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Twisted Tale, Twisted Minds – The Unsolved Murder of Betsy Faria

‘Oh God,’ the voice was twisted with fear and horror, but the dispatcher was calm in the face of the caller’s distress.  ‘She's got a knife in her neck.’ It was 9.40 pm, just two days after Christmas 2011 and Russ Faria had arrived home to find his wife lying, blood splattered, on the floor.  His immediate assumption was that she had killed herself.  Betsy was in the latter stages of terminal cancer, and often her condition got on top of her.

The seditious disease had started in her breast and had now spread to her liver. The pain and stress of living with such a condition is inconceivable to imagine for those who have not suffered from its spreading tentacles.  It is of little wonder that Russ should leap to the conclusion that his wife had committed suicide.

Yet despite the indescribable horror of seeing his wife lying lifeless on the floor of their Troy, Missouri, home, forty-one year old Russ could not have conceived of the trauma that was about to play out in his own life,  not just in the immediate aftermath of the tragedy of his wife’s death but for years and years afterwards.

‘Why should she do this to me?’ he asked the operator who answered his 911 call.  His words were spoken through twisted tears.

However, it took little investigation for the authorities to discover that Russ’s initial conclusion was far from the truth.  A medical examiner found that Betsy had been stabbed no less than fifty-five times.  The attack on her had been so savage that her arm had nearly been severed from her body.  She had not killed herself but had been the victim of a vicious and prolonged assault.

So, was Betsy killed in a frenzied attack carried out on her disease riddled body?  Or was her death even more complicated than this?

Forty-two-year-old Betsy’s mother Janet Meyer was clear in her own mind about what had taken place.

‘It was a crime of passion,’ she told the Crime Watch Daily programme which covered the case. ‘When you stab someone fifty-five times it's usually a crime of passion committed by the husband or the wife.  I thought right away that it was Russ.’  It would be many years, if ever, before Janet and her family would absolve Russ of involvement in Betsy’s death.

Russ was indeed the immediate suspect.  He was taken in for questioning and subjected to an intense onslaught of aggressive probing from detectives.  He can be seen on police footage squashed into the corner of a tiny interview room, surrounded by officers, while a detective leans forward, so close to him that their faces are almost touching, and hammers home the point that his wife had been stabbed ‘twenty-five times and they are still counting.’

It seems, from the footage, as though solving the case is a far higher priority for these officers than understanding the hardship Russ is going through.  This would be justifiable if the police had evidence to back up their suspicions.  But, as we shall see, they did not.  

‘I did not do this! I did not do it’ Russ claims again and again, but the investigators believe that they have their man, and do not intend to ease up until they can prove it.  Given that whatever evidence they gathered in their search for Betsy’s murder weakened their case against Russ, rather than strengthened it, proving his guilt to a jury turned out to be worryingly easy.  

‘I did not kill Betsy. I loved her and I could not do anything like that,’ Russ continued to protest his innocence while serving time following his conviction for his wife's murder. ‘I could not do that to anyone let alone somebody that I loved,’ he protested, interviewed by an investigative team working for a true crime show.

Right from the outset forensic evidence against Ross was thin on the ground.  Despite an in-depth analysis not a single drop of blood could be found on his person. That would be a remarkable fact, considering the savagery of the attack on Betsy, had Russ been the perpetrator.  However, police did find some evidence at the crime scene that they could trace back to their suspect.  Not surprising, really, given that scene was the house in which he lived.  A pair of slippers had blood stains on their sole; a light switch was splattered with drops of Betsy’s blood.  However, if this had been left by Russ then it is astonishing that so obvious a clue would be missed by him when he had painstakingly cleaned up his own body.  

Yet when the mindset of investigators is to find somebody guilty, to discover evidence pointing to their complicity in a crime, they can be highly selective in what they choose to examine and what they choose to ignore.  The incongruity of missing the blood on the light switch somehow managed to pass the authorities by.

The slippers too looked more like planted evidence than an actual indicator of Russ’s guilt.  Although they were heavily spattered, not a single bloody footprint was found on their carpets.

‘It looks as though they were dipped,’ said Russ in an attempt to explain away the evidence. ‘I haven't even been wearing my slippers and then they were found in my closet and I never put them in my closet,’ he continued.

Detectives also found no evidence that there had been a clean-up in an attempt to hide evidence.  Joel Schwartz was Russ Faria’s defense attorney.  ‘They took the pipes out to look for blood. There is no evidence of him taking a shower that night. There is no evidence of blood in the shower, or the drains,’ he argued.

At his trial, with hard evidence so thin on the ground as to be practically invisible, the prosecution team made great play of Russ’s apparent lack of emotion at the murder of his wife.  ‘He never needed a Kleenex,’ claimed prosecution attorney Leah Askey. 

Such an assertion seems to fly in the face of his 911 call, where Ross sounded extremely emotional.  However, we all cope with tragedies in different ways.  His strategy was that he had to come to terms with his wife's violent death.  Because of her cancer diagnosis, he was already (in some ways) prepared for her passing.

‘Well I've put a lot of things behind me. I've made peace with a lot of things. I shed a lot of tears when she was diagnosed both times with cancer. I loved her; I love her still and I didn't kill her,’ he said.

