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Pamela Phillips, known as Pam, is currently serving life in jail for killing her ex-husband. But, is the former wealthy socialite really capable of murder? And why did it take almost 18 years for her to get caught? 

Pam’s early life was relatively unremarkable. She was born in 1958 to a wealthy family who had a rather frivolous lifestyle. Pam’s father was short tempered and drank too much, whereas her mother was a calm and collected woman, who rarely showed any emotion. Perhaps, this combination gave Pam a steely edge and a hunger for the high life. For many years though, Pam seemed like a perfectly normal, ambitious woman. She was very beautiful and achieved a successful career as a real estate agent, growing to be worth between 1 and 2 million dollars. 

Pam married young, but after a short time she divorced and became very involved in the Arizona social scene. It was in 1985, that she first laid eyes on Gary Triano. Triano was a successful businessman. He had earned his fortune investing in Native American Bingo halls. Triano was well known and well connected in Arizona. He had many wealthy friends, including Donald Trump. Pam was immediately attracted to Triano and his way of life. The pair began socialising regularly, often at parties held by Triano and his then wife, Mary Cram. Pam and Triano had an ongoing affair, which eventually resulted in Triano making the biggest mistake of his life. While Cram was abroad with the couple’s two children, Heather and Brian, Triano messaged her to say that he was filing for divorce. 

Less than a year later, Pam and Triano got married. The well off, attractive couple appeared to have it all; close friends described Triano as smitten. They married on a yacht in San Diego. The wedding was an extremely flashy, black-tie event, where guests could sample any drink imaginable. 

The following years were dedicated to partying and travelling with other Arizona elites. Pam and Triano purchased a beautiful home in the poshest part of town. They also had two children together, Trevor and Lois. Though Pam has since described Triano as abusive, obsessive and controlling, friends say that at the time she seemed very happy. 

In the late 1980s, things started to go wrong. The financial fortunes of Tucson, Arizona, began to change. The real estate market crashed and many of Triano’s investments failed. He quickly started developing some serious debts. In the early 1990s, Triano was dealt the biggest blow. The laws around gaming and Bingo halls changed, Native Americans were able to start claiming all the money earnt on the reservations, as their own. Triano was cut out. His earnings plummeted; losing as much as 93% of his income in one year. Triano was a man who borrowed from other individuals, rather than banks. Unable to pay his debts, Triano made quite a few enemies. In particular, a group of Northern Mexican investors that threatened to kill him if he filed for bankruptcy. A desperate Triano also made a dodgy deal with wealthy drug addict, Neil McNeice, another mobster who wanted to have Triano killed. All in all, Triano became a very unpopular guy. Despite various warnings, he filed for bankruptcy in 1994. 

Pam was shocked. She had no idea about the true extent of Triano’s financial problems. After he claimed bankruptcy however, everything began to come out. Pam learned of Triano’s significant debts, totalling around $26 million, including owing his ex-wife $1.8 million and his attorney $97,000. Triano also had 74 pending lawsuits. The man was clearly in dire straits, and Pam was horrified. She had entered the marriage as a successful business woman, worth around 2 million dollars. But, during their time together, Pam had stopped working in order to raise the couple’s two children. She later claimed that Triano pressured her to do this. She was about to be ruined.  Pam stated that when Triano lost all his money, he became paranoid and extremely hard to live with. Whether or not this is true is extremely hard to say, maybe Pam just didn’t want to be involved in Triano’s embarrassing downfall. Either way, shortly after discovering the debts, Pam filed for divorce. 

The divorce was finalised very quickly – in less than a month. Pam was awarded the house. Supposedly wanting to ditch her newly acquired bad reputation, Pam left Tucson. In an underhand move, she sold the marital house while Triano was away. She pocketed the $300,000 proceeds and in 1994, fled to Aspen with the couple’s two children. Triano was left alone and in severe debt in Arizona. 

