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Some people are desperately unlucky.  Misfortune follows them, leeching into every part of their lives.  And just when it seems that matters might be turning for the better, it strikes again.  Others contribute to their own personal tragedies, individual actions steering their lives, like a mis-programmed driverless car, towards their own downfalls.

Which of these destinies applies most to Sandra Bridewell depends very much on your own perspective, your personal interpretations of the facts, of the suggestions, of the outcomes.  But the sobriquet ‘The Black Widow’ gives a clear idea of where many stand in their interpretation of her life choices.

Yet there are two sides to every story.  Our early lives shape us, and it certainly seems to be the case that Sandra’s formative years were troubled.  The extent to which those uncertain times contributed to her later path is again up to the individual to decide.  Sandra Bridewell was adopted shortly after she was born in April 1944, and her birth parents remain unknown.  Her new parents were Camille and Arthur Powers, of Sedalia, Missouri.  Those first few years were good.  Sandra was loved by both parents and life was comfortable.  Arthur managed a packaging plant, where Dr Pepper soda was pumped into bottles ready for sale. Camille was a typical post-war housewife.

Whether absence from her biological parents pitted those early years we can but guess, but certainly what happened when Sandra was just three years old would play a significant part in her future and turn what had been a relatively normal childhood into years of unhappiness.

Camille was killed in a car accident.  Arthur was devastated.  Suddenly alone, with the responsibility of a toddler to raise, his life turned upside down.  The impact on young Sandra can only have been considerable.  In the end her father decided that a new start was essential.  He gave up the bottling plant and moved to Oak Cliff, Texas, a pleasant suburb of Dallas, where he remarried.

He moved from manufacturing to sales, working as a salesman of cemetery plots.  Sandra was young enough to adapt to her new life in some respects, but in one major way, she failed to adjust at all.  It was not really her own fault.  Her new stepmother, Doris, was – according to Sandra at least, and that is something (given what we will soon learn) that needs to be treated with caution – a stepmother of fairy tale evilness.

The two failed to develop any kind of relationship.  With Arthur working long hours and often away, tensions between the females in his life grew more intense with every passing year.  Doris could not accept her new daughter, was jealous of the affection she drew from Arthur.  In turn, Sandra never made a bond with her new mother.  After all, this was the third woman in her young life to take on the role of principal carer.  Firstly, and briefly, had been her birth mother, then Camille had provided a blip of happiness.  But now it was down to Doris.  And she did not care about her daughter at all.

According to what Sandra would later claim, those early years were full of woe.  Doris refused to allow friends over for birthday parties or sleepovers.  The result was that Sandra found it hard to build close relationships with her peers.  She would fight incessantly with her mother, often resulting in Sandra finding herself locked in a dark closet as a punishment.

Perhaps worse of all, Doris would know how to hit the most sensitive nerves in her young daughter.  She would tell her that nobody loved her, nobody cared for her and nobody wanted her.  If such treatment was the case, then it inevitably that behaviour must have played a role in the making of Sandra Bridewell.  Her self-confidence, self-esteem and self-belief were shattered.  She became needy and dependent, yet also manipulative. Classmates tell of how, as a young woman, she developed a well formulated process for attracting men.

She would adopt – perhaps the term is unfair, it could have been her real self – the persona of a helpless victim.  A woman apparently skilled socially but vulnerable.  Soon, her tactics would deliver more than just a succession of boyfriends.

After completing High School – she graduated in 1962 - Sandra attended college without committing to her education and, after a year, dropped out. It seemed to those who knew her at the time that her intention was simple.  To secure a husband.

But, they felt, she did not want a man for love, or security or to provide her with emotional comfort.  No, the men she sought had one thing in common.  And that was to do with the number of dollar bills they possessed.  ‘She had a way with men, they were fascinated with her,’ recalled a childhood friend when Sandra’s criminal case was hitting the headlines many years later.

Indeed, Sandra fabricated a number of stories about her early life.  Perhaps because it had been so unhappy, or maybe because she liked it that her lies earned her attention, the tales of her upbringing varied depending on who she was with at the time.  Sympathy would be evoked when she claimed that both her adoptive parents had been killed.

