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BLAME
Once quickly closed, shooting death is open case
BY KEVIN VAUGHAN • 9NEWS, SPECIAL TO THE GAZETTE

MARK REIS, THE GAZETTE
Jill and Mike Wells are buried side by side in the Woodland Park Cemetery. Suspicion has focused on Mike Wells in his wife’s shooting death in
2001, ruled an accident at the hands of their 6‐year‐old son. Mike Wells died of a drug overdose in 2008.

PHOTOS BY ANNA HEWSON, 9NEWS
EMT Patrick Leonard gestures while talking about the death of Jill Wells with other first responders. From left, victim’s advocate Juliet Lundy, Patrick Leonard, EMT Michelle Leonard and firefighter
Carlos Leonard. All four first responders had questions early on about Jill’s death.

George Brauchler is the district attorney for Arapahoe, Douglas, Lincoln and Elbert counties. He is considering what
actions might be appropriate to attempt to answer lingering questions in Jill Wells’ death.

COURTESY OF JOY EVENSON
Joy Evenson with her sister Jill Wells. Two years after Jill was shot to death, Joy convinced another sister, Julie Evenson, to travel to Colorado with her to investigate.

ANNA HEWSON, 9NEWS
The Jill Wells case remains open in Lincoln County, where the files are stored in a banker’s box. “I
hope that something comes forward that we don’t have that will help us — even if Mike Wells is
gone,” says Lincoln County Sheriff Tom Nestor.

CHRISTIAN MURDOCK, THE GAZETTE
Kathy Parham holds the running shoes of Jill Wells in her office at Penrose Hospital on Friday. Kathy and Jill worked together at the hospital and would meet during breaks
to walk in Monument Valley Park nearby. Jill’s mother gave the shoes to Kathy with her socks still in them after her death.

KEVIN VAUGHAN, 9NEWS
The 2001 death of Jill Wells was recorded as a “fatal accidental shooting” in a log book kept by Lincoln County Sheriff
LeRoy Yowell.

Inside
The death of Leroy Drieth was ruled “auto suicide.” Yolanda Riojas’ death was declared an accident. Decades later, foul play is supected in both cases. A7
Read previous stories
Part 1: The shooting death of a Colorado Springs nurse almost 16 years ago was officially attributed to an accident in which her 6‐year‐old son pulled the trigger.
Part 2: More than seven years after Jill Wells was killed, a backhoe tore into the earth in the Woodland Park Cemetery. The investigation into her death had been
renewed, and a court order had been obtained to exhume her body for autopsy at long last. Go to gazette.com.
Editor’s note: Blame is a collaboration between 9NEWS Denver and The Gazette. Part 3 of 3.
Kathy Parham hadn’t thought about the story in years, a good‐humored anecdote from her dear friend Jill Wells not long before she was shot and killed on an isolated
ranch in eastern Colorado.
The two nurses met at Penrose Hospital in Colorado Springs where they both worked. It was a different era.
“We looked put together because we had to be very professional,” Kathy says. “That was back when we had to wear suits and skirts and pumps. But underneath we were
always sporting huge holes in our pantyhose and nobody knew what we were like underneath, but we always had the presence, the professional presence.”
The two women quickly became work friends and then more — “much more,” Kathy says.
During their regular lunchtime walks in the park outside the hospital, they talked about their hopes and their dreams. During meetings of their prayer group, they asked
for blessings on their marriages. And sometimes, they simply shared their lives, telling stories.
Like the day Jill told Kathy about a family target shooting session with her husband, Mike, and their son, Tanner. The boy wanted to be just like his dad — a crack shot. As
he took aim at a target, Mike moved stealthily behind him, out of the boy’s sight, raised his rifle, and fired just as Tanner did — a perfect shot that pierced the bull’s‐eye.
Tanner thought it was his shot that hit dead‐center, and he jumped up hollering with glee.
“She thought that was so cute,” Kathy says, “just a cute mommy story.”

