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PETE KATZ

The Widow’s Web

In itself, there’s nothing wrong with acquiring many names through your life.  After all, circumstances change.  But there comes a point where people might start to get suspicious.  Such was the case with Melissa Ann Russell, or was it Melissa Ann Sheppard, or Weeks, or Friedrich, or Shephard, maybe even Stewart; at least the Melissa Ann remained constant.  

Although even to her friends she was usually known as Millie.  One other name has been attached to Melissa Ann Friedrich - the Internet Black Widow.  That final sobriquet gives rise to the notion that all is not as it should be when it comes to this particular woman.

Millie was born in 1935; she’s 83 at the time of writing and currently not in trouble. That’s unusual for recent years.  Her life started in a pretty ordinary way, with no indication of what was to come.  Her early years were spent quietly in the town of Burnt Church, New Brunswick, Canada.  She worked reasonably hard, was fairly popular and did OK at school.  Like all teens, she had her ups and her downs, but was a largely upstanding member of the local community.

At the age of 18 she moved to Ontario to live with her Aunt, and while there completed her High School Certificate via a correspondence course.  Still life went on in an unremarkable fashion.  Soon, she met a factory worker, Russell Sheppard.  The two fell in love and in 1955 got married.  The happy couple lived in Ontario to begin with, before moving to Prince Edward Island later in their marriage.  They had two children and seemed to be a perfect family unit.

However, what appeared on the outside in those halcyon days of miniskirts and flowers often hid a multitude of sins.  By the 1970s, Millie was establishing a reputation as a bit of a dark horse.  From the turn of the decade through to the mid-1980s, she was arrested and charged with over thirty offences.  These included minor infringements such as littering, but also accusations of more serious crimes such as forgery and fraud.  Over that period, she spent no less than five years – a third of the time – in jail.

Upon her release in 1985, she returned to home and Russell, but an indelible stain had been left on their marriage.  The two began to fall apart and a midlife crisis became a full-scale disaster.  Although, for Russell, when the couple eventually split he perhaps gave a fulsome sigh of relief.  He would turn out to be the first, and only, long term partner of Melissa Friedrich to avoid attempts on his life.

Millie was 55 when she met a lonely widower, Gordon Stewart.  He was 42 and recently out of the army.  Tragically, his wife had died the previous year from cancer, and Gordon was still grieving.  To begin with, the relationship seemed a good idea.  His sister Kate Reeves believed so: ‘I thought it would be wonderful if he met someone – the sooner the better,’ she said.  Brother Brian added ‘He was grieving, he was lonely, he was looking for a relationship.’

Millie was still married to Russell, but that did not get in her way.  Although her divorce did not come through until 1991, she still officially tied the knot with Gordon.  Not once, but twice.  It takes a special kind of lady to marry the same person twice while still married to somebody else.  The first ceremony was a glitzy affair, conducted in the home of glitter, Las Vegas.  That took place in 1990, but just to make sure there could be no mistake, she then repeated the ceremony at home in Canada, in Vancouver, later in the year.  

Gordon was besotted with his new love.  But this failed to hide some concerns that were emerging.  First and foremost, he could see his bank balance shrinking at an alarming speed.  Certainly, two expensive marriages played their part, but so did the expensive lifestyle his new wife liked to live.  He must have wondered whether he had made a big mistake in marrying a woman he had only just met, but Gordon was of that age and era where admitting your mistakes was not easily done.  Especially for a big, tough, former soldier boy.  Brian noted some changes that caused him concerns.  Firstly, he noticed that his brother’s drinking habit suddenly turned worse.  ‘He was losing weight fast.  We knew there was something wrong,’ he said.  Then a distant acquaintance had a quiet word with them, as Kate reported: ‘A member of the police force told my husband to tell Gordon to get away from her.  She was trouble.’

Gordon continued the marriage behind the façade of all being well.  But then, close to Christmas of 1990, matters took a significant turn for the worse.  Up until this point, as far as anybody knew, Melissa Friedrich had committed criminal acts, but they were of a minor to middling kind, and had never included physical attacks on a victim.  Violence was not a part of her make up.  Then, on 23rd December, Gordon became ill.  He was confused, delusional even and was discovered frothing at the mouth.  He was sufficiently bad to need hospitalisation, and there tests showed that he had benzodiazepine in his system.  This is a medication that has uses in treating conditions such as insomnia or anxiety, however it is a drug that has to be used with care.

