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When Sarah Dutra met Elisa McNabney, she had no idea she was embarking on a friendship that would ultimately change her life – and eventually come to an end with Sarah behind bars. 

“She lays on the charm.”

The two women worked together at a law office owned by Elisa’s husband, Larry. Elisa had met Larry in 1995, when she first applied for a position at a firm he’d owned in Las Vegas. He was a courtroom star, having defended the perpetrators of two of Nevada’s most infamous crimes – a 1982 bombing extortion scheme at Harvey’s casino, and a 1989 drug conspiracy trial that lasted for 13 months.

He was recognized for his quirky, fun television commercials, which depicted him riding a horse through the Nevada desert. But despite all his charm, Larry had been married five times – he was a barely-functioning alcoholic and struggled with maintaining relationships.

“He’s a brilliant attorney and a natural-born leader,” said Nevada District Judge Peter Breen. “He has risen several times from falls with alcohol – he always came back stronger.”

After being hired as his office manager, Elisa got to work settling large cases – but just a few months later, the Nevada State Bar conducted an investigation into Larry’s business, and discovered Elisa had embezzled more than $74,000 from Larry’s clients. 

Although Larry was forced to close his Las Vegas office, he still married Elisa in 1996, and the couple moved to Sacramento, California. According to Larry’s daughter, Tavia Williams, her father “was attracted to (Elisa) because of her age and the fact that she lays on the charm.” Elisa got Larry interested in the world of showing quarterhorses, which quickly became a passion more than a hobby.

In early 2000, Sarah Dutra was a 21-year old art student, studying at California State University. She responded to a newspaper ad seeking a part-time legal secretary for a wage of $3,000 per month – more than enough to help her cover her tuition. Elisa and Sarah became quite close as they worked together at Larry’s office, and investigators allege that Sarah was also drawn in by the glitz and glamour of the horse shows Elisa and Larry regularly brought her to.

Debbie Kail, a horse trainer who had worked closely with the McNabneys, testified that in the weeks before Larry vanished, she had several uncomfortable encounters with Elisa and Sarah. According to Debbie, Elisa would often brag to friends that she would “make sure Larry has enough to drink” so that she could go out and party with her friends without him. She also claimed to have spiked his wine with painkillers.

“She had told me previously that she had gotten Vicodin and she had put that in Larry’s wine ... just to see what would happen,” Debbie testified. “She said it didn’t even drop him.”

According to statements provided by witnesses and other documentation, Larry McNabney was struggling – his law practice was suffering, and he’d started drinking heavily. And he’d apparently also begun to worry about his wife – police stated that he is said to have told a friend that “if anything happens to me, tell the cops Elisa did it.”

A dangerous relationship

The last time Larry McNabney was seen alive was at a horse show on September 10, 2001, with his wife Elisa and their friend, Sarah Dutra. In the statement she gave detectives, Sarah said she’d left the show early, but had then returned after hearing from Elisa that Larry wasn’t feeling well.

After renting a wheelchair to move Larry from his truck into their Los Angeles hotel, prosecutors allege that the two women concocted a murderous scheme– to poison Elisa’s husband and steal money from his practice. In the hotel room, prosecutors claim, they proceeded to inject him with a drug called acepromazine – a horse tranquilizer. 

Elisa had just been asking about horse tranquilizers a few days earlier, Debbie Kail told a packed courtroom when the case was brought to trial. She had asked Debbie if a certain horse tranquilizer could kill a person – and Debbie had told her that it could. Elisa knew that Debbie carried a veterinary kit containing a variety of drugs for horses, including some tranquilizers. Although Debbie said she kept the drugs locked up, Elisa knew the combination to access the kid.

According to what Elisa told police, the women then took her unconscious husband out to Yosemite National Park, with the intent to bury his body when they got there. However, the sandy desert ground was extremely hard, and Larry was still alive. 

“He wanted to sleep,” read Elisa’s statement to police. “His face was droopy.”

