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Lisa Stebic

Lisa Michelle Ruttenberg was born on May 19, 1969 in Park Ridge, Illinois. Lisa attended Libertyville High School, where she competed in the swim team and was involved in dancing. She graduated from the school in 1987, and enrolled in Southern Illinois University before going to Kendall College. After graduating with a degree in hotel and restaurant management, Lisa went on to work in hotels in Northbrook and Lincolnshire. 

Lisa met Craig Stebic at a party, and the two began dating. They eloped to Jamaica and got married on April 6, 1993. The marriage was rocky from the start, with Lisa filing for divorce shortly after they were married. However, they decided to try and work things out when Lisa found out that she was pregnant. They got their first child, daughter Alexis, two years into their marriage, and a son, Zachary, two years after Alexis was born. The family settled in Waukegan, Illinois. Craig was working as a pipe fitter for the Dial Corporation based in Montgomery, Illinois. Craig made $80,000 a year, and would often travel for work to Plainfield. Sometimes the jobs he had to do were few and far in-between, so it wasn’t unusual for Craig to not report to work for weeks at a time. With Craig’s frequent commute to Plainfield, the family eventually relocated to Plainfield, settling in a suburban home. 

Lisa had begun working as a school lunch lady, and on March 30, 2006, she became a custodian for the Plainfield school district. She had to work nights for her custodial role, and would still work her day shifts at Lincoln Elementary. She was employed by Sodexo Food Company, and made less than $10,000 a year. After months of working the two shifts, Lisa quit her custodial job.

Lisa had a set routine for her days: she would take the kids to school and then show up for her shift, leave work in the afternoon, pick up Zachary at 3:30 p.m. and then head home to wait for Craig. She would head out at around 6 p.m. to work out, and would either jog or run in the field across from their home or head to the high school gym. Many at the gym described Lisa as energetic and happy. She had posted messages on websites such as aerobicfriends.com and health.exercisefriends.com looking for female workout partners. Her dedication worked, and she had lost 30 or so pounds by April 2007.

Disappearance

Lisa had befriended a coworker named Ruby, and the two would spend a lot of time together outside of work. Lisa would go to Ruby’s house after work or after her workout, usually with the kids. The two women would have wine and talk about their days. On most days, Lisa would usually get back home at around 10 or 11 p.m. April 30, 2007, started out like a normal day for the Stebic family. Lisa woke the kids up in the morning, prepared them for school, and headed out with them. She showed up for her shift at Lincoln Elementary School, and clocked out at 2:30 p.m. She went to Jimmy Jones on Route 59 and picked up a sandwich, ran errands, and then headed home. She usually picked up Zachary from Walkers Grove Elementary School at 3:30 p.m., but it is unclear whether she was the one who picked up Zachary on this day. Lisa would then stay home with the kids until Craig got home, then she would head for the gym at around 6 p.m.

Craig got home from work at 5:40 p.m. and gave the children some money to buy candy. Lisa’s friends found this odd because according to them, Lisa forbade the kids from eating candy or processed sugar. The kids got on their bikes and headed to Walgreens while Craig headed to do some work in the backyard. At around 6 p.m., he entered the house but Lisa was not inside. He assumed that she had gone to the gym, so he thought nothing of it. He later told police that he thought he heard her leave, but that he didn’t actually see her. The children made it back home sometime between 6:30 and 6:45 p.m., and then promptly left with Craig. The three headed to Target to buy a birthday gift for an unnamed person. They headed back home afterwards and waited for Lisa. Lisa didn’t show up at 11 p.m. as usual, so Craig went to bed.

At 8:50 a.m. the next morning, Craig called Lisa’s coworkers to ask whether Lisa had shown up at work that morning. She wasn’t there. At around 10 a.m. to 10:15 a.m., Craig called the next door neighbor to inquire about Lisa. After the conversation, the neighbor called police to report Lisa missing. Craig took the children to school after he called the neighbor and then headed to work.

Divorce

By the time of Lisa’s disappearance, Lisa and Craig were in the process of getting a divorce. Craig filed for divorce in January 2007, citing irreconcilable differences. Lisa slept on the couch, while Craig stayed in the master bedroom alone. According to one of Lisa’s friend’s, Lisa would sleep with her purse and phone next to her because she was afraid Craig would destroy them. The divorce petition sought for joint custody, but despite the seemingly amicable divorce, there were tensions brewing between the two. Craig later told reporters that he filed for divorce after Lisa stated that she didn’t want to remain married to him anymore. He added that they had barely spoken in six months, and that even though they lived in the same home, they lived completely separate lives.