Today, Kathy can’t pinpoint the exact date Jill told her that story. But she’s sure it was in the last year of Jill’s life — sometime before March 28, 2001, the day Jill was shot
to death at an isolated ranch in Lincoln County, the day Mike told the responding investigators that Tanner had accidentally fired the shot.
Julie Evenson, Jill’s younger sister, has her dreams and doubts and suspicions — and always, the same question: Was Jill’s death really a tragic accident at the hands of
her 6‐year‐old son?
She looks at the marital problems and the financial problems. At the alleged affairs and the life insurance — substantive reasons Mike might have pulled the trigger.
“I don’t know,” she says, pausing, “if you just put it all together, it makes a lot of sense.”
Another of Jill’s sisters, Joy Evenson, is even more certain. She doesn’t hold back when she is asked what she thinks.
“I think that he killed her,” she says. “I’m 99, 100 percent that he totally did it. And you know, he obviously had it planned ...”
Joy can’t forget a conversation she had with Jill a few weeks before she died. She was happy, Joy says, that Mike was going to marriage counseling, that he finally seemed
interested in working on their relationship.
Now, she looks back and sees a ploy.
Just after Jill’s death, one of Kathy Parham’s colleagues blurted out, “Mike did it.” It stunned Kathy. And when she visited Mike a couple days after Jill’s death, he looked
hideous, grabbing onto her and sobbing, not letting go. She concluded there was no way he had killed Jill. But ask that question today, and her answer is different.
“I think just the opposite of what I thought then,” she says. “And it just — it just came to me over the years.”
And it’s not just members of Jill’s family and her closest friends who doubt the version of events laid out by Mike Wells: that he, Tanner and Jill were shooting at paper
targets stapled to hay bales; that he let Tanner fire his lever‐action.22‐caliber rifle; that the boy stood up and tried to cock it; that it went off and hit Jill in the head as she
lay prone on a foam mattress, aiming for her next shot.
One person after another finds that scenario difficult — or impossible — to accept.
There are the first responders. Patrick Leonard was on the ambulance that got to the scene just moments after Sheriff LeRoy Yowell and Undersheriff Alan Yowell arrived.
Mike’s demeanor bothered him. So did the fact he appeared to have done nothing to help Jill after she’d been shot. And so did his reaction when someone suggested
the officers needed to question Tanner. For years, he dismissed those thoughts.
Then in 2008, after Lincoln County reopened the case, Leonard saw the two‐page report written by the sheriff and undersheriff for the first time.
When he got to the line that described Jill’s left index finger being on the trigger of her rifle, he was startled. That’s not what he remembered — Jill was holding the rifle
as though she was firing right‐handed. He was sure of it. And after he examined crime scene photographs, he was doubly sure.
“It’s the ‘aha’ moment, you know?” he says.
Jill was left‐handed, and Mike told Undersheriff Yowell that she was firing left‐handed when she died. But the position of her hands in crime scene photos jibe with
Leonard’s recollections. Those pictures, in turn, led some investigators to conclude the death scene was staged.
Then there’s Dr. Michael Dobersen, a highly respected forensic pathologist. He spent more than 20 years as Arapahoe County’s coroner and performed more than 6,000
autopsies, including the one on the body of Jill Wells after it was exhumed in December 2008.
Now retired and living in the north‐central Colorado mountains, he looks through documents related to Jill’s death — the original report, the application for $1.25 million
in life insurance Jill filled out less than five weeks before the shooting — and reaches his conclusion.