Sarah maintains that she refused to help bury Larry in the Nevada desert – so, without any ideas for a backup plan, the women stuffed Larry’s body into the refrigerator in the couple’s garage after he died when they got back home.

“I think this community, our family, and his friends really lost a great person,” said Larry’s daughter, Tavia, just months after her father’s body was found. “He was a very honourable man. He had such a way with people, we just miss him. This was our first Father’s Day without him, and there’s not something to fill that void.”

Sarah told detectives that Elisa had threatened her – if she didn’t help Elisa stuff the body into the refrigerator, she said, Elisa would have killed her. Sarah also admitted to detectives that she had travelled with Elisa after the murder had been committed – including a trip to Las Vegas when Larry’s body had been stuffed in the truck of Elisa’s car.

According to Elisa’s daughter, 18 year old Haylei Jordan, Sarah hadn’t ever appeared to be afraid of her mother. In fact, Haylei testified, she allowed Elisa to use her name on more than one occasion to make purchases that generally demand identification, like cars. Debbie Kail also testified that the relationship between Sarah and Elisa had evolved over the time she’d seen them together – to the point, she said, where it had begun to infringe on the relationship between Elisa and her husband.

“It just seemed like when Sarah would fly in and arrive, (Sarah and Elisa) would get into their little mode, and Larry would be the odd man out,” she said.

Debbie’s father, horse-ranch owner Greg Whalen, also testified that Larry had become increasingly uncomfortable with Sarah’s constant presence in Elisa’s life. According to Greg’s testimony, he’d attended the horse show with the trio the weekend that Larry was poisoned, along with his daughter Debbie.

As the group had dinner together just two days before authorities claim Larry died, Greg said Larry was drinking heavily – and the more intoxicated he became, the more foul the looks and language exchanged between he and Sarah grew.

“Larry did not like Sarah,” Greg told the court. “Sometimes guys talk, and he just thought that Sarah and Elisa were too close.”

Greg said Larry continued to appear “disoriented and confused” throughout the weekend. According to Greg, Larry “just seemed like he wasn’t himself.”

“Larry was very articulate and on top of things, usually,” he said. “He seemed a little depressed.”

He received a call from Larry the night authorities say he died – and according to Greg, he “didn’t sound so good.” The next morning, Elisa and Sarah went to his hotel room to tell him that Larry was gone. According to the women, he’d left in the early morning hours.

Later that same morning, Debbie testified that she saw the two women driving away from the stables in Larry’s truck. Inside the truck bed were two new shovels, bags of dirty clothes, and a wheelchair.

“I’m the one you’re looking for.”

Months later, according to Elisa’s confession, she moved the body to a winery nearby in San Joaquin County, where it stayed until it was discovered by farm workers on February 5, 2002. Elisa had already liquidated her husband’s assets – including his truck and a diamond ring – for a total of more than $500,000, and vanished in a brand new red Jaguar – but not before cashing plenty of settlement checks awarded to victims of personal injury, and making up a number of excuses to explain away Larry’s continued absence from both work and the horse shows they attended regularly.

“(Elisa) was keeping appearances up like she was still running the firm,” Nelida Stone, a spokeswoman for the San Joaquin County Sheriff’s Department, said at a press conference. “All this time, she was still taking everybody’s money.”

Sometimes, they used fairly simple cover stories, like that Larry was unavailable at the time of the call, or that he was out of town for a court appearance. But as time went on, the excuses become more and more elaborate – his absence was attributed to a stint in rehab, a move to Costa Rica, or even that he was living with a cult.

Friends told investigators that after Larry stopped coming with them to the horse shows, Elisa’s appearance also changed quite drastically. She lightened her already light brown hair, started dressing in younger, more stylish clothes, and dropped about 30 pounds between September and late November.

“She and her friend Sarah Dutra now looked a lot alike, even sounded alike,” read a quote from a horse show friend in an affidavit for a search warrant.