Lisa had several complaints about Craig, and stated that he was unnecessarily relentless, cruel, domineering, and verbally abusive. Craig was the one paying for Lisa’s phone plan, and according to friends, he only paid for the least amount of minutes per month. In court documents, Lisa claimed that Craig was an unfit parent, a surprising claim since they were filing for joint custody. She stated in the documents that Craig had let one of the kids handle his loaded gun, and that he was very lackluster in the way he cared for the guns. On the day of her disappearance, Lisa had sent a petition to her attorney seeking to have Craig removed from their home. When questioned about it, Craig stated that he knew nothing about the papers.

Prior Run-Ins with Police

When the police received the call about Lisa’s disappearance, this sparked immediate questions, with the biggest one at the time being why Craig was not the one who reported his wife missing. A background check revealed that Craig was a former private investigator, and that there were two reports on file regarding his run-ins with the law. The first report dated back to October 8, 1995, when Craig and his father were arrested for possible illegal hunting. There was fresh blood on Craig’s truck, but there were no animals found. Police at the time believed that the animals were hidden in one of the hundreds of mining pits in Iron County, Michigan. Craig was charged with two felony counts of unlawful use of a weapon after he was stopped just after 9 a.m. about 1000 yards from a school. Police recovered a 10-gauge double barrel shotgun, a .44 magnum pistol, a Ruger, and an AK-47 semiautomatic assault rifle from Craig’s Toyota pickup truck. He was also charged with 4 misdemeanor counts of unlawful use of a weapon, operating an unsafe motor vehicle, and driving while his license was revoked. Reports state that Craig was arrested two more times in Iron County – once in 1994 after he was caught with two undersized bass, and in 2004 for using someone else’s kill to tag a big game animal. He paid $80 and $189 in fines respectively. Police in Iron County believed that Craig had been involved in poaching in Illinois as well, but there was never any evidence uncovered to build a case against him.

In another incident in 2006, police were called to the Stebic’s Red Star Drive home in Plainfield. The police report stated that the officers were called for a non-violent verbal fight between Lisa and Craig. In an interview on May 10, 2007, Craig told reporters that Lisa had shown up at the house intoxicated, and that their interaction had escalated into a fight moments later. However, one of Lisa’s friends maintained that Lisa had recounted the incident to her, and that her story was that Craig had locked her out of their home when she had shown up after a night out.

Investigation into Lisa’s Disappearance

Officers responded to the neighbor’s missing person call promptly, and went to their house for a preliminary interview. Craig, who had gone to work, was called back home. The investigating officers arrived at the scene soon after and asked for permission to look through the house and the backyard. Craig spoke to investigators, providing his account of the previous day’s events. A canvass of the area was done, and investigators began arranging interviews for Lisa’s friends, family, coworkers, and people she interacted with. A timeline for her last day was slowly constructed, and it became clear to investigators that Lisa had never made it to the gym the day before. The car she used, a 2004 four door Saturn Ion, was still parked outside the home. He purse and phone were missing, and Craig stated that he assumed Lisa had taken them with her when she left for the gym. He stated that Lisa may have decided to walk to the gym or she was picked up by someone, but he wasn’t sure. Investigators quickly established that Craig may have been the last person to see Lisa alive, or the kids were. He was asked to provide a formal statement to police, and to allow the investigators to interview the kids.

Lisa’s friends and family were quickly informed of Lisa’s disappearance, and many began organizing search parties to look for her. On May 3, 2007, two days after Lisa’s disappearance, the Plainfield Emergency Management Agency personnel arrived at the Stebic house and began conducting a search of the backyard as well as the field across from the house because Lisa would often jog or walk around the field during her evening exercises. Craig was willingly cooperating with the investigators, and he handed over the family computer for police to search through. Lisa’s friends and family obtained a website, www.findlisastebic.com, and volunteers began circulating missing persons’ flyers that had also been posted on the website. On May 4, Lisa’s cousins, Mark Greenberg and his wife Melanie, held a press conference in front of the Stebic home, pleading for Lisa’s safe return.

