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The shooting death of a prominent business figure in Colorado was difficult to solve for local police authorities. Unlike other murder cases, the killer or killers left virtually no forensic evidence at the scene for investigators to pick up. Sometimes an unorthodox way of thinking is what it takes to crack complex cases, and an endocrinologist, a forensic botanist, and staff at a small-town café provided all of the details needed to crack down on the case’s prime suspect.

The chilling story of Jill Coit, a serial wife turned serial murderer, began long before she met her eighth husband, Gerald Boggs. Born Jill Lonita Billiott, her early years saw no traumatic or scarring experiences, and she was even a popular student in her high school in Louisiana. Jill began her career as a successful model. Her warm and outgoing persona helped build relationships with a number of men who would eventually become hypnotized by the former model’s character and physique. She had a history of marrying men for financial gain, and at 28-years-old even convinced an elderly man to adopt her. She inherited a tremendous portion of the estate when her adoptive father passed away. However, the one case that finally brought her façade to the public eye was with the death of Gerald – a case that baffled the police and their small community.

At an elevation of over 7,000 feet above sea level, Steamboat Springs, Colorado, has some of the tallest ski mountains that North America has to offer. Gerald, a life-long resident of the small town, never imagined life outside of the ski resort village. His family business, Bogg’s Hardware, had been established more than 60 years prior on the busy road of Main Street. He was known for his outgoing personality, making friends with anybody and everybody who visited his store. Friends and store visitors commended him for exhibiting extreme kindness and generosity in his business dealings.

Jill first came into contact with Gerald after visiting his hardware store in search of power tools and materials to renovate a bed and breakfast that she and her son had taken over. Her renovation project soon makes her a regular visitor at Bogg’s Hardware. From the beginning, Jill had shown an attraction to the 50-year-old bachelor, and needless to say, Gerald was thrilled over the attention. It didn’t take long for him to fall head-over-heels in love with the former model.

Jill’s ability to attract men with a single look came naturally to her. Her career as a model gave her self-confidence that would show through the way she communicated with men, and she was oftentimes the instigator of conversations. She was known for coming on strongly and aggressively to them, but her sensual demeanor only made her advances much more effective at grabbing men’s attention.

Jill spared none of her southern charm when she interacted with Gerald, and only months after their first encounter, they were married and engaged. The middle-aged man from Steamboat Springs is overwhelmed with joy that he’s getting married for the first time ever. But it’s a shotgun wedding as she told Gerald that she was pregnant with his child. The news of her pregnancy only makes him more excited, and the prospect of becoming a father excites him even further.

However, as time goes by, Jill’s stomach doesn’t appear to grow bigger in size. His friends knew of the pregnancy and would constantly comment on Jill’s lack of pregnancy belly. This infuriates her to the point of physically abusing her husband, both in private and in public, and he learns not to mention the pregnancy to or around her anymore. Meanwhile, Doug Boggs, Gerald’s older brother, is becoming increasingly worried about Jill’s growing interest of the finances of their family business, and his concern reaches the point where he hires a private detective to dig up information about Jill’s mysterious past. The detective’s report showed that Jill had been lying about her age to Gerald, and that she was much older than she claimed to be. It also showed that she had been married 11 times, including to Gerald, and that she was still legally married to her seventh husband, an auctioneer in Indiana named Eldon Metzger. Furthermore, several of her past marriages overlapped with one another. He immediately annuls the marriage, but Jill doesn’t take the news well.

On October 23, 1993, Gerald wasn’t there to open the doors and run the business as usual. Surprised by his odd absence, Doug went to his home to check up on his brother. There, he received the shock of his life as he found Gerald lying dead on the floor near the back of his home. Bullet holes on his body, as well as a nearby plastic bag and bloodied shovel, led Doug to believe that his younger sibling, a man that their community so revered, had been brutally beaten and shot to death.