Larry McNabney, shockingly, hadn’t even been reported missing until the end of November – months after he’d first been poisoned after the horse show. The report was filed November 30 by a newly hired employee at Larry’s law firm. Although she’d been hired by Elisa, the employee had started to become suspicious that her boss never came in to work, and she had noticed that Elisa and Sarah frequently made misleading statements about his potential whereabouts.

Another missing persons report was filed in January, a few days before Elisa fled California. This time, the report was filed by Larry’s own son, which attracted the attention of Sacramento police – but when they went to interview Elisa, she was already gone.

Despite making her getaway, Elisa wasn’t able to enjoy her freedom for long. A nationwide manhunt was launched after Larry’s body was found, and Elisa hadn’t left the country. She was living in Destin, Florida, and using the alias of Shane Ivaroni. On March 14, she went to dinner and a movie with 48 year old, recently divorced Destin man named Robert Murphy. The pair had attended a Kid Rock concert just a week earlier, and after seeing a movie, she spent the night at his home.

The next morning, he discovered that his date had stolen $600 in cash – along with his pickup truck. However, he also found a note, promising that she would return in a few days. She’d also left the keys to her Jaguar, which he then drove to work. The police were not far behind.

After talking to Robert, the police set up a stake out at his home in an attempt to locate Elisa. They found her soon after, relaxing by the swimming pool at a condominium complex near the house. Her hair, which had been long and light brown when she was married to Larry, was now short and jet black. And while she’d worn a size 10 when Larry was alive, she’d managed to get herself down to a size 3. She was almost unrecognizable.

“She said, ‘I’m the one you’re looking for,’” said Cpl. Rick Hord with the Okaloosa County Sheriff’s Department. “She was tired of running. We got lucky – she was ready to talk.”

Booked into Hernando County Jail, Elisa confessed to law enforcement while awaiting extradition back to California – a hand-written, three page admission of guilt.

“This admission may be the only time she has told the truth in years,” said San Joaquin County deputy district attorney Lester Fleming. “This investigation involved separating the facts from the fiction.”

But just one week later, on Easter Sunday, Elisa took matters into her own hands and hanged herself right in her jail cell. In her suicide note, she asked her lawyer to sue the jail for failing to prevent the suicide, requesting that any funds received as a result of the lawsuit be passed on to her children.

“This is all I can give to my children... my actions now will allow them to move into the future without this heavy burden,” she wrote in the note. “They won’t have to watch my trial on Court TV. It should all die with me.”

A cold-blooded move

She was wrong, though. She’d told police that her friend, Sarah Dutra, was her “partner in crime.” Sarah was also charged with Larry’s murder, and went on trial in 2003. If convicted of first-degree murder, she faced the possibility of life imprisonment with no chance of parole – particularly since the charges included the special circumstances allegation of “murder for financial gain.” 

While the initial charge was for capital murder, a jury found Sarah guilty instead of voluntary manslaughter and being an accessory to murder.

“She is a murderer,” said prosecutor Thomas Testa, requesting that Sarah be handed the maximum sentence. “She should have been convicted of murder, but unfortunately, we have to respect the jury’s verdict. I implore the court, do justice in this case. Throw the book at Sarah Dutra.”

Sarah’s attorney, Kevin Clymo, pointed out that before she met Elisa, Sarah Dutra was an honours student at Vacaville High School with no prior history of criminal activity.

“I would ask the court in this case, your honour, to grant probation for Miss Dutra,” he said, pleading for leniency.

Sarah’s mother Karen also testified on her daughter’s behalf, demonstrating to the court that despite her involvement in Larry McNabney’s murder, Sarah had a “tender side.” According to Karen, Sarah spent much of her time in prison tending to other inmates suffering from illnesses including breast cancer and heart conditions.

Karen, who visited her daughter every week at the Chowchilla prison, said Sarah was honing her art skills from behind bars, as well – even bringing some of Sarah’s completed works with her to the stand.

