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For Barb Thompson and All Parents Who Grieve
For Their Lost Children

and

For Families and Friends
of Violent Crime Victims (fnfvcv.org) in Everett,
Washington—Who Are There to Help

 

I know that my Father in Heaven knows me
         and loves me.

He has blessed me with the only mother I
         would ever have chosen.

My mother has flaws and faults as anyone
         does.

One thing she never failed to do is to love me.

—Freeman Thompson, Ronda’s brother,
   speaking for himself—and for Ronda, too
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NOVEMBER 2, 2009



LEWIS COUNTY, WASHINGTON, lies just about halfway between Seattle and Portland, Oregon. The only towns of any size are Centralia and Chehalis, the county seat. With a population of about 15,000, Centralia is home to twice as many people as Chehalis. There is an outlet shopping mall in Centralia, and a number of motels and restaurants close by Interstate 5 to serve bargain shoppers and salesmen. For all the drivers of cars and trucks whizzing by at seventy miles an hour, there are the locals who live and work in Lewis County—on farms or homes in hamlets with quaint names: Onalaska, Salkum, Mossyrock, Napavine, Fords Prairie, Winlock, and Toledo. Mount Rainier looms to the east, as do numerous forests and lakes.

Rivers twist and interlace all over Lewis County, and they often flood areas of the county, wreaking havoc on homes in their path. In the past few years, unfortunate residents have often just recovered from the devastation of floodwater damage when another watery catastrophe strikes.

But life goes on for the longtime residents of Lewis County, and most rebuild, with foundations that are high enough to resist the next flood.

Among my own family’s archives is the journal that my grandfather-in-law, the Reverend William J. Rule, a Methodist minister, kept as he went on horseback through the heavy woods that once covered Lewis County. Reverend Rule had come to America from Cornwall, England, and he was both a preacher and an expert on draining water from mines. He wasn’t thirty yet, and he stood barely over five feet tall. He had worked in the coal mines of Cornwall before he came to America, and he had never been on a horse when he became a circuit rider in the far Northwest as it existed in 1881. With only a Bible and a wobbly saddle, he struck off into the dark fir trees and waterways around Mossyrock and Salkum. He preached, ate, and slept in welcoming farmhouses deep in those woods, and occasionally hardworking farmers’ and loggers’ wives would wash his clothing. Just as often, they tried to arrange meetings with local spinsters, since they worried that he needed a wife to take care of him. As he rode precariously through the dank forest of Lewis County, there was a constant threat of cougars and bears. But somehow he survived and moved up to proper churches around Washington state.

Seeing Lewis County in 2009, it was impossible for me to recognize any of the landmarks in Grandpa Rule’s journal. Since his time, trees have been cut, replanted, and cut again. And again. Several generations of a new society have been born. Many residents have moved away to the big cities: Seattle, Spokane, and Portland, Oregon. But the cores of pioneer families have remained, with the same surnames popping up in every census tabulation. Everyone who lives there seems to have some connection to everyone else.

Elected officials, their names familiar on ballots, tend to stay in office in Lewis County for decades. Although those elected have their cheerleaders and their critics, voters are reluctant to change horses. Locals say that most of these officials retire, or die in the middle of a term, and when that happens the powers that be have someone already picked to step into the vacant position. It is a well-oiled machine. Some say with a wink, “The good old boys make sure they get the ‘right’ people in office.”

If that is true, voters don’t seem upset—they reliably rubber-stamp familiar names on the ballot. There are few instances of new blood or a breath of fresh air coming in.

Go south eighty-five miles or so from Centralia and Chehalis and you reach Portland, Oregon. Go north about the same distance and you arrive in Seattle.

For many, Lewis County is only a place that flashes by the window as their cars race along I-5, but many stop there to eat or to stay overnight. When my children were young, we always took a break at Fort Borst Park, hard by the freeway and crowded with so many tall fir trees that they often shut the sun out. The park boasted a real—historic—fort where settlers fought off Indian raiders, some slides and swings, and a small zoo filled with dispirited-looking animals.

The Washington state reformatory for boys is in Lewis County; the delinquent girls’ facility used to be there, but it’s been moved. The first road signs with directions to what is left of Mount St. Helens, whose top blew in a gigantic eruption a quarter century ago, appear in Lewis County.

One newer and bizarre roadside attraction in the county consists of four or five towering “art” pieces built on tall poles—a weathervane said to be the “world’s largest,” a statue of Christ, a miniature Statue of Liberty, and a couple whose messages are more obscure. Seattle monument builder Dominic Gospodor has placed them there on land he owns along the northbound lanes of I-5.

Lewis County’s longest-standing oddity is probably the “World’s Largest Egg.” It was an apt tourist magnet until the 1950s, Winlock was the second-largest egg producing town in America. The first mammoth egg was fashioned of canvas, debuting in 1923 as part of the hoopla surrounding the opening of the Pacific Highway. It has been upgraded three or four times since then using plastic and fiberglass. Local business boosters have been happy to donate funds for “the egg” since its “hatching” in 1923, and the newest giant egg is made of concrete, painted like an American flag. Twelve feet long and weighing 1,200 pounds. It sits atop a pedestal on a ten-foot pole on the grassy median that runs through Winlock’s center. Even though Winlock’s egg production has dropped drastically, the hamlet of a thousand citizens still hold its “Egg Day Festival” on the fourth weekend of June.

(Two thousand miles away, the town of Mentone, Indiana, makes an identical claim about their concrete egg.)

Those who live in Lewis County and tourists, too, eat at The Country Cousin, Mary McCrank’s, or Kit Carson’s.

On one hand, Lewis County is a little countrified and corny, wholesome as pumpkin pie; on the other, cynics say almost everyone in public office or government employ has “a dark secret.”

