably be expected of it to make sure its decision to execute one of its citizens was not made in error.  Scott Peterson continues to insist on his innocence. If this initial appeal fails, his team have other attempts ready in the pipeline.

His defense team rely not just on one dubious prosecution claim, or a single piece of improper process during the case, but no less than nineteen disputed areas.  As we shall see, the prosecution case at the original trial relied only on circumstantial evidence, and testimony provided by expert witnesses.  Peterson’s defense team, at least, believe that such testimony is a far from certain way to put a man to death.

Laci Peterson was born on May 4th, 1975, and christened Laci Denise Rocha by her parents, Sharon and Dennis Rocha.  They were diary farmers, with their own place in Escalon, California.  Laci had one elder brother, Brent, four years her senior.  However, Sharon and Dennis’ relationship was struggling, and when she was still young – being just two years old - Laci’s parents split, with mom and the kids moving to Modesto, although the children still visited the Diary farm at weekends, helping out with the animals as soon as she was old enough and developing a good understanding of country matters. In fact, she was always at her happiest – and Laci was an extremely happy child – when she was outdoors.  Whether it was helping her mother in the garden, pulling up plants and weeding the plot, or sinking into a pair of her fathers giant rubber boots and wading through the muck and manure of the dairy farm, Laci loved the feel of the sun on her back.

Modesto’s unusual name emerged from the fact that it should have been labelled after a financier, William C Ralston, whose modesty forbade him from accepting that the town should bear his title.  Modesty – Modesto.  Clever.  Initially, it was just a stop on the railroad from San Francisco to Sacramento, but after years of slow growth, the town exploded during the boom years of the 50s and 60s.  From a population of just seventeen thousand in 1950, by the time Laci moved there in the late 1970s, the city held more than 100000 residents.  Now, it is more than double that size.  But for all its growth, the city reflects, in many ways, its semi-arid climate.  Poverty is one of the few conditions that thrives there, and that is perhaps reflected in that the town has one of the highest percentages of obesity among its population of any conurbation in the US.  Perhaps the fact that one of its biggest claims to fame is that it is the home to the E and J Gallo Winery, the largest winery in the world, is also a factor in this unwanted honour.  If the winery is the city’s largest employer, its medical centre is the second biggest.  With poverty comes crime, and the city can boast higher than average rates of both property crime and, even more worryingly, violent crime than the state average.  It is also (at least in 2012) the most likely place in the US to get your car stolen; up to one in twenty of its population are believed to belong to gangs.

But Laci seemed to avoid this downside to the city as she grew up.  She worked hard in school, and became a cheerleader at Thomas Downey High School, before heading off to the California Polytechnic State University, where her degree allowed her to develop her interest in plant life, and she majored in ornamental horticulture.  It was while she was studying at the University that she met Scott.  Laci had a friend who worked at the Pacific Café in Morro Bay, and one of her co-workers was an athletic man who made an immediate impression on the young diary farmer’s daughter.  Laci it was who made the going with Scott, seemingly becoming infatuated by him very quickly.

It was she who gave out her phone number, who pushed him for dates, who told her mother that she had met the man of her dreams, and her future husband.  Scott took the hint, finally phoning Laci and organising their first date together.  That, with painful irony with regards to what happened later, was a deep-sea fishing trip.  Scott was a great romantic.  Although that first date did not work out quite as expected – Laci was seasick – his next step was to invite Sharon down to share a meal.  When they got to the restaurant, he had arranged for two bouquets of flowers to be waiting for them at their table, white roses for Sharon, red for Laci. ‘She was in love from the beginning,’ said Sharon.

Scott was always a promising sportsman and had the potential to follow a career as a professional golfer.  But such a route would have seen him forced to take to the road, to travel over the country – and beyond, if he showed enough promise – and to commit many hours a day to practice.  Such a commitment was not conducive to the growing seriousness of the relationship between the two, and Scott decided to give up the golfing dream, and instead concentrate on a career in business.

One is left to ponder whether or not any form of resentment, simmering or otherwise, built up inside the future husband when he diverted from the course on which he had been set. However, abandon his sporting career is what he did, and after two years of dating the couple decided it was time to move in together.  They married in the beautiful Avila Valley in August 1997.  Laci took a job while Scott finished his own senior year, and when he graduated with a Bachelor of Science degree in agricultural business, they decided to open a sports bar in San Luis Obispo. Business was slow to begin with at the Shack, but the couple worked hard, and gradually it built up.  However, by the turn of the millennium they had decided it was time to start a family, and working in a sports bar, let alone owning one, was not the ideal career for a couple of young parents.