“Prison is something I think you have to get used to,” she said. “Sarah had to learn to defend herself, stand up to others, too.”

The family also wrote a letter to Garber on Sarah’s behalf, detailing her youth, success in academics, and her potential future in the world of art.

“From a young age, Sarah has reached out to those less fortunate (than) herself with an accepting nature, looking only for the ‘good’ in others,” the letter read. “This past year has been a nightmare for our entire family. With Sarah’s promising future, it has been difficult to fathom the situation with which she found herself entangled. We love our daughter and struggle to accept the fact that Sarah has been found guilty.”

Another letter, from Sarah’s close friend and former roommate Jennifer Murray, attested to Sarah’s clean past and caring nature.

“Anyone that truly knew her would describe her as a friend of integrity that would always go out of her way to help,” she wrote. “Although I do not dispute Sarah’s involvement with Mr. McNabney’s demise, I do truly believe she had been manipulated into her role.”

However, Judge Bernard Garber determined that Sarah showed “little remorse” for her role in the death of Larry McNabney, and imposed the maximum sentence of eleven years, eight months. According to Garber, Sarah’s “sociopathic personality” and “chilling” descriptions of the grisly murder made him refuse the possibility of probation or a reduced sentence.

“The defendant, along with (Elisa), drags the victim’s body down the stairs in the Woodbridge house, stuffs him into the refrigerator ... (and) duct tapes the refrigerator door shut,” he said. “And then, they leave him in that refrigerator for about three months or so.”

Then, he added, Sarah invited McNabney’s son, Joe, out to the house for an evening of partying – while his father’s dead body was crammed inside of the taped up refrigerator. According to Larry McNabney’s daughter Tavia Williams, this was a “cold-blooded” move – and Garber agreed.

“If that’s not callousness, I don’t know what is,” he said. “Probation is denied.”

Testa was pleased, and apologized to the victim’s family for Sarah choosing not to address them in court.

“How she has torn apart our family and our hearts ... what she has put us through over the last few months has been horrific,” said Tavia.

“Every day we sat in court, you would smile and wave at your dad, showing no respect or remorse ... for this unthinkable act. Even while they showed pictures of our dad with body parts sticking out of the ground, or the (video) tapes would describe what the two of you did to our dad, there was never evidence by your body language that you were ever sorry.”

Sarah was also ordered by the court to pay restitution in the amount of $157,000 to some of Larry’s clients, as well as the attorney fees for her own representation.

A series of unsuccessful appeals followed the initial trial. According to appellate justices, the trial judge who had presided over Sarah’s case had “overstepped his bounds” by sentencing her to the maximum eleven years – the standard term for voluntary manslaughter was just six years.

Sarah had served eighty-five per cent of that sentence when she was finally released from the Central California Women’s Facility on August 26, 2011.

“A parole transfer was approved from Sacramento County to Solano County, in order that she be able to maintain strong family ties to aid in her successful reintegration,” said Luis Patino upon Sarah’s release, speaking on behalf of the California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation.

Sarah had a clean record prior to her involvement in the murder, and according to San Joaquin County Deputy Public Defender Keith Arthur, she only went along with Elisa’s suggestions because she wanted to please her friend. According to Arthur, Sarah was also a victim – “a baby: who had been unwittingly manipulated by an older, more experienced woman, a “black widow.”

“She is a secondary victim of one of the most evil people this court will ever see,” Arthur said, describing to the court how Sarah had been conned into committing the crime. “She was a coward, and because of that, Larry died.”

Elisa was not the real name of the friend Sarah had made at the law office. Larry had married a woman named Laren Sims, who had served time at a Florida prison – on charges of fraud and identity theft – before violating her probation, cutting her ankle monitor, and fleeding to Las Vegas with her young daughter. Throughout her life, Elisa used a total of 38 different aliases and had amassed a criminal record spanning 113 pages.