Susan Kitchen, the lead agent responsible for the mysterious death of Gerald, told reporters that the victim appeared to have been ambushed while he was in his home. The shovel found at the scene was used to beat the 50-year-old over the head with wild swings that had left scrapes in the wooden overhead beams. The suspects were assumed to have made their entrance into Gerald’s home through the backdoor that he so often left unlocked. Surprisingly, investigators reported no missing valuables from the victim’s home. In addition, crime scene investigators produced no foreign hair strands, no foot impressions, and no fingerprints. The District Attorney was just as stumped by the lack of any trace of DNA, leading authorities to believe that they were dealing with a skilled hitman.

However, eyewitness reports from neighbors and passersby informed police that two suspicious-looking males were near Gerald’s home on the day of his murder. Despite Halloween been several weeks away, the two men looked like they were wearing disguises, peaking into Gerald’s home, and walking back and forth on his front lawn.

Despite the lack of evidence pointing to a single or multiple actors in Gerald’s death, police investigators naturally had an inkling that Gerald’s recently divorced wife, Jill, would at least have valuable information that they could follow. The two got married after she alleged that she had become pregnant with Gerald’s child. Several of his close friends speculated that there wasn’t any genuine affection between him and Jill and that she tricked him into impregnating her so they would have to marry to save face. It was unlike Gerald to fraternize with a person who was the polar opposite of himself, let alone marry a woman that his friends called off the wall, unhinged, and plainly wrong for him. Her personality, though so liked by the people of Steamboat Springs, didn’t suit him at all. 

Report of their marriage and annulment showed that their relationship didn’t last, and only after seven grief-filled days, it was finally over. Gerald had the marriage annulled after learning that his wife hadn’t yet divorced her previous husband. Gerald immediately cut ties with the conniving woman after the annulment, not wanting to associate himself with a woman who had a shady past. Her reaction to their canceled marriage wasn’t as calm as his. Instead, she ran a large-scale smear campaign against him, communicating her dissatisfaction at his hasty reaction to her on-going divorce, and spreading news of Gerald throwing her out of his home despite knowing full-well that she was carrying his baby.

When investigators confronted Jill to question her about her whereabouts at the time of Gerald’s murder, she gave them an alibi. She alleged that on the night of his death, she was camping at the Poudre National Park more than 100 miles away from Steamboat Springs. Her new boyfriend, Michael Backus, backed up what she told police investigators. This left them just as bewildered as they were before interrogating Jill as to who killed the town’s popular hardware store owner and why.

The autopsy revealed the gut-wrenching details of Gerald’s last living moments. He was beaten repeatedly over the head with a shovel and shot three times with a .25-caliber pistol in the chest. The shovel used to pummel the recently-divorced store owner remained at the crime scene, and investigators brought it in for analysis. The shovel itself appeared to be extremely worn due to age and have a porous handle shaft. The autopsy also showed mysterious marks around Gerald’s neck and right ear as if he had been burned or electrocuted. Medical examiners concluded that whoever swung the weapon at Gerald’s head was most likely wearing gloves at the time. Residual blood stains in the shape of fingers and palms could be found all over the shovel, but there was a lack of ridges that could help trace the marking back to a potential perpetrator.

In addition to the head trauma and gunshot wounds found in his chest, other injuries found on Gerald’s body were inexplicable. Medical examiners used body temperature and rigor mortis methods – some of the most inaccurate routines to determine the time and manner of a victim’s death – to conclude that Gerald was murdered during the night before his body was discovered. Police had two leads which they could follow: eyewitness reports of two men, seemingly in disguise, who staked Gerald’s home on the afternoon when he was murdered; and Jill had officially become a suspect in the case. 