Betsy's sister Mary was not convinced by Russ’s protestations.  She said ‘Your wife is lying there dead; you'd be balling, it would be hard to communicate.  But he would stop when she (the dispatcher) would ask him a question, he would stop to answer it and he would then go back to balling.’ There was no doubt in Betsy's family’s mind that Russ was her killer.

But Russ had four witnesses who could account for his whereabouts on that fateful evening.  They were able to confirm that he was in O’Fallon, Missouri from six till nine pm.  It was a 30-minute drive from there to their home in Troy and that meant that his arrival at their house was just moments before his 911 call was made. Certainly, there was not time for him to commit the violent murder of his wife, distribute evidence onto his slippers and a light switch then clear up any blood that had made its way elsewhere in the house.  Later, those witnesses would come to question the wisdom of their community-spirited attempts to help deliver justice.

Another question that raised its head was how Russ could mistake somebody who had been stabbed fifty-five times for someone who had killed themselves.  Once more he offered a very plausible reason.  He explained that Betsy had threatened several times to kill herself. She tried on a couple of occasions, and left suicide notes.  Further his eyes were focused on the knife that was stuck into her neck; he did not take in the whole picture. We cannot judge how a person might react in such a terrible situation.

‘I saw slashes on her arms, and I jumped to conclusions,’ he explained.

But still, at his trial, despite all of the evidence in his favour, a jury found Russ Faria guilty of his wife's murder. The judge sentenced him to life in prison.  Under the circumstances, the question as to how such a decision could be reached has to be asked.

And it is here that matters start to become a little complicated.  Betsy had a $150000 insurance policy.  She had recently removed her husband as a beneficiary of this policy and that, claim Betsy’s family, was the reason that he killed her.

Russ’s take is very different.  He asserts that he did not know at the time of his arrest anything about being removed from the policy.  ‘I didn't even know until after I was arrested that that happened,‘ he said.  However, despite Betsy’s family believing that the insurance policy provided Russ with motive for the murder, this was not raised at his trial.

But the police had a good reason for not wishing to go down such a route at his trial. To do so would have opened a can of worms which would have proved Russ’s innocence, while pointing the finger at another suspect.  Joel Schwarz argued that he should be given status as a special prosecutor and then he could bring forward a serious suspect in Betsy’s murder. He was not granted that privilege. We can only suppose, but had the judge agreed to his wish, possibly two other people’s lives might have been saved. 

Catherine Mayer was a friend of Betsy’s and she explained that just prior to the time she was murdered the mother of two had just begun to come to terms with the fact that she was dying of cancer.  But she felt her finances at least were in order, thanks to her insurance policies: ‘Policies that will take care of my husband and my daughters so that when I die, they will be well taken care of,’ she had explained to Catherine.  Her friend also pointed out that Betsy was a campaigner who raised money for other cancer sufferers.  

‘This was going to be a legacy for her; to leave something behind in her memory,’ said Catherine.  Betsy had not been working alone in her campaign and had teamed up with Pam Hupp, a friend who she had met at their place of work.  The two had gone from door to door seeking to raise money for cancer sufferers.

But something happened to change Betsy’s outlook.  Just four days before she was murdered, she went with her friend to a local library and ask the librarian to be a witness to a change of beneficiary on her $150,000 life insurance policy. The new beneficiary would be Pam Hupp.  It seems highly likely that Russ was telling the truth and knew nothing at all about this change regarding the recipient of the policy.  

It is possible that Betsy removed Russ as the beneficiary and gave that responsibility to Pam as a way of ensuring that her daughters received the pay-out.  Russ was the beneficiary of another policy, so would receive a settlement, but even so such a move is strange.  A month after her death, detectives gave the go ahead for the insurance policy to pay out to Pam.  If the idea was for the friend to manage the money for her daughter, she was slow to do so: weeks later she was still retaining control of the sum and Betsy’s daughters had seen not a single dime of it.

(It seems as though Hupp placed two thirds of the money into a trust for Betsy and Russ’s daughters, but it was unclear what happened to the remaining $50000.  However, the two daughters did later try to sue to get hold of the money their mother had set up for them, but they lost their civil action, and were ordered to pay Pam Hupp’s legal fees.)

Police authorities called Pam in for questioning and raised the matter with her.  ‘You have this money and have not turned any of this money over to the family or kids. That's a huge problem,’ challenged a detective.  For her part Pam seemed unconcerned about the interview.

But this whole element of the investigation failed to be presented to the jury. Indeed, when the matter was raised in court the jury was sent out of the court room.  The testimony was not permitted to be used in the trial, an astonishing decision by the judge and one deeply prejudicial to Russ Faria’s case.  And extremely helpful in deflecting further attention away from any involvement Pam had in Betsy’s demise.

On the afternoon of the day on which she was murdered Betsy was attending a chemotherapy session at her local hospital.  Pam Hupp arrived unexpectedly at the medical facility and offered to take her home.  She told the court that's they had arrived at Betsy’s home around 7:00 PM.  Betsy’s daughter called her several times after then
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