“No one can say there was a gun held to her head,” said Testa, reminding the court that once Larry was dead, the women lived an extravagant lifestyle funded entirely by the money they stole from his law firm. 

“Struggling toward the light”

At a resentencing in 2007, Judge F. Clark Sueyres said Sarah’s own actions showed “unparalleled callousness.” She seemed to have a dual personality, the judge said, noting that she was characterized both as a caring, loving artistic woman – and as a calculating killer.

“I just suggest that somehow you ... reconcile these two parts of you, which we know exist, so that you can truly live the better side of yourself for your future,” Sueyres said.

The 2007 resentencing was necessary after the state’s 3rd District Court of Appeal overturned the 2003 sentence of Superior Court Judge Bernard Garber, who oversaw the original trial. According to the district court’s ruling, the judge had “overstepped his authority.”

This gave Suyres the authority to decide if Sarah should indeed serve the maximum term she had initially been sentenced, eleven years. Based on the time Sarah had already served, a shorter sentence might have meant that she could have walked free. However, Sueyres made the decision that Sarah needed to go back to prison to serve out the remainder of her original sentence.

During her time behind bars, Sarah Dutra continued to pursue her lifelong love of art. Prior to her involvement with Elisa McNabney – or Laren Sims – Sarah had studied abroad in Florence, Italy at an exclusive institute. While studying, Sarah used mediums like charcoals and watercolors, but in prison, she was forced to put her creativity to work.

Instead of typical art supplies, Sarah incorporates everyday materials like mascara or lipstick to color her pieces. A sketch of her sister was completed on a meticulously unfolded plain white envelope. And even without an artist’s usual tools, Sarah’s artistic talent even earned her praise from prosecutor Thomas Testa, who had argued that the “murderer” deserved to remain in prison for her full sentence.

Testa had even voiced concern that, with her innovative artistic ability, Sarah Dutra would be the next in a long history of criminals who cashed in on their infamy to build a name – and earn money – through art. In the past, online auctions have pulled in significant amounts for pieces created by murderers – cult leader Charles Manson’s paintings, artwork by child murderer John Wayne Gacy Jr., or a greeting card hand-drawn by California mass murderer Dorothea Puente.

In an attempt to sway the court into releasing Sarah Dutra from prison, her defense attorney presented two of her pieces at the hearing – attempting to showcase the more human side of a woman whose “unparalleled callousness” had been emphasized in the past. One of these works was a large oil painting of a scene at a café, while the other piece – the sketch on the unfolded enveloped – was of Sarah’s younger sister Rachel in Yosemite Valley, holding her arms out to her sides while riding a bicycle.

With Sarah ordered to pay a large amount of money to her victims, Testa said he worried the young artist might try to secretly earn a profit off her artwork while serving time in prison.

“I hope I’m wrong,” he said, admitting he appreciated the piece Sarah had done of her sister in Yosemite. “If her art does fetch a price, that should go where the judge ordered it.”

But according to Sarah’s attorney, San Joaquin County Deputy Public Defender Keith Arthur, there are currently no artworks of hers in circulation – as far as he knew, anyway. He said while he has no education or knowledge of art, he could see some of Sarah’s personal struggles depicted through the contrast of the lighting in her café scene.

“The value they had to me is that prison did not crush her spirit,” he said. “She’s still struggling toward the light, like we all do.”

This idea is part of why many prisoners tend to turn inward and explore their artistic sides while living behind bars, according to Ed Mead, a former prisoner in Washington who now runs a website where inmates can sell their works. Mead said art “gives prisoners a skill and sense of self-worth.”

“You keep them in a cage day in and day out and expect them to come out better people,” he said.

JoDee Bebout, who was married to Larry McNabney and mothered his two grown children, has remarried and forgiven Sarah Dutra for her role in Larry’s death – but doesn’t understand why anyone would ever want to own a piece of artwork created by a convicted killer. If Sarah hadn’t killed her ex-husband, JoDee said, no one would know her name – and her pieces, no matter how good, would have no value.