Too much can lead to a psychoactive state where patients can hallucinate.  A bad overdose might lead to just a long lasting, deep sleep.  Or it can result in death.  In older patients the conditions it creates, if abused, are similar to dementia.

Gordon’s stay in hospital gave both his body a chance to recover and his mind an opportunity to consider his hasty liaison with Millie.  When he was discharged he decided to confront his ‘wife’, and get to the bottom of both his health issues and his bank balance.  Unsurprisingly, it was not a conversation that remained calm and reasonable.  Tensions escalated quickly, and Gordon Stewart struck Millie.  She reported the attack, and Gordon was sentenced to a spell in jail.  He was granted parole on the understanding that he adhered to a restraining order that required him to stay away from the woman he had both attacked and once loved. 

However, Millie knew on which side her bread was buttered, and soon agreed to let Gordon back into her life.  In all probability, her intentions were not honourable since she regarded him as a money cow on which she suckled.  But his motivations in resuming their marriage were also less than romantic.  Gordon decided it was time to get back some of the money he had spent on this disastrous relationship, and in order to do so he needed to be close to her.  They decided, each with their own, private reasons, to move back together.  They set up a new life in Dartmouth, Nova Scotia.  

With neither committed to it for the right reasons, the relationship had little chance.  Millie soon realised that Gordon wanted something other than love, and suspected it might be to do with his ever-decreasing savings.  She realised that she had to do something, and her plan was extreme in the least and, as with many of Millie’s actions, hastily conceived.  

It was April 27th 1991, only a week since they had arrived in Dartmouth, and Millie spent the day getting her husband progressively more and more drunk.  While doing so, she fed him benzodiazepine in heavy doses.  Mixed with the alcohol, the impact on him was exactly what she wanted.  Barely conscious, she pushed him into their car, and took him on a drive telling him it would freshen him up.  She headed into the quiet roads of that quiet region and soon found a deserted stretch of tarmac.  Here, she pushed her husband out of the car, where he slumped drugged, drunk and unconscious.  Then she drove her vehicle over him.  Not once, but just to make sure that he was dead, twice.  Unbeknown to her, two witnesses had observed the event.

Millie had thought through the plan as carefully as a week would allow.  Suitably distraught, she gave it a few hours and then turned herself in to the Canadian police.  She had killed her husband.  It was an accident.  It was self-defence.  He had gotten drunk and was turning aggressive.  A reasonable story, backed up by the fact that he had already served a jail sentence for attacking her.  She had persuaded him to get some fresh air and taken him for a drive.  

But on the road, he had produced a knife and raped her.  Later, when he got out the car to urinate, she had seized the opportunity to try and escape, but in her anxious, distraught state, had unintentionally driven over him.  She had panicked and did not know what happened next.  And now she was handing herself in.  She had killed the man she loved, despite their difficult times, but it had been an accident, and any ‘crime’ had been committed under duress.

If the story seemed plausible for a while, soon police became suspicious.  The investigating officer on the case was Gerry Swain. ‘It would arouse anyone’s suspicion to hear that story.  If you accidentally ran over your husband, why wouldn’t you stay and explain?’  he said later.

Following  the autopsy on Gordon’s body more doubts began to emerge.  It seemed impossible to doctors that a man with so much benzodiazepine and alcohol in his body could be anything other than unconscious.  The idea that he could commit rape seemed unlikely, that he would be able to get out of a car to urinate far fetched in the extreme.  Melissa Ann was bailed, and awaited her trial.

But she did not waste her time worrying about the upcoming threat to her freedom.  She applied for a pension that widows of veterans could claim, and finally got around to divorcing first husband, Russell.

When it came to her trial, she was convicted on a charge of manslaughter, and sentenced to six years in jail, serving just two.  But even this was something that she was able to turn to her advantage.  Domestic violence is a despicable crime.  It happens both ways, with about a third of cases involving attacks on men, although they are much less likely to come to the authorities’ attention. Often men feel that they should be able to do something about the violence they are suffering without resorting to the law.  When it is a man abusing a woman, physically, emotionally, sexually (and often all three) these days the full force of the criminal justice system seeks to come to the woman’s defence.  Back in the 1990s, courts were less enlightened and provocation was taken far less seriously.  Millie Stewart, as she was then, saw an opportunity to promote her own position through the suffering of other women.

