“| SET NO FIRE”

Baby-sitter Olivia Riner is acquitted, but a mystery
remains: Who murdered little Kristie Fischer?
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WHEN THE LONG, BUNGLED TRIAL OF 20-YEAR-

old Olivia Riner had linally run its
course. lhere was one last surprise. [t

wasn’t that Riner—the so-cal
er Nanny—was acquitted: it was that1l
took the | jury a full 12 hours to do so.

Even the judge, Donald N. Silverman.,

went on record before the verdicl say-

ed Kill-
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ing that il the jury handed down a con-
viction. he would seriously consider
reversing il. That proved unnecessary.
“Not guilty,” said the jury foreman
to the charges that Riner had mur-
dered 3-month-old Kristie Fischer by
dousing her with paint thinner and set-
ling her on fire. The accused L'htw[l
her eves but remained immobile. The
p;l{'kt*d Westchester [_.H]tlll_\ court-
room gasped in relief. One spectator
pumped his fist in the air. Moments
later several jumped to their feet and
applauded. When Olivia finally rose.
lears streamed down her pale cheeks.
and a huge grin spread across her face.
» being

[t was one of the few times since
charged with the hideous crime that

the stoic Swiss au pair had shown visi-
ble emotion of any kind. Hardly able to

believe it was over. Riner and her al-
lorney, Laura Brevetti. 40, wrapped
each other in a cathartic embrace.
Seven months ago the case seemed
open and shut. The police in Mount
|]|I'L1.‘-LH]L d ]l‘i{|“_1. .-ll|ﬂ||'h []E. _\\l"h THI'I*'.
{_;il}. claimed I]It‘}. had I of that
would send Riner to prison lor 25 years
to life. At the trial’s start, Assistant
Distriet Attorney (eorge Bolen. 46.
promised he would “establish a rea-

son’” for the seemingly wanton murder
lJl.El {h‘i't-‘n:-:-'i:‘:-':- infant,

|.ast December, when Riner was
first accused of killing Kristie. the case
turned into an international cause cé-
lebre. Not only did the crime itself
seem unspeakably evil, it also became
entwined 1n the ]‘mhlu Imagination
with the Hollywood thriller The Hand

A Kristie Fischer
died in the charred
remains of the car
seat at right. The jury
also viewed an un-
damaged version.

< “I'm so happy this
is all over,” beamed
Dlivia Riner, after a
jury acquitted her
following 12 hours
of deliberation.

> Riner’s attorney
called witness John
Gallagher—seen
leaving work—
“walking reason-
able doubt.”




That Rocks the Cradle—a ilm star-
ring Rebecca De Mormay as an oul-
wardly charming nanny who methodi-
cally sets about destroying the family
that employs her. In an eerie coinei-
dence, the film was released just days
after Riner was indicted on four counts
of second-degree murder and one
count of first-degree arson. Both the
crime and the movie spoke to every
parenl’s worsl nightmare aboul nan-
nies. baby-sitters and child care.

The first call came in to the local police
at about 5:10 M. last Dec. 2. “Hi,
fire,” Olivia Riner, clearly agitated.
lold the police operator. About five
minules later, in a second phone call,
she was edging toward hysteria. ““The
baby’s in the room!™ she’s heard to
scream on the police lape. Riner had
been home alone with Kristie at the

two-story house of William Fischer,
48. owner of an auto-repair shop, and
his wile. Denise. 39, an accountant.
Riner had lelt Kristie asleep in her
nursery in a plastic car seat, where the
baby often napped. The nanny, mean-
while, fed the Fischers™ lour cats. Sud-
denly one of the cats became spooked:
Riner quickly discovered the house
was ablaze (three separate hres had
been set).

John P. Gallagher 111, a 26-year-old
auto mechanic and the boylriend of
Leah Fischer, little Kristie's 22-year-
old half sister, was the [irst to reach the
scene. At the trial he testified that he
had been on the way Lo the Fischer
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house to meet Leah. Gallagher said
that he grabbed a fire extinguisher
from a panicky Riner and kicked open
the nursery door, which had inexplica-
bly been locked. “The baby was on the
floor in front of me . . . the flames were
coming right off the child.” he said.
Gallagher claimed he extinguished the
fire and saw that the child. burned over
80 percent of her body, was dead.
Police and flire units arrived within
minutes, quickly followed by Kristie's
distraught family. The Fischers had
hired Riner—from Wettingen. Swit-
zerland—through the E.E Au Pair
agency of Cambridge, Mass.. 1o work
for a year. She had previously been a
pediatrician’s assistant in Swilzerland
and. over three incident-free years, the
baby-sitter for a Swiss family. William
Fischer testified that before the fire he
felt Riner was an intelligent girl who
enjoyed a good rapport with Kristie
and. though a reserved hookworm, was
comfortable with the family.
Gallagher was brielly questioned by

< After the arrest, ; R
Marlies stayed in
the U.S. with Olivia
while Kurt often
flew in from Wettin-
gen, Switzerland, to
lend moral support
to their only child.

"‘ aik v
i .