They sold up, and bought a pleasant, three bed and two-bathroom bungalow back in Laci’s hometown of Modesto.  Their work in the bar, though, had meant that they could afford a property in the relatively luxurious neighbourhood of La Loma Park on the outskirts of the city.

They really did seem the ideal couple.  Laci took a position as a substitute teacher, and that gave her time to perfect her skills as a perfect housewife.  She enjoyed cooking and loved entertaining.  A friend, Renee Garza, remembers visiting the home for dinner.

‘If I did something like that (preparing to host a perfect dinner party) it’d be pretty stressed,’ said Renee. ‘But she isn’t even breaking a sweat.  She’s never in the kitchen cooking.  It’s all made when we get there.  You don’t feel like it’s this big burden, because it’s something she enjoys.’

Scott, meanwhile, took the more traditional role of the major breadwinner, earning a decent salary for a young man at Tradecorp USA, a subsidiary of a large European fertilizer company.  All seemed ideal, and that perfect picture soon got even better.  In 2002 Laci and Scott announced that their attempts to start a family had been successful, and a small new Peterson was on the way.

Everybody hoped that the new baby would share its mother’s zest for life, her shining eyes and her bright smile which seemed to light up the environment of wherever she went.  Such happiness provoked strong memories for her mother, Sharon.

‘I always knew she was going to be a good, happy baby.  Within a few days,’ she said, ‘she was sleeping through the night.  When I would go get her out of her crib, she would always wake up with a smile on her face.  All her life, she has been a happy person.’  These were thoughts echoed by her brother Brent, as he reflected on their time together on the dairy farm. ‘It was a great place to grow up.  We always had a great time out there.  As a kid on a dairy, you kind of have to make your own fun,’ he said. Brent and Laci were extremely close, right from their youngest years until the terrible day that Laci died.  Perhaps it was that their parents parted that cemented their relationship.  Siblings with split parents often rely on each other extra heavily.

‘She has always been so fun and outgoing,’ continued Brent. ‘After a while, all my friends were saying things like “Man, your sister is really cute.”  When she was 13 or 14, she still wanted to hang out with us like the old days.  I was kind of like: “No, I don’t think that’s such a good idea.”’

That zest for life saw her through her older teenage years.  Like many girls looking to find her way in the world, she developed some great and lasting friendships, often from nights spent at sleepovers and slumber parties, when a bottle of champagne might be sneaked in and consumed when the lights went out. 

‘Honestly, thinking back, she is the only person I know who has never changed,’ recalled a friend, Rene Tomlinson.  ‘Always perky, bubbly, energetic, chatty.  She always wants to have fun.’

It was a particularly stylish fun she liked to enjoy.  Brent recalls visiting her in University; her parties were not the cheap beer and Thunderbird wine variety. ‘She wasn’t the typical college student.  When I’d drive down and visit her, instead of going to keg parties we’d go wine tasting,’ remembered Brent.  ‘I would never have known when you go into wineries you start with the whites and work your way to reds.  She taught me a lot that way.’

Laci was such a cheery, uplifting person, one so fond of entertaining and celebrating, that it is a double cruelty that she was, almost certainly, killed just before Christmas in 2002, when she was close to giving birth to the child for whom she had longed.  That she may have died at the hands of a husband who appeared to be the perfect partner makes that death all the harder to bear for her family and friends.

It was Christmas Eve that Laci went missing.  Scott claimed to have left his wife, four weeks short of giving birth, at around 9.30am.  He was to spend the day fishing on his new boat in a marina in Berkeley while his wife was planning to watch a cooking show on TV, do some cleaning and walk their dog, a golden retriever named McKenzie. His story is that he returned home in the late afternoon, to find Laci missing.  When she failed to turn up, he phoned her mother to report her missing.

