UNTHSC works to exp

ROBERT FRANCIS
rfrancis@bizpress.net

issing.
Just one word, but
one with a long-last-
ing impact. Ask the families
for whom the word has taken
on adevastating meaning.

“My mother was 21 years of
age when she became missing,
disappearing from the face of
the earth,” said Ariana Lee,
24, daughter of Felecia John-
son. “I was only 3 months old
when my mom came up miss-
ing. Twenty-four years later ...
and we're still here today with
no answers and no leads on
my mother.”

Lee was speaking at the
second “Missing in North
Texas” event at the University
of North Texas Health Science
Center campus in Fort Worth
on April 22.

At the inaugural event
in 2017, more than a dozen
families came to UNTHSC to
provide more information and
documentation about miss-
ing relatives, interacting with
various law enforcement agen-
cies to discuss their cases.

This year there were several
events around the state, in-
cluding in Houston.

The databases of the Nation-
al Missing and Unidentified
Persons System (NamUs) con-
tain files on more than 1,000
active missing person cases
in Texas and about 14,000 na-
tionwide. NamUs, based at the
UNT Health Science Center, is
anational information clear-
inghouse and resource center
for missing person cases,
unidentified victims, uniden-
tified living individuals and
unclaimed bodies.

“I’'m not sure we can help a
family find closure,” said BJ
Spamer, director of forensic
and analytical services for
NamUs. “But we can help
them find answers, and fami-
lies often take great comfort
in that.”

With funding and oversight
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Families of the missing meeting at
University of North Texas Health Science
Center on April 22. Right - Arianna Lee,
daughter of Felicia Johnson, missing
since 1994.

™

from the National Institute of
Justice, a division of the De-
partment of Justice, the UNT
Center for Human Identifica-
tion since 2011 has managed
and expanded NamUs

Medical examiners, coro-
ners, law enforcement officers,
family members of missing
persons and concerned citi-
zens can access varying levels
of information on secure
online databases to assist
in resolving unsolved cases.
NamUs provides data manage-
ment, analytical support and
forensic resources for missing
and unidentified cases at no
cost to investigating agencies
and family members.

At the April 22 event, the
modern, cutting-edge science
of DNA and computer tech-
nologies meshed together with
the raw, unfettered emotions
of missing persons cases.

Johnson’s name, descrip-
tion, photo, dental records and
notice that the mother and
daughter’s DNA samples are
available for comparison are
now on file with NamUs, and

Lee hopes it will help bring

some sort of resolution.

Those technical, clinical
components of the search
were then bolstered by the
stories of the missing and
their families.

Johnson, a Dunbar High
School honor student, became
adropout and was pregnant
by age 16.

“She was part of a crack
epidemic that happened back
in the 1990s in Fort Worth,
Texas. It just simply took her
over,” said Lee.

Still, Johnson remained in
touch with her family until
early 1994, when the phone
calls and visits stopped.

“Things weren’t good for
me; without a mother it was
very difficult, very hard,
always questioning “Why
didn’t she stay here with me?
Isit because she was afraid

—

and forensic tools for missing

to be a young parent? What
ever happened?’ ” she told the
audience of family members,
law enforcement and others

at the event. “But as I grew in
age and maturity, [ started to
ask my family members, ‘Well,
what really happened?””

Lee has been waiting for an-
swers for more than 20 years.

For Bradley Lawson, of
Crowley, the wounds are
fresher, if no less raw. The
father of Brandon Lawson, he
has been waiting for answers
for five years.

“In 2013, August the ninth, our
family’s life changed forever,” he
said. “Brandon was a big part of
our family. Still to this day, we
still haven’t given up hope that
Brandon will be found.”

Brandon Lawson was work-
ing for an oil and gas company
in San Angelo when he left
his home, presumably headed
back toward Fort Worth.

Nearing Bronte on Highway
277 in the early morning on
Aug. 9, Lawson reportedly
dialed 911 apparently because
he had run out of gas.

“At that point Brandon
abandoned his vehicle and,
just like all missing persons
have in common, it’s like they
just vanish,” said Lawson.
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“They cease to exist, like
they walked to the edge of the
earth and dropped off, and we
never hear or see from them
again.”

Like many families of miss-
ing persons, Lawson said not
a day goes by that they don’t
think about Brandon or stop
working to bring him home.

