‘She Wrecked My Whole Life’
A Year After Crash That Killed His Wife, Man Says Driver Should Be Held Accountable 
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Two hours after a 13-car pileup killed a woman and injured others in Valrico, a Hillsborough County sheriff's detective walked into Brandie Renee Voss' hospital treatment room. 

He wanted a sample of her blood because another deputy thought he smelled alcohol on her breath, the sheriff's office has said. She refused, saying she didn't like needles. 

The detective stepped out of the room to talk on the phone with another investigator. When he returned, Voss was gone. 

The sheriff's office said Voss walked undetected out of Brandon Regional Hospital. After walking a mile, she called friends to pick her up. 

Because she was not under arrest or being detained, Voss broke no law by leaving, officials said. 

The crash happened one year ago Saturday, and the victim's husband says the sheriff's office should have detained Voss. 

He also says the fatal crash should have resulted in a criminal charge. 

Janice Clayton, 60, was a mother and grandmother. She is greatly missed, said her husband, Bob Clayton, 63, of Apollo Beach. 

Hillsborough sheriff's detectives and the assistant state attorney who reviewed the case say the investigation was handled thoroughly. They said any chance of a more serious charge was curtailed by a lack of evidence and blamed Voss for leaving the hospital. 

This month, a detective handed Voss, 35, what amounted to a traffic ticket. She was cited with a civil infraction of careless driving involving a death, punishable by a $1,000 fine and license restrictions. 

Witnesses saw Voss passing cars and weaving through traffic on State Road 60, west of Mount Carmel Road, on March 22, 2007, investigators said. The posted speed limit in both directions is 50 mph. Voss was driving her boyfriend's black Dodge Dakota truck and crashed into a white pickup that was traveling at 57 mph as she passed, investigators said. 

That collision sparked a chain reaction of crashes, and the wreckage stretched about 200 feet. Vehicles were scattered in all directions, and a dump truck overturned, spilling nearly 20 tons of topsoil. 

To Bob Clayton, a civil infraction hardly seems like justice. 

His wife of 38 years died, others were seriously hurt and the crash caused about $178,250 in vehicle damages, according to investigators. 

The investigative report details that a deputy at the crash scene smelled alcohol on Voss. Her boyfriend, and later a waitress, said she consumed part of a margarita before the crash. 

If Voss had been found to be impaired, that could have raised the offense to manslaughter. 

Voss, who initially agreed to be interviewed by The Tampa Tribune, has not answered repeated attempts seeking comment. 

Voss does not have a criminal record, but her license was suspended last year for failing to pay unrelated traffic fines and failing to appear in court, according to state records. 

Clayton said he isn't interested in seeing Voss go to prison - he doesn't want his tax money supporting her - but he does want her held more accountable for causing the crash. He'd like to see a judge order Voss to do community service to educate others on safe driving. 

That isn't likely to happen in a civil infraction case, the sheriff's office said. 

The death of his wife created enormous grief for his family and a financial hardship, Clayton said. 

"What has it done to me? She wrecked my whole life," he said of Voss. 

Window Of Opportunity Closes 

In his portion of the crash investigation report, traffic homicide Detective James T. Kelley III said he smelled the odor of an alcoholic beverage when he arrived in Voss' hospital room at 4:41 p.m., about two hours after the crash. 

However, he could no longer smell it when her brother left the room so the detective could question Voss. 

Kelley noted that Voss showed no signs of impairment. He got close to her face and detected no odor of alcohol. 

Voss told him she couldn't remember what happened, Kelley wrote. He asked her to submit a blood sample, but she refused, saying she did not like needles. 

The entire interview lasted nine minutes. Kelley left the room, leaving Voss alone while he spoke on the phone to the case's lead investigator, Detective John Graves. 

Graves was on his way to the hospital and told Kelley that a deputy at the crash scene had smelled alcohol when close to Voss, and that constituted probable cause for a blood sample to be drawn, meaning Voss would have no choice. 

According to his portion of the investigative report, Graves went to the hospital to assist in the blood draw and to notify Bob Clayton of his wife's death. 

When he arrived, Graves learned Clayton was not there and made arrangements to meet the husband at his Apollo Beach home. Before leaving the hospital, Graves told Kelley to conduct the blood draw without him. 