On May 6, police involved in the case held a press briefing and announced that they had no reason to suspect foul play in Lisa’s case. They stated that they had gone through the family’s computer records, and found nothing pertinent to the case. Additionally, they had interviewed a number of Lisa’s friends and associates, but no one had any information that pointed to Lisa’s whereabouts. Craig had been interviewed several times in the days since Lisa’s disappearance, and Lisa’s cellphone and credit cards had remained inactive since she disappeared. However, friends of Lisa’s were giving the media a glimpse into Lisa’s life before she disappeared. They stated that Lisa was frightened of Craig, and that she had even began attending counseling sessions at the Guardian Angel, an agency that provides counseling services to battered women. They talked about Lisa sleeping on the living room sofa after the divorce proceedings began earlier in the year, and how Lisa had revealed that she was being verbally abused by Craig. To encourage people to come forward with information, a $20,000 reward was offered to the public on May 7.

On May 8, reports surfaced that Craig had refused to take a polygraph test. Investigators had reached out to several of Lisa’s friends and family, all of whom took the test. Craig also asked investigators to stop asking to interview his children. Some reports stated that an FBI team had shown up at the Stebic home, but that Craig refused to open the door and talk to the agents. On May 9, Craig filed for temporary full custody of the children. His lawyer stated that the motion was filed in the Will County Courthouse to prevent Lisa from potentially appearing and then disappearing with the children. Lisa’s friends were unable to comprehend Craig’s decision, and this sparked rumors that Craig may have had something to do with Lisa’s disappearance. 

The search for Lisa was still going strong, with friends, family, and volunteers combing through various areas of interest. Firefighters and boats searched through Lake Renwick in Plainfield, about 5 miles from the Stebic residence on May 10. The search proved futile. In addition to carrying out searches in Plainfield, investigators organized a search on the various properties owned by Craig’s family. A cabin in Crystal Falls, Michigan, owned by Craig’s father, was also searched. Nothing came up in this search either. The Plainfield Emergency Agency personnel continued carrying out searches all over Plainfield, and on May 12, their focus was on large bodies of water, retention ponds, bike and jogging trails, parks and natural areas. Volunteers were assisting in these massive searches, and they distributed hundreds of carnations to local businesses as part of their Mother’s Day search for Lisa. Each flower had Lisa’s photo attached to it, as well as information regarding the contacts to be used to call in tips about her whereabouts. Volunteers gathered at a gazebo around the corner from the Stebic residence to pin the information on the carnation, and a makeshift memorial was set up next to the memorial. As the volunteers worked for days on end to try and bring Lisa home, Craig was notably absent from the search operations.

With Craig’s consent, on May 14, Plainfield police, the FBI evidence response team, and a special operations unit from Joliet Police Department conducted a midnight search of the Stebic residence and their vehicles. The search felt more like a raid, with the police and technicians leaving the home with pillows, towels, and blankets. They also confiscated the family’s two vehicles, both of which were registered under Craig’s name. Craig drove the 2002 Chevy S10 pickup truck, while Lisa had the Saturn. 

On May 19, Lisa’s 38th birthday, friends and family celebrated the day with a candlelit vigil. Painfully absent were Craig and the kids. The Naperville Sun released an exclusive report on May 20, writing that the police had found blood on a tarp that was in Craig’s truck. The report also stated that the blood found on the tarp matched Lisa’s DNA. However, Craig maintained that this was not true. Speaking to NBC 5, he stated that he had been deer hunting in the upper peninsula of Michigan recently, and that the blood was probably deer blood. His account was disproved when the police determined that the blood matched Lisa’s DNA, and they used this information to approve a search warrant which was executed at the Stebic home. 

On May 22, Craig had to appear at the court for the child custody hearing. The judge on the case denied Craig’s motion for full custody, citing that his wife was still missing. Two days later, the NBC 5 reporter assigned to cover Lisa Stebic’s disappearance, Amy Jacobson, reported that the FBI had executed a warrant at the Stebic residence and seized a number of high-powered assault rifles and handguns from the home. 