Reports showed that she and Gerald had had a dispute over a $100,000 loan under Gerald’s name to fund a local bed and breakfast business that Jill and her sons were running. The loan was taken out during their brief week-long marriage. Friends of Gerald recalled moments during his brief marriage where he showed signs of internal heartache and suffering. Judy Prier-Lewis, one of Gerald’s closest friends, explained to reporters Gerald’s embarrassment over having to get his marriage annulled. The big-time business owner had never been married before, and his first marriage begins with an extraordinary amount of problems that he was ill-equipped to handle. From the get-go, his marriage to Jill was overwhelming, and her on-going marriage to her previous husband was just the opening he needed to be rid of her once and for all.

Police evidence showed that Gerald had a growing suspicion of his ex-wife after their marriage was annulled when he learned that she had lied about her date of birth. His wariness led him to hire his close friend and private investigator, Judy Prier-Lewis, to look into Jill’s background. What she discovered was shocking.

Jill’s previous claims that she was pregnant with Gerald’s baby were a fabrication. In fact, she had a hysterectomy several years before she even moved to Steamboat Springs and met Gerald. Upon learning this awful secret, Judy immediately told Gerald of his ex-wife’s lies and warned him to steer clear of her at all times, but he didn’t heed her warnings.

The mounting evidence that the private investigator uncovered about Gerald’s former wife was appalling. Jill told lie after lie to Gerald about her background and the number of times she was married. Including Gerald, Jill had been married a total of 11 times to nine different men. Surprisingly, after their marriage was annulled, Jill had plans to walk down the aisle to her latest boyfriend, Michael Backus. Gerald’s initial reaction was to hearing the news of his former wife’s latest wedding plans was of amusement.

However, what wasn’t as amusing was the fact that Jill’s third husband, William Clark Coit, Sr. whose last name she retains to this day, was shot and murdered two decades earlier. The firearm used to do the misdeed was the same caliber weapon that would eventually claim Gerald’s life. Jill alleged that a burglar had entered their home and shot William, Sr. to death before fleeing the scene. Police were baffled at the mysterious case, wondering why a burglar would murder someone but leave their valuables untouched. In order to avoid further questioning, Jill admitted herself into a mental hospital, following the advice of her lawyer and two-time husband. Without being able to question her regarding her whereabouts at the time of William, Sr.’s death, police didn’t have any leads or evidence. The case eventually grew cold and was never solved. What’s even more unsettling is the circumstances to which led to William, Sr.’s death were oddly similar to those Gerald was facing: both William, Sr. and Gerald were prepared to take Jill to court to expose her character. 

Judy’s continued digging for the whole truth of Jill’s mysterious background, and what she produced left her and Gerald flabbergasted. Over the course of her career as a serial wife, she made repeated claims of carrying her ex-husbands’ babies, presumably for financial purposes. This was the tipping point for Gerald and he immediate sought legal action against Jill to disclose her true nature. The liar that she was, Jill was proud of her ability to slip through the legal cracks and get off scot-free with fraud. One of her final acts as a free woman was a dramatic step to ensure that her masquerading as an innocent woman and victim of bad marriages would continue.

The argument that brought forth their marriage annulment stemmed from a dispute over a $100,000 loan taken out by Gerald to fund his wife’s bed and breakfast that was run by her son, Seth. Gerald had invested heavily into her business venture, and their annulment had ruined whatever chances she had for business’ success. Since the name was under Gerald’s name, he was a rightful part-owner of the business valued at over $1 million, but Jill wouldn’t have it. She sued him for refusing to surrender the lien he held, but unbeknown to her, Gerald had leverage. He possessed information that would expose her conniving nature and ruin her reputation. She couldn’t risk taking attacks on her character, especially if Gerald could prove her numerous marriages, six bigamies, and false pregnancy claims.

Following leads, investigators needed to be sure of the exact time of Gerald’s death, and even though Jill had a seemingly impervious alibi supported by her latest boyfriend, they weren’t going to let her out of their sights for a single moment. The only way for police to eliminate Jill as a suspect in the case of her former husband’s shooting death was to make certain that his death occurred at night and not earlier in the day. In order to get a more accurate estimate of the time of Gerald’s death, a medical examiner tasked with finding forensic evidence for the case analyzed the undigested food found in Gerald’s stomach. His thinking was simple but ingenious: if he could provide information regarding what the food remnants in Gerald’s stomach were, the police could find out where he ate and interrogate people there.

