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			For Cynthia—

			You have turned my mourning into dancing.

		

	
		
			Foreword

			In the movie Crimes and Misdemeanors, a brilliant and dark cautionary tale about a prominent, admired doctor who commits a murder and gets away with it, there is a character named Dr. Louis Levy, a professor of philosophy plainly based on Primo Levi, an Italian chemist, writer, and Auschwitz survivor who committed suicide in 1987. Dr. Levy was played by Dr. Martin Bergmann, a psychoanalyst who coauthored the lines he delivers as the Levy character in a series of interviews throughout the film. Levy/Bergmann gives a memorable and wise peroration just before the final credits, a statement that came to my mind the day Michael Morton was released from prison in Williamson County after enduring twenty-five years of hard time in the Texas Department of Criminal Justice:

			We are all faced throughout our lives with agonizing decisions, moral choices. Some are on a grand scale. Most of these choices are on lesser points. But we define ourselves by the choices we have made. We are in fact the sum total of our choices. Events unfold so unpredictably, so unfairly, human happiness does not seem to have been included in the design of creation. It is only we, with our capacity to love, that give meaning to the indifferent universe. And yet most human beings seem to have the ability to keep trying. And even to find joy from simple things, like their family, their work, and from the hope that future generations might understand more.

			Michael Morton was wrongly convicted of murdering his wife, a woman he dearly loved, and eventually lost all connection to his three-and-a-half-year-old son, Eric, the center of his world. He was shunned by most of his community, who came to believe he had committed a horrible crime. His in-laws turned against him. Despite the work of great lawyers who did everything possible, he was convicted in a trial that was both maddening and humiliating. It’s an ultimate nightmare, beyond human imagination. How does one survive, much less prevail, after such an experience? How can one find the capacity to love and find joy again in simple things? Read this wonderful book, take this journey with Michael Morton, a gifted writer with a marvelous power of observation and clarity of thinking, and you will learn some surprising answers.

			Starting in 1989, as the first post-conviction DNA exonerations triggered an “innocence movement” and the liberation—no other word adequately describes it—of literally hundreds of wrongly convicted men and women, a treasure trove of remarkable books by and about “exonerees” have been written. Michael Morton has produced a memoir of his twenty-five-year ordeal that, by any fair calculation, may well be the best to date—no disrespect to John Grisham intended! Michael Morton is the innocence movement’s best approximation of Everyman—a self-described average, middle-class guy, living in a Texas suburb with a wife he adored and a three-and-a-half-year-old son, who gets up early to go to work. When he arrives home later that day, he learns his wife has been bludgeoned to death. He has no record, no experience at all with the criminal justice system. No reason to believe he could be suspected or, even worse, convicted of this terrible crime. It’s like being struck by lightning without even knowing there was a storm on the horizon. Unthinkable. Yet from Michael’s story alone, especially the way he tells it, any sane American will have to conclude that if it could happen to Michael Morton, Everyman, it could happen to me, it could happen to anyone.

			I am certain this book will have far-reaching impact. Why? I can think of at least six reasons.

			First Reason: The story itself is just so astonishing, especially the way Michael came to be exonerated, that it should induce a skeptical existentialist to literally get religion, a point Michael gently makes to me (the existentialist) on occasion. You will pinch yourself at some of the stranger-than-fiction dramatic turns in this story.

			Second Reason: Michael is a courageous man, a person with true integrity and an unerring conscience. These qualities palpably drip off the page from his clean, fair, and generous narrative voice, which is never mawkish or sentimental. Permit me a personal note: On the eve of his exoneration, I presented Michael with an agonizing moral choice—you can get out of prison tomorrow, but if you are willing to fight some more, if you are willing to risk staying in prison for another six months or longer (I could not make guarantees), we have a chance to get the truth about how you were framed for a murder you did not commit, a chance to strike a significant blow against prosecutorial misconduct in a way that will generate some deterrence, a chance to get some legislative reforms. Michael said, “Let’s play hardball.” And our team did, with much greater success than we ever anticipated and without his having to remain a minute more in prison. Utilizing a unique Texas procedure, the Court of Inquiry, we were able to get Ken Anderson, the prosecutor in Michael’s case who hid exculpatory evidence, convicted of criminal contempt. We hope that this lesson—the value of having direct court orders that prosecutors look through files and disclose exculpatory evidence—like other lessons learned in the Morton case, can effectively and fairly deter those prosecutors who deliberately and knowingly engage in misconduct. In this book Michael is far too modest about the courage he displayed when faced with this agonizing choice, so I feel compelled to give him up in this foreword!