In Aspen, Pam and the children moved to a very affluent area. But, she was struggling to pay the bills and maintain the lifestyle she was used to. Pam wanted to develop a new reputation away from Triano. So, even though she could not afford it, she continued to attend the fancy parties and socialised with the richest members of the Aspen community. Pam tried to get back into real estate, but this proved harder than anticipated because she didn’t have the same well established connections as in Arizona. Pam started her own business, Star Babies, predicting the futures of new-borns. She firmly believed that this business could be worth millions, but she needed help. 

This is when Pam met Ron Young. Young was supposedly working as a business consultant, although this doesn’t appear to have been official. Young helped Pam with her finances, including with the Star Babies business. The two developed a romantic relationship and Young also became involved in Pam’s ongoing communications with Triano about the divorce and money. Pam regularly complained about Triano not paying her enough in child support and maintenance. Young tried to help with this and saw Triano as an obstacle. Ron Young was very intelligent, but he was not particularly handsome or wealthy. Many friends wondered about Pam’s motivations for the relationship; Young was not her usual type, so perhaps she had something else to gain from him. 

By April 1996, Pam was going off Ron Young. Two separate reports had been made to police about Young, accusing him of fraud offences. Pam herself then contacted the police about him, claiming that he was using her credit card and stealing money from the Star Babies business. Aspen detective, James Crowley, tried to locate Young, but he had disappeared. It transpired that a van was rented in Young’s name from Aspen airport, but nobody knew where he had gone. An arrest warrant was issued due to the outstanding forgery charges. 

Several months later, detective Crowley received a call from California – the van rented by Young had been located. Young mistakenly left the van near his parent’s house and it had been impounded. When he attempted to recover the van, he was informed that the police had been contacted and were on their way. Upon hearing this, Young fled, abandoning the vehicle and its contents. Crowley flew to California to inspect the van and found several intriguing items inside. Such items included: papers from the Star Babies business, documents about Pam and Triano’s divorce, a list of people close to Triano, maps of Tucson and hotel receipts in a fake name, also from Tucson. In addition, Crowley found a stolen Arizona licence plate and a sawn off shot gun. These things all seemed highly suspicious to Crowley and suggested that, for whatever reason, Young had been stalking Triano. Despite a wide police search, Young was still untraceable. There was little police could do. 

Only two weeks after the discovery of Young’s van, headline news stories appeared about a murder in Arizona. 

On the 1st November 1996, Gary Triano had played a long round of golf with some friends at La Paloma Country Club. Triano was a member and regularly played 18 holes. Friends state that he was on the verge of being kicked out though, due to not being able to pay the membership fees. After the round of golf, Triano casually walked back to his Lincoln Town car. It was days away from his 53rd birthday and he was planning to celebrate in style. However, someone was waiting for Triano in the car park that day, finger poised. As he climbed into the vehicle, Triano noticed a blue bag that he didn’t recognise on the passenger seat next to him. Curious, he reached over to investigate. At that moment, a bomb detonated, blowing the roof off the car and shooting the wind shield over 70 feet. Gary Triano was killed instantly, his wrist watch stopped at 5.38pm. 

Emergency vehicles arrived quickly on the scene, but there was nothing they could do to help Triano. The local community of Tucson was in shock. No one could believe that a car bombing would take place there, especially at the most prestigious spot in town. Rumours started spreading that it must be an organised crime job; maybe the Mexican Mafia, or some other criminal that Triano owed money to. 

Detective James Gamber collected evidence at the crime scene. Shrapnel and debris were everywhere, the first job was to separate pieces of the bomb from car parts. Eventually the bomb squad claimed that the device was a simple pipe bomb, detonated using a close range remote control from within a quarter of a mile. This meant that the killer was very nearby, probably within the car park, when the explosion was triggered. Although there were many rumours that it was a mob hit, the police had their doubts. The device was clearly built by an amateur, whereas organized crime groups usually employed experts for that type of job. Things didn’t quite add up for detective Gamber. 