Investigators retraced Gerald’s steps on the day of his murder, learning that he went to his hardware store on Main Street to open the doors at 10 o’clock, as he did every morning. He remained at the store for a couple of hours before walking two doors down to The Shack Café to have breakfast. At The Shack, he ordered his usual breakfast meal – eggs, toast, and hash browns. Staff at the small-town café could confirm what investigators suspected, and it appeared that they were heading in the right direction.

Dr. David Norris, an endocrinologist at the University of Colorado, and colleague, forensic botanist, Dr. Jane Bock, were asked by investigators to examine the contents of Gerald’s stomach on the day of his death. Dr. Norris explained how plant products found in the stomachs of victims are easily distinguishable since they remain intact throughout the digestive process. 

Forensic officers ran into a wall when they discovered undigested pieces of onion in Gerald’s stomach. The chef at the Shack persisted that no onions are used in preparing the eggs and hash browns that were served to Gerald. Unsure whether to believe the cook, investigators decided to see for themselves and an office was left in the kitchen to directly observe the ingredients and method of preparing food. In the beginning, the officer became disheartened after monitoring the cooking process and discovering that onions are not on the ingredients list of Gerald’s regular breakfast order. However, after observing more closely, the officer noticed that the chef didn’t switch spatulas when preparing different dishes. The spatula used to flip eggs and hash browns had been used to stir other dishes with chopped onions. This was the exact piece of information they needed, and officers could prove without a shadow of a doubt that Gerald’s last meal was breakfast at The Shack Café. This piece of information rendered Jill’s alibi completely worthless since she didn’t mention her whereabouts earlier on the day of Gerald’s gruesome death.

However, investigators were no closer to pointing to finger at Jill since no direct evidence – DNA, fingerprints, confessions – that could connect her to the crime scene. Because the two mysterious men had yet to be identified, police continued to pursue Jill. Armed with a search warrant, they checked her car and found wigs, a stun gun, and maps of Mexico. The highly suspicious items found in the trunk of her car led officers to presume that Jill might have been a part of the two men dressed in disguise wandering around Gerald’s home on the afternoon of his death.

Although the search didn’t produce the .25-caliber gun used to shoot Gerald in the chest, police suspected that the stun gun could have been used to leave the unsightly blemishes on Gerald’s neck and right ear which were noted in the autopsy report. The growing forensic evidence was bringing investigators closer to identifying a perpetrator, but they still had to deal with the mysterious men that Gerald’s neighbors saw walking on his front lawn.

The neighbor who made the report about the two mysterious men told police that Jill and Michael Backus, her new boyfriend and future husband, resembled them in height. Jill was notorious for liking to wear disguised for no apparent reason. Officers tasked with following Jill during the open case came up with a photograph showing her in full disguise, wearing a false beard and mustache. The nail in the coffin of Jill’s alibi was the lack of a payment slip or signature proving her admission into Poudre National Park in Northern Colorado. On December 23, 1993, about two months after Gerald’s body was discovered by his brother in the back door of his home, both Jill and her boyfriend, Michael, were arrested and charged with first-degree murder.

At the preliminary hearing, Jill exhibited emotions of surprise and amusement when the forensic evidence presented against her could link her being at the crime scene on the day of Gerald’s death. Dr. Dobersen, one of the medical examiners tasked with looking at the details of the victim’s shooting death, testified that based on the overwhelming evidence collected throughout the open investigation, Jill and her boyfriend were the ones who committed the murder. Even the manipulative Jill acknowledged how good a job the forensic offices did at linking the murder back to her, and she offered complimenting words to Dr. Dobersen as he finished his presentation to the judge.

