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INTRODUCTION






When I began covering the Wesson murders for Fresno television station KSEE, I had just finished reporting on what turned out to be the most closely followed trial in the country since O. J. Simpson’s: the murder trial of Scott Peterson. Peterson was convicted of killing his pregnant wife and dumping her body in the waters of San Francisco Bay, and the case had captivated much of the country. As horrific and disturbing as the Wesson murders were, after a few days the national spotlight dimmed. I had stood in front of the Wesson house as the bodies of seven children, a teenager, and an adult were carried out one by one in body bags, so it perplexed me when no one in the national media arrived to cover the trial on the day of opening statements. Following the media circus that was the Scott Peterson trial, I wondered why no one seemed to care about nine dead family members in Fresno, California, only ninety miles away.


Granted, the story was unsettling. The details of incest alone made you want to look the other way. Surprisingly, the Wesson family was met with similar disregard long before the murders; for years, people who knew them realized a potential disaster was just around the corner and looked the other way. Just months before the killings, Wesson’s own father wrote to his daughter-in-law to plead with her to bring the children to Washington and enroll them in a private school, fearing the authorities would discover the children Marcus Wesson had fathered with his daughters and nieces. I was constantly surprised while writing this book by the number of neighbors and family acquaintances who told me they, too, feared something awful was about to happen and said nothing, or by those who were not surprised to learn of the mass murder.


Just after Scott Peterson was sentenced to death, the West Coast contingent of reporters packed up and left Redwood City, passed by Fresno, and promptly descended on Santa Maria, where its most famous resident, Michael Jackson, was about to face charges of child molestation. The national media’s preoccupation with that case, coupled with what one reporter described to me as the “gross-out factor,” became the clear reasons in my mind why the Wesson murders went unnoticed by most of the country. It had more to do with audience demographics and what network executives thought would “sell” to their target audiences than with the gravity of what had happened. The more pressing question that still lingers in my mind is whether something could have been done to save the Wesson children from their deaths.


After covering Wesson’s three-month trial, my biggest disappointment was that I hadn’t heard his side of the story. So many questions remained: Did he shoot some or all of the children? Did he admit to ordering the killings, or did he claim to be innocent of the crimes? All the eyewitnesses were dead except for Wesson himself, and he was the only one left who really knew what had happened. During the trial the public defender opted not to call Wesson to testify, and the prosecutor decided not to enter Wesson’s tape-recorded statements to the police into evidence. I wrote to Wesson on Death Row and he answered many of my questions. His responses appear within these pages.


The following is my attempt to construct a truthful and coherent narrative of what led to the murders of nine people in a Fresno home on March 12, 2004. It is based on my research, testimony, interviews, and court transcripts. Nearly all of the dialogue that appears in the initial chapters was transcribed verbatim from an audio recording made on the day of the murders. The dialogue between Marcus and Elizabeth Wesson during a jail visit is also taken verbatim from a transcript of a recording made by the Fresno County Sheriff’s Department. At times, family members provided conflicting accounts of what occurred on the day of the killings. The events of March 12, 2004, as depicted in this book have been corroborated by at least two witnesses, unless otherwise noted. Marcus Wesson’s unpublished book, “In the Night of the Light for the Dark,” and the dairies of the young women in the family, were all entered into evidence by the district attorney and are part of the public record.


It is an accepted ethical practice to not reveal the names of minors who are the victims of sexual abuse. In this case those victims are now dead or their names became public after the murders. The incestuous relationships between Marcus Wesson and his daughters and nieces created the complicated family tree, and resulted in the births of seven of the nine murder victims.
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PROLOGUE






Off the coast of Marshall, California, 1998


Sofina loaded the gun. She shook nervously, sliding the magazine into her uncle’s .22 caliber pistol. The sound of metal against metal and the weight of the gun in her hands made her feel a sense of urgency. It was something she hadn’t experienced when rehearsing it so many times in her mind. She was not the one Marcus Wesson called his “strong soldier,” but she would prove that she could be one. She gathered the children together and instructed those who could write to compose suicide notes. The children were scared but they knew what they were supposed to do. Sixteen-year-old Gypsy scribbled on a piece of paper: “We did this ourselves. It’s nobody’s fault. We don’t want to be separated.”


The family lived aboard a tugboat called the Sudan, moored just one hundred feet off the Northern California shore. Just minutes before, one of the boys had arrived belowdeck with some disturbing news: While on deck he had spotted a conspicuous white vehicle. Sofina led two of the older girls upstairs to the deck of the Sudan to investigate. As they watched, a white truck with the word “Progressive” written on the side drove by slowly and then disappeared. Five minutes later it passed by again. This time there were two white trucks with the word “Progressive” written on them. Then three. Sofina panicked. Not realizing that Progressive was the name of an insurance company, she and the others were convinced that the government had arrived to take them away. Their father, Marcus Wesson, was in Fresno looking for his niece Ruby, who had run away from home. But in his absence the children knew what he had taught them: that it was better to be with the Lord than to let the government separate the family.


Even with that notion in the minds of the Wesson children, Sofina knew things her siblings and cousins did not. Marcus had told her that when the time came he would need “strong soldiers” to seek out and kill other family members who had already grown up and left the family home. He reasoned that he didn’t want them to “lose the Lord” and wanted to see them in Heaven. Once the whole family was dead, Marcus said he would be the only one left alive. He reasoned that someone had to stay behind to explain to the world what had happened. Because of this, Sofina was always ready. She had even rehearsed the method of the murder-suicide; the older children would kill the younger ones by putting the gun in their mouths and pulling the trigger. Then the older children would kill themselves. It would be over before the police or CPS—Child Protective Services—ever arrived.