			Third Reason: Michael is a wonderful writer, with a dry wit that never deserts him, even at his darkest moments.

			Fourth Reason: This story has already proved to be compelling in other media: Pam Colloff wrote a terrific, award-winning account of certain aspects of the case in Texas Monthly. 60 Minutes did a striking segment they wound up airing three times. An excellent documentary, An Unreal Dream, produced by Al Reinert, Marcy Garriott, and John Dean, has been well received at film festivals and was aired in its entirety by CNN in prime time. But if you have read or seen any or all of these accounts, don’t worry, you will find this book even more interesting.

			Fifth Reason: Michael is a remarkably effective advocate. He has demonstrated an appeal to Republicans and Democrats, conservatives and liberals, prosecutors and police. In a state with Republican supermajorities in both the House and Senate, and with the conservative Rick Perry as governor, Michael’s advocacy and example led to the passage of “Michael Morton” bills in 2013. One bill greatly expanded discovery in criminal cases. The other extends to four years the statute of limitations in attorney discipline grievances cases where prosecutors engaged in misconduct and innocent defendants were wrongly convicted, and that four years starts from the time of the defendant’s exoneration. Based on this new statute of limitations, Anthony Graves, an African American who was wrongly convicted of murder and sentenced to death in Tyler, Texas, has filed a grievance against a prosecutor who hid exculpatory evidence when Graves was tried.

			Sixth Reason: Michael is white. It would be hypocritical not to acknowledge this intractable reality of American life, even in the age of Obama: the media and the general public have always been somewhat more responsive and attentive to the narratives of white exonerees. This takes nothing away from Michael’s unique achievements. His story illustrates the painful reality that a wrongful conviction can happen to anyone, regardless of race or economic background. Yet it’s important to acknowledge that race effects pervade our criminal justice system, with people of color making up more than two-thirds of the 312 wrongful convictions later overturned by DNA evidence.

			Finally, no prefatory words about Getting Life would be complete without contemplating how close Michael came to losing his own. No one knows this better than Michael. The first sentence he uttered the day he was released from prison was “Thank God this wasn’t a capital case.” Attitudes about the risk of executing the innocent are quickly and appropriately changing. Pew Research reports that support for the death penalty among Americans has dropped from 78 percent in 1996 to 55 percent today. Without question, much of this movement is attributable to cases like Michael’s. Reasonable people can differ about whether capital punishment is a morally appropriate sanction for the most heinous of crimes, but reasonable people cannot differ about whether it is morally appropriate to execute someone who is innocent. Professor Franklin Zimring, in his masterful book The Contradictions of American Capital Punishment, has shown that attitudes in European countries, where capital punishment was repealed decades ago, are not dissimilar to those in the United States except that in Europe people do not trust the state to get it right. Remember, Michael had very good lawyers who performed well, but when a prosecutor, or any law enforcement official, chooses to hide exculpatory evidence, when winning becomes more important than playing by the rules, no system of regulation can effectively eliminate the risk of executing an innocent. This is not a hypothetical problem.

			Michael speaks truth to power with moral authority that cannot be questioned, with Christian forgiveness that comes from his core. He has, indeed, defined himself by the sum total of moral choices he has made, choices that inspire and that command respect. This is a book you should read.

			Barry C. Scheck

			Co-Founder and Co-Director, The Innocence Project

			February 14, 2014

		

	
		
			Prologue

			The door closed.

			Not with a click or the sound of tumblers finally hitting their marks or the sturdy clunk of wood and metal meshing as if they were made for each other.

			This was different.

			It began with the long, hard sound of steel sliding against steel.

			Like a train, the heavy door built speed as it barreled along its worn track, the portal to the real world growing smaller as the barrier of thick and battered bars roared into place.

			It locked with a cold, bone-shaking boom that rattled me—­literally—me, the guard outside my door, and any other inmates unlucky enough to be nearby.

			I was alone in my cell, alone in the world, as alone as I had ever been in my life.

			And I would stay there—alone—listening to that door close, over and over and over again, for the next twenty-five years.

			Twenty-five years.

			My wife, Chris, had been savagely beaten to death several months earlier. Before I had time to begin mourning, I was fighting for my own life against a legal system that seemed hell-bent on making me pay for the murder of the woman I would gladly have died for.

			I was innocent.

			Naïvely, I believed the error would soon be set right.

			I could not have been more wrong.

			As the years went by, I saw the three-year-old son my wife and I had doted on grow up and grow away. He believed his father was the murderer who’d killed the person he loved most.

			And why wouldn’t he? That’s what everyone told him. On each of the rare occasions Eric saw me, my imprisonment—my inmate uniform, the guards and the guns, the bars and the buzzers—was a stark reminder that the world had decided I wasn’t fit to walk free.