It seems likely that there was violence in the marriage of Gordon Stewart and his wife; although the extent of this is hard to judge.  But while in prison Millie took advantage of her minor celebrity to promote a cause.  She set up a help group for victims in her jail, and gave many interviews of the subject of domestic violence and self-defence.  Courts, often male dominated, were still unable to grasp the psychological damage and fear such crimes caused in women, and to understand what drove them to seek an end to their suffering.  On her release, she set up another help group and become a darling of the media, touring the country promoting a very worthwhile cause.  It was just that perhaps she wasn’t the ideal person to be heading up such a campaign.  However, it was successful, and she even won a Government grant to support her work,

When a Guardian reporter, Barb McKenna, published an article suggesting that Melissa Ann Stewart was not perhaps such a paragon of virtue as she claimed, legal action was threatened.

Her spell in prison had not just provided the motivation to promote a campaign against domestic violence.  The time for reflection had brought back to the surface Millie’s love for God.  So when, after her release, she attended a Christian retreat in Florida, her meeting with Robert Friedrich provided another opportunity to get up close with a wealthy man.

By now, it was the turn of the millennium, and following the meeting with Robert Friedrich, he and Millie were married within a month.  Robert was smitten.  He was elderly, and the sixty-five-year-old woman who entered his life was vivacious and fun.  But if Robert was won over, the same was not true of everybody in his life.  Robert’s son, Bob, was soon suspicious of the intentions of the apparently wonderful Millie.  Rather than providing a shot in the arm for his father, Bob noticed that the old man’s health was deteriorating.  His speech was often slurred, and he seemed vacant.  Such was his growing concern regarding what was going on that eventually Bob contacted a help line to report his worries.  But nothing was done.  The Elder Abuse Line noted the concerns, but they were not unusual when an elderly, lonely relative suddenly finds a new person in their life and family become worried about potential consequences.  

Within a short time, Millie had persuaded Robert to change his will.  Now she was the only beneficiary.  We do not know whether Bob knew this at the time, whether it was something his father discussed, but if so, it could explain the dislike the son felt towards his new, wicked step mother. 

Eighteen months after their wedding, Robert succumbed to his failing health and died. The funeral followed very quickly, and Robert was cremated.  That, it seemed, was the end of that.

But even though she was living in Florida, Canadian authorities were becoming aware of Melissa Friedrich.  Despite her apparent good works in the field of domestic abuse, perhaps things were not as they seemed.  The spark that lit their interest was the veteran’s pension she was still claiming, and had done throughout the time she was married to Robert.

By the early part of the 2000s, the internet boom was underway.  It would prove to be a real bonus for Melissa Ann Friedrich.  Her field was no longer restricted to those she could meet physically, or get to know through a shared interest.  Following the death of Robert, she contacted around twenty men looking to find her own version of Mr Right.  And from that list, she came across Alexander Strategos.  They met in 2004 via an internet dating site.  Millie was back in Canada, and she set off to meet Alexander soon after they got in contact.  The Internet Black Widow was born.

Alex Strategos explained the attraction: ‘I was just lonely, and I figured this was a good chance to find somebody, to get together and start a perfect life,’

The two seemed to hit it off from the start, and when Alexander asked his new friend where she was staying after their romantic meal, she replied that she had nowhere.  He invited her to stay with him, pointing out that he had just the one bedroom and the one bed.  She was happy to say yes, and the two spent a love filled evening, rolling back the years.  She even fed him ice cream, lying next to him in that bed.

It does seem, however, that the ice cream was more than a romantic gesture, or an attempt to satisfy a hunger.  A physical hunger, anyway.  Because later that evening Alexander woke and needed the toilet.  But as he was making his way to the bathroom he was aware that his vision was blurring.  It got worse, as did an onset of nausea and before he knew it, he had crashed onto the floor, unconscious.  

It was the first of many such incidents, and over the course of the following year, he needed to be hospitalised a further seven times.  Convinced that his health was failing and that he was suffering from something serious, perhaps terminal, Alexander signed over power of attorney to the new woman in his life.  

As with Robert Friedrich, it was a son who started to become suspicious.  Dean Strategos looked at his father’s test results.  He found evidence of benzodiazepine in his father’s system, and that raised alarm bells. Because he knew that this was a drug that had never been prescribed to him.  He looked further into the affairs of his father and discovered that a large sum, $18000, was missing from his account.  Dean became very apprehensive.  He decided to notify the authorities, and they soon became extremely interested in the activities of one of their citizens. 