Initially, the Boggs family was worried for their lives after Jill threatened to “get” them in a disposition. From that day until the day she was finally convicted, the entire Boggs family was on edge. “We’d never locked our house,” Dough said in a 1995 interview with Rocky Mountain News. “We were never gun people. We locked our house after that. We got guns. We had people stay with us. My parents and my family lived in fear.” 

Unfortunately for Jill, prosecutors produced a surprise witness who could attest to Jill and Michael’s shooting of Gerald in his home. Seth, Jill’s son and manager at the bed and breakfast resort, was given full immunity of prosecution to testify against his mother in court. He told the judge that immediately after his mother and associate had done away with Gerald, she phoned him to inform him, “Hey, baby, it’s over and it was messy.” The District Attorney believed that Seth, despite having information regarding his mother’s involvement in Gerald’s murder, played no part in the act. At most, he was a person who was unwillingly receiving information from somebody trying to get him mixed up in the whole situation.

Prosecutors speculated that Jill and Michael had put on a disguise and entered Gerald’s home through his back door in the early afternoon on October 22, 1993, with the aim of killing him to end their dispute over ownership of the bed and breakfast ski resort. After opening the shop and having breakfast at The Shack Café, Gerald took an early leave from work and headed straight home at around 1 p.m. Unbeknownst to him, Jill and her boyfriend were already in his home, waiting for his arrival. As soon as he opened the back door of his home, he was ambushed by Michael and subdued with a stun gun followed by several hits in the head with a shovel. After Michael failed in his attempt to suffocate the incapacitated Gerald, prosecutors believe that Jill was the one who pulled the trigger of the .25-caliber pistol, blasting three shots into Gerald’s chest. After the murder was complete, the pair was careful not leave any evidence that could link the murder back to them. Apart from their foolproof disguise, they wore gloves and disposable shoe covers to leave no trace of fingerprints or footprints. They exited through the back door and promptly left the neighborhood.

After news of the crime was published, Jill’s oldest son, William Coit, Jr., immediately informed police of his suspicions that his mother could have possibly been involved in the shooting death of his father and her third husband, William Coit, Sr. He suspected that her mother’s habit of marrying was driven by her greed.

During the closing statements phase of the trial, prosecutors reminded the jury of Jill’s greed and her main motivation for doing away with Gerald. They also reminded the court of the valuable testimony provided by Jill’s own son that she had called him up right after murdering her eighth husband in cold blood. Finally, prosecutors reminded the jury that the seemingly infinite amount of forensic evidence could link her back to being present at the crime scene on the day of Gerald’s death. The defendant’s attorney mostly argued that there was no DNA or direct evidence that could trace the defendant back to Gerald’s home when he was shot that day afternoon. 

At the trial, after the closing arguments were delivered, the deliberation process only took five hours, and the jury found Jill guilty of first-degree murder and conspiracy to commit first-degree murder. On March 17, 1995, Jill was sentenced to life in prison with no possibility for parole. Her boyfriend was found guilty of the same exact charges as his would-be wife on March 25, 1995. The verdict shocked no one, especially not the murderous duo who had tortured and killed an innocent man. Doug Boggs was ecstatic over the news and celebrated the verdict. “She picked the wrong town,” he said in a 1995 interview. “She picked the wrong man, and she picked the wrong family.”

In 1997, Jill made her first attempt to try and appeal her conviction to the courts. She initially claimed that she had an existing relationship with the presiding judge and that the case should have been ruled a mistrial. However, the judge responded that he had never met Jill in his life until the start of her six-week trial. Her second attempt to appeal her conviction in 1998 failed just as the first had, and the Colorado Courts of Appeals upheld their conviction and sentencing of both Jill and Michael.