Belowdeck, Sofina arranged the children in a circle. One of the older girls went to the front of the boat, where Marcus kept a brown leather bag. She removed a pistol and ammunition and carried the gun to Sofina. They held hands and prayed. Sofina had loaded the gun but something didn’t feel right. She couldn’t shake the feeling that they needed affirmation from the family’s patriarch, some final approval. How would they explain it to Marcus, she reasoned, if he came home to find them all dead?


“Who wants to go call him and let him know we’re going to do this?” Sofina asked the others. Two of the older girls volunteered to carry word to their father. They untied the small rowboat from the Sudan and waited for the white vehicles to pass. Then they frantically rowed ashore. They secured the boat on the pier and ran to the town store. The woman who ran the store was generous and had said she would let them use the phone if it was an emergency, and this most certainly qualified.


Once on the line, Marcus Wesson told them to stop. In a calm voice he ordered them to carry the word to the others: “Put that stuff away,” he said. “It’s not time yet.”















PART ONE:

THE MURDERS

















ONE






In the Wesson home, the youngest children lived like vampires. Some of the older children thought of it as an elaborate game invented by their father, but the facts were undeniable: The young ones slept on oversized mahogany coffins and seldom saw the light of day. Marcus Wesson had even given many of the children names associated with vampires. One of the babies was named Jeva, a combination of the words “Jesus” and “vampire.” Sedona and Marshey, both one and a half years old, were named after characters in their father’s magnum opus, a one thousand page work he referred to as a bible for vampires. The babies along with the other children—8-year-old Illabelle, 7-year-old Jonathan, 7-year-old Aviv, and 4-year-old Ethan—were under their father’s strict control. At his orders, they could not go outside to play. Neighbors would later say they had no idea so many children were living inside the small home.


In truth, no one was supposed to live at 761 West Hammond Avenue. The small, flat-roofed building was zoned as a business and sat on the corner of a busy intersection of the Golden State Freeway, which runs parallel to the Union Pacific railroad tracks. The frequent and thunderous sound of passing trains was a constant reminder of the home’s precarious location, situated between a residential neighborhood and what was once one of Fresno’s thriving business districts. All that remained to the west of the railroad tracks was a strip of liquor stores and a run-down motel. A sprawling park, home to many of the city’s homeless and to the city zoo, sat between the Union Pacific line and Highway 99, the thoroughfare that vertically divides California in half.


The Wesson family had lived in a shed, a tugboat, and a campsite in the mountains. As far as domiciles went, this was perhaps the most conventional. However, the city had just discovered the family’s violation of the zoning laws, and since the building was clearly not being used as a place of business, the city had served notice that the Wessons were to evacuate the home immediately. But such warnings didn’t faze the family’s leader.


 


On March 12, 2004, Elizabeth Wesson woke up before everyone else. It was the only time the house was completely silent. Her husband and the children were not yet stirring, and she felt that short time in the early morning belonged just to her. She showered and dressed. When she left the house to make her usual trip to Circle K to get a cup of coffee, the younger children were still asleep on their coffins. She knew that if people were aware of her husband’s obsession with vampires, the sleeping arrangements might have seemed strange, but she reminded herself that Marcus was using the antique caskets to build furniture, and at any rate it was more comfortable than sleeping on the floor.


When Elizabeth returned to the house with her coffee around 7:30 A.M., the rest of the family was just waking up. She turned on the TV to watch the news. Marcus came out of the bathroom and sat next to his wife and they watched television. Their daughter Kiani was bathing her baby. The other women in the house were caring for the children and cooking breakfast. Seventeen-year-old Lise was preparing the children’s schoolwork for the day.



After lunch, Elizabeth left to visit her nephew’s girlfriend. Marcus and their 25-year-old daughter Sebhrenah were working on the school bus parked in front of the house. The city had served notice that the strange-looking yellow bus decorated with shiny chrome was violating city code by sitting in the driveway, but Marcus didn’t care. It was his latest project, in which he had the whole family involved. He told his children they had to finish transforming the bus into a motor home since the city seemed anxious to evict them from the house. He told them they would drive the bus to Washington to visit his ailing father and then embark on a cross-country journey. As Marcus saw it, the transformation would render the yellow school bus like none other; the rear upper portion of the bus had already been cut off and a hot tub was installed. He planned to gut the inside of the bus, and for seats, use the lids from the ten antique coffins the children had been using as beds. Neighbors described seeing the women in the family dressed in long black dresses, working on the bus at all hours of the day and night under Marcus Wesson’s careful supervision. They did labor both of a mechanical and cosmetic nature, making frequent trips between the house and a storage facility where Wesson kept another bus he was using for spare parts.


In truth, Wesson was more than a father to the girls and the women who lived in the house, and notwithstanding his obsession with vampires, that fact would be the one thing he knew the outside world would not understand: He believed in polygamy and incest. He told his young daughters and nieces that it was his job to instruct them on how to please a man, and he felt it was his duty to adequately prepare them for marriage. The girls wore rings he had given them. At his whim, they cleaned his ropelike dreadlocks and scratched his armpits. He shared unofficial marriage vows with several of his own daughters and three of his nieces. The young children in the Wesson family were the result of those incestuous relationships; some were both his children and his grandchildren.


Providing for a family of fourteen was not easy, considering that neither Marcus nor his wife Elizabeth worked. Despite Wesson’s conviction for welfare fraud in 1990, for which he served jail time, the family continued to collect government benefits, as well as depending on the income of the women in the household. Many of the older girls had worked catering jobs or at fast food restaurants and turned over their paychecks directly to Wesson, who managed the family’s finances. While the family struggled to provide food for the children, he ate heartily and used the family’s money to purchase a number of salvaged boats that he kept docked in Tomales Bay, off the Northern California coast. He talked about buying a “world cruiser” and sailing it around the world.