“I think knowing everything that we know now,” he says, “I think this case would be classified as a homicide.”
In some places, deaths are investigated by coroners — typically civilians with little or no medical background and, in some cases, little training. In others, it falls to
medical examiners — physicians.
Colorado is one of 14 states that still rely solely on a coroner system, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. The bulk of them are in the Midwest
and West — including Nevada, Idaho, Montana, Wyoming, the Dakotas, Nebraska and Kansas.
Another 15 states have systems that are a mixture of coroners and medical examiners.
The other 21 states have medical examiner systems. Three states that touch Colorado — Utah, New Mexico and Oklahoma — have medical examiner systems.
In Colorado, just about anyone can be a coroner.
“The requirements to be coroner in the state of Colorado — I’m gonna go through a list, and try to memorize these: Be a high school graduate; don’t be a convicted
felon,” says George Brauchler, the district attorney for Arapahoe, Douglas, Elbert and Lincoln counties.
“You don’t even have to own a Bunsen burner. You don’t even have to know what a Bunsen burner is to be coroner.”
There are two other requirements in Colorado: A coroner has to be a U.S. citizen and reside in the county where he or she serves. They have to take a 40‐hour class on
being a coroner “at the first opportunity after the election or appointment” and a death investigation course within a year of taking office. They also have to take
refresher courses every year.
Only a doctor who is a forensic pathologist can perform an autopsy, but there are no requirements that a coroner have an medical background. Less than 10 of
Colorado’s counties have coroners who are doctors qualified to do autopsies. “And that’s kind of the sad truth here in Colorado,” Dobersen says, “that we have a
relatively antiquated system and we have people who are not medically trained doing death investigations and mistakes will happen.”
LeRoy Yowell sits at the kitchen table in his modest Hugo home, a few blocks down the street from the department he led for 32 years. He’s now 75, nearly a decade
removed from the end of eight terms as Lincoln County sheriff. These days, he runs the metal detector at the courthouse, a shiny pistol strapped to his belt.
Ask him what he remembers about Jill’s case, and this is how he answers: “Not that much, I’ll be honest. Been too many cases over the years.”
There’s a lot he doesn’t remember. Not Jill’s finger being on the trigger. Not the call from the hospital administrator in Woodland Park suggesting Mike Wells was having
an affair. Not the calls from the insurance company’s investigator. Not any discussion about taking Mike to the office for questioning, or calling in the Colorado Bureau of
Investigation, or arranging for Tanner to be interviewed by an expert in questioning children.
“What I do remember about that one was I was in the office and so was my undersheriff at that time, and we were the ones that responded to it,” he says as a television
drones in the other room. “After we responded we did call in the DA and then, of course, the coroner come and we all conflabbed, I guess, is the word you wanna use,
and agreed that we’d have to go with that Tanner did do it with red flags.”
He also can’t remember why no one thought to do ballistics tests.
“As I remember, like I said, we kinda done one of these numbers from Tanner’s height,” he says, raising his arms as though he’s holding an imaginary rifle and cocking his
head as though he’s peering down the sight.
“And everything,” he says, “looked like it could have been.”
Asked if he could have or should have done more back in 2001, this is how he answers: “Looking back at the time, no. Autopsies? We did very few autopsies in those
days, because a lot of it was financial. We didn’t have the budget for it and stuff like that and neither did our coroner.”

As for the “red flags,” the former sheriff says he had suspicions from the beginning — but nothing to go on.
When he got to the line that described Jill’s left index finger being on the trigger of her rifle, he was startled. That’s not what he remembered — Jill was
holding the rifle as though she was firing right‐handed. He was sure of it. And after he examined crime scene photographs, he was doubly sure. “It’s the ‘aha’
moment, you know?” he says.
“The gut feeling was there, but you didn’t have the evidence to prove it,” he says.
His son, the former undersheriff, doesn’t remember much, either, he says.
That will be the only insight into Alan Yowell’s thoughts on the case. A little more than a year after Jill’s death, he pleaded guilty to a domestic violence charge after
hitting his wheelchair‐bound wife. No longer in law enforcement and living in another state, he did not respond to numerous messages seeking an interview.
The prosecutor who responded that day, William Sylvester, did not remember much about the case either.
One person who did remember it was former Lincoln County Coroner Don Bender.
“If the sheriff ’s department would have had any suspicions, I would have thought they would have let me know,” Bender says. “You know there’s nothing to determine —
the cause of death was obviously a gunshot to the head.
“So if the police had any questions about it, they should have investigated further. All I was required to do — at that time — was just determine, you know, the cause of
death.”
Bender left office later that year after the electric company he worked for transferred him to Colorado Springs.
“As far as looking suspicious, you know, I always thought that coulda been, you know, done by somebody,” Bender says. “But, you know, how am I supposed to know?”
When Dobersen thinks about deaths like Jill’s, he shudders.
“The cases we talk about are likely the tip of the iceberg,” he says.
Over the past 25 years, there have been two efforts to reform Colorado’s death investigation system — a proposal in 1994 that would have put coroners under the
supervision of medical doctors, and a 2011 effort to study the current law and determine whether the state should move to a medical examiner system.
The first was prompted by Vickie Mahrling, whose brother, Leroy Drieth, died in a 1968 car accident originally ruled a suicide. Twenty‐five years later, his body was
exhumed and a pathologist concluded he’d had his throat slashed before the crash.
The second was sponsored by then‐state Rep. Rhonda Fields, D‐Aurora. Perhaps better than just about anyone else, Fields knows how important it is that suspicious,
unattended, traumatic or violent deaths be properly investigated: On June 20, 2005, her son, Javad Marshall‐Fields, and his fiance, Vivian Wolfe, were gunned down on an
Aurora street. They were both 22, both college graduates. A seemingly bright future was gone in killings carried out to keep Marshall‐Fields from testifying in a murder
trial.
In November, Fields was elected to the state Senate, and she’s considering taking another run at the same idea.
“Some of our coroners across the state may be a mortician, an EMT, the cable guy,” Fields says.
On the other side of the argument is Dr. Robert Bux, El Paso County’s highly experienced coroner and a board‐certified forensic pathologist. Speaking on behalf of the
Colorado Coroner’s Association, he argues that the state’s training requirements — new coroners have to take a class about the responsibilities of the job and another in
death investigation — are more rigorous than those in many states where medical examiners are in charge.

