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State of North Carolina 
General Court of Justice 

Prosecutorial District Three B 
 

SCOTT E. THOMAS                         PH:  (252) 639-3010 

DISTRICT ATTORNEY                         FX:  (252) 639-3131 

 

 

REPORT AND MEMORANDUM: 

DEATH OF BARRETT JAY “BJ” LANIER, W/M, DOB: 11/07/1978 (Age 36) 

JUNE 17, 2015 
 

 

This report contains the factual findings, and the legal conclusions I have drawn from those 

facts, regarding the death of Barrett Jay “BJ” Lanier on Wednesday, June 17, 2015. 

 

             STATEMENT OF FACTS 

 The following facts are drawn from a thorough investigation into this matter by the Craven 

County Sheriff’s Department.  The report provided to me included witness statements, video 

surveillance, diagrams, photos, and the autopsy of Mr. Lanier.  The individual investigated in the 

death of Mr. Lanier has not been identified because he has not been charged with a crime and for 

safety and security purposes.  He is referred to in this report as Subject or S1.   

1. The incident occurred at Exprezit on 1002 Highway 70, New Bern, North Carolina, in 

James City, adjacent to the McDonalds restaurant.  This establishment is monitored 24 

hours a day by video surveillance.  There are two video surveillance cameras inside the 

store and one video surveillance camera outside the store that monitors the parking and gas 

pump areas, and is situated directly over the outside door. The timestamp on the video 

recording does not reflect the accurate time, but is 23 ½ minutes behind the actual time.  

The correct times are shown below.   

   

2. At 12:12:13 a.m. (just after midnight), S1, a 38-year-old black male, arrived at the Exprezit, 

in his vehicle, alone, to purchase gas.  S1 is a resident of Craven County.   

 

3. When S1 arrived at Exprezit he pulled up to the far left gas pump island. There were 

multiple people standing around the parking lot, talking, skateboarding, and some were 

engaged in “slap boxing” – a form of aggressive physical fighting in which the persons use 

their open hands instead of fists.  It is apparently not unusual for groups to gather at this 
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location at night. S1 recognized one person in the parking lot -- Charles Taylor, a 19-year-

old black male -- who is related to the mother of his child.  S1 went into the store to pay, 

then went back out to pump gas.  He walked to and from the store so as to avoid the crowd.   

 

4. Lanier was also in the parking area when S1 arrived to purchase gas.  He was wearing a 

pair of jeans and no shirt.  Jessica White, who travelled to the Ezprezit with Lanier, stated 

that Lanier had been drinking that day and had started drinking by at least 5:00 p.m. that 

day.   Jessica White also stated that Lanier was very upset that day, and that “his emotions 

were hot” because his girlfriend had just broken up with him.  These friends -- Jessica 

White (W/F, 34), LaRhonda Davis (W/F, 37), Matthew Messer (W/M, 33), Lance Dyer 

(B/M, 42) and Lanier -- had been to two bars, Mesh and Triple Play, just before stopping 

the Exprezit to pick up more beer before heading home.   

    

5. At 12:16:07 a.m., Charles Taylor and Mathew Messer agreed to a “slap box” fight.  Mathew 

Messer showed Taylor images of himself on his phone engaged in fighting in an MMA 

(mixed martial arts) fighting competition.  While S1 pumped gas at 12:18:00, he believed 

the fight between Charles Taylor and Messer had turned serious and walked over to inquire 

what was happening. Taylor stated he told S1 that “everything was good”; however, words 

were exchanged between Lanier and S1 and they both willingly went to the side of the 

store to fight, with Lanier leading the way.  LaRhonda Davis, Jessica White, and Mathew 

Messer followed.    

 

6. The video surveillance system outside the store focuses primarily on the gas pumps, and 

as a result, does not record activity at the side of the store. All witnesses stated that a large 

fight erupted at the side of the building with many people involved.   Mathew Messer stated 

that he drew a knife while on the side of the McDonalds.  S1 also stated he drew a knife 

while on the side of the McDonalds.  Messer, White, and Davis all stated that Lanier always 

carried a knife.  One witness stated she saw Lanier with a knife.   

   

7. At 12:18:13, Charles Taylor returned to S1’s vehicle to finish pumping gas at S1’s request.  

After pumping the gas, he shut the car door, attempted to lock the door, and began to walk 

back to the side of the store and heard someone yell, “Knife!”  At that time, he hit Lanier 

in the back of the head, knocking him to the ground.  