Wesson maintained control over almost all the women in his life. It was therefore noteworthy that his nieces Sofina Solorio and Ruby Ortiz had managed to escape their uncle’s control and attempted to start their lives over on their own terms. But both women were left with an insurmountable regret. On March 12 they decided that would finally change. Having received word of the family’s impending eviction and Marcus’s plan to move the family elsewhere, Ruby and Sofina decided they had to act fast to retrieve their children from the Wesson home.


Knowing that Marcus would not easily surrender their children, Sofina and Ruby decided they would arrive at the Wesson home accompanied by an entourage of brothers, uncles, and cousins from their mother’s side of the family. They gathered at Ruby’s house in Fresno to discuss the plan and to assign roles to all those involved. Their strategy was simple: Sofina and Ruby would demand that Marcus turn over their children. If he refused, they would grab the children and run. The male family members would handle Marcus while the women made a quick getaway.



Sofina and Ruby were careful not to talk to family members who might warn Marcus of their plan, which is why they both became concerned when Marcus’s wife, Elizabeth, unexpectedly showed up at Ruby’s house that afternoon. Fortunately, their aunt Elizabeth didn’t immediately figure out why so many uncles and cousins were gathered at Ruby’s house. They told Elizabeth they were having a barbecue and needed to get some things from the store. Ruby told Elizabeth to wait until they returned. The group loaded up in their cars and made their way to the Wesson home. Elizabeth stayed at Ruby’s house for about an hour before she got a call from her nephew’s girlfriend.


“Elizabeth, this can all end,” she said. “You can get out of the situation. You can all leave.”


Elizabeth paused. She seemed to be struggling to make sense of what she was hearing. After a long silence she shook her head, realizing Sofina and Ruby were already at the house on Hammond Avenue trying to take their children.


“I’ve got to go,” Elizabeth replied frantically. “I’ve got to go.”















TWO





When Sofina and Ruby arrived at the Wesson home that afternoon, they knew their uncle would not easily give in to their demands. He manipulated those around him and could talk his way out of almost any situation. But Sofina vowed she would not leave without her 7-year-old son Jonathan, and Ruby swore the same about her 7-year-old daughter, Aviv. Wesson’s name didn’t appear on the birth certificates of the children he fathered with his daughters and nieces. He mistrusted the government and knew the outside world would not understand his desire to create a pure vampire race.1 To that end, Sofina and Ruby thought themselves fortunate to have their children’s birth certificates, which named them as the mothers. They reasoned that it put them at an advantage in case the police showed up and wanted to determine to whom the children truly belonged.


The group had decided that Sofina would be the one to enter the house and retrieve the children because Marcus trusted her the most. Sofina regularly delivered groceries, baby formula, and money to the family, so there was nothing odd about her arrival at the house that day. Marcus was outside with three of the older girls, who were working on the school bus. At five-nine and weighing more than 300 pounds, he was an imposing figure. At the age of 57, Wesson’s graying dreadlocks hung almost to his knees. He had vowed to let his hair grow until Jesus returned to the earth, and while it was a practice borrowed from the Rastafarians, Wesson didn’t follow any institutionalized or known spirituality. He only adopted religious concepts, using them for what benefit they offered while expelling those he considered unhelpful.


As Sofina approached the house, she made eye contact with her younger sister Rosa,2 who was standing in the driveway. Wesson’s daughter, 25-year-old Sebhrenah,3 was holding a drill and was at work on the family’s bus.


“Mom’s not here right now,” Rosa said nonchalantly, referring to their aunt Elizabeth.


“That’s okay,” Sofina replied. She brushed past Marcus and entered the house. She found her son in the front room. Jonathan was dressed in overalls and a plaid button-up shirt.


“Come on, Jonathan. You come with Mommy,” Sofina told the boy, taking him by the hand.


“What are you doing?” Rosa asked her sister, having followed her into the house.


“I came here for my son,” Sofina replied.


The look on Rosa’s face quickly changed from skepticism to anger.


“You can’t do this,” Rosa said, her voice trembling.



Wesson’s 27-year-old daughter Kiani4 entered the room and asked what was going on.


“I just came here to get my son,” Sofina replied resolutely.


 


Outside, near the front door, Ruby and the others talked to Marcus. The longtime boyfriend of Brandi Solorio,5 Louis Garcia, had just purchased a digital audio recorder. Thinking all might not go as planned, he began to secretly record the ensuing conversation.


“So what do you guys think?” Marcus asked Ruby in a calm and gentle voice. “I need your passports now.”


“Our passports?” Ruby replied, confused by the request.


“Yeah. Now.”


“No, I want to see Aviv,” Ruby said.


“Aviv wants you to get her passport,” Marcus insisted.


“Why do you guys need her passport?” Ruby asked.


“We get ’em every year,” Marcus explained. “You know…you know how we always get ’em? We always get ’em. And…she’s been told…she said she’s been contacting you ’cause we want you…”


He paused, hearing the sound of women screaming from inside the house. The dispute between Sofina and the other women had escalated. Sofina pulled her son by the hand and began to lead him out of the house. Rosa seized the boy’s other arm and the two women began to pull him back and forth. Eventually Rosa pried the boy from his mother’s grasp. Rosa pulled Jonathan behind her, using her body as a barrier to keep Sofina from reaching her son. Wesson’s daughter Sebhrenah entered the room.


“Get the fuck out of my house!” Sebhrenah yelled at Sofina. “You’re not taking any of these!” she said, referring to the children. Sofina pushed Sebhrenah away and picked up a chair, threatening to break a window. The other young women backed off. Sebhrenah clenched her fist.


Marcus remained at the front door and addressed Sofina in his usual calm tone.


“Sofia, what’s going on in there?” he said, referring to Sofina by one of her nicknames. There was no answer.


“I just want my daughter, that’s it! I want my baby, Marcus!” Ruby pleaded with her uncle.


“Not under kidnapping conditions,” Marcus replied. “You can’t kidnap her.”


“I’m not leaving without my baby,” Ruby warned.