In 1998, with advances and technology and the widespread use of the Internet, Jill put out an ad online which advertised her “services” to marry immigrants hoping to obtain a green card. Her ad under the title “Want U.S. citizenship? Marry an inmate” was immediately shut down by the Department of Immigration. Today, Jill is imprisoned at the Denver Women’s Correctional Facility. The soonest she can become eligible for parole is in year 3004.
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DAWN RICE

Dana Sue Gray was born on December 6th, 1957 in Pasadena, California. Her mother, Beverly Arnett, was a former beauty queen who worked as a professional model. Her father, Russell Armbrust, worked as a hairdresser and was married three times prior to marrying Beverly. The couple had several miscarriages before Dana was born. 

Her mother was born for the camera and loved attention. She liked being pampered, getting her make-up done and wearing flashy outfits. Beverly modeled for Bullock's, did print ads for Hamilton watches and was once a Rose Princess at the Tournament of Roses Parade.

LIKE MOTHER LIKE DAUGHTER 

Russell divorced Beverly, however, when he witnessed his wife attack an older woman that had angered her. Beverly had also maxed out his credit cards, putting him financial peril. Dana was only two years old at the time of the divorce and rarely saw her father. 

“Some kind of estrangement had taken place,” forensic psychologist Lora Dixon said. “After her parents divorced she had turned down invitations in her teen years to visit her father on all of the holidays and birthday get-togethers.”

“There is also something to think about here in terms of Beverly's own temper. Dana clearly witnessed violence and bullying from her mother at an early age. She inherited those characteristics from her mother with tragic results.”

Dana had discipline problems early on as she sought attention from her narcissistic mother. Her mother would discipline her but Dana would retaliate by stealing money to buy candy. Her mother had two other children from a previous marriage. Dana would go into the rooms of her step brothers and urinate in their beds. 

Her mother would continue to try and discipline her to no avail as Dana would lash back with violence. This facet of her personality was never placed under her control. 

“Mommy and daughter didn't get along,” Dixon said. “But obviously that isn't unusual nor does mean she was destined to become a serial killer. There was some deep seated issues festering here though. This is evident when Dana gave her mother a snake for Christmas. 'A snake for a snake' the card must have read.”

Nonetheless, it did not appear on the surface that Dana had to endure the brutal childhood that gave birth to so many other serial killers. Cedric Ward, one of her step brothers, did admit that Dana did not have the best of childhoods.  “It was not happy growing up,” he recalled. 

SCHOOL AND SEX

Dana did not get along with other students and achieved low grades in all of her classes. She was a chronic truancy case and often forged notes to get out of class. Dara was sexually active at a very early age as she would lose her virginity at the age of twelve. She would ultimately go from one relationship to the next, using sex to lure men into her web of narcissism. 

“Dana has a problem,” said Richard Singer, a boyfriend of her mother. “She does not want to be told no. She has her own thing, and nobody could tell her any different. You could not tell Dana what to do.”

“Her mother would pretty much try to control her, but Dana would go off on you. You could not tell her what to do. Dana is very hyperactive and opinionated.”

During her adolescent years, she loved horror movies and read Grimm's Fairy Tales numerous times. As a teenager, she and a neighbor built a catapult. They would tie tiny parachutes on the cat's backs and then hurl them into the air, with the parachute carrying them down into neighborhood swimming pools. 

A MOTHER'S DEATH 

Beverly contracted breast cancer when Dana was fourteen. Dana decided to become a nurse after witnessing the way the nurses at the hospital treated her mother. Her mother died and Dana was forced back to live with her father. 

“The temptation here is to say that Dana was inspired to become a nurse by witnessing the compassion the nurses shown her mother during her illness,” Dixon said. “But I would posit a different psychological scenario. Dana saw that the nurses had power over her mother. That for once, her mother was weak and had to defer to other people for the first time in her life. Dana wanted power. Control. What better way to get that then to become a nurse?”

Dana went into a depression after her mother died and would reveal her sentimentality in letters she would
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