 

8.  At 12:19:10, S1 returned to his vehicle and yelled and waved for Charles Taylor to come 

to the vehicle so they could leave.   Mathew Messer followed him partially back to his 

vehicle with a knife in his hand, but returned to the side of McDonalds.  

 

9. At 12:19:33, S1 got out of his vehicle and again yelled for Taylor to get in the car. As 

Charles Taylor returned to the vehicle, Lanier pursued him.   

 

10. At 12:19:49, Jessica White approached Lanier to pull him away from Taylor.        
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11. At 12:19:52, S1 was standing at his car door, attempting to get in, when LaRhonda Davis 

approached him, blocked his entry into his vehicle and had an exchange with him. S1 

moved forward and either pushed LaRhonda Davis, or she fell backwards.  When law 

enforcement asked Davis why she approached S1, she stated that she did not recall 

approaching him at all. During this time, Lanier and Taylor were involved in an altercation 

at the passenger side of the vehicle.   

 

12.  At 12:19:58, Lanier pushed Jessica White out of his way and headed toward Taylor, then 

turned and headed after two other individuals.  

 

13. At 12:20:00, Lapetra Ward, a clerk at the store, attempted to get Lanier in his vehicle and 

to leave.  Lapetra Ward stated that she knew if Lanier would just leave, everything would 

be okay.   

 

14. At 12:20:35, both S1 and Charles Taylor were in their vehicle, prepared to leave.  S1 

realized he did not have his keys.  S1 got out of his car and walked to the parking area, 

looking for his keys.  At that point, Charles Taylor also got out of the car, and ran away, 

leaving S1 alone. Lapetra Ward stated that something was done or said behind her, Lanier 

opened his eyes, and the next thing she knew, he was behind her.    

 

15. At 12:20:48, Jessica White threw a set of keys to S1 so he could leave. S1, holding a knife 

in his hand, bent down to pick up the keys, and when he stood back up Lanier advanced 

toward him and then crouched down in front of him. Jessica White stated Lanier crouched 

down like that because “that is how he fights, from the ground up.” Mathew Messer was 

also running at S1.  LaRhonda Davis and Lance Dyer began moving toward S1.   All 

witnesses were within 3 to 5 feet of S1, moving toward him.  When investigators asked 

LaRhonda Davis why she pursued him, Davis replied, “Always on my B’s side.” When 

investigators asked Mathew Messer what he was going to do when he caught up with S1, 

he said, “Wanted to get him.”  

 

16. S1 brandished the knife and swung it, side to side in a defensive manner as he continued 

to back up and retreat. When confronted with the knife, Lanier and Messer both ducked, 

but kept advancing on S1.  S1 stated he was trying to protect himself, and that, “they were 

not going to let me go. I could not let them hurt me.” S1 continued to back up, swinging 

the knife in a defensive sweep.  S1 did not advance at any time on Lanier or any other 

person.  

 

17. Both Lapetra Ward, the store clerk, and Adeb Salim, the store owner, attempted to 

physically stop Lanier from pursuing S1.  Salim stated that, “two guys (Lanier and Messer) 

were going and trying to fight [S1] and [S1] kept trying to run, and they kept going after 

him.  He was trying to go. He kept backing up.  We tried to stop him (Lanier), and he kept 

pushing us. We couldn’t stop him.”   
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18. At 12:21:12, Lanier continued to pursue S1. Lanier repeatedly lunged at S1.  S1 continued 

to retreat and swing his knife in the air from side to side in an attempt to keep the others 

back. Lanier kept coming at S1as S1 continued to step backwards and ultimately Lanier 

was cut across the neck.  S1 stated, and video surveillance confirmed, that Lanier stepped 

into him. 

 

19. S1 backed up and retreated continually from the moment he picked up his keys, moved 

around the gas pump island, moved behind his vehicle, and backed up to a second gas 

pump island.  

 

20. The Craven County Sheriff’s Department measured the distance from the point S1 picked 

up his keys, encountered Lanier, and retreated, to the point where Lanier was struck with 

the knife.  They determined the distance S1 retreated was approximately 30 yards over a 

period of 32 seconds, all while being pursued by Lanier, Mathew Messer, LaRhonda Davis, 

and Lance Dyer.   

 

21. After S1 struck Lanier with the knife, S1 ran.  Mathew Messer continued to chase him, and 

S1 jumped into his car and left the area, as Messer tried to get into the vehicle.  S1 left the 

scene still very scared, travelled home and on the way, in a panic, disposed of the knife 

involved in the incident; however, the Craven County Sheriff’s Department located S1 the 

next day.  S1 voluntarily went with officers, cooperated fully with the investigation, and 

his statement was consistent with the video surveillance recovered from the store. S1 did 

not view the video surveillance prior to making his statement.  