» “QOlivia is sweet,”
says her best
friend, Nicole Voe-
geli. In a letter sent
from the U.S. last
November, Riner
wrote, “l feel very
good here.”

police. Riner, who speaks Swiss-Ger-
man and only halting English, was
questioned for 10 hours straight. [irst
al a neighbor's house and then at po-
lice headquarters. Never was an inter-
preter or lawver present. Though be-
wildered, she steadlastly maintained
her innocence, 1 don’t set no hre,”
she said over and over again to delec-
tives. Meanwhile, Gallagher and the
Fischers were automatically given im-
munily for their grand jury testimony.
When the trial started June 2, the
open-and-shut case began to collapse
under defense atlorney Brevetti’s
caustic cross-examinations, Formerly
a federal organized-crime prosecutor

for 10 years, she deemed prosecutor
Bolen’s case ““a tale of the Emperor’s
new clothes.” Despile the promise in
December of Police Chief Paul J. Oliva
(now retired) that “we are prepared to
show that she did it.” the authorities
provided no physical evidence linking
the au pair lo the murder. The prosecu-
tion produced no incriminating finger-
prints on paint-thinner containers
found in the house, and no traces of
any fire accelerant were found on
Riner’s clothes. Equally important,
Bolen failed to come up with a plausi-
ble motive.

In [act, Brevetti argued, the police
had botched the investigation: Among
other things. they took no notes when
they spoke to Gallagher at the scene,
had discarded a blood sample
found on the doorjamb near Kristie’s
room and didn’t examine the baby's
incinerated car seat until two days af-
ler the murder. Perhaps. Brevetti im-
plied. even favoritism was at work:
Gallagher’s family had close ties with
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the police. Indeed, Gallagher calls
current Police Chiel Anthony Proven-
zano “Unecle Tony.” One of the hirst of-
ficers on the scene was Gallagher's for-
mer swimming coach. And, Brevetti
suggested, Gallagher had a motive for
starting the three separate fires in the
Fizscher home: After the Fischers hired
Olivia Riner. they had demanded that
he stop :‘«IE-I:'.]!JiIIg over al their house, so
as not to upsel the nanny. Outside the
courthouse Brevetli called Gallagher
“walking reasonable doubt.” On the
stand Gallagher denied any involve-
ment in the fires.

Throughout the four weeks of testi-
mony, Riner seemed the very picture of



wronged innocence. Dressed in de-
mure whites or navy blues, she lo ked
like an awkward schoolgirl. Deeply
rnn:-vrm-ul aboul ||ll'!II'HJ'II_"r child.
Riner’s mother. Marlies, 38, a part-
lime secretary. remained with Olivia
through the seven-month ordeal. and
ht'l'lﬁl!ht't'.l\LII‘L;ii'i';_titrllal E‘I]it"flllllt'i\il
defense. flew over regularly to be with
her. Earlier. when her parents were un-
able to raise Olivia’s $350,000 bail.
Swiss [riends and strangers convinced

of her innocence quickly piteched in.

Savs Willv Reinert. a former teacher ot

Olivia's from Wettingen, as well as the
[ather of two children for whom she
baby-sat: I cannol imagine that she
would do anvthing like this. She liked
children. Il would have employed heras
an au pair anytime.

In the aftermath of the verdict, the
Fischers. the Riners and Gallagher
were all left in varying states ol pain.
Olivia Riner, surrounded by cameras
and speaking through a translator, told
reporters, 1 can’t be angry. [ am re-
lieved at this point. l am sorry this hap-
pened. and | am very sad [the Fi-
schers| lost their daughter.” An elated
Kurl chimed in, Al lasl we can be a
family again.”

The Fischers, however, remained
inconsolable, convinced of Olivia's

i,

A Denise and Wil-
liam Fischer are
downcast after the
verdict. “l know
[Riner] started the
fire,” insisted
William.

<« |t took several
hours to put out the
three blazes the mur-
derer set in the Fi-
schers’ Mount Pleas-
ant, N.Y., house last
December.

auilt and Gallagher’s innocence. “She
wasn't as sweel as you would think,”
said Denise, who later added that the
verdict was “horrible.” John Gal-
lagher, who sat with his mother, Carol.
and the Fischers at the end of the trial,
reacted lo Brevett's atlacks |1_"~ SH iﬂz'.!.-
“I'd like to get up and punch her in
the mouth. . . . She made me look like
anidiol.” His mother, her voice crack-
ing, added. “It’s been rough on him:
it’s been rough on the whole family.
There is tension in the house.
Later, as the triumphant Brevelt
whisked the Riner family through a
cheering crowd and out to a luxury se-
dan waiting at the curb, District Attor-

ney Carl Vergari announced thal the
. The

Fischers made their way down to a de-

(‘ase unl_lm nol be reopened

serled basement parking garage lo re-
trieve their car. From their stricken ex-
pressions, one could see that their
wounds will not soon heal. It was ex-
l['{‘fl'll'l:'n I‘1|l1!'1l| 1|l:' |Jl'u|:11:' ifH [|I1*+'ul|!'|-
room Lo give a standing ovation and
forget about the fact that we lost our
baby.” said a tearful Denise Fischer.
“The real thing here is, we lost our
baby. How do we soon?’
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