Secret Behind the Shield

In April 2004, Columbia police Officer Steven Rios arrested a boyish, young man at a loud party. Authorities say it sparked a hidden relationship and in two short months a brutal murder.
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A year ago, Steven Rios had a lot going for him. 

He proudly bore the golden badge of the Columbia Police Department on his uniformed chest. He had a pretty wife, a new baby and a nice home in a safe part of town. He mentored schoolchildren, served as an administrator for the Columbia Police Foundation and was a member of the city's Substance Abuse Advisory Commission. 

By all accounts, he was a supercop. But Steven Rios had a secret behind the shield. 

He was having sex with another man — a man he'd arrested. 

Jesse Valencia was a 23-year-old junior at the University of Missouri-Columbia who was living in a run-down basement apartment in the East Campus neighborhood, heavily populated by college students. 

He met Rios at a party on April 18 of last year. Rios showed up to investigate a noise complaint and ticketed Valencia for interfering. 

The next night, Rios showed up at Valencia's apartment door under the guise of needing more information. It wasn't long before the two had sex. Their late-night trysts were a career-ending secret for Rios that the husband and father wanted kept quiet. 

But Valencia wasn't the silent type. Not long after they met, Valencia told family and friends that Rios treated him roughly, showed up at his favorite hangouts and kept coming to his apartment uninvited. 

The younger man wanted out, but he never heeded their warnings to file a complaint. 

Valencia was found dead June 5 of a slashed throat after he'd last been seen walking home from a neighborhood party on Wilson Avenue. Rios soon resigned and was charged about a month later with murder. 

Jury selection for Rios' trial begins tomorrow in Clay County, and opening statements are set for Tuesday in the Boone County Courthouse. 

● 

Special Prosecutor Morley Swingle concedes that the 127 items of evidence linking Rios to Valencia's homicide are entirely circumstantial. There were no witnesses to the slaying, and investigators never found a weapon. 

But Swingle argues in court documents that DNA evidence proves the former officer's intimate connection to Valencia. He argues that if jurors are allowed to hear statements Valencia made about Rios, they'll find the defendant guilty beyond any reasonable doubt. 

Last week, Swingle said he intended to call 60 to 80 witnesses. He has been in Columbia for days to prepare his case. 

A particular item Swingle wants to show jurors is a Spyderco knife similar to one Rios was known to carry. Autopsy results showed Valencia's wound was likely created with a serrated knife. 

Public Defender Valerie Leftwich said in court documents that the knife would confuse jurors into thinking investigators have more evidence than they actually do. 

Leftwich also told the court that jurors shouldn't see photos of Valencia's bruised body or hear that Rios' hairs were found on the victim's chest. 

She questioned the chain of evidence handling between investigators and crime lab analysts, citing that evidence first recorded by Detective Jeff Nichols as one hair found on the body evolved into eight hairs in later crime lab reports. 

Leftwich also filed a motion last month seeking to keep Valencia's hearsay statements out of the courtroom. 

In answer to the court motions, Boone County Circuit Judge Ellen Roper ruled on April 28 that most of the photographs Swingle wants to submit will be allowed, along with the hair evidence. She has not yet ruled on whether Swingle may introduce the example Spyderco knife or Valencia's statements complaining about Rios. 

Last week, Leftwich was wrapping up unrelated cases at her office so she could continue immersing herself in trial preparations. She would not say how she and fellow Public Defender Stephen Richey are preparing Rios for trial. 

Leftwich said she is unconcerned about what is expected to be a deluge of media coverage. 

"I'm only worried about those 12 people in the jury," she said. "I think the evidence will speak for itself, and I think it will be favorable to my client." 

In January, Rios was moved from Fulton State Hospital to the Boone County Jail, where he once worked as a jailer for a month before becoming a security officer at Columbia Regional Airport and later a Columbia police officer. 

He'd received his training at the Law Enforcement Training Institute at MU. Swingle intends to call one of the institute's instructors to testify about the chokehold techniques Rios was taught to apply. 

Investigators allege Rios chased Valencia from his apartment, caught him and choked him into unconsciousness before using a knife to cut his throat. 

● 

Valencia's vintage fashion, wildly choppy hair and ever-present cigarette gave him the appearance of an East Coast hipster rather than the country boy Kentuckian he was. 