That is probably an exaggeration, but not everything that happens there is visible to the naked eye.

In the main, people in Lewis County are friendly and welcoming to visitors. But for those who make their homes there, the ease of communication through the small towns makes hiding secrets almost impossible. Few who engage in extramarital affairs can hope to keep their wanderings private, for gossip ripples through Lewis County like the first flickering of a forest fire. Some have said that Lewis County is like “a little Peyton Place,” but that can be said of any small town—going back to Sherwood Anderson’s fictional Winesburg, Ohio. Everyone experiences things that we hope to keep private; they are simply easier to detect in smaller communities. Some secrets aren’t all that interesting to other people; some are devastating and change lives forever . . .
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LEWIS COUNTY HAS HAD its share of homicides, suicides, and accidental deaths, and many of them are connected in some way either to the I-5 freeway, which long since replaced the Pacific Highway—“Old 99”—as the fastest north-south roadway, or to the trains that rumble through at almost every hour of the day and night.

Coroner Terry Wilson has ruled on the “manner of death” for most of them for seven four-year terms in office. Bald, with a florid complexion and an inscrutable expression on his face most of the time, Wilson is neither a medical doctor nor a forensic pathologist. He is a “PA,” a physician’s assistant. He earns $35,000 a year as coroner, and works in a local clinic as a PA, too. That isn’t particularly unusual, because many of the outlying and/or smaller counties in Washington employ the coroners’ system, while Pierce, King, Snohomish, Spokane, and larger counties have medical examiners who are medical doctors and even forensic pathologists. The latter, of course, are the best educated, the most skilled, and the most experienced in detecting time, cause, and manner of death.

Either medical examiners or coroners can make or break the successful solution to a sudden and violent death.

Ronda Reynolds was thirty-three and healthy and beautiful when she died on December 16, 1998. She was still what would be considered a bride—though on the verge of divorce—when her brain was destroyed by a single bullet just beside her right temple.

But why and how? Almost a dozen years later, both those who had known and loved her and those who had only read about her were still asking those same questions.

[image: Image]

ON THE SECOND DAY of November 2009, on the fourth floor of the Lewis County Law and Justice Center, a precedent-setting hearing began. It was a civil hearing, one long sought by Barbara Thompson, Ronda Reynold’s mother. Although Ronda, a former Washington State Patrol trooper, had been dead for nearly eleven years, there were questions about what really happened to her and what might have led up to the tragedy just before that long-ago Christmas. There had been few solid answers, only massive speculation that seemed to grow every year.

The hearing in the Chehalis courtroom was not for a judge and jury to decide on who—if anyone—had killed Ronda; it was to evaluate Coroner Terry Wilson and his staff’s handling of Ronda’s case. Had Wilson been irresponsible and derelict in his duty on December 16, 1998, and thereafter? Under his orders, his staff had done a perfunctory investigation of her death. Had it been enough? Or had her dying been swept under the rug and dismissed?

Barb Thompson believed fervently that it had.
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IT WAS STILL DARK at 6:20 on that cold morning in 1998 when Ronda’s husband of less than a year—Ron Reynolds—called 911. He told the sheriff’s dispatcher that his wife had committed suicide. It appeared to be what mystery writers like to call “an open-and-shut case.”

But was it?

Coroner Wilson did not go to the scene of Ronda’s death himself, nor did he attend her autopsy. He rarely, if ever, went to crime scenes, and since he wasn’t a medical doctor, he couldn’t perform a postmortem exam, but he hadn’t even bothered to attend Ronda’s. Instead, the same deputy coroner, Carmen Brunton, who had responded to the Reynolds’s home and observed the deceased, was present at Ronda’s autopsy. Before she was hired by the coroner’s office, Carmen, a middle-aged blonde, had had a career as a beautician and hair dresser.

Dr. Daniel Selove, a mobile forensic pathologist who was often called upon by counties with a coroner’s system, carried out the actual postmortem procedure.

Over more than a decade since Ronda’s death, Coroner Wilson had changed his mind several times. His office first concluded that Ronda’s death was “undetermined.” And then her manner of death was deemed “suicide.” Wilson’s third decision was, once again, “undetermined.” Remarkably, the Lewis County coroner changed his mind for the third time and officially decided that she had perished by her own hand—that she was after all a “suicide.”

This hearing was to determine why it had taken so long and why there were so many missteps along the way. Why would a coroner with twenty-seven years on the job vacillate for eleven years? The sheriff who was in office in 1998 had retired and been replaced, and in the interim many of the investigating detectives had resigned, retired, or been transferred out of the detective division.

Except for those who loved Ronda, a handful of trained investigators and one lawyer—who all either volunteered their time or greatly reduced their usual rates—Ronda Thompson Liburdi Reynolds would have been forgotten long ago, her ashes scattered to the winds near Spokane where she had grown up, her lovely face captured on photographs in an album and on her mother’s website.

And that would have been a travesty of justice.

Ronda wasn’t a perfect person, no more than any of us is. Still, the one word I’ve heard continually when I ask people who knew her to describe her is courageous. And not only in her career as a female state trooper, but in her personal life.

As someone who had friends on both sides of the quandary, this case was a hard call for me. I spent a lot of time playing devil’s advocate with myself—trying to look at the mystery of Ronda’s death from all points of view. In only two of my books have I had an instant intuition that something was wrong. One was when I heard the first news broadcast about an Oregon mother and her three children who had been attacked by a “bushy-haired stranger.” One child was dead, the other two critical.

Oh, that poor woman, I thought, only to have suspicion replace my sympathy in less than a minute. As cops say, “Something was hinky.”