When detective James Crowley in Aspen saw the news stories about Triano’s murder, he instantly thought of the mysterious contents of Young’s van. Wandering if the two incidents were connected, Crowley called police in Tucson to report his previous findings. 

Pam, who was still living in Aspen, was questioned about her relationship with Young. She claimed that there had been no romantic feelings between the two of them, and that he had simply helped her out with financial advice for the Star Babies business. Pam also denied any knowledge of why Young would have suspicious items in his van and confirmed that she did not know his current whereabouts. Detectives could pin Young in Tucson in June and July 1996, thanks to documents found in the van, but they had no real evidence that he had been there in November when the murder was committed. Police did want to question Young in relation to the murder though, particularly because he had no other known connections with Tucson –so why would he get a hotel room there under a fake name? But, still, Young could not be found. 

Pam herself was questioned further when detectives discovered that she was the beneficiary of a 2 million dollar life insurance pay out. However, Pam was very cooperative with police and there was nothing to suggest that she was a suspect. With no further leads, and police unable to locate Young, the case went cold. 

Pam received the 2 million dollar life insurance money a couple of months after Triano’s murder. She bought a large house in the wealthy neighbourhood of Meadowood, Aspen, and spent a significant amount remodelling it. Her lifestyle remained frivolous; partying, travelling, and skiing a lot. She was now able to fund her socialite habits comfortably again. Ten years passed in this manner, with no sign of Young, and Pam living a charmed life thanks to her ex-husbands murder. 

In 2005, detective James Gamber, Pima County Sheriff, was assigned to work on unsolved murder cases. He had also worked on the original inquiry into Triano’s murder, and felt compelled to look at the case again. There were over 300,000 pages about the car bombing to search through. Having checked everything thoroughly, Gamber concluded that there was only one line of inquiry that hadn’t been followed through, one suspect that Gamber couldn’t eliminate, and that was Ron Young. By this time, Young had been a fugitive for 9 years. Gamber contacted the popular show America’s Most Wanted and persuaded them to run a show about Young. The episode aired on the 19th November 2005. 

Following the show, police received a number of calls about Young. Most notably, one call was from his chiropractor in Florida, who had recognised him immediately. The chiropractor informed police that Young actually had an upcoming appointment scheduled. Police moved quickly, and on the date of Young’s appointment, they were sat in wait. Florida police were then able to arrest Young on outstanding fraud charges. 

Young spent 10 months in jail in Florida for fraud, before police were able to question him about the murder of Gary Triano. Young gave police permission to search his house, storage, and car. This turned out to be quite a bizarre experience for police. It quickly became apparent that Young was obsessed with keeping records, noting down interactions, recording phone conversations, and saving emails. His house was a veritable treasure trove of evidence. Of course, it took police a while to comb through everything. But what they eventually found turned out to be very incriminating; it implicated not only Young, but also Pam Phillips in the murder of Triano. 

A large number of cassette tapes held recordings of phone conversations between Young and Pam. There were over 500 calls recorded, spanning a time frame of 8 years. In addition to the voice recordings, there were also 100 saved emails between the two. In almost all their conversations, Pam and Young talked about their favourite topic – money. Police realised that Pam had been regularly sending money to Young. She would send cash via FedEx, and then call Young to inform him of the amount and the tracking number. Incredibly, Young recorded all of these calls – pretty much gathering the required evidence for police. Young even filled in spreadsheets, keeping track of the total amount of money that Pam had sent him. Overall, 44 transactions had been completed. Police found this highly suspicious, particularly because the amount of money discussed by Pam and Young always added up to 2 million, the same amount that Pam received in life insurance for Triano. It sounded like the pair had a pre-existing agreement. There were several points at which Pam and Young argued; during one episode Young even accused Pam of murder and threatened that she would end up in a women’s prison. It seemed that Pam had fallen behind with the payments and Young was very angry about it. As far as police could see, there was only one explanation for what was said in the recordings and the transfer of so much money. On the 16th October 2008, Pam and Young were indicted for first degree murder. 