Dean had borne doubts from the start, concern mixing with the impression that his father was enjoying Millie’s company.  ‘The night that she got here, I thought to myself: “Well they must have really whopped it up last night,”’ he said.  But even though Alexander was not in the best of health, as is the case with many men as they enter their seventies, Dean spotted a pattern that followed his father’s nasty turns.

‘As soon as he got home (from hospital), he would get real sick.  It was something that was happening to him that wasn’t natural,’ he observed.

But it was not only the Canadian police who were taking an active interest in Millie.  Down in Florida, suspicions were beginning to emerge over the death of Robert Friedrich.  A doctor became concerned about the ways in which the wealthy Christian’s then wife was gaining access to prescription drugs, especially benzodiazepine.  There was nothing like enough evidence to bring a charge against the woman, despite her history, but when the facts were connected with the findings of the Canadians’ investigation, they decided that action could be taken.  She was charged with exploitation of the elderly, with theft and with forgery.  

Millie received a five-year sentence after admitting the charges, and was released after four.  It seemed as though she would be extradited back to Canada to face further charges on the $30000 she had fraudulently claimed in pension payments based on her marriage to Gordon.  But the Canadian authorities deliberated and decided that the seventy-four-year-old had insufficient evidence against her for them to pursue further charges.  The case was put to rest and  in May 2009 the US deported her to Canada where she could, should, live out the remainder of her days peacefully and without causing trouble.  

Soon after her release and arrival back in Canada Millie featured yet again on TV.  She had appeared in a documentary series, When Women Kill, back in 1994 in which the case for victims of domestic violence was made.  This time, it was CBC’s Fifth Estate series, in which she was the focus in an episode called The Widow’s Web.  In it, looking tired and aging, her grey hair lank and tied back, she tells the interviewer that her bad days are behind her.  She accepts that her previous behaviour was a cause of shame, but having served her time she expresses her desire to move on with her life, and to play what part she can in society in the years she has left.  ‘I can’t say now that I will be a perfect citizen.  But I am just going to try to behave myself, to do what I should have been doing all along,’ she tells her television audience.

It is an impressive performance, moving and, at the same time, strangely uplifting.  Despite her crimes, which included possibly two killings (although one was never proved and circumstances around the other were hazy), a possible attempted murder and lesser offences, she still appears like a much-loved grandma.  One who has been sprightly and slightly naughty all of her life, and who is now having to settle down not because she wishes to, but because her body is telling her that she must.  In no way does she appear like a woman who deserves the sobriquet ‘the Internet Black Widow’.  

At the end of the programme, one is left hoping that she will make the most of the years she has remaining, will stay at peace and live without constant reminders of her past.  Everybody deserves forgiveness.  Especially when they express sorrow for their actions – and that is something Millie offered in spade loads.  Lee Mellor is an author and part time TV commentator specialising in true crime.  In his 2012 book Cold North Killers:  Canadian Serial Murder, he includes a section on Millie, in which he identifies her as possibly Canada’s only black widow type serial killer.  At the end of the TV programme, the viewer is left hoping that such notoriety is now behind her.

Then, late in 2012, she met Fred Weeks.  

Fred was quite unlike the other men she had sought.  He was a very quiet soul, who liked to play cribbage.  His socialising extended to rounds of Karaoke, but mostly he liked his own company, and enjoyed his relaxed life.  But when he met Millie Friedrich, old emotions were aroused.  There is nothing wrong with romance among the elderly, and it was something that Fred embraced.  The couple met in August, and as was the normal case with Millie, marriage soon followed.  Just a month later, at the end of September 2012, the couple were united in a civil ceremony.  George McGenny, a Justice of the Peace, led the occasion:  ‘They were happy at that time, at least Fred was, and Millie appeared to be,’ he said.

But concerns soon arose.  A friend of the Justice of the Peace who conducted the ceremony contacted the public official, and told him that she had seen Millie Friedrich exposed on a recent TV documentary.  This was a woman with a history of marrying elderly men and then attempting to bump them off, or filter away their money.  The Justice contacted the police to express his worries, but Millie had served her time, and there was nothing they could, or even should, do.

Whether it was the excitement of getting married; whether it was the change in lifestyle that romance brought, or whether it was something more sinister, Fred Weeks did
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