On other occasions a different tale she loved to tell was that her parents were wealthy Irish aristocrats.  She would also reveal another tragedy in her life, the falsehood of a successful boyfriend who appeared to have it all, Westpoint, money...but who had committed suicide, shooting himself while she looked on, aghast but helpless.

For all her tales and troubles, Sandra soon appeared to find happiness – or money.  Maybe both.  She met David Stegall, a successful, high-end dentist who was born and bred in Los Angeles and had a number of celebrities among his clientele.  Now living in Dallas, he enjoyed a sprawling house, loved his flash cars and was attracted to beautiful women.  Sandra certainly fitted that last category.  Dark haired, slim with a perfect face, she was the text book wife.  Her seductive charms quickly won Stegall over.

The two married and three daughters quickly followed.  It seemed, on the surface, an ideal marriage.  The 1960s were in full swing and the young family could have been on the cover of any lifestyle magazine.  But as is often the case, what appeared to be so idyllic from the outside was covering a troubled core.  That maelstrom centred on Sandra’s spending.  Her lifestyle was so extravagant that she drained her husband dry.  

The marriage lasted nearly thirteen years, but by the mid-1970s even Stegall’s salary was no match for the speed in which his wife went through money.  He fell into serious debt, being forced to borrow heavily from his father to meet her financial commitments and save their house.  The pressure was intense, and soon the story of the Westpoint boyfriend was being mirrored in reality.  Sandra found her husband in a closet, with a gun pointed at his head.  She talked him out of suicide, but he survived only a few weeks.  A second suicide attempt was successful, and Stegall was discovered on his bed, his wrists slashed, and his head blasted open with a shotgun wound.  

No suspicion fell on Sandra and the loving wife, to the outside world at least, had encountered yet another tragedy in her short but rollercoaster life.  She was just thirty-one years old.

Stegall was well insured.  The money covered his, or more accurately her, debts, and the newly widowed thirty-something sold her late husband’s practice and found herself again able to spend as freely as she wished.  Once more she turned on her charms and went on the look-out for eligible men, meeting several and dating many.  Soon, she met a Dallas property developer called Bobby Bridewell.  He was well known in the area, and very rich.  They married, Bridewell officially adopting her three daughters as his own, and they settled in a large and comfortable house, living in one of the most affluent parts of Dallas.  

Yet tragedy remained a regular visitor to Sandra Bridewell’s door.  While this time no suspicion at all could fall on her for the events that ensued, her own behaviour did little to evoke sympathy among those who knew her or, when matters escalated later, the public and media as a whole.

Bobby Bridewell developed cancer, and his health went downhill rapidly.  It seems as though the circumstances hit Sandra hard, but not hard enough to stop her moving him out of the house to live with a friend so she could have it re-designed to her taste.  Bobby died while staying with the friend, and husband number two had passed.

It was after Bobby’s death that matters became more sinister.  Sandra befriended her late husband’s oncologist, Dr John Bagwell, and his wife.  John and Betsy welcomed the grieving woman into their lives and went out of their way to be warm and helpful.  But their kindness was exploited, and soon they began to weary of the constant unexpected visits – Sandra even turned up in New Mexico where the couple were holidaying.  Requests for childcare were at first happily met, then reluctantly accepted until eventually they felt that they had to put their foot down.  John and Betsy, after all, had their own lives to lead.

Yet, inexplicably, on June 16th 1982, Betsy was found in an airport parking lot, she had been shot in the head with a stolen gun; apparently, it was suicide.  The story, though, is far more complex and disturbing than even this.  Why would the wife of a successful doctor, in an apparently happy marriage, kill herself?  And, why had there been no suicide note? Later, a privately funded investigation would throw doubt onto the entire suicide theory.  

It transpired that the last person to see Betsy alive had been Sandra Bridewell.  She had asked for Betsy to drive her to the hospital to hire a car, as her own had broken down.  Then, Sandra realised that she had left her licence in her own car, and Betsy drove her back to this before once again returning to the hospital.  She was never seen alive again.

Many doubts existed over the whole affair, but the police settled on suicide, and would not re-open the case. 

Sandra was forty-one when she first met her the man who would become her third husband.  Alan Rehrig was eleven years her junior and had just moved into the area after getting a new job working for a mortgage company.  He was driving around, looking for a place to live when he spied Sandra in her yard.  He stopped to ask if she knew of any apartments that might be suitable for a young, single man and she agreed to help him look.

