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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of Florida affirmed Buenoano's conviction for first-degree murder and her death
sentence for the arsenic poisoning death of her husband, James E. Goodyear. The court held that
evidence concerning the poisoning death of another associate and the attempted poisoning of her
fiancé was admissible under Florida's Williams rule, and that the State established the corpus delicti
through independent circumstantial and medical evidence. The court also upheld the aggravating
circumstances supporting the death penalty, including pecuniary gain and that the murder was heinous,
atrocious, or cruel.
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WRITING FOR THE COURT Per Curiam; Chief Justice McDonald; Justice Overton; Justice Ehrlich;
Justice Shaw; Justice Barkett; Justice Grimes; Justice Kogan

JURISDICTION Florida

DECIDED June 23, 1988

DOCKET No. 68091

DISPOSITION affirmed

PROCEDURAL POSTURE Direct appeal from a first-degree murder conviction and sentence of
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether evidence concerning the arsenic poisoning of Bobby Joe Morris and the attempted poisoning of
John Gentry was admissible under Florida's Williams rule.

2. Whether the State established the corpus delicti of homicide independently of Buenoano's confessions
and the collateral-crimes evidence.

3. Whether a witness's unsolicited statement that Buenoano set fire to her own house required a mistrial.

4. Whether testimony concerning Buenoano's prior murder conviction was admissible during the penalty
phase and, if erroneous, whether the error was harmless.

5. Whether the evidence supported the aggravating circumstances that the murder was committed for
pecuniary gain and in a heinous, atrocious, or cruel manner.

6. Whether the conviction and death sentence were supported by the record.

HOLDINGS

1. Collateral-crimes evidence was admissible because the poisoning offenses shared a uniquely similar
modus operandi and was relevant to material issues including motive, opportunity, identity, intent,
absence of mistake, and common plan or scheme.

2. The State was not required to prove the corpus delicti beyond a reasonable doubt before admitting a
confession or collateral-crimes evidence; circumstantial evidence establishing a prima facie showing
was sufficient.

3. The trial court properly denied a mistrial because the unsolicited statement that Buenoano set fire to her
house was not sufficiently prejudicial to deny a fair trial, particularly after the court sustained the
objection and gave a curative instruction.

4. Testimony concerning the events underlying Buenoano's prior felony conviction was admissible during
the penalty phase because legally obtained probative hearsay could be considered when the defendant
had a fair opportunity to rebut it; any error was harmless.

5. The evidence supported the findings that the murder was committed for pecuniary gain and was heinous,
atrocious, or cruel, in addition to the two unchallenged aggravating circumstances.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“the conscienceless or pitiless crime which is unnecessarily torturous to the victim.” (527 So. 2d at 199)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

James E. Goodyear became seriously ill after returning from Vietnam and died in 1971 following symptoms
consistent with arsenic poisoning. After his body was exhumed, experts found arsenic in his tissues and
concluded that he died from chronic arsenic poisoning. Evidence also showed that Buenoano's other partner,



Bobby Joe Morris, died from acute arsenic poisoning and that her later fiancé, John Gentry, became ill after
taking capsules supplied by Buenoano that contained paraformaldehyde. Buenoano collected or stood to receive
substantial insurance and veterans' benefits connected to the deaths of Goodyear and Morris and held insurance
on Gentry's life.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Buenoano was indicted for the 1971 death of her husband, James E. Goodyear, and was convicted of first-degree
murder. The jury recommended death, and the trial court found four aggravating circumstances and no
mitigating factors before imposing a death sentence. The Supreme Court of Florida reviewed the conviction and
sentence and affirmed both.

DISPOSITION

affirmed
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