That poor mother, of course, was Diane Downs.
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Realized Dreams,
Lost Dreams
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AS WE FILED INTO the courtroom on the fourth floor of the Law and Justice Center in Chehalis on that rain-swept morning in November, there were more media present than spectators. Odd—because everyone I’d talked to in Lewis County knew about Ronda Reynolds’s puzzling death eleven years earlier, and each had ventured an opinion. Still, Lewis County residents who were lucky enough to still have jobs didn’t dare risk taking extra days off. They would catch up on what happened in The Chronicle, the local newspaper, or from Paul Walker at KITI Radio, who would attend the hearing every day.

ABC, NBC, and CBS affiliates in Seattle sent cameras and reporters from KOMO, KING, and KIRO so that the hearing could be featured as a lead-in on their evening and late night news. Some reporters—particularly Tracy Vedder of KOMO and Sharyn Decker of The Chronicle—had followed Ronda’s case for years. Others hadn’t even been living in Washington state when she died and were playing catch-up on a case that had vanished from the headlines a long time ago.

The waiting area on the fourth floor was full of people—some appearing for their own trials, and some whose presence there I could not pinpoint. There were an inordinate number of overweight young women who were either pregnant or carrying babies in fussy clothes. There were youngish men with earrings, wearing motorcycle-themed and obscure band T-shirts under leather jackets. And there were staid people in their sixties or seventies.

Were they there to support Coroner Terry Wilson, or to show their concern for Barb Thompson? As it turned out, most were prospective jurors who would be selected or rejected not only for this hearing, but for other cases about to be tried. Among them was Dennis Waller, an editor at The Chronicle. Some were defendants out on bail, and others seemed only to be passing through on other legal business.

Judge Richard Hicks, who was a superior court judge in Thurston County (just north of Lewis County), had been summoned to preside over this hearing. He was the epitome of what laymen expect a judge to look like—a husky man with a shock of white hair and a beard to match, his eyes missing nothing as he peered through black-rimmed glasses. Although he could be jovial, there was no doubt that he was in complete control of this courtroom. He was also bending over backward to follow all the rules of trials held in Lewis County, right down to the usual court hours.

Initially, Judge Hicks had been appointed as the sole authority who would decide whether Coroner Wilson had been derelict in his duty and/or mismanaged the investigation into Ronda Reynold’s sudden death. But Hicks chose to add a twelve-person jury. The opposing attorneys—Royce Ferguson, representing Barb Thompson, and John Justice, who had been retained by the Lewis County prosecutor’s office to represent Terry Wilson—chose eight women, four men, and two alternates to listen to the witnesses, hear the circumstantial evidence surrounding Ronda’s death, and view the physical evidence. They would render a verdict, but it might be moot; if he didn’t agree with them, Judge Hicks still held the option to overrule their decision.

Attorneys, police officers, and even coroners from other counties observed the action in this starkly modern, windowless courtroom with its original rock-hard oak benches. If they scrunched together, as many as 180 spectators could fit onto those benches. Whatever the verdict would be about Coroner Wilson’s responsibility in this still-unsolved death, this was a landmark case. Newspapers and television reporters disseminated the testimony from Seattle to Portland each day.

I had followed the violent and mystifying death of Ronda Reynolds since it occurred, and was as curious as everyone else. Naturally, I was anxious to hear the witnesses’ testimony, consider the circumstantial evidence—which was rumored to be weighted heavily against suicide—and see what physical evidence might be accepted by the Court. Several copies of a shiny white binder about six inches thick that appeared to be a collection of police reports, statements, and photos spurred curiosity in the gallery and the media. One copy sat on the plaintiff’s table, and another on the defense’s.

What was in it? I wondered. If Judge Hicks should accept the material in that binder into evidence, I would find out. I wanted to read each page.

Yet whatever results would emanate from this hearing, they wouldn’t change my mind about writing a book about Ronda’s death. There were almost as many sides to this story as colored glass splinters in a kaleidoscope. I didn’t know if I would be writing about a brutal crime, a pitiful suicide, or something else. I knew only that sometimes everything has to be told, no matter how embarrassing or distasteful the truth may be. There is never real closure for those who lose someone they love to violence, or for those who have had the white light of suspicion focused on them for decades.

So attention must be paid.

I know my readers, and I know that most of them are well-read and often sharp amateur sleuths. In the death of Ronda Reynolds, they may make the final decision on guilt or innocence. For almost twelve years, I have tried to work my way through the tangled mass of statements and leads.

In the end, I hope to present all sides of this haunting case, even though I suspected early on that there would be some principal players who might not talk to me at all.

As it happened, I was right.
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EVEN THOSE WHO VIEW a glass as half full have moments when they wonder if their lives are too perfect to last. For some, the warm, wafting breezes of spring, redolent with the fragrance of flowers, are difficult; there is too much nostalgia to deal with. For others, a new love can bring with it a fear of losing something more precious than they ever could have imagined. Similarly, holidays are times fraught with tension for many people.

Everyone hopes for a warm and loving gathering of family and friends, doors locked against the outside world once everyone arrives. And yet there is an almost subliminal fear that someone we love could be in an accident on the way to Grandmother’s house or wherever the celebration is to be held.

At Thanksgiving and Christmas, weather conditions can be icy and stormy, making roads dangerous to traverse and weighing down the wings of planes.

We worry, usually silently, and watch the clock until our roll call is complete. To lose someone on a holiday means that every anniversary that comes after will be marked by sorrowful remembrance.

I suspect that mothers agonize the most. Even when our children are grown, we would much prefer them to be safe beneath our wings, and sometimes we long for the days when we could tuck them into cribs and know that we were there to protect them from any harm.

Barb Thompson was like that, even though she seldom betrayed her concern. She wanted her two children to grow up, realize their dreams, and fly free. By the 1990s, she had let go of her babies, as all good mothers have to. She was confident that they were independent and fully capable adults, able to take care of themselves.