Investigations suggest that the last people to see Laci alive were her mother, and her stepsister (from her father’s second marriage) Amy Rocha.  Amy was cutting her brother in law’s hair at the salon in which she worked on the 23rd December.  It turned out that she had bought a fruit basket for her grandfather as a Christmas present, and Scott offered to pick it up since he told her he planned to play golf, and would therefore be close to the shop which was holding the basket for her.  This confusion between whether Scott was due to play golf, or go fishing, is a part of the mystery of this complex case. Later, the same evening, Laci had spoken to her mother on the phone.  

The dog was also out when Scott had arrived home on Christmas Eve, but he was found by a neighbour the following morning and returned to their backyard. What actually happened to McKenzie seems a confused distraction from the main story.  Sharon later published a book on her daughter’s murder in which she stated that Scott said he found the dog in their yard, something he denied.  Another neighbour (according to the local paper, the Modesto Bee) spotted McKenzie with a muddy lead and took it home, although the identity of this neighbour remained a secret.

Much is made of the fact that Scott showered when he got in, before seeking his missing spouse. But a wife being out would not be a cause of panic or even concern, especially on Christmas Eve when she may have realised that she needed some last-minute shopping.  He apparently phoned Sharon at about 5.15pm, and it was Laci’s stepfather, Ron Grantski, who a short time later made the call to the police to report her missing.  

Police spoke to Scott that night, and their suspicions were immediately aroused.  Allegedly, they discovered a phone book left open at a full-page advert for a defense lawyer.  It sounds suspicious, but there are many reasons why the book could have been open at that page.  Perhaps it was chance, perhaps he (or Laci) had been searching for a number on a nearby page.  If Scott had been careful enough to hide all evidence of any violence in the home, it seems strange that he should then forget to close a phone book.

However, he did change his story of what he had been doing that day.  Firstly, he claimed to be playing golf, but later admitted to police that he had been fishing at the marina, which lay around ninety miles from their home.  But simply changing his story is not evidence of having committed a murder.  Further, the prosecution team claimed at his trial that Scott had been involved in at least a couple of affairs.  Could that explain his change of story?

Nevertheless, the gut instinct of one of the police investigators, John Buehler, told him something was wrong about Scott’s reaction to finding his wife and unborn son missing. ‘I suspected Scott when I first met him,’ said the policeman.  ‘Didn’t mean he did it, but I was a little bit thrown off by his calm, cool demeanour and his lack of questioning (of the investigators.)’

The family got to work quickly.  They organised nearly 900 volunteers to begin a search for the missing mom to be.  That was before the police got involved with their own search.  A reward was also offered, initially for $25000 – a figure that would increase twenty-fold over the next few weeks – but all to no avail.  The media picked up the story, and it took off.  With, possibly, very alarming results both for justice and for Scott Peterson.

But in the short term nothing at all moved the case forward.  There was no evidence of either a struggle or a homicide in their home. Then, four months later, a storm at sea is believed to have disturbed Laci’s body, and her remains floated to the surface.  The spot in which her body was discovered matched that where Scott told police he had travelled to fish on that previous Christmas Eve.

In fact, it was Conner whose body was discovered first, on April 13th, 2003. The body of the fetus was well preserved (experts later determined that this was because Conner had remained inside his mother), but a long length of twine was found wrapped around his neck.  Prosecutors would claim that this was pure coincidence, something picked up in the Bay.  The defense team were less sure.  

The following day Laci’s remains were found.  These were badly decomposed, and it was impossible for doctors to tell when she had died. Or, with any certainty, how. They were fairly sure that Conner had not been born at the time of death, and he had been expelled from her body when it shifted on the currents.  Laci’s cervix showed no signs of her having giving birth.  Expert testimony came from a forensic pathologist, Dr Brian Peterson (no relation to the family) who carried out the autopsy on the mother and child.  Although undoubtedly a difficult examination to undertake, the lack of consistency in his evidence caused alarm to the defense team.  While insisting that he could not identify the cause of death in either mother or son, he also said: ‘It was her (Laci’s) death that caused Conner’s death while he was still in the uterus.

It was after Scott was named as a person of interest to police that a woman with whom he was having an affair came forward.  She read a newspaper article, and the description of her lover’s job and vehicle persuaded her that Peterson was the man being described.  Amber Frey was the woman, at the time a massage therapist and single mom in her twenties. ‘I was in shock, I was crying,’ she told reporters.  I have no idea how long.  I was just trembling.’  According to her testimony Peterson lied to her from the start.  He claimed not to be married, that in fact he was a widower and 2002 would be
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