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The city of Rome, Georgia, nestled in the foothills of the Appalachian mountains and occupying the administrative center of Floyd County, is not known for its production of nation-wide news. Indeed, to the outside observer, the city (home to 36,000) would likely appear as nondescript as any mid-sized, somewhat detached American city would be. As the nation would discover in mid-2004, however; even places like Rome can produce a scene of such horror as to grip a country by the hair, gluing its citizens to their TV screens.

On the morning of July 5, 2004, an employee of Rome’s Frito-Lay distribution center was pulling into work when he noticed a man standing by the doorway. The employee initially thought nothing of the stranger, since workers commonly arrived at the center during dawn hours. After a moment, however, it became clear that the man standing by the doorway was visibly nervous, and he made a hasty exit. Naturally, the witness entered the building to see what the stranger had been up to. What he found was the body of Thad John Glenn Reynolds, 36 years old. He was stabbed a total of 19 times and was left for dead.

The ensuing media coverage and police investigation shook Rome to its core. Thad John Glenn Reynolds, Frito-Lay’s district manager for the Rome/Cartersville area was, by virtually all accounts, an inordinately kind-hearted, gentle, caring person, who also happened to serve as church deacon. It was natural for anyone following the story to question motive, and of course to convey their sympathies to the victim’s family members. That’s where things take a turn deeper into the dark.

As has since been concluded by the Georgia Supreme Court, the murder was a premeditated operation executed by Reynolds’ wife’s lover, Richard Scott Harper (who, with his own wife, also happened to be close friends with the Reynolds), and Reynolds’ wife herself, Michelle. As far as sensational media coverage goes, there are few things as dramatic and obscene as a wife and her lover conspiring to kill her husband. Understandably, the media locked its attention on the criminal duo, with a honed focus on Michelle.

Michelle Reynolds, born Michelle Sullins, spent her childhood pining for the spotlight, as her aunt Trish Benefield tells NBC correspondent Dennis Murphy. “She was always wanting to pose for my camera,” Benefield reflects. “And she would sit at my mom’s and dad’s in the swing, I would take her picture. So grab the little poodle, you know, the doggy, and take another picture.”

What wasn’t so apparent in the smile Michelle always brought to her family photographs was the considerable strife she endured throughout her childhood. After coping with the separation of her parents in the earliest days of her youth, Michelle suffered the death of her father, who passed away when she was 13 years old. Lacking any other option, her mother took the reigns of the family into her own hands, submerging Michelle and her two brothers in the moral teachings of the Baptist Church.

Michelle adapted to the loss of her father as best she could, adjusting to her new life in uneventful Rome. As she grew older, there was no denying how strikingly attractive she was becoming, and her potential suitors were quick to notice.

“I mean, she was just a beauty, absolutely,” says Benefield. “Walk into a room, and everybody looks. You know, she had that presence.”

When Michelle is asked by Murphy if she was “the really cool girl at school,” she responds with, “I guess.”

A cool and quiet girl, but perhaps not quite as reserved as she might seem, Michelle humored her potential suitors throughout her high school years, cycling through a few boyfriends before one fateful encounter at a football game.

As with any high school sporting event, energies were high. Indeed, much of the energy of the night was coming from Michelle’s corner, care of her and her fellow cheerleaders. One of the players from the opposing team - carrying the number 15 on his jersey - caught her attention. The teenager was a young Thad Reynolds, and he was quick to return the beautiful cheerleader’s gaze right back to her.

A lifelong native of Rome, Thad Reynolds was uncommonly active during his high school years, serving as a member of the Coosa High School wrestling team as well as its football team. Before the night of the football game, and for the rest of his life after, Thad Reynolds was almost unanimously described by his friends and family as generous, caring, and lovingly involved. His aura that night turned out to be more than enough to attract the prettiest cheerleader on the field. As the reports go, when Thad and Michelle locked eyes for the first time, the rest was history.

Beverly Owens, Thad’s sister, recalls their meeting. “He was the football player. She was the cheerleader. I mean, I guess that’s how it started,” she explains to Murphy.

“A lot of people called us ‘Ken’ and ‘Barbie,’” Michelle says to Murphy.

No aspect of the pair’s courtship could have foreshadowed the horror lurking ahead. In fact, their first date was virtually as simple as it could get - a tractor pull in Atlanta with Thad’s family. During her blooming teenage romance, Michelle, like most teenagers her age, was overtaken by butterflies. “And actually when we got back to their house, I got sick and threw up because I was so nervous,” she says.