And they hadn’t let her down; her daughter, Ronda, in her thirties, had been a Washington State Patrol trooper for almost a decade, for heaven’s sake, responsible for the safety of others as well as herself. If she couldn’t take care of herself, what woman could?

Barb’s son, Freeman, was ten years younger than Ronda. Barb was very young when Ronda was born, only nineteen, and it probably was just as well that she had only her daughter to raise then. It wasn’t easy for Barb. Bringing up her children on her own much of the time was a challenge. Nevertheless, Barbara always put them first, and she usually worked two—or even three—jobs to support them.

Although she and her mother, Virginia Ramsey, had tangled often when she was a child and a teenager, it was Virginia who became Barb’s strongest support. Virginia had been married for more than twenty years to the only man she had ever loved, bringing up three children on “less than a shoestring,” when Barb’s father deserted her for another woman. She was totally devastated.

“Somehow,” Barb recalled, “Ronda’s birth gave her a reason to go on, and I sure did need her. She took care of Ronda—and, later, Freeman—while I worked as many jobs as I could, helped me raise my little girl. She never complained. My mom was always there—and Ronda cherished her grandmother.”

Although Ronda was born two months premature—with no fingernails, eyebrows, or lashes yet—she was a pretty, serene baby and she was easy to care for from the moment Barb took her home from the hospital in Southern California in September 1965.

Barb married twice, and had romantic relationships from time to time, but the core of her family was her children—Ronda and Freeman—and her mother, Virginia. They saw each other through many hard times and always emerged together.

Ronda loved horses as much as Barb did, but she had another dream for her life. Ever since she was about five, she had watched Dragnet, Adam-12, and Mayberry R.F.D. avidly. She decided then that she would be a law enforcement officer—a sheriff, maybe, or a detective. In fact, she wanted to grow up to be a Washington State Patrol trooper. At the time, that seemed unlikely; there were no female officers when Ronda was a little girl. There weren’t even any short troopers. The image of the Washington State Patrol was one of tall men wearing blue-gray uniforms and wide-brimmed hats. (In many ways, it still is, and motorists are surprised to be stopped by small women with soft voices.)

Barb figured she would grow out of that, but Ronda never wavered. Although she was a very feminine little girl, she loved riding wildly on her horse, and was fascinated with police officers.

Nothing daunted Ronda. She took on challenges all of her life, and as she grew up, she knew that women were beginning to take their place beside men in law enforcement. She never gave up on her plans to be a trooper, although she could not have imagined some of the problems her femininity would bring in a male world.

The lovely girl from Eastern Washington wanted it all—as people tend to say about women who work and hope to have a family home life, too.

Ronda wanted to marry one day and, especially, to have children.

And she almost achieved it all. She shared many characteristics with her mother, but perhaps the strongest was that they were both stubborn and single-minded. Each of them had had to face more than most women could imagine, but they didn’t give up on improbable or impossible goals, despite all the naysayers who warned them they couldn’t win.

Like all other mothers and daughters, they had some arguments when Ronda went through her teen years, but they loved each other devotedly. Ronda respected her mother and appreciated the sacrifices she had made, and the long hours she’d worked over the years.
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IT WAS WEDNESDAY, December 16, 1998, nine days before Christmas. Ronda lived over on what Washingtonians call “the coast,” and the rest of her family lived three hundred miles away in Spokane. Barbara was looking forward to a five-day visit from Ronda, as were her grandmother and brother. It wouldn’t exactly be a Norman Rockwell Christmas, although Spokane could count on snow. It was far colder in Eastern Washington than it was in Seattle.

Ronda’s visit wasn’t really to celebrate the holiday; she was going home to those who loved her for comfort and advice. Her second marriage was ending, and although she had no trouble finding a job, none of them was what she had wanted for most of her life. A few years earlier, after eight years as a Washington state trooper, she had resigned from the force. In her mind, she had had no choice, but she grieved for the career she loved more than any other.

Twenty-some years ago, there were only about thirty-five female Washington state troopers; today there are 1,200 sworn officers in the state patrol and 5 percent of them are women, about sixty of them. That didn’t matter to Ronda; she always assumed that she would be one of the small percentage of women who made it.

And she was right. With her grades in high school and community college close to a 4.0 GPA, she was a shoo-in. Well, not quite. The state patrol winnowed out applicants scrupulously. Candidates had to be nineteen and a half years old, with 20/25 vision and their weight proportionate to their height. Ronda met all those requirements, too.

They could not have felony convictions or misdemeanor convictions involving theft, crimes of violence, assault on a family member, larceny, moral turpitude, controlled substances, or hit-and-run accidents.

Any prior conviction for driving under the influence of alcohol or drugs had to be at least seven years in the past. When they met all those standards, the few applicants who emerged were required to pass a fitness and agility test. Perhaps more important, they would be subjected to a background investigation, and then had to successfully pass a polygraph examination.

Ronda sailed through; her record was pristine. Having chosen her career when she was in grade school, she’d been careful to live the kind of life that the state patrol wanted to find when they did background checks on prospective new hires.

Ronda was welcomed as the youngest female cadet ever hired. She was twenty, and her life was turning out just as she hoped it would.

Cadets must go through eight months of grueling training before they can hope to become road-worthy troopers. Their “boot camp” in Shelton, Washington, is similar to Army and Marine Corps training. They are often wakened in the wee hours of the morning, grabbed out of their cots by the ankles, and held upside down. They are ordered to do push-ups in the mud and cold rain long before the sun comes up, and to jog in the dark.

The WSP cadets are always at the bottom of the totem pole. As they toughen up, they derisively call the Criminal Justice Training Center law enforcement students from other departments “Club Med members.” Part of Washington state’s training for young police officers involves traveling from the Burien training academy and spending time at the state patrol’s Shelton academy to focus on driving skills.