Wesson made eye contact with some of the male family members trying to edge their way past him in the doorway. “Look, you guys can’t come into my house without permission,” he said.


“Marcus, she wants her daughter!” one of the brothers blurted out.


Marcus remained calm. “Come on, don’t do the kidnapping. No, no, no,” he said. “Please go.”


“She wants her daughter, Marcus,” one of the brothers repeated.


“I was gonna give her her daughter. But you guys can’t come into my house without permission, please,” Marcus said.


“All right. If we leave, when’s Sofia coming out?” a brother asked. “Sofia has to come out.”


“Sofia?” Marcus called out. More screaming could be heard coming from inside the house. “You guys…don’t call the police,” Marcus said.


With one of the babies in her arms, Sebhrenah made her way to a bedroom at the rear of the house. Sofina followed. Just behind Sofina was 17-year-old Lise,6 holding the hands of 4-year-old Ethan and 7-year-old Aviv. Rosa had a firm grip of Jonathan’s hand and led him into the bedroom with the other children. Eight-year-old Illabelle was already in the room, and Jeva was in her crib. One-year-old Marshey sat motionless on the floor. Sofina again grabbed Jonathan by the hand.


“Sofia, you can’t take him,” Rosa pleaded. “You know he’s mine!”


“No, Rosa! He’s my son, and I want to take him now,” Sofina shouted back.


“Please, Sofia. Don’t do this to me,” Rosa cried. “Don’t do this to me, please!”


“Shut up! Shut up! Get in here!” Lise told the children, pushing them into the room.


“You know, you don’t need to talk like that,” Sofina told Lise. “You don’t need to be mean to them.”


“You know what, shut up!” Sebhrenah interrupted. “And you get the fuck out of our house, you fat bitch!” she shouted at Sofina. Sebhrenah spoke in a voice that no one seemed to recognize. Family members would later describe it as a demon possession, saying that her voice was uncharacteristically deep and sounded like a man’s.


“If you want to get nasty, I’ll get nasty!” Sofina yelled. “I’m taking my son out of here no matter what happens!” Lise began to pull Sofina’s hair, and Sofina screamed.


“Sofia, Jonathan doesn’t want to go with you!” Rosa scoffed. “Why don’t you ask him?”


“Do you want to come with Mommy?” Sofina asked the boy.


“No,” the boy replied. A tear welled up in his eye.


Sofina could hear Marcus calling her from the front door. She left the bedroom, and Sebhrenah, Lise, and Rosa followed. The children remained in the bedroom.


“Ruby, why are you doing this?” Kiani yelled. “Why do you have to do this?”


“The cops are coming,” Ruby repeated. “We already called the cops.”


“You’re a whore and an adulterer!” Sebhrenah shouted at Ruby. “Bow down to your master!”


“Yeah, bow down to your master!” Kiani joined in, pointing at her father’s feet.


Still inside the house, Sofina turned toward Marcus, who had his back to her, and she struck him near his shoulder. “Marcus, what are they talking about…bow down to your master?” she asked. He did not respond.


Sebhrenah repeated the same command to Sofina. “Bow down to your master!” she cried in the same low, husky voice.


“Jesus Christ is my master!” Sofina replied, holding her hands skyward.


“You don’t know who God is!” Sebhrenah retorted.


“Jesus Christ is not in this house and I am taking my son!” Sofina said.


Sebhrenah and Lise began to taunt Sofina. They chanted, “Judas, Judas, Judas…” and marched toward the back bedroom where the children were gathered. They entered the room and closed the door behind them. Desperate, Sofina followed.


“You don’t know Jesus Christ,” Kiani mocked. “If you did, you wouldn’t be betraying us. You’re just a Judas,” she said to Sofina, following behind her.


The door was shut and Sofina could hear shuffling sounds coming from inside the room. She opened the door, and Lise began to push it shut from the other side. Using all her strength, Sofina managed to wedge herself halfway inside the room. She saw Sebhrenah rummaging through a brown leather bag. The children were all in the room. Ethan and Aviv were standing to her left. Marshey was sitting on the floor with a baby bottle in his hands. Jonathan was standing near a bedroom window behind the crib where one of the babies sat quietly. Illabelle also stood silently. None of the children cried. None of them spoke as much as a word. As Sofina pushed against the door with all her might, she noticed a large pile of clothes near the door. At that moment Kiani and Rosa approached and began to pull her out of the room. She could not match their strength and the bedroom door slammed shut.


As the fight escalated, two women from the Solorio side of the family placed a total of five frantic calls to 911. Mary Salazar and Valerie Gonzalez made the calls from their cell phones. The calls were answered by a California Highway Patrol dispatcher, who transferred the calls to Fresno police. Salazar placed the first 911 call at 2:13 P.M. According to the police department, the first officer was dispatched to the scene ten minutes later, at 2:23 P.M., but officers didn’t arrive at the scene until 2:35 P.M., twenty-two minutes from the time of the first call. Authorities were later criticized by family members for what they felt was a slow response. Salazar placed the first three calls:


 


CALLER: We need a police officer on Weber and…I’m trying to get my daughter, and the person who has her won’t let me take her. Hammond and Weber.


(Recording ends abruptly.)


 


A few minutes later she made a second call:


 


CALLER: I need officer assistance right now. A man has my daughter.


DISPATCHER: Who is the man who has your daughter?


CALLER: I don’t know. I need officer assistance!


(Call is transferred.)


CALLER: It’s actually not my daughter, but we need officer assistance. It’s not my daughter, it’s my friend’s.


DISPATCHER: What’s your name? caller: Mary.


DISPATCHER: Mary what?


CALLER: Mary Salazar.


 


Several minutes passed and Salazar made a third 911 call:


 


CALLER: This the lady who called before. It’s getting really ugly out here.


DISPATCHER: Hold on, let me give you the police.


(Dispatcher transfers call to Fresno police.)