When Kelley returned to Voss' hospital room, a nurse told him Voss had been sent to undergo a CAT scan and would be back soon. After 20 minutes, he asked the nurse to check on whether Voss was in the scanning room. She was not. 

Kelley wrote that he searched the hospital grounds, phoned Graves to tell him Voss was gone and then went on to interview other victims at the hospital before returning to the crash site to inspect a vehicle. 

Deputies were immediately sent to look for Voss at her home and the homes of acquaintances, and tried phoning her but never made contact, sheriff's Cpl. Mike Cherup said. 

Cherup supervises the agency's traffic homicide unit. 

Kelley did not violate any sheriff's office policies or procedures by not keeping Voss within his eyesight, Cherup said, explaining she was not under arrest. 

The sheriff's office declined to allow Kelley to comment for this story. 

Before she left the hospital, Voss set down on a counter a plastic cup that was given to her by a nurse for a urine sample, investigators said. 

The liquid inside was clear and hospital staff told detectives they thought it was water, Graves wrote. 

The sample was sent to a crime lab with the Florida Department of Law Enforcement. However, it was never analyzed because there was not enough liquid in the container to properly test it, according to a letter from FDLE included in the investigation documents. 

A Desire To Fix The Problem 

The owner of the truck Voss was driving, Jack Moore, met with detectives and Assistant State Attorney Kim Seace and told them he and Voss were having lunch at a restaurant in Mango before the crash. Each ordered a margarita. 

They learned the restaurant did not accept credit cards, and not having enough cash, Voss left to find a Wachovia ATM, Graves' report said. 

Moore told authorities Voss consumed only part of her drink before she left, and a waitress who remembered the couple told detectives the same thing. 

If a blood test had been performed, Clayton would have answers to his questions, he said. 

"I would know if there was nothing to hide," Clayton said. "I would know she was not impaired and the investigation was done in a proper manner." 

There is a wide gap between the amount of evidence and circumstances the law requires for a charge of vehicular manslaughter and for a civil infraction of careless driving, Cherup said. 

"Sometimes, there are just tragic situations," Cherup said. "We're stuck with the law. We do what we can." 

Clayton said if that's the case, then the law needs to be changed. "That's what it's all about - fixing the problem - so no one else has to go through this," he said. 

2 Men Bound By Tragic Event 

On Wednesday, Clayton met for the first time the man who held his wife after the crash. They were invited to a joint interview arranged by the Tribune. 

Jonathon Fontana, 26, and his brother were headed west on S.R. 60, saw the crash and stopped to check on the motorists. 

People were dazed, children were screaming and debris was everywhere, he said. 

"I've never seen anything like that," he said. "It was awful. It was awful." 

After checking a few different motorists, he walked over to a black Ford F-150 near the overturned dump truck. 

Inside, driver Louise Lamonica, Bob Clayton's sister, was conscious but emotional, Fontana said. 

He climbed onto the truck bed, reached through the back window and pulled Janice Clayton away from the dashboard. She was unresponsive, and he held her against her seat until emergency responders could remove her, he said. 

Fontana said he is a certified crisis counselor and made reassuring statements to keep Lamonica, 54, calm. 

"For 30 minutes, I stood on the back of the truck and helped Janice as much as I could," he said. "I thought she was going to make it. … When I found out she had passed away, I broke down and cried." 

Clayton thanked Fontana for what he did to help the women, and they pledged to keep in contact. 

For several nights after the accident, Clayton sat at his patio table, lit a cigar and spent time with his "good friend Jack," he said. 

One night, he left the bottle inside and let the truth sink in. 

She's not coming back, he told himself. 

His wife, a retired oral surgeon's assistant, had managed their home completely. 

"She ran the house," he said. "She paid the bills. I had to get a neighbor to show me how to use the dishwasher. I missed a mortgage payment because I didn't know when it was due." 

Clayton, a civilian biomedical research coordinator at MacDill Air Force Base, had to borrow money to bury his wife. "I wasn't prepared for that," he said. "I had no life insurance on Jan because I was going to go first." 

Clayton said he has no plan to sue Voss. 

He said he will appear at Voss' traffic hearing. As of Wednesday, no date had been set. "I haven't heard from her," he said. "I don't expect to." 

Reporter Mike Wells can be reached at (813) 259-7839 or mwells@tampatrib.com.