“They weren’t nearly as military as we were,” a ten-year female veteran of the state patrol recalls. “And they were nowhere near as disciplined as our group of cadets. We kind of resented them because whenever there were visiting students, we had to ‘step back’ and let them eat first. Lots of times, we were the last to eat.”

About a third of Washington State Patrol cadets failed to finish the eight-month training program. They washed out for a variety of reasons: some for ethical standards that didn’t meet the Patrol’s level, some because they couldn’t grasp the defense tactics that they had to learn before they could go out on dark roads in one-man cars and face who knows what. Some couldn’t take the lack of sleep, the physical demands, and the harassment.

But Ronda could.

I myself have worked a one-man car—back in the day—and it can get lonely and scary out there. Being a patrol trooper is, in many ways, more dangerous than being a detective in the Women’s Bureau of the Seattle Police Department, as I was when I was her age. Washington state permits windows that are tinted so darkly that an officer cannot see who is inside. It takes a sixth sense, faith, and caution for troopers to stop a car where the driver and passengers are virtually invisible. Some of the most benign-appearing drivers, pulled over for a burned-out taillight or for driving only a few miles over the speed limit, can turn out to be killers on the run.

Ronda entered the Washington State Patrol academy on September 8, 1987, and with credit for her earlier years as a trooper cadet in her teens, she became a commissioned trooper on January 8, 1988. She stood proudly in her new uniform in the rotunda of the state Capitol in Olympia as then Governor Booth Gardner shook her hand and camera flashes highlighted her new badge: #954.

Her first assignment was to patrol I-5, the busiest highway in Washington State, near the Seattle Detachment. Next she went to the Grays Harbor WSP detachment in Aberdeen. These were early days in the history of females on the Washington State Patrol, and Ronda deliberately armed herself with a protective emotional shield, appearing far tougher than she really was. Her close women friends knew that she was loving, vulnerable, and often “grossed out” by some of the jokes and remarks the men went out of their way to tell.

But Ronda didn’t show it.

Connie Riker worked as a dispatcher for the Patrol in Bremerton, and her territory—#8—consisted of many counties, including Clallam, Jefferson, Wahkiakum, and Grays Harbor. She met Ronda when she and another trooper had a delivery to make in Aberdeen. It wasn’t long before Connie and Ronda became fast friends. On occasion, Connie rode along with Ronda in what was usually her “one-man car.”

Connie was appalled at the lewd comments and forbidden jokes that Ronda had to put up with. “There was a huge sexual harassment problem in the Patrol then, but Ronda felt she had to get along with the guys—and she could put on a different persona when she was around them. The guys were used to ‘taking care’ of women—which was kind of the opposite of their naughty stories—but Ronda didn’t want to be taken care of. She was so strong.

“If Ronda was a man, you would call her ‘cocky,’ ” Connie explained. “She believed she could do anything then. And she was so empowering to me. She told me the Aberdeen Police was hiring, and that she could introduce me to the chief. I remember how she said, ‘Connie, you can do this. You will be great!’ ”

She mentored me, and she once said, ‘Yeah, you have to put up with a lot of crap working with a bunch of men,’ and then she said, ‘But won’t it be cool to break the “no females” barrier in Aberdeen?’”

Inspired, Connie applied to the Aberdeen Police Department, passed all the tests and interviews, and was offered a job as a police officer. She and Ronda were both thrilled.

“But I injured my knee,” Connie said, “and I couldn’t take the job. And then I got cancer. I lost touch with Ronda after I was transferred to Tacoma for six months. Later, I went to the Department of Licensing.”

Connie Riker and Ronda Thompson both loved horses and that gave them an additional bond during the time they both lived in Grays Harbor County.

Connie still remembered how happy Ronda was the early summer she married another Washington state trooper, Mark Liburdi, and they moved to a wonderful horse farm in McCleary. Ronda loved Mark’s three kids, and the newly married couple seemed to get along well. She asked the Patrol to officially change her name to Ronda Liburdi.

“Their house was so very neat,” Connie recalled. “I finally said, ‘How do you do it? You’re both too busy to keep it this clean!’ ”

The ranch house was sparely and purposely furnished. Connie saw that Ronda liked nice things, and she chose quality rather than quantity.

On their ride-alongs, Ronda and Connie talked through the nights, especially when there were few calls from dispatch.

“She had a wonderful personality, so giving,” Connie said. “One thing about Ronda—as tough as she could seem to be, she needed a man in her life. She was very pretty and she seemed always to have a boyfriend, but once she met Mark, she expected to be with him forever.”

Would Ronda commit suicide? It was a question that always came up when I was talking to her old friends and working partners.

“No!” Connie shouted. “In order for Ronda to have killed herself, she would have had to have a complete personality replacement. She was very strong. She ran the domestic violence program in Lewis County, and she wanted to believe in the people she loved. I’ve seen suicides in my own family, and Ronda just wasn’t like that. Whatever happened, she would have gone on to the next phase of her life. She wouldn’t give up.”

Ronda had a number of close women friends, possibly because she didn’t feel any need to compete with them; she wanted them to be successful, too. Another was Claudia Self, who worked in the Grays Harbor County Prosecutor’s Office.

Claudia offered to help Ronda fill out follow-up and field investigation reports. Ronda was a rookie then, and the reports had to be perfect because they were often used in trials or other legal hearings. Claudia empathized easily with Ronda when it came to working as the lone woman in a domain mostly populated by males. She had hired on as an officer in Idaho, and she too had lived through the not-so-subtle repartee and sexual innuendo—and sometimes outright inappropriate touching—that Ronda faced.

“Ronda put on this veneer that she was rough and gruff, when, inside, she was soft and tender,” Claudia recalled. “She never swore, but she gave as good as she got. She would change tires and take on other challenges that weren’t that easy for her—because she felt she had to keep proving herself. She was sometimes rebellious because she had to be, but she was really a very vulnerable woman who just wanted to be loved.”