CALLER: It’s getting really physical out here. We called like ten minutes ago. We really need someone out here! It’s getting really physical!


 


As the conflict worsened, Valerie Gonzalez made the fourth call to 911:


 


CALLER: I need some kind of help! It’s getting physical!


DISPATCHER: I know that. Let me transfer you over there again.


CALLER: Hello? I need some police assistance. It’s getting physical.


DISPATCHER: Are you Mary?


CALLER: No.


DISPATCHER: Mary just called. Police are on the way.


 


Salazar made one last 911 call:


 


CALLER: This is domestic violence, someone has a gun. We’ve called several times and no one’s come here. When I called 911, they transferred me to…I don’t know.


DISPATCHER: What city is this in?


CALLER: Fresno.



DISPATCHER: Okay, let me transfer you.


 


The CHP dispatcher chuckled and said the following to the police dispatcher:


 


DISPATCHER: Every time we transfer the calls, they get more embellished. Now someone has a gun. I’m not sure, I’ll let you tell, but I think it’s embellished.


CALLER: This is Mary. It’s getting really physical. More people have shown up and it’s getting physical.


DISPATCHER: Are they fighting?


CALLER: Not all of ’em.


DISPATCHER: We have officers on the way, okay?


 


Again Marcus summoned Sofina to the front door. He explained they needed to talk and that she couldn’t take the kids with force. He advised the women to sit down and sort it out.


“Okay then, let’s talk,” she said. “The reason why I came to get my son is you guys are not raising them in the way that Marcus promised that he would raise them,” Sofina explained. “First of all, you know, Dad is still having, you know, children by his own girls. And the agreement that we made was he was not supposed to ever do that again,” she said.


Kiani and Rosa looked at each other, confused.


“That’s so stupid,” Kiani said.


“You know what, you’re just jealous,” Rosa added.


“You guys are not teaching the kids like you’re supposed to. Nobody is working to support the kids,” Sofina pointed out.


“I’d rather have the police here,” Marcus blurted out. “I’d rather have them do it, than force.”


Ruby told Marcus she was afraid the family would leave town and that she would never see her daughter again.


“Aviv is my daughter and that’s the best I got,” she said.


Sofina exclaimed, “No matter what happens I’m not leaving until Jonathan walks out this door!”


“I’m not either!” Ruby agreed.


“Come on guys…please get out of my house!” Marcus yelled.


At this point Elizabeth Wesson’s sister, Rosemary Solorio, arrived. Rosemary, who spent much of her adult life struggling with a drug addiction, had given her children—including Sofina and Ruby—to her sister and Marcus Wesson to raise. Rosemary strongly objected to having her grandchildren removed from the Wesson home and she began to fight with her daughters and her sons.7


“Get out of here!” Rosemary said to her children. “Get out of here now!”


“No!” Sofina said defiantly. Now in the doorway, Rosemary swung at her daughter, grazing her mouth. Marco Garcia8 blocked his mother’s fist with his arm, and in retaliation Sofina tried to kick her mother, aiming for her stomach, but missed. Marco pushed Rosemary away.


“Respect your mom!” Marcus pleaded. “Come on you guys, respect your mom! Please!”


“Where are the cops at?” a male family member asked nervously. “Where the fuck are they at?”


“What I see here…it’s not right!” Ruby yelled. “Marcus! You’re not supposed to have kids with your fucking kids, okay?” Ruby began to sob. “It’s wrong!”


“That’s not happening,” Marcus responded.


“Yes it is! Don’t fuckin’—” Ruby began.


“What the hell are you talking about?” Rosemary asked her daughter.


“Okay, ask him!” Ruby said between sobs, pointing at Marcus.


The shouting grew louder between Rosemary and her children in the front yard. She attacked her son Danny, who had come to help Sofina and Ruby get their children. Danny held his mother’s hands down at her side and then forced her into a headlock.


“Rosemary, please!” Marcus shouted at his sister-in-law.


“When is it gonna stop?” Ruby asked, turning to Marcus. “When is it gonna stop?”


“You guys are bullshit!” Marcus yelled.


 


The men who accompanied Sofina and Ruby to retrieve the children were becoming impatient. The police had been called but still had not arrived.


“What’s wrong with you?” Rosemary screamed. She swung at her daughter, hitting Ruby in the stomach.


“Rosemary, no!” Marcus yelled.


“Don’t touch me!” Ruby said, doubled over in pain. “Nobody touches me! Don’t touch me!”


“Come on, guys! Man, I…I can’t believe it. It’s like nobody can talk intelligently around here,” Marcus exclaimed.


Ruby continued to plead with Marcus to turn over her daughter Aviv.


“You know what she believes?” Sofina said to Marcus, pointing to her mother. “You know what she believes? She wants us to stay here and get married to you! And keep having kids!”



“Come on, mija,9 that’s—” Marcus began.


“That’s what she wants!” Sofina assured.


“I don’t agree with that!” Marcus said, shaking his head.


Marcus promised Sofina and Ruby they could have visitation rights if they left peacefully. They wouldn’t budge and insisted they weren’t leaving without their children.


Sofina was growing impatient. “The point is this: We want to take our children,” she announced. “We want to raise them, and that’s…put the period at the end of it.”


“Come on! These kids are happy!” Marcus replied.


Ruby let out a sigh of frustration. “They’re happy, Marcus, because that’s all they know,” she said.


“Well then, what does the Lord say?” Marcus asked. “What other foundation can be laid but what is laid?”


Sofina had again left the vicinity of the front door, and the sound of women arguing could be heard coming from inside the house.


“Sofia! Get out of the house!” Marco yelled at his sister, his foot still wedged into the front doorway.


A police cruiser pulled in front of the house and Fresno police officer Frank Nelson got out and approached.


“All right. Whose house is this?” Nelson asked.


“This is our house,” Marcus replied.