If ever a dark omen of their relationship did manifest itself during that time, it came two months after they began dating In a swooping romantic gesture, Thad asked Michelle to wear his class ring. Ten minutes after she put it on (the exact date was January 28th, 1986), the U.S. space shuttle exploded. Despite being taken by the news, neither Thad nor Michelle considered this to be a bad sign. Their relationship progressed naturally from that point forward. 

Thad and Michelle went to prom together. They graduated, celebrated, and got married without much delay. 15 now being their signature number, the couple chose to get married on August the 15th at Hollywood Baptist, the church that would play such a prominent role in the couple’s married lives during the years to come.

Naturally, friends and family of the couple were delighted about their reunion. “This was it. This was her family. She was finally going to have what she wanted,” Ms. Benefield tells Murphy.

During its early days, the marriage seemed not to disappoint Michelle, either. When Murphy asked her how it felt to be a married woman, Michelle replied, “It was awesome. I enjoyed it. And having our own place was nice.” She was happy, living with the man she loved and knowing that, unlike the father who abandoned her before passing away, her husband was reliable, and was sure to stick around until death did them part.

Michelle’s aunt, noting her niece’s relationship from a distance, also had faith in Thad. The young man was kind and clear-headed, and everyone who knew him would vouch for him. Ms. Benefield would look at Thad and see a safe, loving future ahead for her niece. “... because when I saw them together I saw that. I saw that security. I know she loved him. I also know that she could lean on him and depend on him.”

Like any young couple freshly married, Thad and Michelle had plans of a bright future ahead of them. “We had goals,” Michelle recalls. “We wanted to buy a house, we wanted to go on a cruise and buy a camcorder; and we did all three. And after that, we decided to try and start having children.”

They succeeded, and Michelle gave birth to a little girl named Olivia. Judging by appearances, it would seem that the couple was on their way to settling down just as they planned to. However, as time went on, their relationship was beginning to buckle under pressure. After fighting to stay together seemed to prove fruitless, Michelle and Thad divorced five years into their marriage.

When asked about this period, Michelle puts things simply: “We had problems.”

“One had cheated. The other one had cheated,” explains Benefield. “So you have both stories.”

The two coped with the divorce as best they could, with Thad seeming to take is the hardest. While Michelle attempted to settle into her new life by starting a new job at an office and dating every so often, Thad was having trouble getting back on his feet. His mother, Kitty Walker, recalls a night when her son, in a state of total despair, gave her a call.

“He was in an apartment that he had rented, and I can remember him saying that he curled up in the fetal position in the closet and asked for God and asked for reconciliation.”

While Michelle wasn’t having as trying a time as Thad, she doesn’t recall finding much satisfaction through dating as a single mom. “I dated a few times, but I knew back in my mind that I still loved Thad, and I kept our wedding rings in our safe. But we still did things together. We had Christmas together and some holidays, and I even went to Florida with his family. So it’s almost like we really wasn’t divorced.”

Four years passed this way, with the couple making a pseudo effort to establish themselves on their own while still remaining tied to each other socially. After a while, it became clear to both Thad and Michelle that whatever love they had for each other was still there in some way. They went into counselling, and emerged fully reconciled. They got remarried at the same church, renewing their vows to start fresh.

Thad was newly invigorated by the reunion with his wife, committing himself to forming a tight-knit family. They would eventually have three more girls, and the Hollywood Baptist Church would serve as their family’s foundation. The Reynolds’, as a unit, loved their simple, happy lifestyle, and they enjoyed the church network they were a part of. As it happened, another couple, bearing several similarities to Thad and Michelle, were also part of that network: Scotty and Paige Harper.

When Murphy asks Scotty about Thad during their interview, he replies simply, “You know, he was—he was a good guy.”

After meeting the first few times, it became clear that the couples would become best of friends. Thad and Scotty had so much in common, after all. Murphy goes over their similarities: “Like Thad and Michelle, they lived next door to his parents. Like Thad, Scotty was deeply religious and also a church volunteer leader. He was the volunteer family pastor, giving his time to tend to the young people of Hollywood Baptist. And Scotty and Paige had their own three small children, also all girls.”

On Thad’s end, there was clear admiration and respect for Scotty. On stage one night at the Hollywood Baptist Church, Thad said to the assembly, “Our family pastor, official title now, Scotty Harper, has always taught the people that are under him and the kids that we need to teach them the things that are relevant to them these days. That’s his keyword, right? Relevant. How to minister to them right now with their lives.”

Meanwhile, on the wives’ end, it soon became clear that the same close bond would not be formed between Michelle and Paige. According to Michelle: “Scotty told me later on that she was jealous of me and asking him if he thought she was prettier than me, and she was just jealous of me, and so she just started getting away from me.”