“She was religious, too,” Claudia said, although she admitted that Ronda was sometimes a “drama queen” when she let her emotions get away from her. “One of the male troopers teased her once when she got her hair cut very short. He said, ‘If somebody didn’t know you, Ronda, they’d think you were a dyke.’ She got so mad at him!”

Her husband, Mark, let Ronda fight her own battles to prove she was as capable as any male on the Patrol. He knew she could handle herself.

Like most of her friends, Claudia found Ronda’s sense of humor hilarious, and her fearlessness rather daunting. On a moonless winter night Claudia rode along with Ronda on back roads surrounding Ocean Shores, a community once touted as a resort town. Old-time big-band stars bandleader Kay Kyser and singer Ginny Simms had invested heavily in Ocean Shores some sixty-five or so years ago, but it had never lived up to their entrepreneurial expectations.

Off season, in the darkest part of the night, Claudia found it scary. As they drove slowly through pockets of fog that clung like smoke to the road, something or someone suddenly jumped from the thicket of trees and scotch broom directly into the path of their patrol car. Ronda just missed hitting the figure, and Claudia’s heart thumped in her chest.

It was a person, a youngish-looking man who came up to the driver’s window. He evidently hadn’t noticed that it was a police unit; Ronda was driving the sergeant’s patrol car that night, and it had no cage separating the front seat from the back. The stranger had been drinking; the odor of alcohol permeated their car.

“He looked like a kid,” Claudia said. “Sixteen—seventeen, maybe. That might have been the reason Ronda didn’t frisk him for a weapon. She gave him a ticket for ‘Minor in Possession of Alcohol’ and drove him to where he wanted to go.”

There was something about him that gave Claudia Self a creepy feeling, and she didn’t relax until he was out of the squad car. She asked Ronda why she hadn’t searched him, and Ronda shrugged and said, ‘Oh, he’s just a kid.’ ”

Several weeks later, Claudia heard a bulletin about a twenty-year-old man named Raymond Baca who had just been arrested for murdering a woman on the beach. He had stabbed her many times with a screwdriver.

Claudia called Ronda and asked her if she recognized the name Baca. Ronda couldn’t place him.

“That’s that guy that jumped in front of our car that night in Ocean Shores,” Claudia said. “I guess we were lucky. What he did to that poor woman was awful.”

And they were lucky. Maybe they’d survived because there were two of them. Maybe it was because he realized he’d jumped in front of a police unit.

Baca had a record in California for violent attacks, too. Ronda was chagrined at herself because she hadn’t searched him at the time—or handcuffed him—but she took the valuable lesson to heart. She wasn’t superwoman. Still, she stuck with her motto, “No fear.”

Asked if Ronda might be likely to take her own life, Claudia scoffed, just as the rest of Ronda’s family and friends had. “I would say she was kind of dramatic, but she would never kill herself—especially shoot herself in the head.

“For one thing, she was very, very, vain about her appearance,” Claudia Self said. “That’s not meant as a criticism—it didn’t bother me. She always dressed perfectly, her uniform was spotless, her nails were just so, and she was careful about her makeup. I can’t even imagine Ronda shooting herself in the head. She wouldn’t have wanted anyone to find her like that.”

More than that, it simply wasn’t in Ronda’s psychological profile to take that way out. If she suffered disappointment in love or anything else, Claudia felt, Ronda would simply change her life and move on.

“I remember Ronda the last time I saw her. She was working security at Macy’s in Olympia on the weekend of—or maybe after—Thanksgiving. I asked her how things were going with her new husband, Ron Reynolds, and she said she ‘had her issues with him,’ but it didn’t seem serious.

“The last time I saw her she had a smile on her face.”

After her disappointing resignation from the Patrol, with eight years as a trooper, Ronda had started working in store security for Walmart and then for Macy’s. In the past few years, Ronda’s life seemed to crash down around her like boulders breaking free of unstable cliffs in the mountain passes. Her first marriage—to fellow trooper Mark Liburdi—had ended in divorce, and her second marriage of less than a year’s duration was almost over. She was far from giving up; she was too strong for that, but she needed to go home to be with her family while she decided what to do next.

Ronda never spent much time weeping about her misfortunes in life. Rather, she got mad, and she had always managed to come back wiser—but not more bitter. In that, she was like her mother. The two of them would talk, and weigh different options.

Everyone who knew her was convinced that Ronda would rise like a phoenix from the ashes of her marriage to Ron Reynolds.

[image: Image]

ALTHOUGH BARB THOMPSON kept her mouth shut, she never understood Ronda’s attraction to Ronald Reynolds. He was forty-six, fourteen years older than Ronda was, a grade school teacher, and a presiding overseer in the Jehovah’s Witnesses religion. He was tall, with graying light brown hair, wore glasses, and had a thick brush of a mustache. Reynolds wasn’t nearly as handsome as Mark Liburdi, the trooper who was her first husband.

But he listened to Ronda when she turned to the Jehovah’s Witnesses for counseling, and he always seemed to know just what to say to make her feel happy and serene.

Mark and Ronda had met Reynolds when they went to Kingdom Hall services and learned that Ron and his wife of more than twenty years, Catherine “Katie” Huttula, lived several houses down the street from the Liburdis’ home in McCleary. The Reynoldses had five sons, three of them still living at home.

They were quite open with Mark and Ronda, and Mark recalled that Ron had confided that he and Katie had had a problem with drugs when they were much younger. Katie was still struggling with her own addictive personality and often stumbled.

At that point, the Liburdis’ union was in trouble, and it looked as if Ron and Katie weren’t holding together very strongly, either. Ronda had never expected to get divorced, but it appeared that she was headed for that and she felt like a failure.