Police ran into new problems when they tried to track down Pam. It turned out that she had gone to visit her daughter, who was at college in Switzerland. Upon hearing of Young’s arrest and her own indictment, she failed to return. Switzerland would not extradite suspects who were facing cases in which they could be given the death penalty. So, for a time, Pam was safe in Switzerland. She even struck up a new relationship with a wealthy man. They stayed together on the shore of the stunning Lake Lugano. But Pam’s fortunes were soon to change. 

It was announced that the death penalty was being dropped, meaning that Switzerland could extradite Pam. However, the announcement was made publicly, and Pam was a step ahead of the Swiss police. She was now a fugitive, on the run in Europe. 

Meanwhile, Young was put on trial in Tucson, Arizona. The prosecution leaned heavily on the cassette tapes found among Young’s possessions. Young pleaded not guilty, saying that he left Aspen in 1996 on a driving holiday with his son. Then, when Young realised he was facing charges of fraud, he didn’t think it was a big deal and did not return. Despite having been missing for 9 long years, Young claimed that he wasn’t hiding at all, and had instead just been going about an ordinary life in Florida. When questioned about the 2 million dollars discussed in the calls with Pam, he simply explained that it was nothing to do with Triano’s life insurance. Young stated that the amount just referred to some equity in real estate that he believed he was owed a portion of. The defence also pointed out that there was no concrete evidence placing Young in Tucson in November 1996. But, despite pleading not guilty, in March 2010, Young was found guilty of first degree murder. The strong circumstantial evidence proved to be enough for the jury to agree. Young appeared to be extremely shocked by this decision. Six weeks later, he was sentenced to two back to back life sentences. 

During Young’s trial, police felt significant pressure to find Pam. Finally, thanks to European police and the intervention of Interpol, they were able to do so. Pam was discovered in Lichtenstein, before being tracked as she travelled to Vienna, Austria. This is where she was apprehended, on an American arrest warrant.

In July 2010, Pam was returned to Tucson. Her appearance had changed drastically, she looked much older and a little dishevelled. Pam was deemed unfit to stand trial, due to mental health problems. She was held at Pima County Jail, with a 5 million dollar bail set, while she received psychiatric treatment. Eventually, in October 2012, Pam was given the all clear, and a date could be set for the trial. 

Pam was charged with first degree murder and conspiracy to commit murder. Her trial began on the 18th February 2014. The trial lasted for a total of 7 weeks, during which the jury heard entirely opposing arguments from the prosecution and the defence. 

Again, the prosecution relied almost entirely on the circumstantial evidence provided by Ron Young’s records. Pam was painted as someone who lacks empathy and is motivated only by greed. The defence saw it very differently; claiming that the only thing the prosecution had proved was that Pam and Young had some kind of financial link. There were no other facts. Pam’s attorney, Paul Eckerstrom, pointed out that Pam wasn’t even the one paying for Triano’s life insurance – that had fallen to a friend in Aspen during Pam’s earlier financial troubles. In addition, the insurance payment directly before Triano’s death was missed, forgotten. This is an unlikely mistake to make if you were planning a murder, surely the suspect would have done everything possible to ensure that the insurance would actually be paid. 

The defence also refer to the findings from DNA tests done on the pipe bomb, saying that the tests excluded Young from being the builder and perpetrator. This would naturally call into question Pam’s involvement too. 

The defence took their argument even further by providing an alternative suspect, Neil McNeice. A wealthy man who was addicted to cocaine and heroin, McNeice had already passed away in 2002. He was never fully investigated, and the defence claimed that this was an error on the part of the police. The story went that Triano had needed some cash, so he struck a deal with Neil McNeice, selling him a $250,000 diamond engagement ring. The problem was that the ring was a fake and only really worth around $9000. When McNeice realised this, he apparently flew into a rage, raving about how he would have Triano killed. McNeice’s doctor, Lawrence D’Antonio, corroborated this, explaining that he had heard McNeice threaten to kill Triano on several separate occasions. D’Antonio clearly believed that McNeice was behind the murder. 