It took Nelson several minutes to figure out the source of the dispute because everyone was trying to explain the situation at once. Having returned to the front door, Sofina explained to the officer that she and Ruby simply wanted custody of their children.


“We tried to, um…do this in a nice way,” Sofina told the officer. “It was not working…that’s why—”


“These guys are here to protect us from acting like idiots,” Marcus interrupted, referring to the police.


“We’ll just make sure nobody gets hurt,” Officer Nelson assured them.


Sofina motioned to her brother Danny to retrieve Jonathan’s birth certificate from her car.


“Sofia…you’re not gonna let…” Marcus said, with desperation in his voice. He turned to officer Nelson. “She has never had that baby,” he said.


Danny returned from the car and handed Sofina the birth certificate. She presented it the police officer along with her ID. “Sofina R. Solorio,” she announced, pointing to the paper.


“And, eh…uh…we’re talking about Jonathan?” the officer asked.


“Yes, Jonathan,” she replied. Sofina explained that her son would turn eight the next Sunday.


Marcus sighed. “We gotta work this out,” he said. “Sofia has the power to stop all of this.”


After Nelson had heard explanations from both Sofina and Ruby and examined Jonathan and Aviv’s birth certificates, he told Marcus that unless he had court papers showing that he had legal custody, he would have to turn over the children.


“Yeah, see, this is what they’ve done,” Marcus said. “They’ve taken half of a story within their own…lack of integrity, and they’re presenting it to you.”


“I don’t think they want to hear that,” Ruby interjected sarcastically.


“They’re…they’re presenting to you that they’re the mother of the children, but they’re not,” Marcus explained.


“Yeah, hold on real quick,” Officer Nelson said. He held up Sofina’s passport. “This is Sofina Solorio. She’s mom. That’s what this says. So there is no question, unless somebody’s got court papers here saying they’re the guardian through the court…this lady gets her child.” Nelson pointed to Ruby. “And that one gets hers,” he said.


“That baby has never lived with her in her life,” Marcus retorted. “Ruby, you know you’re not the mother of that baby!”


“I am the mother, Marcus,” Ruby said. “I have proof.”


Officer Nelson explained to Marcus that he had little recourse since nothing was done through the courts. “You can’t just randomly say, ‘I’m gonna give you a baby and not have any kind of papers’…a word of mouth…a handshake? That doesn’t cut it. I’m telling you the courts have to be involved.”


Assisting police officer Benny Martinez was trying to move the group of family members gathered near the front door farther away from the house. He told them to stand by the sidewalk. Martinez could see Nelson was getting nowhere in his attempt to talk sense to Wesson. Martinez tapped the radio microphone clipped to his lapel to get Officer Nelson’s attention. Nelson looked over, and Martinez mouthed the words, Call sergeant. Nelson nodded his head.


“We’re gonna resolve this in the next couple of minutes,” Nelson said to Marcus. “Where’s her child at?”


Ruby whispered something to Nelson.


Nelson asked, “Where are these kids at?”


“In back,” Louis Garcia answered. “In the back room.”


Marcus continued to protest, and Nelson agreed to call over his superior, Sergeant Patrick Jackson. “Let’s try to get this…these kids are gonna go with their mom,” Nelson said, looking firmly at Marcus. “That’s all there is to it.”


Nelson returned a minute later with Sergeant Jackson.


“This is my boss,” Nelson said to Marcus.


“How are you doing?” Marcus asked.


Sergeant Jackson nodded.


Nelson attempted to explain the situation to Jackson, providing the basics: Sofina and Ruby had given their children to Marcus eight years ago and no one ever filed custody papers and now the women wanted their children back.


Sergeant Jackson pulled Louis aside and they talked quietly. Jackson returned to the front door and told Marcus, “Well, we’ll call CPS and they’ll get involved…and…they wanna make a decision as to…”


His voice was drowned out by the sound of passing cars.


Officer Nelson spoke up. “What’s gonna happen is these kids are gonna go with us. All right?”


“The kids are here?” Jackson asked.


“They are,” Louis affirmed.


Jackson looked at Marcus. “May I ask you to—”


At this point Rosemary again became violent, punching her daughter Sofina in the stomach. Rosemary’s sons moved in to restrain her. More officers had arrived and one ran over to help.


Sergeant Jackson explained to Marcus that if he wanted custody of the children, he would have to file paperwork with the courts. Marcus said he had a verbal agreement and that should be enough.


“That child’s not hers,” he said, gesturing toward Sofina.


“I’m going to call CPS,” Jackson announced. He stepped away and pulled out his radio. Kiani and Rosa began whispering something to Marcus, who retrieved a small black pouch from his pocket and opened it. He removed a small key and handed it to Rosa. She took the key and disappeared into the house.


“It’s either me or CPS,” Sofina said to Marcus.


“Mija,” Marcus pleaded. “If you do this right…if you do this right…you can have the children. You know why.”


At 2:50 P.M., Sergeant Jackson called the city attorney to find out if he and his officers had a legal right to enter the house without Wesson’s permission. The attorney assigned to advise the police department told Jackson they did not have legal cause to enter the home. At 3:03 P.M., Jackson called Child Protective Services for a consultation. Sergeant Jackson returned to the front door and told Marcus he would be forced to arrest him if he refused to give up the children.


“I’m not gonna argue,” Jackson said. “I’m telling you that when CPS gets here, we’ll ask them if they wanna do something with these kids.”


“Marcus, the cops, they’re gonna do this now or later,” Ruby said. “We tried to discuss it.”


“No, I’m not arguing anything,” Marcus said. “I feel constricted here. I just can’t believe what you’re doing.”


Marcus pleaded with Sofina and Ruby to talk to him in private. Both refused.