When Ronda was grieving for the loss of her first marriage, the career she had loved, and her failure to carry any of her pregnancies to term, Ron Reynolds had offered himself as her spiritual counselor, and her concerned advisor. Ron was in the process of divorcing Katie.

At first, Ron might have seemed only a safe place to jump to, but Ronda soon found it easy to fall in love with him. She was very vulnerable in 1997, and Ron made her believe in herself, and he seemed solid. She didn’t really know what his financial situation was, but his job as an elementary school teacher paid well. Before his father’s death, Ron had moved Leslie Reynolds into a trailer in McCleary behind his own house and cared for him. It wasn’t much of a move; prior to the older man’s illness, he had lived right next door. Ron had inherited that house.

The thought of taking on care of the elderly man and three pubescent boys who resented her because they sided with their mother in the divorce was a bit challenging, but Ronda thought they could grow to be a family—in time. Mark had brought three children into their marriage.

Ronda was confident she could come to love the Reynolds boys. She already found Ron’s dad endearing.

[image: Image]

BARB THOMPSON HAD NEVER MET Ron Reynolds, and she had no chance to form an opinion on his suitability to marry Ronda. She was a little concerned that he was so much older than Ronda, and that he already had five sons and an ex-wife he’d been married to for over twenty years. She would have hoped that Ronda would wait longer to marry him, and give herself enough time to truly know him—but Ronda was adamant. She loved him, and she believed in him.

Reynolds had used a “reverse seduction” ploy with Ronda, and that troubled her mother. The two women had always talked about problems in their lives—even intimate ones. But this was a strange courting technique to Barb.

Ron had confessed to Ronda that he was impotent, and felt it wouldn’t be fair to her for them to fall in love. He had, in fact, attempted to make love to her, with negative results, proving what he’d told her was true. She hurt for him and his male pride, but it didn’t make her love him less. When they tried intercourse again, Ron was miraculously able to achieve an erection and he thanked Ronda profusely for making him feel alive again.

Barb never believed that for a second, but Ronda was so happy to hear that she was capable of bringing Ron’s sexual potency back to life. Ronda had always been a one-man woman, and as strong as she was, she seemed to feel incomplete without a significant male in her life. Ron seemed like the answer.

They quickly became engaged, setting their wedding date for January 2, 1998.

Barb was taking care of close to twenty prize horses—along with a few cows—on her ranch, making it almost impossible for her to leave Spokane to attend Ronda’s wedding—especially since her mother, Virginia, and Ronda’s brother, Freeman, really wanted to go. Someone had to stay home and take care of all the animals. Sometimes it seemed as though she always had a pregnant mare, and she needed to be there as “midwife.”

Barbara’s brother, Bill Ramsey, a graduate of the U.S. Naval Academy and a decorated helicopter rescue pilot during the Vietnam War, flew up from Colorado to take Barb’s place. He considered it a great honor, since he adored both Ronda and Freeman; they were like his own children. Bill and Barb were very close; she could think of no one more suited to stand in for her. They had been there for each other all their lives—through both happy times and very difficult periods.

Barb wasn’t avoiding Ronda’s second wedding ceremony, and if marrying Ron made Ronda as happy as she sounded, her mother gave the union her blessing. Barb and Ronda agreed they would all get together for Mother’s Day in May—if not sooner.

Ron and Ronda were married on the second day of the new year Friday. The ceremony was held in the Abel House Bed & Breakfast, in the hamlet of Montesano, in Grays Harbor County.

Ronda wore a white satin dress that gramma Virginia made with a bolero to match, and a string of pearls, and carried a bouquet of tiny roses and lilies of the valley. Ron wore a business suit, a colored shirt, and tie, but he made the street wear more festive with a rose and lily of the valley boutonnière. Both of them smiled widely for their wedding photo.

Ron didn’t care for one of Ronda’s friends—Cheryl Gilbert*—and had urged Ronda to avoid her if possible. Mark Liburdi had felt the same way about Cheryl, who was a security guard at the Lucky Eagle Casino and a reserve officer in Elma, Washington.

Claudia Self described Cheryl as “coarse and crude.” “I never understood why Ronda befriended her—unless, typical of Ronda, she felt sorry for Cheryl.”

Ron complained that Cheryl clung to Ronda and had no respect, he felt, for their private time. Possibly he didn’t know that Cheryl was working off some bad-check charges she had made on Ronda’s account when she was married to Mark Liburdi. Ronda didn’t want to turn her in.

Ron agreed that Cheryl could continue cleaning their house, but he didn’t want her at their wedding. Since it was a small affair, Ronda didn’t invite Cheryl. But she showed up anyway, and Ronda didn’t have the heart to ask her to leave. She even posed for one awkward snapshot with Cheryl.

Ronda had such high hopes for her second marriage, but she may have wed too soon. There were any number of things the couple didn’t know about each other. Ron had seemed so kind, so thoughtful when she was struggling to find her equilibrium, but he changed after they wed. Not a lot at first. Ronda figured that it was just the adjustment that all new couples have to make until they get into the rhythm of living together. She had known him as her spiritual advisor, as another woman’s husband, and, briefly, as her lover.

She had had no idea what he might be like as a husband.

At first they lived in Ron’s house in McCleary, in Grays Harbor County. It is a town of 1,500 people, nestled beside State Highway 12 as it heads southwest toward Aberdeen and the Pacific Ocean. Salmon and bottom fish fisherman pass through McCleary in droves during the season. Like several other small towns in the area, McCleary has its traditions. It draws a modicum of fame for its summer festival—the Bear Festival—where the gourmet treat is, of course, bear stew.

Shortly thereafter, Ron was hired by the Toledo School District in Lewis County to be an elementary school principal. He’d always been popular with his students, and he had earned his master’s degree and was considering going for a doctorate in education.