“That’s fact No. 1,” Bux says. “Fact No. 2 is coroners do not have discretion on the kind of autopsies they do. They are mandated by state law, what they are. So the
problems you’re talking about 15 years ago or 20 years ago are not happening today because that’s not what the law allows.”
But the guidelines, Dobersen notes, are meant to give coroners and forensic pathologists — doctors qualified to perform autopsies — discretion. The one that applies to
a case like Jill’s calls for an autopsy when “the death is known or suspected to have been caused by apparent criminal violence.”
The authorities with the power to investigate in 2001 quickly concluded no crime occurred in Jill’s death. If the same thing happened today, there’s no guarantee there’d
be an autopsy.
Lincoln County Sheriff Tom Nestor lifts the top off a white banker’s box in a conference room inside his office. Inside are the contents of the investigation as it now
stands, the original slim accordion file replaced with scores of new documents dug up by one of his deputies,
Albert Leach, after the case was reopened in 2008.
That investigation led to the discovery of all the life insurance that was in force when Jill died — Mike Wells was paid nearly $800,000 in the weeks following Jill’s death. It
also led to the exhumation of Jill’s body and an autopsy where the fragments of the bullet that killed her were recovered, but ballistics testing was inconclusive, raising
even more questions.
The case remains open, but the reality is that Mike’s death from a drug overdose in August 2008 was a crippling blow.
“I hope that something comes forward that we don’t have that will help us — even if Mike Wells is gone,” Nestor says. “If he is responsible for this, I would love to prove
that. And I would love to tell Tanner that, you know? It’s been 15 years, and this young man’s lived with this his whole life, and it’s been our goal, whether it helps him or
not, to tell him that he wasn’t responsible for it.”
And although it’s Nestor’s job to keep an open mind, he acknowledges that, like many others, he finds the official version of events, as determined in 2001, difficult to
accept.
“My gut feeling, and what I can prove, are two different directions, I’ll tell you,” he says. “ ... I’m not sure Tanner was responsible for it.”
Leach left the Lincoln County Sheriff ’s Office a couple years ago, but he hasn’t stopped thinking about Jill Wells. He remains baffled by the fact no autopsy was
conducted when Jill was killed.
He continues to believe all the evidence points away from Tanner as the shooter — and toward Mike. And he feels a keen sense of regret that the questions have never
been fully resolved.
“Do I feel like they were let down?” he asks. “Absolutely. I feel like Tanner’s been let down. And not just back then, but by us right now, because we can’t give him the
answers he really needs and deserves.”
There is one person who still believes that Tanner fired the shot that killed his mother.
Tanner himself.
The boy who was blamed for Jill’s death is now a man. He’s in his early 20s and pursuing a college degree. He has a serious girlfriend.
“He is just the most gentlemanly gentleman,” says Lynn Evenson, one of Jill’s older sisters, of the quiet, thoughtful young man she and her husband raised after Mike
Wells died.
She fought for years to protect Tanner. And maybe for that reason, and maybe because silence sometimes settles in families when the topic is difficult, she and Tanner
never really talked about Jill’s death.