			Ironically, Eric was one of the two people who knew what had really happened. He was in the house when something evil entered and destroyed our lives. At the time, our son tried to tell others what he had seen, but no one believed him.

			And through all my time in prison, through all of my son’s heartache, through our whole family’s grief, the man who killed my wife was free—free to travel, free to commit crimes, free to kill again.

			And again.

			As the years passed, I watched the world go on without me through the keyhole of a door I could not unlock.

			For a quarter century—a generation—my life was lived in penitentiary television rooms where you could get killed for changing the channel and on hard labor farms where violent men would feign fainting just to get a brief break from the unrelenting Texas sun.

			I ate every meal in chaotic and cavernous prison chow halls where, as the old joke goes, the food was terrible, but at least you got a lot of it.

			Needless to say, my dining companions were much the same—they were terrible and there were a lot of them.

			If I was very lucky, weekends were spent in packed visiting rooms that were either too hot or too cold, and were always overrun by shattered families—virtually all of them walking wounded, scarred by addiction, abuse, and ignorance.

			While I was desperate for company from the outside, whenever I entered the visiting room, I knew there was a terrible downside for me, as well as for the people who had made the long trek to see me.

			Everyone who visited had to try to act “normal” in an almost unimaginably strained setting. Because they loved me, they would ask that we pose for pictures together in front of the dirty, cracked walls washed in harsh fluorescent light. I would stand next to my family in their colorful street clothes, while I grinned grimly for the camera—year after year—getting ever grayer, looking more worn out, always in my poorly fitting prison whites.

			Smile!

			Click.

			And on those visits, I would see my mom and dad—my biggest boosters, my eternal believers—spend year after year in shabby rooms surrounded by failure and sadness, aging before my eyes, struggling to smile through their pain, their shame, and their profound anger.

			I was doing the same.

			We spent all those visits and all those years talking about old times and planning for a future we could only pray would come to pass.

			What none of us knew was that in the small town where I had stood trial, in a nondescript concrete warehouse where police stored old evidence—a dingy place packed with damaged cardboard boxes and haphazardly marked plastic pouches—was hidden the tiny piece of truth that would one day set me free.

			Decades after I entered prison, a DNA test would change everything—­not just for me and for my son but for the man who so unfairly prosecuted me. The DNA test would make huge changes, as well, in the broken legal system that tried to keep me behind bars.

			For the cruel monster of a man who killed my wife, the truth came roaring out of the past with a vengeance.

			This is the story of how I got a life sentence and survived what felt like a lifetime behind bars—only to have everything change again. I got my life back, and this time, I understood it.

			Twenty-five years after I was swept away, the tide turned.

			The wind changed.

			The door opened.

		

	
		
			PART I

			PAIN

			What has happened to the truth?

			—JOURNAL OF MICHAEL MORTON, NOVEMBER 5, 1986

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			By the time my family moved to Texas from Southern California, I was a fifteen-year-old wiseacre crushed to be leaving the big city for the sticks. I felt like we were moving from the center of the universe to Pluto. I mourned for miles in the backseat of our old car, as my family left behind the Pacific Ocean for a sea of East Texas pines, the California mountains for rolling hills and hotter-than-hell summers.

			But I had to admit that even California had nothing quite like the Texas sky.

			It can still take my breath away—big and blue, wide open and welcoming. Then, in what seems like an instant, it can turn into a wind-whipped canvas for bruised and brooding clouds, the horizon streaked with lightning, a ground-shaking Old Testament storm on the way. Then it will change yet again—bathing those of us below in sunshine and forgiveness and peace—until the next time.

			Since my coming to Texas as a teenager, that beautiful, terrible sky has been the backdrop for each burden and every blessing that has come my way.

			The high school in tiny Kilgore, Texas, was a fraction of the size of the school I had attended in California. I entered as a junior, accustomed to thousands of students, packed hallways, and the ever-present possibility of gangs. Instead, what I found at Kilgore High School looked and felt like an episode of the old TV show Happy Days. The classes were small, the teachers were old school, the kids clean cut and smiling. They seemed younger than the worldly West Coast teenagers I had left behind.

			And because I had just come from “exotic” California, I was lucky enough to hold a tiny dollop of mysterious cool for some of them. I wasn’t exactly the Fonz, probably more like Richie Cunningham, but I had a background that boasted palm trees—something as rare as movie stars in Kilgore, Texas.

			I got an after-school job as soon as I could, because I was desperate to have a car. The distances were tremendous compared to what I’d lived with in suburban California, and I wanted the freedom and self-determination that would come from sitting behind a steering wheel. So I started slinging patties at the town’s spanking new Whataburger, saving money, making friends, and looking high and low for a car I could afford.