Update on the Case

As the media, family, and friends scrambled to get more information on Lisa’s case, rumors began swirling. Craig’s behavior during the searches and his reluctance to cooperate with the investigation thrust him into the limelight for the wrong reasons. Many began suspecting his story, and rumors started claiming that it was more plausible that Lisa had never made it out of her home alive on the day that she went missing. On June 8, police held a press conference to update the public on the progress of the case. They announced their intention to interview people who were as far as Iowa and the upper Michigan peninsula, to look for more clues on the case. The police chief announced that cadaver dogs had been used in the Stebic home during the initial search for Lisa. However, he maintained that that was all the information he could give at the time, and that he couldn’t provide the specifics of what the dogs did or didn’t do while they were in the house. Reports from an unnamed source stated that the cadaver dogs had actually made a positive hit on an article inside the home during one of the earlier searches. However, the source did not provide a clear explanation on what the dogs zeroed in on, or the location of the said article in the home.

On June 10, police focused their search on ditches in Montgomery, Illinois, which were along a construction site. Other officers searched through ditches around Silver Springs State Park. According to various sources, they were looking for Lisa’s old model phone and small black purse which was decorated with rhinestones. No information was provided on how the police came to focus on those particular areas, specifically the ditches. The searches also came up empty. 

Scandal

On July 6, WMAQ NBC 5’s reporter Amy Jacobson was caught on tape hanging out at the Stebic pool by a rival station’s camera crew. Jacobson was wearing a halter top bikini in the footage taken by Channel 2. Jacobson later stated that she decided to leave the station after the video surfaced. In her account of events, she stated that she had been on her way to a local club for an afternoon of swimming with her two sons. On the way to the club, Craig’s sister contacted her and asked her to head to the Stebic house because Craig wanted to talk to her about the case. In the video later posted on Channel 2’s website, Jacobson is seen wearing the bikini and a towel wrapped around her near the pool. Her two kids are visible in the video, and Craig is seen shirtless. According to Channel 2, they only aired the video after they became sure that Jacobson’s conduct was questioned by her employers. Other sources stated that Jacobson was actually let go.

Sole Suspect

On July 11, the police and media maintained that Craig was the sole person of interest in the case. According to the Plainfield police chief, Craig had been of minimal assistance to the police in the investigation, and had refused to participate in the searches for his wife. He had refused multiple requests to let the investigators interview the children who, according to Craig’s version of events, may have been among the last people to see Lisa alive. Investigators strongly believed that the children had viable information that would help them in the investigation. Also strongly suspicious was that Craig cut off all contact with Lisa’s family during the investigation, and wouldn’t let his kids interact with their mother’s side of the family.

Aftermath

Lisa’s case received nationwide attention, but the Will County law enforcement officials soon found themselves stretched thin, and Lisa’s case began fading into the background. Six weeks after Lisa’s disappearance, investigators had to work on the Christopher Vaughn case. Investigators had found Vaughn’s wife, Kimberly Ellen Vaughn, and their three children shot execution style in the family’s 2004 Ford Expedition. Christopher had a gunshot wound to the thigh. On Monday October 29, 2007, Cassandra Cales called police to report her sister, Stacy Ann Peterson, missing. The similarities between Stacy and Lisa’s disappearances made police suspect that the two women had been abducted by the same person. However, Stacy’s husband, Drew Peterson, was behaving oddly for a distraught husband. He claimed that Stacy had told him she was leaving him for another man, and her car was found at Clow International Airport. Vaughn seemed to relish the attention his wife’s disappearance got him, and this increased when an investigation into the drowning of his third wife, Kathleen Savio, was reopened. The case took up manpower and law enforcement’s focus further away from Lisa’s case. While Vaughn was later convicted of Savio’s murder, Stacy’s case is still open, and Stacy has yet to be found. On February 2, 2008, an unidentified man walked into the Lane Bryant clothing store in Tinley Park, Illinois, in the Brookside Marketplace and shot six people. Four employees, the store manager, and a part-time employee were taken to the back of the store and shot. When police were called in at 10:45 a.m., they responded to the scene and found five of the women dead. The fifth woman, the part-time employee, was wounded but alive.

Lisa’s cousin, Melanie, has been the spokeswoman for Lisa’s family. Speaking about the shift of focus from Lisa’s case, she said of the other high profile case, "It wasn't just sucking the oxygen, it was sucking the money out of the room, because I felt like Will County only had so much money to spend on prosecution and literally only so many hours in the day that these prosecutors can devote.” Michael Fitzgerald, the Will County Assistant State’s Attorney General, devoted his time to Lisa’s case, and talked about the way the cases were handled: "Lisa Stebic's disappearance in May of 2007 touched off a time period unlike anything we've seen in Will County. We had to dedicate a lot of resources to each of those cases as they unfolded. And I think we were able to do that. We had an all-hands-on-deck mentality."