 

22. According to an autopsy performed by Dr. John Almeida, Barrett Jay “BJ” Lanier died as 

a result of exsanguination (blood loss) resulting from a cut to the throat.  His blood alcohol 

content was 0.21 at the time of death.    

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 Based on the facts set forth above, and after a thorough review of all applicable North 

Carolina laws, including discussions with and analysis from several prosecutors on my staff and 

Sheriff Jerry Monette and his investigators, I have drawn the following conclusions.   

A. The actions of S1 do not constitute murder.  There was no premeditation or deliberation 

of such a crime, and S1 did not possess the requisite intent to kill, or an intent which 

could be deemed to be malice.  The facts of this matter would not fulfill the elements 

of either first-degree murder or second-degree murder.   

  

B. I have also evaluated these facts under the legal definition of voluntary manslaughter. 

Although this case involves the death of a person, committed without malice, the facts 

and circumstances demonstrate that S1 had a right of self-defense and that his exercise 

of self-defense while using a weapon was justified.   
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C. When self-defense applies, it justifies conduct that otherwise would be criminal.  The 

law of self-defense provides, among other things, that a person may use deadly force 

against an attacker if he reasonably believes that his acts are necessary to keep the 

attacker from killing him or doing him great bodily harm.  In 2011, the North Carolina 

General Assembly revised and clarified the law of self-defense as it applies in several 

situations, including the one presented by this case.  North Carolina General Statute 

14-51.3 explicitly recognizes the right to use deadly force in self-defense in the 

following circumstances: 

 

a. Where the person is in a place where he has a lawful right to be, without 

retreating (including a public place);  

b. If the person reasonably believes that deadly force is necessary to prevent death 

or imminent bodily harm to himself or another person.   

 

D. The State has the burden of proof of showing that a defendant did not act in self-

defense, in order to prove a criminal charge against him, such as voluntary 

manslaughter. In this instance, the State has been presented with overwhelming 

evidence that Lanier was the aggressor and S1 did, in fact, act in self-defense.   

 

E. It is clear that, after the incident at the side of the store was over, S1 was attempting to 

leave, and the instigation of further confrontation or fighting was done by Lanier and 

those accompanying him.  S1 reasonably feared that he faced serious injury or death, 

and he responded with commensurate actions.  The facts which support this conclusion 

include, but are not limited to: 

 

a. That S1 was at the Exprezit, lawfully conducting business, and was not present 

as a result of any challenge, fight, or planned confrontation;  

b. That S1 had observed one or both of the primary aggressors (Lanier and Messer) 

produce a knife earlier in the episode; 

c. That S1 was confronted not with a single aggressor, but Lanier and at least three 

other persons, each of whom continued to advance toward him despite a show 

of force; 

d. That S1 used his knife in a defensive manner, swinging it in the air, side to side, 

to create what amounted to a buffer zone to keep Lanier at bay, while S1 

retreated away from Lanier over a distance of 30 yards;  

e. That Lanier assumed and maintained an aggressive fighting stance throughout 

this incident, and S1 had already observed Lanier and others engaged in what 

he believed was assaultive behavior;  

f. That both the store clerk and store owner attempted to physically restrain Lanier 

and he pushed around them;  

g. That S1 was not able to retreat to the relative safety of his vehicle, and was 

prevented from doing so by the advancing parties, including Lanier; and 
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h. That Lanier crossed into S1’s buffer zone and place himself within arm’s length 

of S1, despite the obvious presence of S1’s knife.   

  

F. Under North Carolina law, when there is a disparity in the number of assailants and the 

person exercising self-defense, that person may be justified in using deadly force to 

repel an attack.  In this matter, S1, faced with these particular facts and at least four 

persons advancing on him, was justified in using a knife in a defensive manner to repel 

Lanier and the other assailants.   

  

G. Given the clear use of justifiable force by S1 to defend himself against an attack that 

appeared to be likely to cause serious injury or death, no criminal charges will be filed 

against him.   

 

 

 

Copies of this report will be made available to the public through media outlets, and have 

been provided to the Lanier family, the Subject, and to Craven County Sheriff Jerry 

Monette. All parties have been provided the opportunity to view the surveillance video in 

order to confirm the findings contained in this report.  

 

 

 

 

___________________________________    Date:  July 17, 2015 

Scott E. Thomas, District Attorney  

 