The newcomer to town was a man looking to settle down.  Like so many college sports stars – he had been a fine athlete – Rehrig had struggled to make the move from college hero to successful adult.  First, he’d tried a career as a golf professional, but earning a living as a sportsman requires considerable talent and although good, he did not possess the necessary edge to really reach the big time.  Next, a dabble in the growing local oil business also failed to bring returns.

So, when his pal from way back, Phil Askew, was looking to extend his own mortgage business, Rehrig leapt at the opportunity.  Askew said later: ‘We were looking at adding a few people, so I said, “Why don’t you come on down here, and we’ll give it a try.’  Askew recalled the speed with which Rehrig took his chance.  ‘I think he was down here the next week.’

Sandra Bridewell and Rehrig quickly became close, and Rehrig was great with her own kids.  His mother, Gloria, explained the relationship, and the physical attraction her son felt for the older woman.  ‘He thought she was beautiful,’ she said.  But the relationship was once more based on Sandra’s lies; she claimed to be just 36, then came an even bigger untruth.  She turned up at his office one day and announced that she was pregnant, with twins.  What Rehrig did not know was that such an outcome was impossible.  Sandra had needed a hysterectomy some years before and was unable to have children.  Yet both Alan Rehrig and his mother were completely taken in by the stories his lover told.  ‘We felt sorry for her’, said the older woman later, ‘He felt like he had something to offer her with his family, and she just embraced us like we were going to be her saviours.’  In fact. Sandra was simply applying her standard tactic, that of playing the poor little rich girl.  Rehrig’s friend, Carl McKinney, offers more of the story telling of a time the two of them collected him for an outing.

‘He picked me up in a Mercedes Benz that she owned.  Well, she sat on the console next to him’ McKinney told NBC news at the time of Bridewell’s trial in 2008. ‘She hung on to him while he drove.’  McKinney was taken in by her allure as well, envying his friend the beautiful woman who seemed to adore him.

Rehrig was in love, although a little worried by the speed at which matters were moving, and the couple were married by the end of the year.  The final rivet to seal her ambition was the ‘news’ that she had ‘miscarried’ and lost their twins.  How could she not be treated with love and sympathy after enduring such an ordeal?

It was a short-lived liaison.  This time, Sandra did not wait before spending her new husband dry.  ‘She can get through $20000 a month!’ he once told friends.  She also persuaded him to take out a large insurance policy on his life.

Rehrig soon had seen enough, and in under a year he separated from his new wife, moving in with the same friend, Phil Askew, who had given him the job with his mortgage company.  But Sandra was not going to let go that easily.  She contacted him within a couple of weeks and said that they needed to talk.  They agreed to meet at a storage depot – each had placed some of their possessions there when they moved into their shared house.  

Askew picked up the story.  ‘I was pulling into the driveway, and he was pulling out.  I waved at him, and he waved at me.  That’s the last I saw him.’

Askew thought no more of it until, a few hours later, he received a call from Sandra.  She stated that her estranged husband had not shown up, which she said was typical of his behaviour.  Although Askew told her that he had left for the meeting, she said that she would not wait any longer and was heading home.  Alan Rehrig failed to return to either Askew’s house, or his own, that night.

Next, Sandra hired a private investigator, William Dear.  Rehrig’s friends assumed it was to help find her missing husband but in fact it was to protect her from him, she maintained.  Dear told NBC that, according to Sandra, there had been an incident which had scared her badly.  She had been water skiing behind Alan’s boat when he had made a sudden, unexpected and violent turn.  The force of the change in direction had thrown her off her skis and into the water. Then he had left her struggling in the lake.  She was, she had told Dear, afraid for her life.

Perhaps that explained why she would not report Rehrig missing to the local police when he failed to show for their meeting and was not seen in the days that followed.  Or, the reason could be more sinister.  People would later wonder whether the move to get her home protected from a would-be killer husband was no more than a cynical ploy to remove suspicion from herself.  That was one of the problems with Sandra Bridewell, nothing she said, or did, could really be taken at face value.