Officer Nelson, who was writing something in a notebook, looked up. “There’s no other kids here, right?” He paused. “I don’t think there are…the only reason I say that is…once CPS gets here…they will make a decision…”


Marcus continued trying to convince Sofina and Ruby to come into the house, and Officer Nelson lost his patience. He told Marcus that if he continued to be uncooperative, he would end up in the Fresno County Jail, and if there were other kids in the house, CPS would probably take them.


Marcus shook his head in protest. “No…no…oh, no!”


At this point Marcus Wesson’s 19-year-old son Serafino arrived at the house. The sight of police cruisers parked in front immediately sent him into a panic. He brushed past the officers, ducked under his father’s arm and entered the house. In the living room, he angrily addressed Sofina and the others. “What’s going on? What’s happening?” he demanded.


Rosa was the first to respond. “Serafino,” she said, “Sofina and Ruby are here to come and get Aviv and Jonathan.”


Serafino began pacing back and forth, holding his forehead.


Marcus continued to whisper something to Kiani.



“Sofia, what are you doing?” Serafino demanded.


“I came here to get Jonathan,” Sofina replied.


Serafino turned frantically to his father. “Dad, just say the word and I’ll get the kids right now,” he said. “I’ll go through the back and I’ll have a car out there and we’ll take them.”


“No Serafino, no,” Marcus said coolly.


 


Seventeen-year-old Lise was standing in the living room crying. She approached her brother Serafino and said, “Fino, I’m scared. They’re trying to take the kids away.”


“Lise, don’t worry,” he said. “I won’t let nothing happen to you. Everything is going to be okay.” But inside, Serafino was boiling with rage. How could his cousins be so selfish as to break a promise they made to his father? he wondered.


Over Lise’s shoulder Serafino could see his sister Sebhrenah blocking the doorway of the southeast bedroom. He approached her and asked, “Sebhrenah, what’s going on?”


She began to cry but had an eerie smile on her face. She explained to her brother that Sofina had come for Jonathan and had started a fight. Serafino continued pacing and then exited the house, where his cousin Marco was still guarding Marcus at the front door.


“You know, I ought to snap your neck right now,” Serafino told Marco.


“You know what?” Sofina interjected. “Forget it. This is getting violent. Marcus, I’m getting my son out of here.”


By this time several more police officers had arrived, and one of them attempted to enter the house. Serafino grabbed the officer and pushed him back.


“You don’t have a warrant,” Serafino said.


“Don’t disrespect the officers,” Marcus advised his son.


The officer told Serafino not to touch him again, but backed away.



Officer Nelson turned to Marcus. “He’s gonna call our city attorney. I don’t know if we’re gonna wait for CPS.”


“Well, how long is that gonna take?” Marcus asked.


“Once he makes the call and we get the word from the city attorney as far as…I don’t think that we even…we don’t need a warrant to go in. We can just go in,” Nelson said. “What that means is that once we cross the threshold, then I know a few people that are being arrested. I hate to say that…okay?”


More commotion could be heard, and for the first time since the police arrived, Marcus left his post at the front door and entered the house.


“Don’t let him walk around in the house,” Louis advised the officers. “Keep an eye on that big guy.”


Ruby was becoming increasingly nervous. She turned to one of the officers and said, “Uh…Marcus…that…that…big gentleman…can you just watch him? I want my daughter and I don’t trust him.”


“Well, okay, eight years ago you made a real bad mistake,” Nelson said to Ruby.


Marcus pleaded with Ruby to come inside the house and talk, and then he paused. Elizabeth Wesson had just arrived at the house. She stumbled as she made her way to the front door. She seemed confused and disoriented.


“Aunt Lise,” Sofina said to Elizabeth. “I love you with all my heart but I want you to stay out of it.”


“What do you mean stay out of it?” Elizabeth replied. “I don’t believe it!”


“I told you last week what we were gonna do,” Sofina said to Elizabeth. “I told you last week that I want Jonathan.”


“Didn’t I say ‘Talk to him’?” Elizabeth said, referring to Marcus.


“Ruby and I got together…we talked about it. We thought the only way to do it…is to do this. And we did it!” Sofina said.


“No!” Elizabeth exclaimed. “You guys didn’t even give a shit! How can you…you didn’t even give a damn warning!”


3:35 P.M.


“Where’s Marcus?” Ruby asked, with panic in her voice. “I tried to talk to him already. To be honest, I don’t feel safe in there.”


“What do you mean?” Elizabeth asked.


“Where’s Marcus?” Ruby repeated, her voice beginning to tremble. “Marcus is back there?”


“He got in,” one of the brothers said.


Ruby peered into the house and saw Kiani barricading the bedroom door with a table.


“Ruby, you know…that there is nothing going on inside,” Kiani said.


“Who…What?” Louis exclaimed.


“Kiani, what is going on in there?” Ruby demanded.


“Nothing’s going on right now,” Kiani replied.


“Honestly…what’s going on in there?” Ruby repeated frantically.


Elizabeth entered the house, followed by Kiani, Rosa, and Serafino. Elizabeth made her way to the back bedroom. A table was blocking the bedroom door, so she moved it aside. She opened the door and entered the room. She saw her husband bent down on the floor, holding their 17-year-old daughter Lise in his arms. Elizabeth fixated on her daughter’s eyes.10


“Come here, Bee,”11 Marcus said, motioning for his wife.


Elizabeth was overcome with terror.


Outside, Sofina walked from the front door and into the front yard, where her brothers were gathered. She glanced back over her shoulder and saw that Marcus had left his post at the front door. Sofina panicked. She ran back to the front door, where Sergeant Jackson was still on his cell phone consulting the police department’s legal advisor.


“He left!” she exclaimed to Jackson. “He went in the back! Back there! He’s going to kill the kids!”


Jackson held up his hand, indicating that he was on the phone.


Desperate, Sofina ran to Officer Nelson, who was sitting in his police cruiser parked in front of the house.