The couple bought a house together on Twin Peaks Drive in Toledo. Ronda contributed $15,000 of the down payment. They weren’t at all deterred by the violence of the wildly popular television mystery series also called Twin Peaks.

Because she was in negotiation with the state patrol over just how much her retirement package would be, she borrowed that sum from her mother, promising to pay her back when she got the retirement money owed her. Ronda knew she wouldn’t receive her full retirement sum of $12,000 to $15,000 because she owed the Washington State Patrol money for a time period where she had mistakenly taken sick pay as well as state compensation for an on-the-job injury. She also had money coming from the sale of a home and acreage she and Mark Liburdi owned together.

Even though she had put up $15,000 toward their new house, Ron explained to his bride that his ex-wife, Katie, had taken everything away from him in their divorce, and he just wasn’t comfortable putting half interest in their new house in Ronda’s name. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust her, of course, but he’d just gone through losing everything so he could be with her. He promised to add her name to the house deed later.

Ronda said she understood. She trusted him completely and knew how devastated he was when many of the possessions and money he’d worked for for years were taken away and given to Katie.

They moved in in August, seven months after their wedding. Ron didn’t have any furniture of his own any longer, so Ronda brought all of her furniture to their new house. Some of it was quite new, and other pieces—like her grandmother’s china cabinet and paintings—had great sentimental value for her.

Ron moved his three youngest sons in with them. Still mourning the recent death of her beloved Rottweiler, Duchess, Ronda brought her new rottie pup, Jewels, an aged stray Rottweiler she’d rescued and named Daisy, and her feisty Jack Russell terrier, Tuffy. If there had only been room, she would have brought Clabber Toe, her beloved horse, too.

It was 1998. Ronda still hoped for a truly happy marriage, two or three babies, and to be a continued success in her new career in store security and loss prevention.

Barb Thompson was in no hurry for Ronda to repay the loan she’d extended, but her daughter assured her that that would happen as soon as she received the money that was due to her.

The last thing anyone expected were dark clouds ahead for Ronda; she had paid her dues and suffered so many painful emotional setbacks in the first three decades of her life. Those days were over, and Ronda didn’t envision anything but happiness in her future.

Ronda would never see 1999.

* The names of some individuals have been changed. Such names are indicated by an asterisk (*) the first time each appears in the narrative.
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FROM TRUE-CRIME LEGEND ANN RULE
comes this riveting story of a young woman whose
life ended too soon—and a determined mother’s
eleven-year crusade to clear her daughter’s name.

Tt was nine days before Christmas 1998, and thirty-
two-year-old Ronda Reynolds was getting ready to
travel from Seattle to Spokane to visit her mother and
brother and grandmother before the holidays. Ronda’s
second marriage was dissolving after less than a year, her
career as a pioncering female Washington State Trooper
had ended, but she was optimistic about starting over
again. “I'm actually looking forward to getting on with
my life,” she told her mother earlier the night before. “T
just need a few days with you guys.” Barb Thompson,
Ronda’s mother, who had met her daughter’s second
husband only once before, was just happy that Ronda
was coming home.

At 6:20 that morning, Ron Reynolds called 911 and
told the dispatcher his wife was dead. She had committed
suicide, he said, although he hadn’t heard the gunshot
and he didn’t know if she had a pulse. EMTs arrived,
detectives arrived, the coroner’s deputy arrived, and a
postmortem was conducted. Lewis County Coroner
Terry Wilson, who neither visited the death scene nor
attended the autopsy, declared the manner of Ronda’s
death as “undetermined.” Over the next eleven years,
Coroner Wilson would change that manner of death from
“undetermined” to “suicide,” back to “undetermined”—
and then back to “suicide” again.

But Barb Thompson never for one moment believed
her daughter committed suicide. Neither did Detective
Jerry Berry or ballistics expert Marty Hayes or attorney
Royce Ferguson or dozens of Ronda’s friends. For eleven
grucling years, through the ups and downs of the legal
system and its endless delays, these people and others
helped Barb Thompson fight to strike that painful word
from her daughter’s death certificate.

On November 9, 2009, a precedent-setting hearing
was held to determine whether Coroner Wilson’s office

had been derelict in its duty in investigating the death

(continued on back flap)
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of Ronda Reynolds. Veteran true-crime writer Ann
Rule was present at that hearing, hoping to unbraid
the tangled strands of conflicting statements and
mishandled evidence and present all sides of this
haunting case and to determine, perhaps, what
happened to Ronda Reynolds, in the chill still of that
tragic December night.

A N N RU L E is the author of thirty New

York Times bestsellers, all of them still in print. A former
Seattle police officer, she knows the crime scene first-
hand. She is a certified instructor for police-training
seminars and lectures to law-enforcement officers, pros-
ccutors, and forensic-science organizations, including
the FBI. For more than two decades, she has been a
powerful advocate for victims of violent crime. She has
testified before U.S. Senate Judiciary subcommittees on
serial murder and victims® rights, and was a civilian
adviser to the VI-CAP (Violent Criminal Apprehension
Program). A graduate of the University of Washington,
she holds a Ph.D. in Humane Letters from Willamette
University. She lives near Seattle and can be contacted
through her Web page at www.annrules.com.
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Through auctions, donations, and fund-raisers,
we are now in a position to offer a reward for
information leading o the arrest and conviction
of one or more person or persons who carried out
a plan to murder Ronda Reynolds. At this point,
the reward is over $30,000.

To find out more about this—the guidelines and
stipulations—please contact me at About1 3time@
aol.com or PO, Box 98846, Seattle, WA 98198 —
or Barbara Thompson at BarbsWash@aol.com or
PO. Box 607, Airway Heights, WA 99001
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