			I ended up paying five hundred dollars for a powder-blue Cadillac Coupe de Ville that belonged to Mom’s hairdresser, a flamboyant gay man named Ricky, who had inexplicably, but rather successfully, chosen conservative Kilgore as home base for his beauty shop. All I wanted to know was whether he had taken care of his car, and he certainly had.

			It was a magnificent beast—with power windows, a plush interior, and an mpg of about three. The car was so massive that the first time I got it spruced up for a date, I used an entire can of Turtle Wax.

			I loved it.

			It’s hard to be dapper when you are a small-town kid in a too-big car, but God knows I tried. My mother had raised me to be a good date, and I prided myself on taking girls out for dinner or to a movie rather than just racing through our barren downtown on the way to split a Cherry Coke at Dairy Queen.

			I left Kilgore behind when I moved on to Stephen F. Austin State University, eager to study psychology and make new friends in a fresh social setting. And that’s where I met the person who would change the course of my life.

			The first time I saw Chris Kirkpatrick was in a huge classroom amphitheater. She was standing several rows up from me, holding her books to her chest, talking with and taking the measure of my roommate. Luckily for me, he wasn’t her type.

			On this day, even from a distance, I could see that Chris was having none of his attempts at flirting. I couldn’t hear the conversation, but I could see her listening to him with a bemused look on her face, the kind of look you’d give a carnival barker trying to fast-talk you into a crooked midway game.

			I was giddy when she coolly walked away and I knew he had lost that round. That meant I might have a chance—maybe not much of one, but it was a chance I was willing to take. Within days, I had asked her to attend a party at our apartment, and to my surprise and never-ending gratitude, she said yes.

			Chris was different from any woman I had ever met. She was so smart, not just school-smart or street-smart but world-class, real-world smart. Her BS detector was as accurate as a neurosurgeon’s laser and could be lethal when aimed at someone or something that displeased her. She could take apart a lie, spot a bad choice, or point out what really mattered better than anyone I had ever met. After that first date, Chris and I were pretty much inseparable. Both of us believed our lives, and the way we felt about each other, would go on forever.

			I would have moved in with her immediately, but Chris was a good Catholic girl. She wanted a wedding in her family church, with her family priest, with the prayers and priorities that she grew up with.

			Raised a Protestant, in California no less, I lurched through the Catholic ceremony. But if it was important to Chris—and it was—it was important to me. I got through it without embarrassing her, and that meant everything to me.

			She wanted a honeymoon in the place she had dreamed of visiting since childhood—Disney World. Even though I had been to Disneyland dozens of times when I lived on the West Coast, I wanted to please. We packed up and headed for the East Coast version of “the happiest place on earth.”

			And it suited us. We were not sophisticates, we were small town and simply giddy—to be together, to be in love, to be beginning our lives.

			Even today, so long after I lost her, Chris is still very much the same, very much alive in my memory.

			She met people and made conversation the way most people breathe. She pulled people to her, coaxed them out of themselves, and embraced them in all their flawed and sometimes maddening glory. And she clearly enjoyed being with them as much as they enjoyed being with her. She was capable of intense and detailed conversations about anything with anyone. It was amazing to watch.

			Her gregarious nature completely took over our social calendar. Although Chris had only a few truly intimate friends, she seemed to know hundreds of people. She had a gift for remembering names, relationships, personal preferences, and other details about the lives of virtually every person she met. It was an ability I couldn’t match, but I reaped the many benefits of being with the woman everyone loved to see arrive at the party.

			And she was beautiful.

			Just beautiful.

			Her magnificent hair will always be fixed in my memory. I had never been around hair like that. It was long and thick, dark and heavy, healthy and strong. We had a ritual that Chris loved at the end of a long workday. She said it lowered her blood pressure and smoothed over any bumps she had inadvertently brought home from the office. She would sit on the floor in front of the couch and I would perch behind her brushing her hair all over—­rhythmically, constantly, first to one side and then the other, the brush raking gently across her scalp—until she was so relaxed that her head dropped to her chest and her long hair covered her face. It became the way we separated the office from home, stress from rest, work from play.

			I loved the way her hair blossomed onto the pillow when she lay down in bed at night, like a dark and beautiful flower framing her face. I loved seeing it blow every which way in the wind and her attempts to try to wrestle it back under control. She would often just have to give up. And I will always remember the way she looked when she would peek out at me from under that familiar, tangled dark curtain and smile.