While she didn’t see much potential in forming a connection with Paige, Michelle made no effort to prevent her from getting closer to Scotty. Indeed, Michelle would see Scotty almost every day, since he was directing the performances her teenagers were meant to give for the church.

In 2004, Michelle was evidently yearning for something other than her life in Rome, Georgia, tied so strongly to the church and its community. She was dreaming of a different setting, specifically in the Smoky Mountains, Tennessee. Loving her dearly, Thad followed his wife down this new exploration, and they eventually found a cabin that they thought had potential. They pursued the investment and qualified for financing. However, before being able to finalize, they were edged out by another buyer. According to Thad, this incident sparked a long depression in his wife.

Michelle began neglecting her family duties over the coming months, not making the effort to visit her in-laws - who lived next door - as often as she used to.

Murphy summarizes the couple’s relationship during this time: “When Thad got home from work, she’d say she’d had a long day with the kids and she was going off to shop. Thad, meanwhile, was becoming even more involved in the church. After a missionary trip to Cuba, he came back home afire with the idea of becoming a minister full-time, leaving his job to see where Jesus would lead him. Michelle was said to be frosty to the idea. When did it begin? We’ll never know, but Michelle, feeling she was playing second fiddle to God in her marriage, began telling someone she was having naughty thoughts about him. Someone very taboo. And he was only too happy to say, ‘Funny, me, too.’”

According to Michelle, the forbidden romance between her and Scotty bloomed gradually, beginning with small flirtations that grew increasingly obvious. One day, Michelle met Scotty at work, and they consummated their affair in the backseat of Scotty’s car.

The two were good at keeping their affair a secret, though Scotty was concerned that his wife would leave him. Michelle, meanwhile, seemed to be certain that she would not be getting divorced from Thad. However, the couple would joke in dark ways with each other when they were alone. In one instance, Michelle said, “If you want me as your bride, then you’re just going to have to outlive Thad.”

When asked about this, Scotty says, “Maybe it did put some things in my head.”

As time went on, the two spoke increasingly often about a potential meeting between Thad and Scotty. Their code word for describing this hypothetical meeting was “ugly”, meaning that’s how things would get should the two ever meet to have “the talk.” Moreover, this is where Michelle’s suspicious behavior begins, as she starts to tell Scotty about certain places where her husband likes to go when he’s alone. Reportedly, Michelle would send messages to Scotty during this time which read like, “Have you talked to him yet? Have you done the thing you promised you were going to do?”

When asked about this, Michelle told Murphy, “I just asked him when he was going to talk to him.”

On July 1st, Scotty purchased a knife from Kmart, and what he intended to use it for was clear. However, that same day, he grew cold feet. When expressing this to Michelle, she did nothing to pedal things back. Instead, she told Scotty, “You’re not man enough to do this thing you said you were going to do?” and “And forget about me, bud, because I’m going to be gone.”

According to Murphy, “...Scotty received an e-mail from Michelle with information about where Thad was going to be the next morning, Monday. After the chilly talk at the levee, Scotty new full well that he might lose Michelle unless he confronted Thad soon, even if it turned out to be that lovers’ shorthand they had, ‘ugly.’ And ugly it would be, after a bloody, predawn discovery.”

All of which lead, ultimately, to the murder of Thad John Glenn Reynolds in the Rome Frito-Lay warehouse. The words that Scotty reportedly spoke to Thad during this encounter have now become infamous: “I want what you got.”

The town was shaken. “We typically have maybe two murders a year,” says Rome sheriff Burkhalter. “This kind of gruesome murder was, of course, very eye-opening for our community and very big news.”

One local said, “No one could make sense of it. It just seemed out of character for what is a nice, quiet place to live.”

Michelle played the role of devastated widow quite well, reacting precisely as friends and family would expect her to. However, it soon became clear that she would not get away from the incident scot-free. As Murphy explains: “Scotty, out of sight overnight in a psych ward, was also buying Michelle the time she wanted to prepare for Thad’s funeral without the pall of Scotty’s involvement hanging over it. But no one in their circle suspected yet that Scotty Harper could be the killer. Friends were nonetheless privately buzzing about the new widow’s demeanor. Why did Michelle seem so calm? And why did she tell the ladies who asked if they could help her shop for a funeral dress that that wouldn’t be necessary? She had a new black dress in her closet with the price tag still on it. What was going on with the newly widowed Michelle?”