His mother, Linda Valencia, lives on a small farm outside Perryville, Ky., with her son's younger sisters, Rachel and Maria. Jesse Valencia is buried near their house in a private cemetery. 

Years ago, he took on the last name of his stepfather, Lupe Valencia. It seemed a good fit with his keen interests in Hispanic culture, Catholicism and the iconic Virgin of Guadalupe. 

However, it appears Valencia might not have considered himself religious. In 2003, he filled out an online personal profile for Onion.com, and he indicated under the religion category that he was an atheist. 

He yearned to be worldly and rich. He talked about vacationing in Greece and sunbathing on a Turkish beach as if he'd been there. 

His baby face was countered by a knowing, wan smile in photos. He knew he was pretty, and he enjoyed the large circle of male and female admirers he'd acquired. 

But it was his sharp, academic mind that put the student's focus on classical history and possibly law school after graduation. He read books about physics, knew the stellar constellations and had an understanding of Einstein's theory of relativity. 

Valencia often wrote student newspapers letters in support of gay marriage and against conservative politicians. Always eclectic, Valencia's music tastes ranged from rock bands such as Portishead and The White Stripes to the tunes of Lucinda Williams and Loretta Lynn. 

Food and drink were for pleasure. He drank bottled mineral water with cucumber sushi and liked Swiss cheese on water crackers. And sometimes he'd drink red wine and take drunken walks down his street just because he liked the feeling. 

Sexually, he wasn't closeted or a prude. But he wasn't the kind of guy his friends and family expected to be involved with a married police officer. 

● 

Rios joined other officers at the scene of the slaying shortly after Valencia's body was found on the afternoon of Saturday, June 5. 

But his behavior and remarks sparked immediate suspicion. 

Officer Mark Brotemarkle told investigators that when he talked with Rios that day, the accused spoke about the April 18 arrest and "how the dead guy had hit on him the whole time he was transporting him to the police station," Swingle wrote in a court motion. 

Within a few days, detectives had interviewed Rios twice. But nothing he told them came close to a confession. 

Initially, Police Chief Randy Boehm would not confirm that Rios was indeed the officer involved with Valencia. 

But word of the secret relationship spread without the media's help. Friends of Valencia talked openly about the officer, and online chatters criticized the city's investigation. 

On June 10, Rios' name was publicly linked to Valencia's death in a newspaper account. That afternoon, he left town in a car for Kansas City, where he bought a 12-gauge shotgun and called police with threats of shooting himself. He was soon apprehended and placed in protective custody at the Mid-Missouri Mental Health Center. 

The next afternoon, Rios saw his picture on a TV news broadcast, which also revealed his intimate connection to the dead student. Allowed by hospital staff to go outside for a fresh-air break, Rios leaped over the hospital's patio wall and fled. 

A police officer soon spotted him hiding behind a car in the Maryland Avenue parking garage, and Rios hopped onto a ledge and again threatened suicide. Hours passed before the police department's crisis negotiation team talked him down. Rios was taken to the more secure Biggs Forensic Unit at Fulton State Hospital. 

Swingle intends to call to the witness stand a doctor, Lisa Thomas, who interviewed Rios after his arrest. 

She will testify he was "intelligent, articulate, calm and collected, and it was her opinion that he was not suicidal," Swingle wrote in a court motion. 

Thomas also told investigators that Rios later told her, "I just want you to know that I wasn't planning an escape, but when they called time to go back in, I just couldn't face it." 

Planned or otherwise, the escape was short-lived. 

Starting with jury selection tomorrow, Steven Rios is set to face his accusers. 

Reach Mike Wells at (573) 815-1720 or mwells@tribmail.com. 
	They met a year ago. Now one is dead and the other charged with murder. 
April 18, 2004 
• Jesse Valencia is arrested outside an East Campus residence at 1605 Wilson Ave. by Columbia Police Officer Steven Rios. Valencia apparently interfered with police responding to a noise complaint. 


Don Shrubshell photo 

Jesse Valencia was found dead outside his apartment at 1414 Wilson Ave. 

June 5, 2004 
• Valencia leaves another neighborhood party at about 3:30 a.m. 
• Between then and 4:30 a.m., a neighbor overhears voices coming from his basement apartment at 1414 Wilson Ave. 
• At 2 p.m., Valencia is discovered dead of a slashed throat a block from his apartment on a lawn at the corner of Wilson Avenue and William Street. Bruises cover his neck area, and the body is clad only in a pair of blue running shorts. 