			Someone in her family told me that her great-grandmother had been a Spaniard, a woman with long dark hair and striking blue eyes. Wherever her physical gifts came from, Chris’s ancestors had given her lush dark hair, warm olive skin, and blue eyes that went on forever.

			For a long while, our lives together had seemed extraordinarily blessed. Then in 1983, our son, Eric, was born and our lives changed in a much different way than life does for most new parents.

			Eric had serious health problems—a hole in his heart that prevented him from getting enough oxygen—and doctors told us that we needed to keep him alive until he was old enough and strong enough to survive the drastic surgery that would save his life. They said he had to be at least three years old or weigh thirty pounds before he could endure the lengthy and complex operation.

			From Eric’s birth onward, our focus changed. Every moment of our lives was dominated by fear for him, the demands of his stringent medication schedule, and the struggle to keep him alive.

			When he exerted himself too much—something that happened frequently—Eric turned blue and our own hearts would nearly stop. We learned how to bring him back from the edge. We learned to measure our days by his doses of medicine, to work around what he needed and what we needed to do to keep him alive.

			During that time, we were never quite able to feel at peace, knowing that we could lose him with just one misstep, one missed medication, one moment when we weren’t paying enough attention. We worried constantly, wouldn’t let him out of our sight, instinctively held him tightly and looked out for any danger or subtle sign that he was in medical trouble. It was hard. Although we were essentially newlyweds, it seemed we had the weight of the world on our shoulders. Nothing mattered more than making sure his little chest kept taking in air, his heart kept pumping, his body kept growing.

			As we struggled toward his third birthday, we began planning for the kind of future we hoped would be possible once Eric had his surgery.

			Austin was experiencing a big boom in population and real estate prices. We jumped into the market and sold our starter home for what seemed to us like a small fortune and started building another house in the far northwest corner of the city, part of a sprawling, brand-new development. We chose our house plans carefully, looking over architectural designs for hours on our dining room table, dreaming of a place that had the extras we knew would make our lives there even better.

			Our new home on the corner of Hazelhurst Drive had a spacious kitchen that opened into the dining room, where Chris could cook and watch Eric play on the soft carpet just a few feet away. We had a fireplace, where we could all cuddle up on Austin’s not very cold winter nights, watching the flames flare and pop, pretending we didn’t live in a place where the temperature seldom hit freezing. Eric’s room was on one side of the house, down a hallway. The master bedroom was on the other side, but close enough that we could hear him if he cried out. Our bedroom had a full bath, where Chris could soak in the tub, and another fireplace facing the bed that allowed us to read, lounge, or drift off to sleep while the fire danced.

			For us, it was home, a real home.

			And Chris made it so much better. She was a design whiz, and I was always proud to have people over. It seemed that even though we had no more money than any of our neighbors, Chris’s ability to dream up ways to decorate our living space made our home look rich. She did it all by squeezing a dime till it begged for mercy, always able to find a deal, a real buy, or a castoff treasure that elevated our home into something better.

			She ruled the house—food, décor, party planning, and home shopping. I was the master—or slave—of everything outside. I mowed, weeded, chopped, planted, and generally crawled around our property on my hands and knees, trying to make everything better. I dreamed up a deck/pergola area and built it myself while Chris watched encouragingly from the kitchen window.

			I so wanted to please her.

			Our backyard dream deck was designed for entertaining, even if we were just entertaining ourselves, and we could cook out, dine, and drink wine as we watched the sun go down and the shadows grow in the evening.

			Our home was close to work for both of us, but quiet enough to seem like we were in the country. We could hear dogs bark in the distance, kids play in our neighbors’ backyards, and sometimes the sizzle of steaks on the grill next door, but we never felt we were at the mercy of maddening traffic, too many people, or too much urban noise.

			We believed we had found a little piece of heaven in suburban Austin.

			In June 1986, Eric turned three years old. His doctors said the time had come to take him into surgery and try to create a new and healthy life for all of us.

			We drove to Houston full of hope and fear and paced the hospital hallways, clinging to each other, while he was on the operating table. But the moment we saw him after his surgery, all of our worries melted away. For the first time in his life, our little boy was a beautiful, beaming pink. He was going to be okay.

			And so were we.

			Two weeks after his surgery, we drove home exultant and felt so proud when our neighbors gathered around the car to see our beautiful, healthy boy. Eric could now run and play just as hard and as recklessly as any other kid, and he loved it. He didn’t grow exhausted or turn blue.

			We practically did, trying to keep up with him.

			Chris and I would watch Eric race around the yard like anybody else’s kid and look at each other in amazement. We’d made it. Finally, we felt we had the future in our hands.