“Officer, you need to go in there right now!” she exclaimed. “Marcus isn’t at the door! He’s in the back! He’s going to kill the kids!”


 


Serafino had taken his father’s place guarding the front door.


“Step aside, son,” an officer told him.


“No!” Serafino replied defiantly. “You have no warrant. You’re not coming in.”


The officer pulled his gun out of its holster. Serafino stepped aside but did not exit the house. Several officers entered the house, their guns drawn. One officer cocked his shotgun as he passed through the doorway.


“Don’t you dare shoot my father!” Serafino shouted, approaching the officer.


“Get him out of here!” the officer said.


Two more officers grabbed Serafino by the arm and pulled him out of the house. As he walked into the yard he began to cry.


Sofina ran to him. “Serafino, what did you see? What happened?” she asked.


Serafino shook his head and wept. “I think Dad shot Sebhrenah and Lise,” he said.12


Elizabeth Wesson then emerged from the back bedroom with a look of terror on her face. She ran out of the house and into the yard.


“They’re all gone! They’re all gone!” she cried. Elizabeth fell into Sofina’s arms.


Sofina and Ruby began to scream. “No…Noooo!”


“Nooooo!” Ruby cried.


“Oh my God!” Sofina yelled.


The women all began to scream.


“Shoot his fuckin’ ass!” Louis shouted at the police. “Kill that son of a bitch! That’s what he gets! I hope he dies right now!”


“Get in there! He’s doing something to the kids!” Louis exclaimed. “Fuckin’ probably killed them already! He’s got a gun in there!”


Kiani exited the house. “You guys shouldn’t have came!” she shouted at Sofina and Ruby. “They’re gone and you’re next!”


“My God! Nooo!” Ruby fainted and fell to the ground.


Sofina threw her purse on the ground and screamed hysterically. She ran to the police cruiser parked in front of the house and threw herself on it. Pounding on the hood of the car, she sobbed, “It wasn’t supposed to happen like this! It wasn’t supposed to happen like this!”


“He’s in the house! He’s still in the house!” Louis said. “He killed them! That’s what happened!”


Ruby was just regaining consciousness. “Go get my baby!” she screamed.


A police officer approached Sofina.


“What did you hear? What did you see?” he asked.


“I didn’t see anything,” she replied. At that moment she heard the sound of two gunshots coming from inside the house. Again she became hysterical.


 


Doreen Sanchez was just sitting down to watch All My Children in her living room when she first heard the women shouting across the street at the Wesson house. During the trial, Sanchez testified that she heard two gunshots shortly after 2:00 P.M. and went outside. When asked by the defense attorney if she could have heard the shots later in the afternoon, Sanchez said she knew she heard the sounds between 2:00 and 3:00 P.M. because she was watching General Hospital. Other neighbors made similar statements about hearing gunfire. Oddly, not one police officer reported hearing a single gunshot.


Sergeant Jackson was just a few feet away near the front door and was crouched down with his gun drawn. He was pointing it inside the house. Sofina joined Ruby behind the yellow school bus parked in the driveway. The police told them to get away from the house. Sofina and Ruby clung on to each other and crossed the street.


3:47 P.M.


Police cars surrounded the house. The SWAT team was on its way, and several officers were positioned in the front yard with their weapons drawn. A crowd of interested neighbors was gathering in the street, and officers created a perimeter around the house with yellow crime tape to keep the onlookers a safe distance away. A large police RV pulled up to the house, the words “Mobile Command Unit” written on the side. Officers escorted the female family members into the vehicle, including Sofina and Ruby, who were both crying and still holding onto each other. Kiani and Rosa were also inside the RV. About twenty minutes passed and a female officer came by to ask the women what the children were wearing.


“Is my daughter alive?” Ruby asked the officer, her face wet with tears.


“We don’t know yet,” the officer replied.


 


In the front yard, Fresno police officer Wynn Mooney had the best view into the house. He stood next to a tree just a few feet from the front door. His K-9 was at his side. Mooney could see most of the living room and the hallway that led to the back of the house. The door to the back bedroom was shut. He called out, “Marcus! Marcus! It’s the police department! Just come on out and talk to us!” There was no answer. The SWAT team arrived. Officers dressed in black and carrying automatic weapons surrounded the house. More than an hour went by, and for Mooney it felt like an eternity. He continued to call out, “Marcus! We just want to get your side of the story. You’re not in any trouble!”


Then Mooney saw a shadow moving inside the house. It was dark inside but the afternoon light shone into the front room through the open front door. He saw the shadow move toward the back of the room in the hallway. Officer Mooney thought his eyes were playing tricks on him, but he saw the movement again, and this time he realized someone had emerged from the back bedroom.


4:47 P.M.


“I have movement in the house,” he whispered into his police radio.


Mooney called out to the shadow looming inside.


“Marcus! Just please come on out here and talk to us. We just want to talk to you. Come on out!”


Mooney saw the shadow move back farther into the hallway, out of his view. Moments later the shadow reappeared.


He called out again, “Marcus! Let’s get this over with! Just come on out!” Walking into the afternoon light reflecting into the front room, Marcus Wesson emerged from the shadows. His expression was emotionless and his clothes were covered with blood. Wesson would not take his eyes off Officer Jimmy Ray Passmore, who was off to Mooney’s left near the front door.


“Step on out here where we can see you,” Passmore advised Wesson.


Wesson complied. He raised his hands near his head and stepped outside.


“I’m going to pat you down,” Passmore said, approaching him slowly. He told Wesson to turn around and place his hands on the side of the house, and again Wesson complied. Passmore patted his hands on Wesson’s bloody clothing and removed a leather knife sheath from his right front pocket. Passmore tossed it onto the ground. The empty knife sheath hit the cement, and Officer Mooney, who was just feet away, wondered where the knife had gone. Passmore placed handcuffs on Wesson, who stood expressionless in the light of the afternoon sun.
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