The next time Rehrig was seen, he was dead.  Shot in the head and chest, he was discovered slumped in his Ford Bronco in Oklahoma.  

Sandra was a suspect...but only if indeed a crime had been committed.  She alternated between playing the poor, but proper, lady; the victim of life’s tempests on the one hand and completely refusing to answer questions on the other.  In the end, there was nothing investigators could do but let her go.  Their plan had been to question the not very grieving three-time widow further but when she hired some high-powered Dallas lawyers they made it clear to the police that they should either charge their new client or leave her alone.  It made Pacheco even more suspicious.  Surely, the almost certain murder of a husband, even one to whom marriage was shaky, would make a person want to know the truth?  Therefore, would they not help the police with their enquiries to the greatest extent that they could?

Pacheco held the firm belief that Sandra was Rehrig’s killer. Perhaps the crime was committed simply to get her hands on the insurance policy he had recently taken out; perhaps the motive was fear – fear of her husband, or maybe just a fear that, if they divorced, he would get some of her estate.  Yet the facts were skimpy; consisting of little more than hearsay and speculation.  It was the case that Sandra could have shot him when they met at the storage lot – but she denied that he ever turned up.  Yes, their limited evidence pointed to the fact that Rehrig’s six feet one-inch frame was behind the steering wheel when he was shot, and the seat was much further forward when the car was found, suggesting that he had been shot elsewhere and driven to Oklahoma.  Sandra Bridewell was only five feet three inches but being shorter than a husband is not evidence of murder.

True, Rehrig was dressed for warmer climes than chilly Oklahoma, wearing just a t shirt and shorts when discovered in freezing conditions.  Dallas was substantially warmer than the more northern city but having a higher temperature does not make a place the definite site of a crime.  Certainly, Sandra’s alibi gave a window of opportunity, over night, when she could have returned to the car and driven it north before coming home, perhaps by coach or train, to Dallas.  But lack of an alibi does not point to murder.  

The lawyers had won, and there was nothing at all Steve Pacheco and his fellow investigators could do other than to end their enquiries into Sandra’s role in her husband’s death, whatever their suspicions might otherwise tell them.

Sandra might have appeared to mourn deeply over the loss of her second husband, Bobby Bridewell, but she had no such pretensions with regards to Rehrig.  She was late for his funeral, where he was buried with the minimum of fuss in the cheapest way possible.  She even got friends to meet those costs, such as they were.  Meanwhile, she was banking the $220000 insurance money his policy delivered.  Then again, this third marriage was breaking down, she did claim to have been scared by Rehrig’s behaviour, and she had seen herself as a suspect – deserved or otherwise – in his murder.  Perhaps she had reason to be less than devastated by his death.

A friend from the time, Barbara Nathan, offered a little perspective on Sandra’s behaviour: ‘She was a little flirty. So were some of the men, I might add,’ she said.  It is not hard to imagine the impact this striking lady in the open topped Mercedes from the best zip code in Dallas could have on many men.  They were flattered by her attention, lured by her charms.

But although she was free, and wealthy, Sandra appeared to have gone too far this time.  Losing one husband to death might be unfortunate, a second careless but a third is downright suspicious – add to that mysterious circumstances surrounding the suicide of her friend and people were beginning to talk.  Then, a local magazine published an article highlighting the mysterious circumstances that seemed to follow Sandra like a particularly virulent form of the plague – a variety from which she was immune but that seemed to attack her friends and lovers with impunity.

She moved with her family from Dallas and headed to the liberal Californian city of San Francisco.  There, she established ‘friendships’ with a number of men who, in return for her attentions and apparent lack on inhibition when it came to the bedroom, were prepared to offer her gifts and, sometimes, substantial loans.  One of $23000 was soon surpassed by another of $70000. In both of these cases the victims tried to get their money back through the courts, but Sandra Bridewell had a way of avoiding retribution.

The US is a big place, and as soon as stories began to close in on her Sandra would move to other States, catching victims on the way.  She managed to find homes in Hawaii, Boston and Connecticut, the wealthy owners easily duped by her charms.  But Sandra Bridewell’s selfishness then began to take on new depths.  Firstly, she sought to use religion as a way into men’s wallets.  She pretended to be a missionary who travelled the world working with orphans from the poorest parts of the globe.  Meanwhile, she became less circumspect about her attempts to secure money; she took on the social security numbers of other people and used these to get hold of credit cards which she would then spend out, with not a single intention of paying anything back.  Even more despicably, she used her daughters’ credit history to extend her own spending.  All three of her children were sent into spiralling debt.