			What we didn’t know was that we had built our home in a neighborhood that wasn’t exactly what it appeared to be. As the Austin suburbs spread north, city and county boundaries become hard to discern. While our new house was still in Austin, without realizing it, we were living on land that sat just outside the borders of the more urban Travis County and inside the southern reaches—and jurisdiction—of much more rural Williamson County.

			Wilco, as the locals call it, boasted a legal system dominated by a longtime sheriff whose actions and opinions carried almost biblical authority for the public and the prosecutor’s office. The prosecutor was a perfect partner for the sheriff, a big-fish-in-a-small-pond bully so committed to the idea of “law and order” that he was willing to break the law to win convictions. Together, Sheriff Jim Boutwell and District Attorney Ken Anderson brought a dangerously small-town approach to the big-city crimes that had begun to occur in Williamson County as the city of Austin intruded on the mean little Mayberry they had created.

			It made no difference to us on a daily basis, but it would become profoundly important in the years ahead. In fact, if we had built our home one mile this way or that, I believe the next twenty-five years would have been very different.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			To me, scuba diving always felt like flying.

			Whenever I would dive beneath the surface of the water and begin swimming farther and farther down into a freshwater lake, I felt the way birds must when held aloft by a kind wind. I loved it and relished every chance to get in the water.

			I made my last dive on August 12, 1986. It was my thirty-second birthday, the afternoon before everything went terribly wrong—the last good day of my old life. Having a chance to dive on a weekday was an incredible rarity. But the grocery store chain where I worked had a generous policy of giving all its employees their birthdays off.

			Chris was at work, Eric was at his beloved babysitter’s, and I felt like a kid who had just gotten a snow day off from school. For both Chris and me, there had been too little playtime, too many worries about Eric’s heart problem, too many fears that we wouldn’t make it to his surgery.

			Now that he was on the mend, so were we.

			I had gone to Lake Travis that day to check out a new diving spot that a friend and I planned to explore together that weekend. Always cautious, I wanted to make sure that it would be worth the trip (and safe enough) for my buddy. I had high hopes that we might do more diving together in the future.

			Liking what I’d seen at the lake, I stripped off my gear, packed up, and headed home. I planned to do something even more exotic that afternoon. I was going to take a nap.

			This was living.

			Chris and I had plans to go to the current Austin restaurant crush, City Grill, that night for a celebratory birthday dinner. One of our neighbors had volunteered to babysit Eric so we could have a more romantic evening, but we had turned her down. The truth was that we loved taking him along. And for us, having our boy healthy, dressed up, and sitting there, smiling beside us, slurping out of a sippy cup while we drank wine, was the height of romance.

			Dinner that night wasn’t solely about my birthday, it was an acknowledgment that our family had found a new kind of peace. It had been only a couple of months since Eric’s surgery, but the growing serenity we felt was heady stuff for three people who had been through too much.

			Before dinner, we sat outside on the restaurant’s big deck, enjoying a glass of wine and a night that was warm but had just enough of a breeze to keep everyone cool. Dinner was perfect, and Eric acted like an old hand at dining out in a snazzy restaurant. Across the table, Chris looked as happy as I had seen her in a long time. She smiled at me in a knowing way.

			I decided the night was going to get nothing but better.

			I distinctly remember savoring the moment when the three of us were walking across the parking lot to our car. Eric was in the middle, and we were swinging him back and forth while he squealed in absolute delight.

			At home, Chris got him ready for bed while I listened to the end of a presidential news conference. President Reagan was fielding questions about ending apartheid in South Africa, tearing down the Berlin Wall, and his support for the new idea of workplace drug testing—all issues that seemed to matter so much that night, and would quickly fade for me in the hours ahead.

			At that moment, the only thing on my mind was romance. Chris came out to the living room by the fireplace, and we curled up on a blanket on the floor. I had poured two glasses of wine, and without telling her, I’d popped an adult movie into the VCR.

			Looking back, I can’t help thinking that I was not only an oaf but an optimist. Like so many moms, Chris had worked all day and, until a few minutes prior, had been taking care of an active toddler. She was exhausted.

			Of course, I’d had a nap and was raring to go.

			I had just started rubbing her hand when I heard tiny feet in the hallway. Eric was up. Chris said she’d take care of it and headed for his room, leaving me again, amorous and alone.

			When she finally came out, I could see she was tired. Still, I continued to caress her, hoping to trigger a little interest. Instead, I soon heard her familiar soft snoring. Feeling sorry for myself, I got up, tossed back the wine, and went to our bedroom, leaving Chris on the floor.