“I remember one time Tanner, when it was his mom’s anniversary of her death, he came, and I’d forgot all about it,” Lynn says. “It was probably about three, four years
ago. And I was at the computer and he put his arms around me. And he said, I’m so sorry. I said, what are you sorry about? About my mom dying. And I said, oh, Tanner, I
said, I’m so sorry. I said, you don’t have to be sorry — I’m the one that’s sorry. And I love you so much. And he and I just cried.”
But just because his mother’s death is shrouded in silence doesn’t mean he doesn’t think about it.
Owing to his private nature, he declines to discuss it. Instead, he writes a letter.
My name is Tanner Wells, the son of Jill Adair Wells and Michael Dean Wells. When I was 6 I lost my mother, at 14 I lost my father. I loved both very deeply ...
Negligence comes to mind when I think back to that day. Now I don’t blame my parents for not watching my every move. I don’t sit here and wonder what would life be like
if they did? I remember the moment for what it was. The past is the past and you can’t change that ...
I don’t tell many this story as you can imagine. I find it hard to put trust in people, maybe that’s due to what happened during my childhood and the shortfalls of trying to
depend on a father whose problems aren’t just financial but rooted in addiction.
I remember my mother laying down and me getting up. I grabbed my father’s lever action which for me at the time was hard to cock. At this point in my life I had shot plenty
of times, maybe my parents felt comfortable with me handling firearms by myself. Negligence is a harsh word but it’s the truth. I shouldn’t have had my hands on a gun I
wasn’t very familiar with without someone helping me through every step. In that traumatic moment things can get blurry some details you may not remember but the truth
is I do.
“The requirements to be coroner in the state of Colorado — I’m gonna go through a list, and try to memorize these: Be a high school graduate; don’t be a
convicted felon,” says George Brauchler, the district attorney for Arapahoe, Douglas, Elbert and Lincoln counties. “You don’t even have to own a Bunsen burner.
You don’t even have to know what a Bunsen burner is to be coroner.”
Now I can’t tell you the weather on that day or what the sheriff looked like but I can tell you what I do remember. For so many years I have tried to move on but those
memories come up almost every day. I remember nights running to my dad’s arms and balling my eyes out and see him do the same ...
Growing up I remember times where people would talk behind my back about my past. In the sixth grade I pushed a kid at recess playing football maybe a little too hard and
I’ll never forget what he said to me. He yelled “Why don’t you go kill your dad like you did your mom.” Again I had to cry with my dad and again I have to remember it ...
When people find out about it I tell people that I don’t remember so I don’t have to re‐live that event in my head when they ask what happened ... But the truth is that in that
moment my gun fired in my hands. The picture of my mother with her head down as my father grabbed me and ran me inside and put me next to my brother and I asked
why he did that? He told me that my mom had hit her head on a rock. I remember talking to many people telling them what happened to my mom and I told them that she
hit her head on the rock. But she didn’t hit her head on a rock because I had killed her. Yet again I have to remember.
This comes from my heart when I tell you that you can search for anything you want and you may find traces of past deceit and lies. You may uncover things no one wants to
believe or hear. Like I have of my father’s unfaithfulness...
I know my father had his troubles with addiction, I know he struggled financially though he never showed it to me or my brother. He could have sought help for his issues and
who knows, maybe he wasn’t the greatest dad when you put those facts out there, but he was the only one holding on to me when we cried together because of the grief we
felt. That day we lost one of the brightest shining spirits to walk on this earth in my mother. But it was me, not him holding the gun. So I sit here and I remember, just like I
have for the last 17 years, and just like I’ll have to the rest of my life.
He signed it simply.
Tanner Wells, Son of Michael Dean Wells and Jill Adair Wells