“It gave me an icky chill,” she said of Sarah’s café scene painting presented in court. “Now that she’s a high-profile killer, maybe there’s a weirdo out there who may buy it.”

A made-for-TV movie called “Lies My Mother Told Me” was based on the case. The film, which aired in 2005 on Lifetime, featured Joely Richardson as Elisa, Kailin See as Sarah, and Hayden Panettiere as Elisa’s daughter Haylei.

“We, as his children, are working on forgiveness for our health and well-being,” Williams said, following the announcement that Sarah Dutra would be released on parole.
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ANA BENSON

Richard and Stacy Schoeck had a perfect marriage, or at least it looked ideal for their friends and family. Even though they have been together for a long time, they seemed to have eyes only for each other. Richard was Stacy’s fifth husband and everyone was certain that he was indeed the love of her life. The couple still went on dates and celebrated their love in every way possible. So when Valentine’s Day in 2010 came around, the Schoecks were setting up a romantic little getaway and a card exchange in a picturesque Belton Bridge Park which is located in Lula, Georgia. 

Lula is a quiet little tourist town so when their Police Department received a frantic phone call with Stacy on the other end of the line, they knew something serious had happened. The town was shocked to discover that a murder occurred right there in their calm little oasis. But soon enough, the sinister plot started to unravel and the law enforcement realized that things were not as they seemed. 

So what made Stacy Schoeck turn on her loving husband and who helped her with the murderous plan? 

Early life

Stacy Morgan was born in 1971 in Florida. Her childhood wasn’t perfect at all and her father died when she was really young. This left a permanent mark on Stacy even though her mother remarried soon and she did have a father figure in her life. She was also molested during this time frame by an individual who remained anonymous to everyone around her. Stacy grew up to be a lovely teenage girl who would fall in love easily. She met her first husband while she was still in high school and the couple got married shortly after. Unfortunately, he wasn’t what Stacy was looking for and it took her two years to come to this conclusion. She filed for a divorce and the two separated. 

When Stacy was twenty years old, she met her second husband. Soon after the wedding, Stacy found out that she was pregnant with her first child. The marriage lasted a little more than a year and she once again filed for a divorce when her son was just a toddler. Instead of being beaten down by two failed marriages, Stacy remained strong and made a decision to improve herself. After all, she was only twenty-two years old. She applied for college and got accepted. Stacy moved on to raise her son on her own and earn a degree in psychology and nursing at the same time. 

She managed to find the employment as soon as she got out of college. Stacy was still very optimistic about her love life and wanted to find someone to spend the rest of her life with. She met her third husband in 1997 but unfortunately, the marriage was short-lived once again. It lasted for only six weeks. Stacy decided to date casually in the future and gave birth to her second son in 1998. She was still a single mother but this didn’t seem to bother her at all. 

Stacy did need to improve her financial status and she found a better job opportunity at a clinic which was located in Atlanta. The family moved over there and she was ready to start over. She got an excellent position at the hospital’s administration with the possibility of even better promotion. She would assist the doctors on a daily basis with various tasks. Stacy was a successful and independent woman who was capable of taking care of her two small boys on her own. 

But something was still missing and Stacy was longing for a partner who would be there for her. She was tired of casual encounters and needed some stability. So in 2001 she married for the fourth time and moved out to a small town near Atlanta. She got pregnant once again and gave birth to her third son. She lived in a large house with her fourth husband and it seemed that her life was absolutely perfect. Her boys were happy and they loved the suburban lifestyle. On the other hand, Stacy was still unhappy. Soon after the separation from her fourth husband in 2005, Stacy met Richard Schoeck, a graphic designer who was slightly older than her. He was a patient at the hospital where Stacy worked at the time. The two hit it off immediately. 

Richard Schoeck was an adventurer who lived his life to the maximum. Stacy
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