			Alone in our big bed, I finally fell asleep, peeved at what I saw as a missed opportunity. Later, long after midnight, Chris came to bed, curled around me, and whispered that she was sorry. She kissed me and said, “Next time, babe, next time.”

			I was already awake when the alarm went off at 5:00 A.M., the way it did every weekday. Once again, I followed my rigid morning routine—showering, grabbing a bite, and leaving the house for work at 5:30. You could set your watch by it. Chris always slept later and then dropped Eric off at the sitter’s on her way to work. Staggering our schedules this way allowed me to pick him up about 2:30 every day, limiting the time he had to be out of our care.

			Still smarting from what I saw as a rejection the night before, I did one last thing before leaving. I wrote a note to my wife that will haunt me for the rest of my life.

			Chris, I know you didn’t mean to, but you made me feel really unwanted last night. After a good meal, we came home, you binged on the rest of the cookies, then with your nightgown around your waist and while I was rubbing your hands and arms, you farted and fell asleep. I’m not mad or expecting a big production. I just wanted you to know how I feel without us getting into another fight about sex. Just think how you might have felt if you were left hanging on your birthday. ILY.

			I propped my petulant missive against something near the bathroom sink, so she’d be sure to see it when she got up. There is a small measure of peace for me today in knowing she never did read what I’d written.

			That morning at work, I expected to hear from her, teasing me about the note, telling me off, something. Instead, there was nothing.

			Otherwise, it was an absolutely normal day on the job—a blur of customers and demands, co-workers, corny jokes, and busywork. I left at the usual time, ran a couple of quick errands, and headed to the babysitter’s to get our boy.

			I knew something was wrong as soon as I got to the door. The babysitter had an odd look on her face and asked me what I was doing there. Eric had not come in that day, so why did I stop by? And Chris hadn’t called the sitter to tell her that she and Eric weren’t going to be there. I could feel my heart begin to pound as I dialed my home number from the babysitter’s house.

			Chris was incredibly efficient and responsible. She would never have failed to let me know of a change in plans. She called work regularly, sometimes just to tell me about things that didn’t even directly affect us but she thought I should know. I recalled her calling me at work, terribly upset, the day the Challenger blew up.

			I felt sick when an unfamiliar male voice answered my home phone. He identified himself as Sheriff Jim Boutwell and told me to come home as fast as I could.

			I sprinted to my truck and drove maniacally home, running stop signs, swerving, sweating. My hands were shaking on the steering wheel, and I began to do a sort of involuntary emotional and situational triage—I started to accept that something had happened to Chris. Maybe our house had caught fire, maybe she had been hurt, maybe she had become sick in some way. I focused on Eric. Where was he? Was he okay? Was he hurt? Was it worse?

			When I reached our house, I saw what I feared most—our home was surrounded by yellow crime scene tape, and there was a clutch of police cars parked in front. It seemed as though the entire neighborhood had gathered there, forming a line of solemn faces on the sidewalk and standing bunched in small, worried clusters across the street. They were watching me, watching the house, and whispering to each other.

			I careened to a stop, jumped out, and was moving briskly across the lawn to the front door when a police officer stepped in front of me and stopped me in my tracks. He told me to stay put, and I was left standing helplessly in the yard, the only person at the scene who didn’t know what was going on.

			Sheriff Jim Boutwell, a rail-thin man in a huge white Stetson, swaggered toward me and demanded that I identify myself. When I did, he said nothing more, didn’t explain what was going on, just kept looking at me. I was distraught and could hold back no more. I blurted out, “Is Eric okay?” The sheriff said he was, that he was at a neighbor’s house.

			Then I asked about Chris.

			He told me simply and flatly, “Chris is dead.”

			Chris is dead . . . 

			I stood there in our yard, weaving slightly, feeling myself completely collapse on the inside. I knew that I was standing, but it felt like I was falling—falling down, falling apart—breaking into pieces under the weight of the sheriff’s words.

			It was almost as though I was diving again, but this time I was flailing, in a free fall to the bottom of the deepest lake in the world.

			I couldn’t breathe.

			I was drowning.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			At the sheriff’s urging, I began to move forward. I slowly crossed the lawn toward our front door, each footstep feeling more unreal than the previous one. I was oddly weak and felt surprised that I could walk at all. My legs seemed to be made of glass, like they could shatter at any moment.

			When I stepped inside our doorway, into the house that had been so familiar, the home that we had both been so proud of, it became clear that this place no longer belonged to us. That feeling was underscored by the way the sheriff was treating me—as though I were a distasteful guest he had been forced to invite into his office.