“That is the most important
thing that we have together as
a family of missing persons.
We just want to bring our
member home,” he said.

Among those attending the
event was Rusty Arnold, who
knew Lawson growing up.
Arnold is the younger brother
of 17-year-old Rachel Trlica,
who, just two days before
Christmas in 1974, disap-
peared from the then-Semi-
nary South shopping center
-now La Gran Plaza - in
south Fort Worth, along with
14-year-old Renee Wilson and
9-year-old Julie Ann Moseley.

“I've known Rusty Arnold
for years and had heard his
sister had been missing,
but until the night my son
came up missing, I didn’t
understand where Rusty had
been. Now since that day I've
known. It’s a bad feeling, it’s

see Missing on page 27
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a horrible feeling. It’s a feeling that
you can’t replace in yourself because
something’s been taken away from you
that you so badly wanna get back.”

The case involving Arnold’s sister
stretches back to the days before DNA
became a practical law enforcement
tool. In 1974, police

by avariety of state and local agencies
around the country. Those agencies are
not required to input data into NamUs.
The legislation would require state and
local authorities to report unidentified
remains to NamUs.

When efforts to pass federal legis-
lation failed, five states passed laws
requiring law enforcement officials to
share missing person information on

the NamUs database.

initially thought
the young women
had run away, an
assumption that
angers Arnold
and other family
members because it
led to a delay in any
investigation. Their
car, an Oldsmobile
was located around
6 p.m. on Dec. 23,
1974, empty, with
Christmas presents
locked inside.
“They didn’t even
fingerprint the

get back.”

vehicle,” he said.

“It’'s a bad feeling,
it's a horrible feeling.
[t's a feeling thal you

can’t replace in your-

thing’s been taken
away from you that

you so badly wanna

Bradley Lawson, father of
missing Brandon Lawson

Tennessee, New
Jersey and Connecti-
cut were the first to
pass the laws, fol-
lowed by New York
late last year and
Michigan earlier this

self, because some- year.

Arnold sees the
legislation as a way to
clear many cases like
those of his sister.

“I think that would
go along way to-
ward clearing some
of these cases,” he
said. “Some of these
answers may be out

The morning

after the disappearance, a letter, alleg-
edly from Rachel Trlica, said that the
girls had gone to Houston and would
return in a week. Rusty Arnold be-
lieves the letter was mailed in or near
Throckmorton, Texas, because of the
postmark. Some family members don’t
believe any of the missing girls wrote
the letter.

Now, nearly 44 years later, Arnold
continues to seek answers. He main-
tains a website, missingtrio.com, and a
Facebook page seeking information on
the case.

He maintains hope for some an-
swers. He believes new information
might soon come to light on one of the
more baffling missing persons cases in
the state, if not the nation.

And, cases as old as the Missing
Trio’s have been solved with DNA.

On April 25, a former police officer in
California was arrested at his home af-
ter DNA linked him to crimes attribut-
ed to the so-called Golden State Killer,
whose crimes date back to 1976.

Arnold, as well as the other fami-
lies, are hoping that new legisla-
tion passed in other states might be
passed in Texas to help identify more
missing persons.

The legislation would expand the
process for comparing missing person’s
reports with unidentified remains kept

there in some coro-
ner’s office.”

Lawson, too, believes the law could
help link up some of the missing per-
sons with the John and Jane Does that
are put in unmarked graves.

“That is a law we definitely need to
strive to get passed,” he said.

The UNT Health Science Center
plans to hold these events annually,
inviting families of the missing to
submit DNA, fingerprints and any
other items that might be used for
identification.

For Lawson, he wants to get the
word out, not just about his son,
Brandon, but about the pain fami-
lies feel when someone is inexplica-
bly gone.

“I still strive to hope that more
can be done down in the area where
Brandon is missing, but as for now, I
just thank everybody for being here,
taking your time to come here to-
day,” he said. “I wish there was five
or 10,000 people here I could talk to,
just to let them know that they don’t
understand the hurt that goes into
the missing’s families.

“Until you're there, you don’t feel
what we feel. There’s a part of us miss-
ing. In our hearts, there’s a lower part
of it that’s just gone. It’s not there, it
won’t be replaced until they come back
home,” Lawson said.
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