June 7, 2004 
• Police reach out to the city’s gay community by visiting the SoCo Club, a dance bar off Nifong Boulevard that Valencia occasionally visited. They pass out fliers and question club patrons. 
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Steven Rios threatened to jump from a five-story University of Missouri parking lot on June 11, 2004, after escaping from a mental hospital that evening. 

June 9, 2004 
• Columbia Police Chief Randy Boehm concedes Valencia had a personal relationship with an officer, but he declines to disclose a name or the nature of the relationship. 

June 10, 2004 
• Rios flees Columbia, buys a 12-gauge shotgun and tells Detective John Short over the phone that he will commit suicide. Police manage to talk him into coming back to Columbia, where he is taken into custody. Police re-evaluate Rios as a “person of interest” in the investigation. 

June 11, 2004 
• Rios escapes custody at the Mid-Missouri Mental Health Center by leaping over a wall on the smoking patio. He is soon spotted inside the Maryland Avenue garage by a police officer and takes to the ledge, threatening to jump. After several hours, he is talked down. 
• Detectives search Rios’ home on Affirmed Drive, taking a few clothing items and samples from his water drains. 

June 15, 2004 
• Boehm acknowledges that Rios came to the scene of the murder on June 5 after a police request to provide perimeter security at the site. 

June 16, 2004 
• Rios resigns as a police officer. 

June 18, 2004 
• Cape Girardeau County Prosecutor Morley Swingle is appointed as special prosecutor. 

July 1, 2004 
• Rios is charged with first-degree murder and armed criminal action after lab tests reveal his DNA under Valencia’s fingernails. 
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Columbia Police Chief Randy Boehm, far left, talks to reporters on July 1, 2004, about Rios’ arrest. From left, are Captains Mike Martin, Sam Hargadine, Zim Schwartze, Marvin McCrary, Tom Dresner and Stephen Monticelli. 

August 2, 2004 
• Rios calls Tribune columnist Tony Messenger and, in his only public statement on the charges, tells Messenger he expects to be set free. 

August 20, 2004 
• Rios appears in Boone County Circuit Court after waiving a preliminary hearing and pleads not guilty. 

September 1, 2004 
• Swingle announces he will not seek the death penalty. 

October 26, 2004 
• A change of venue is granted, and a jury is ordered to be chosen in Clay County and brought to Columbia. 

April 28, 2005 
• Circuit Judge Ellen Roper said she will accept most of the prosecution’s photographs as evidence. She also grants a defense motion to allow Rios to wear civilian clothes during the trial. 



	


Potential evidence in the Rios trial 
Prosecutors might introduce several key pieces of evidence:

• Phone records of the victim and the suspect.
• Photos of Valencia’s fatal throat wound.
• Trace DNA, allegedly matching Rios’, found under Valencia’s fingernails.
• A used condom from Valencia’s apartment.
• Hairs found on Valencia’s torso that allegedly match Rios’.
• A sample Spyderco knife identified by officers as similar to one Rios often carried.
• DNA samples from three other men investigated in the case. 

The defense might introduce several pieces of evidence. 

One possibility:
• Five photos of stains and hairs found on Valencia’s sheets. 

Prosecutors certified about 80 potential witnesses to testify, including:

• Boone County Medical Examiner Valerie Rao performed the autopsy and determined the cause and nature of Valencia’s death.
• Columbia Detective John Short talked to Rios on the telephone during his first suicide threat.
• Linda Valencia said her son told her Rios’ behavior had begun to frighten him.
• Patrick Rogers, the victim’s friend, told investigators Valencia warned Rios he would expose their affair to the police department unless he stopped bothering him.
• Neighbor Christopher Kepner overheard Valencia argue with another man inside his apartment between 3 and 4:30 on the morning Valencia died.
• Eric Thurston and Ed McDevitt left the Wilson Avenue party at the same time as Valencia. Both men, and a third man, Zev Feintuch, submitted DNA samples to police during the early days of the investigation. 

Defense attorneys could call the following to the stand:

• The defendant’s wife, Libby Rios.
• Molecular biosciences expert Dean Stetler of the University of Kansas