On the 10-year anniversary of Lisa’s disappearance, Plainfield police Detective Carianne Siegel talked about the efforts made in Lisa’s case throughout the years: "There have been so many random things. I mean, we've had people from Michigan, California, 'Oh, you should check here' ... 'I see railroad tracks.' Or 'Cats on a farm — that means you've got to go check the road called Caton Farm, because that has Cat on Farm.' It's just weird and random stuff.”  

Plainfield police Detective Sgt. Kevin McQuaid said of the case: “Obviously, we all have a sense of frustration when it comes to this case, because it is 10 years and we're still investigating it because it's unsolved. Do I think that it's ever going to be solved? I hope so. I mean, I think that's the whole purpose of why we're in this profession."

However, despite law enforcement’s statements about the case, Melanie remains skeptical: "I feel like we just get lip service. I feel like they stand up and say, 'This is not a cold case.' But what is the reality? It is a cold case."

Lisa’s sister, Debbie Ruttenberg, said in a statement to the Chicago Tribune: "I knew my sister was murdered from the start. It's a disgusting thought and a surreal life for us. But it's been 10 years since Lisa was murdered and my sister's killer needs to be brought to justice. ... My family and I are victims and have had only one goal since Lisa was murdered, waiting all this time to witness justice."

Lisa’s Description

At the time of her disappearance, Lisa was 5 foot 2 inches tall, and weighed 125 lbs. She is a Caucasian female with brown eyes and brown hair. Her distinguishing features include three tattoos – a butterfly tattoo with her children’s names (Zach and Lexi) on her middle back, a rose tattoo with her daughter’s name on her ankle, and a pink heart tattooed on her abdomen. She had told family and friends that she was planning on getting another tattoo, one that would feature Zach’s name only. It is unclear whether she got it before her disappearance or not.
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In 1979, a five-feet-one-inch, eighty-pound sixteen-year-old girl would become the first school shooter in United States history. Brenda Spencer would open fire on Cleveland Elementary School, wounding nine children and killing two adults. Her assault would be the first of many school shootings across the nation, most notably Columbine and Sandy Hook. 

The media and public began looking for answers as to why someone would commit such a horrid act. The response from Brenda was callous and flippant. 

She hated Mondays. 

But there had to be more to the story than that. Monsters are not born, they’re made. 

This is how the monster was created. 

EARLY LIFE

Brenda Spencer was born to Wally and Dot Spencer in 1963. She was the youngest of three children, having a brother named Scott and a sister named Teresa. Despite being raised in a sunny San Diego locale, her family resembled something you would expect in a home of inbred hillbillies. Her saw-toothed father worshiped guns, allegedly committed incest and later married a minor. 

Brenda’s mother, however, would describe the home as a happy one before she initiated a divorce.

“He (Wally) was fooling around with other women,” Dot Spencer said. “And he came home one night and asked me if he could leave for a year and if I’d let him come back. He’d already rented an apartment somewhere. I just laughed and a few days later I filed for divorce.”

“That was just a rumor (his fooling around),” Wally said. “It was not true.”

The divorce would hit Brenda hard. In her early childhood photos, she looked to be a happy child. Tiny but smiling in every picture like a normal kid. She enjoyed playing with her rabbit and spending time with her siblings.

“She (Brenda) was very active,” Dot said. “She was always happy and a good child. Well-behaved. Never had any problems at school.” 

“After my parents got divorced it was like the latchkey kids,” Brenda said. “It was like complete neglect.”

Scott and Teresa opted to live with her father as in the 1970s era the court system allowed the children to have a say in picking the parent they wanted to live with. 

Dot would lose custody of all the children, Brenda included. 

“It (their custody battle) when the court system was swaying back and forth and he got the two older ones, they wanted to stay with him. And so they didn’t want to split up the three so he naturally got Brenda.”

“I went to court and I fought for custody,” Wally said. “I loved my kids. I wanted to keep them, to raise them myself.”

Dot alleged, however, that Wally wanted custody because he was too mean to pay child support. 

The divorce would be the catalyst that would send Brenda’s life into a tailspin. She became upset easily and felt invisible because her mother “was never around.”

Brenda would claim that she would hardly ever see her mother
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