As the web closed in on the soon to be named Black Widow, Bridewell changed her name, using her adoptive mother’s name of Camille; later she would drop the central ‘e’ in her surname to become Bridwell.  Perhaps she realised that her actions were soon to catch up with her.

By 2006 Sandra Bridewell was living in North Carolina and using yet another false name, this time Camille Bowers.  She had moved in as a kind of glamourous housekeeper to look after a wealthy but elderly woman called Sue Mosely.  Sandra had reached a deal with Sue’s son, Jim, that she would look after the housekeeping, cleaning and so forth in return for free board and lodging in the luxurious home.

For Sandra, it was too good an opportunity to miss.  A trusted position living with an elderly lady with loads of money!  Very soon social security checks were making their way to her account, mortgage payments were being diverted and she gained ready access to Sue Moseley’s bank details.  But Jim became suspicious, did some research leading him to finally finding a lengthy newspaper report on his mother’s housekeeper’s previous life.  He went to the police with his suspicions and agreed to act as the front man in a sting.

It led to Sandra Bridewell’s arrest, and subsequent conviction for fraud, identify theft, theft and was sentenced to two years in prison, along with a huge fine of $250000.  But the police remained suspicious that she had done more, and the case into the death of Alan Rehrig was reopened.

Was Sarah Bridewell the culprit?  It is something we may never properly discover.  For local police officer Steve Pacheco, it remains unfinished business.  ‘It’s the case that I’ll never forget,’ he said ‘I wish it was solved.  I mean, it will never go away.’

Back in the 1980s, when he was investigating the crime, he received an anonymous call from Dallas.  This communication, from a woman who is still unidentified, told Sandra’s full story, contagious warts and all.  But to what extent could it be believed?  As outwardly pleasant as she might have seemed to the dinner party and tennis set of wealthy women who lived around her, she never really fitted in.  She was a bit of a loner, polite but reserved.  And there was always the lingering suspicion that she was on the prowl, that the husbands who provided these women with their enviable lifestyles could be led astray by the dark-haired woman.  Lured into her web, as it might be said.  Could the stories and suspicions regarding Sandra be no more than exaggerations and the bitter outpourings of an envious woman?

Rehrig’s friend, Carl McKinney, tried to put the change in his friend’s life in some kind of perspective.  To McKinney, that first sight of Sandra Bridewell was crucial.  ‘When he drove up and saw her, he was just mesmerised,’ said McKinney of his friend.  ‘I think it was: “Wow! Look at this lady.’  But hooking a husband is not a crime.  And although we know that the Black Widow did break the law, in an odious and vicious way, there is a difference between fraud – even when it involves robbing a vulnerable old lady – and murder.

Perhaps the adopted girl with the terrible childhood was the victim of tragedies which saw the deaths of three husbands and a close friend.  Perhaps she just had an unlucky life, her own wrongful acts of fraud stimulated by a very difficult upbringing where she never had the chance to feel wanted in her new family.

Or, perhaps that is not the case at all.  Perhaps the black widow lived up to its reputation as one of the most efficient killers in the entire animal kingdom.  Its bite is deadly, its poison lethal.  

BLACK WIDOW : The True Story of DENA THOMPSON

––––––––

BRIANNA WELLS 

Dena Thompson is a woman who held power over  every man that had the misfortune of falling for her charms. 

Dubbed a psychopath, Dena succeeded in fooling everyone around her, including investigators, with her lies and charm for over twenty years. 

Dena would post to Lonely Hearts columns and lure a steady stream of lovers and husbands into her world, eventually leaving each one emotionally and financially bankrupt. 

Her first husband lost everything to her and wound up as a desperate man on the run from a mafia threat that did not exist. With one husband gone and his money spent, Thompson would go on to bigamously marry Julian Webb, a successful advertising salesman. In three short years, Mr. Webb would be found dead in his bed from an unexplainable drug overdose.   Thompson’s third and final husband would soon be fighting for his life when she
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