Thankfully, the Rome police force was efficient in its investigation. Three days following the murder, Michelle and Scotty were officially charged. Harper was immediately deemed the executioner who carried out the murder, while Michelle was accused of assisting the murder by helping Scotty plan an attack.

While they made quick work of the case, Murphy explains that the duo didn’t exactly make the task impossible for the police force. “Even an armchair detective would have started following the trail right to Scotty Harper’s door. The killer had used a knife like this to stab Thad Reynolds 19 times that Monday morning. The detectives knew that on the morning of the murder Scotty Harper had gone to the ER of the hospital where he worked to have a cut hand stitched up. Those explicit e-mails he failed to get rid of told them he was a month into an affair with the murdered man’s wife. Had Scotty Harper murdered his best friend, the husband of his lover?”

The media response was instant. As mentioned, there are few news stories as sensational as a supposedly loving wife plotting with her lover to kill her husband. According to the Rome News-Tribune, in their one-year followup to the incident: “Both Scott Harper and Michelle Reynolds face five counts of murder, two counts of aggravated assault — one for aggravated assault with intent to murder and one for aggravated assault with a deadly weapon — one count of aggravated battery and one count of burglary in relation to the incident.” Additionally, Scott Harper was charged with possession of a deadly weapon.

Over the next few years, the prosecution for the conspiring murderers was being arranged. During that time, Michelle and Scotty were detained in prison. 

The next update of the case came in 2008, when Scotty officially pleaded guilty to the 2004 murder. Scotty and the state agreed that, should Scotty testify against Michelle, the state would not aim for a death penalty against her.

The case was finally shut in January 2010. John Bailey of the Rome News-Tribune reported: “More than five years after the murder of Thad John Glenn Reynolds — just two weeks prior to the scheduled beginning of a trial — Michelle Reynolds took a plea deal and agreed to be sentenced to 20 years in prison Wednesday and Scott Harper will begin to serve the rest of his natural life in a state penitentiary.”

On the side of the bereaved, justice was not the biggest priority. All Thad’s mother wanted to ensure was that the four Reynolds daughters would be protected from the reach of their mother.

During his sentencing, when Harper was offered the opportunity to address the court. “There’s nothing I can say to undo what was done,” he said through tears, calling his actions selfish and foolish. He then apologized to his ex-wife and three daughters, saying, “I’m ashamed of the things I thought and did in 2004.”

Understandably, those observing the case did not accept Scotty’s regret with open arms, claiming that the tears he shed were “alligator tears”. To this, Scotty’s attorney objected. “He cries those tears when nobody is looking ... He cries those tears when he’s alone in his cell, and he cries those tears in the morning and at night,” Adams told the court.

Michelle, meanwhile, showed no discernible sign of emotion during her testimony and sentencing.

Of course, the day would not be complete without some kind of confrontation in the courtroom. Thad’s mother Kitty could not stomach seeing her ex daighter-in-law behave so robotically after having her son murdered. In a fit of emotion, Kitty famously asked Michelle, “Why? Why not just walk away?” After more than five years had passed since her son’s death, this was all she wanted to know.

Michelle, who for that entire court day uttered little other than “yes, sir,” when speaking to the judge, did not formulate a response to Kitty’s question. All she did was stare blankly, in no direction in particular, with no discernible facial expression. Actually, she offered one clear gesture to the courtroom before being handcuffed: laughter. As the bailiff escorted her out of the courtroom, Michelle let one small laugh escape her lips. 

More than five years after the murder, Thad’s family and the town of Rome finally saw its justice. Michelle Reynolds and Scotty Harper were headed to prison.

Following their imprisonment, there was some sparse media follow-up to the Reynolds’ case. There were limitations put on how often Michelle could see her daughters, to which the mother objected publicly and in writing. As it stands, the judge concluded that the children could only visit their mother when they reach adulthood.

Michelle’s tactics as an accomplice in this murder, though despicable, should be noted as effective, at least for a while. One can assume that she spent a lot of time analyzing the case from the perspective of the police. She was extremely careful to avoid saying or doing anything incriminating. Murphy on Michelle’s reservedness as an accomplice: “Not in any of the recovered e-mails had Michelle written words to the effect, ‘We need to kill Thad.’ So instead the prosecutors focused on that Fourth of July weekend that began with that frosty rendezvous at the levee on Friday. By that day, Scotty had already failed on two occasions to confront Thad after he says Michelle had given him instructions as to where he would be. To Scotty she seemed upset that afternoon that he hadn’t been manly enough to tell Thad. He thought he’d lost her. Sunday she e-mails Scotty, letting him know where Thad will be early the next morning.”