•••
So is that the end of it? Is that the definitive word about the death of Jill Wells — that her son really did shoot her, that his memory of the incident is the most important
piece of evidence?
Dr. Max Wachtel doesn’t think so. A forensic psychologist, he said childhood memories are unreliable — and susceptible to being influenced by other things seen and
heard.
“It’s extremely easy with kids to implant false memories,” Wachtel says.
A case in point: An expert interviewing a child will try to determine “how suggestible the kid is by asking a question, like, do you see that bird up there in the corner?”
“And they’ll ask a couple of times,” Wachtel says. “There’s obviously no bird flying around in the corner of the room. And some kids will be like, you know, there’s not a
bird up there. But I bet a lot of them will say, yes, I see the bird. And then 20 minutes later, yeah, I remember when that bird was flying around the room.”
Still, with Mike Wells dead — the prime suspect in the minds of many people — is it even important to try to understand whether Tanner’s memory is accurate?
Ryan Brackley, a former prosecutor in Manhattan and now Denver’s assistant district attorney, thinks it is.
“I really believe that someone needs to get to the truth in this case,” Brackley says. “I really feel that for the sake of this boy and for the sake of his family, he needs to
know the truth.
“And I feel for the sake of Jill’s family, they need to know the truth, regardless of whether or not someone can be prosecuted, it’s important. It’s important. These are
important questions. The answers are important.”
Brauchler, the prosecutor, finds himself in a difficult place on that question.
“My job is to seek justice,” Brauchler says. “And that justice is built on a foundation of truth ...
“But I think the bigger question for me and my job is, was I hired by the voters to just seek truth anywhere and everywhere in any criminal case regardless of whether or
not we can actually make a difference in the system? That’s tough here, because the person that we’re suspicious of, the person who seems like they have the motive and
they conducted themselves in a way that would bring them scrutiny from the criminal justice system, they’re long deceased.”
Still, he is considering whether there is an appropriate role for his office in trying to find answers in Jill’s death.
If the moment that gun fired was a stone hitting a pond, the ripples can still be felt by the people who loved Jill, who care for Tanner.
In Kathy Parham’s small office at Penrose Hospital, where the sunlight slants through the window behind her desk, a pair of white Easy Sprit tennis shoes sits on a book
shelf, a crumpled ankle sock stuffed into each one. They are Jill’s shoes. Reddish‐brown dust streaks the seams, and the laces are knotted just as Jill left them after she
slipped them off in Kathy’s office following one of their lunchtime walks.
Thinking about the shoes takes Kathy back to April 3, 2001, the Tuesday after Jill’s death. Hospital administrators held a small memorial service in the hospital’s chapel for
Jill’s colleagues who weren’t able to attend her funeral the previous day in Woodland Park. Jill’s parents and other family members came.
“Her mom had been out here before, and we were taking the family members that were still here to show them — this was Jill’s office, and they had come to my office,
and I said these are Jill’s shoes,” Kathy says. “Her office was up on the 11th floor at the time, so she would come down to my office and change her shoes. And so she’d
keep her shoes in my office. I said, would you like her shoes? I said these are her socks, these are her shoes, they have her DNA.
“And her mother said you keep those shoes — I want you to have those shoes.”

Kathy smiles as she tells the story, then pauses for a moment.
“We do an employee survey, and for many years the question that was asked, do you have a best friend at work?” Kathy says. “She was my best friend at work.
Irreplaceable.”
As the words leave her mouth, there’s a catch in her voice, and her eyes glisten with tears that don’t fall.
Today, the dreams don’t come so often for Julie Evenson, and as she wanders in the solitude of the Missouri farm where she lives, a camera in her hands, she hopes to
catch a glimpse, and a photo, of a butterfly.
The delicate creatures always remind her of Jill — ever since the first time she saw one after the shooting.
It was Easter 2001. Just 2½ weeks had passed since Jill had died, and many of the people who loved her gathered at Joy’s home after church. Their collective pain was still
raw, and there were a lot of tears that day. But there were also some laughs, and as Jill’s parents and her brothers and sisters and their spouses and kids wandered out
front after a big meal, they began the ritual of saying goodbye, clustering for hugs.
Just then, a butterfly landed on Julie, and then took flight again, circling before settling anew on the finger of Jill’s father, the Rev. Walter Evenson.
“That’s Jill,” Julie said that day. “She’s saying, ‘I love you.’”
From that moment on, a butterfly would always remind her of Jill — it’s short beautiful life the perfect metaphor for the big sister who taught her how to dig a volleyball
inches from the court, who encouraged her to look past her own imperfections to the beauty inside, who coaxed her to stand up for herself.
—
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