Finally, the defence argued that Young’s tapes had never been authenticated and that if the jury listened to them carefully all the way through, a different picture would be formed. Eckerstrom said that when Young accused Pam of murder, he was not talking about Triano, but about himself. Young was suffering from an illness at the time and needed the money for healthcare. Also, according to Eckerstrom, the 2 million dollars discussed was from real estate investments, as Young claimed in his trial. Eckerstrom gave an impassioned defence of Pam, and advocated for Young’s innocence too, but the prosecution were about to react strongly. 

With regards to the McNeice argument, prosecutors pointed out that the initial betrayal with the ring had taken place in 1991. It was a long time to wait to commit murder, especially for a powerful man who could have ordered something like that to happen very quickly. Prosecutors said that the defence had only shown that McNeice was angry with Triano, they had given no evidence that he was actually involved in the murder. 

Next, the prosecution called their most prominent witness, an old friend of Pam’s, Laura Chapman. Chapman’s account would prove to be a deciding factor in the outcome of the trial. Chapman claimed that when Pam was living in Aspen, Triano went to her house one night and threatened her. The ex-husband and wife ended up having a huge argument. After Triano left, Pam apparently called Chapman and another friend, who both went to see if she was OK. Whilst they tried to console Pam, she told them about the 2 million dollar life insurance policy and said that she should just hire a hitman and have Triano killed. When Chapman learned what happened on the 1st November 1996, her first thought was one of horror that Pam had followed through with her plan. Chapman had apparently spent the following years living in fear that if she spoke about Pam’s threat, something would happen to her. 

Defence lawyers tried to claim that Pam had only said those things because she was upset and scared after the fiery argument with Triano. Also, the other friend who attended Pam’s house that night has no apparent recollection of Pam talking about the life insurance and threatening to kill Triano. The prosecution and Chapman argued that the other friend is simply too afraid to testify against Pam. 

In the closing statements, prosecutor Rick Unklesbay stated that Young was “not getting paid for business advice that she never takes, he’s getting paid for murder.” 

After a long trial, the jury only took 3 days to decide Pam’s fate. On the 8th April 2014, she was found guilty of murder. Sentencing took place on the 22nd May 2014. Pam entered the courtroom in shackles and an orange jumpsuit, not quite the designer brands that she was accustomed to. The prosecution pushed for the maximum sentence. Pam was awarded natural life in prison, with no possibility of parole. Judge Richard Fields stressed that he had “no residual doubt” about Pam’s guilt. 

Upon hearing her sentence, Pam stood and addressed the court. She repeatedly claimed to be innocent and described the whole experience as a nightmare. Defence lawyer, Eckerstrom, also remains convinced of Pam’s innocence, “this is one of the hardest things I have ever had to do in my career, watch my client be sentenced when I know she is innocent.” Eckerstrom described Pam’s conviction as an injustice.  

On the contrary, Heather Triano, Gary Triano’s daughter from his first marriage, believes that justice has been served. She said that “Pam, who at one time was my stepmother and my friend, destroyed lives due to her greed and love of money.” Trevor and Lois Triano, Pam’s children, were not in the courtroom. When asked about them, Heather stated that “Pam’s lack of thought for her own children is appalling.” Heather Triano and other family members maintain that Gary Triano was a family man who loved his children. This is very different from Pam’s account of an abusive, paranoid man, heavily involved in the Arizona mob scene. 

Eckerstrom continues to fight and appeal Pam’s case. But, nearly 18 years after the murder of Gary Triano, Pam Phillips was incarcerated and it is unlikely that she will ever be released. 
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