So, what this case presents is a classic archetype: the conniving trickster whispering evils into the ears of a willing, strong instrument. Without the instrument, there would only be whispers; without the whispers, there would be no murder. It was rotten luck for a good man that brought the two together in the first place. 

It would take a psychologist to analyze Michelle’s pathology, so there’s no use attempting to go deeply into it here. Suffice it to say that, taking her actions in this case at face value, Michelle wanted her husband dead, and she knew that Scotty was the ideal man to get the job done. So it goes.

Meanwhile, in Rome, life resumes. Kitty still sits in the same spot on the church bench, and her granddaughters sit next to her. The rolling Appalachians shelter the town, as they always have. Whether Rome will ever see another homicide the likes of which was produced here, no one can say. What is clear is that, in this case at least, justice was served in full force. The people of Rome can sleep freely knowing that Michelle Reynolds and her wrath are safely behind bars.
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SARAH SANCHEZ

Brookey Lee West

One of the most gruesome and bizarre crimes that ever occurred in Las Vegas was discovered on February 5, 2001. The manager of Canyon Gate Mini Storage, Bill Unruh, opened Unit #317 after someone reported a very bad smell. 

He found a 45-gallon garbage container that had a brownish liquid oozing out of it at the bottom. He called police. 

Detectives entered a unit that contained normal items on one side and the oozing sealed-up garbage container on the other side. There were also books about witchcraft and Satanism in the locker. 

Unruh told police that the unit had been rented in the names of Brookey Lee West and Christine Smith on June 26, 1998. 

The garbage container had been made airtight with duct tape, packing tape, plastic wrap, and garbage bags. The leakage was coming from a hole that had developed in the bottom. 

When investigators cut the container open, more fluid seeped out accompanied by dead maggots. They could see a human body inside, very decomposed. The body was mostly liquefied, but those on scene could easily see that a white plastic bag was tied around the person’s face. 

Crime scene analysts tested the brownish liquid for human blood and the test was positive.

In the storage unit, Detective David Mesinar found Christine Smith’s wallet, ID, prescriptions, and documents relating to her Social Security payments. 

Dental records confirmed that the body was Christine’s. Christine would have been 68 years old if she was still alive. 

Detectives began by looking for Christine’s daughter, 46-year-old Brookey Lee West. 

Brookey is now serving life without parole for murdering her mother. Brookey may also have murdered her brother Travis and probably murdered her third husband Howard.

Brookey’s mother Christine, her father Leroy, her husband Howard, Brookey herself, and Brookey’s brother Travis all had tragic childhoods and went on to live destructive or self-destructive lives. 

On hearing this story, some might be amazed that nobody killed Christine before she reached her 60s. By all accounts, she was a sociopathic parasite who had never worked a day in her life other than her short degrading stint as a prostitute at the age of sixteen.

By the time her daughter killed her, though, she was a harmless pain in the ass with major health problems and suffering from dementia.

Christine’s Childhood

Christine Merle Sands was born on February 14, 1932, in Ennis, Ellis County, Texas. Her parents were Clyde and Annie Sands. As it was for many people during the Great Depression, life was a struggle. 

Ennis was a hub for the cotton industry, and Clyde worked as a long haul trucker moving cotton products. He also worked as a lineman installing power lines across the country. The lineman job was very demanding physically, but it paid well when the work was available. Even with both jobs, money was always tight. 

Clyde’s work often took him away from home for long periods leaving Annie to run the home. 

Annie was a housewife and a loving woman. The Sands were not abusive parents, but day-to-day life didn’t allow them the time or capacity to nurture their six children. 

Trudy was born in 1911. She was followed by Woodrow, Lawrence, Richard Bob, Billy, and finally Christine in 1932. 

The two youngest children, Billy and Christine, made it to the eighth grade before they dropped out of school. Their parents had no concept of the importance of education, so this was not an issue in the family.

Christine later told Brookey that a family member had begun molesting her at the age of eight. Billy knows nothing about this, but such a thing would not have been talked about within a family in 1930s Texas. 

Billy does say that Christine was a good girl who started to spin out of control around the age of ten. 

When she dropped out of school, Christine was thirteen years old. By sixteen, she had gone off the rails. Says Billy, “I think, personally, she was restless at home by herself . . . she was looking for anything that come along so she could grab a hold of it and get out of little old Ennis.” 

At sixteen, Christine married a young man. This is how Billy describes him: “He was a bad character. I don’t know what in the world she ever seen in him, because he was really something . . . It was bad from the word go. Several people said he treated her like a dog.”

Christine and
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