			It seemed as though the house had become Sheriff’s Department property. The rooms were teeming with officers, some of them loitering and laughing among themselves, others going through our cabinets, a handful of them smoking. A man in street clothes was covering the walls and doorframes with dirty black powder, apparently dusting for fingerprints. Another officer appeared to be looking closely at our cache of firewood in the backyard; others were going through drawers, closets, cupboards, all of our possessions. I heard a happy voice call out that they had “finally” gotten ice and could now chill drinks. I listened as the big grocery store bags of cubes and crushed ice were dumped into our kitchen sink and officers began shoving bottles and cans of soda into the makeshift cooler.

			Down the hall, where our bedroom was, I heard people walking and murmuring, digging through things, occasionally calling each other over to take a look at some kind of discovery. Deep inside the room, I could hear a constant series of shutter clicks, and I saw bright flashes light up the hallway walls, momentarily turning the darkened corridor into a narrow shaft of bright, white daylight. I knew Chris must still be in there, knew they must be surrounding her, taking pictures of her, recording whatever it was that someone had done to her. I very much wanted to go back to our room, to see her, to just be near her. I was also afraid of what I would see. I was picking up cues that she may have been beaten to death.

			When I asked, I was told they weren’t sure about the cause of death—that there was a possibility she’d been shot. This uncertainty so early in the case was a harbinger of the police incompetence to come.

			Sheriff Boutwell was close to being a caricature of an old-style Texas lawman. He stood well over six feet, wore a couple of gun belts on his slim hips, cowboy boots, and a ten-gallon hat that seemed to sit a little too high on his head. He had on a tie clip that looked like a couple of tiny handcuffs. He spoke to me in a thick, cold drawl—without empathy, without emotion. As we sat in the breakfast nook, where I had wolfed down my morning cereal, Boutwell suddenly began to tersely read me my Miranda rights, something I wasn’t expecting. I told myself this was probably completely called for—they had to start from scratch on this case, right?

			Then the sheriff’s lead investigator, Sergeant Don Wood, asked that I sign a consent form for them to search my house and car. That seemed off, since they had clearly been here for some time, going through everything. But I signed the form, still trying to help, still hoping that these officers would find the answer to what had happened to Chris. I remember thinking that if rules had to be bent to solve Chris’s murder, I would be the last one to object.

			With Sergeant Wood sitting beside him, Boutwell asked me for details of my day. I choked out everything I could remember—what time I had left that morning, whether anything had been out of the ordinary, what I did at work all day, who could vouch for me being there, what time I usually got home. They were mundane questions that, on this day, took on a dark and desperate importance. What was Chris wearing when I last saw her? Had we spoken before I left? Was Eric awake when I walked out? I answered as completely as I could, eager to do what it took to help the police catch the person who had hurt Chris.

			Soon, the sheriff clumsily opened a new line of questioning, asking me whether Chris and I had a happy marriage, whether I loved her, whether there was anyone else in my life, whether there had been violence between us, whether we argued, what our sex life was like. I was totally honest, wanting to share with them everything, every single detail, as transparently as I could. I told them that our marriage, like any marriage, was not all sunshine and puppy dogs, that we had our ups and downs, but that ours was a forever marriage, that we were a good match, that we loved each other very much.

			Sheriff Boutwell brought up the note I had written and left in the bathroom. He didn’t want to know too much about it. He just wanted me to admit to him, unequivocally, that I had written it. I groaned, aching at being reminded of what I had done, not knowing yet if Chris had seen it. I told him that I was the author and that I profoundly wished I could take it back.

			As the hours of questioning went on, I could see that the sheriff and his sergeant were trying to do some kind of good cop–bad cop routine. Boutwell would speak to me angrily, his questions taking on an accusatory tone. Wood was supposed to be the good cop—acting more sympathetically, accepting my answers, encouraging me to tell them more. He did some of that, but the approach clearly wasn’t working the way they had planned.

			The problem was that Sergeant Wood seemed to keep forgetting his role. When the sheriff acted angry at me, Wood would explode at me as well—at least until Boutwell gave him an enraged look. Later, I realized that, even during the attempted role playing, Wood was just incapable of setting aside his sycophancy toward the sheriff, a mind-set that was rampant in the entire Williamson County system.

			Boutwell had made headlines for his unique law-and-order style on two occasions, neither one of them displaying particularly good police judgment, but they were the stuff of Texas law enforcement legend.

			In August 1966, a former Marine with a brain tumor, a troubled childhood, and a drug problem climbed the tower at the University of Texas carrying a small arsenal of rifles, pistols, and a sawed-off shotgun. When Charles Whitman reached the top, he began firing at the students below, ultimately killing thirteen people. Boutwell, then a reserve deputy in Williamson County, was at the airport he owned when he heard about the UT attack. He climbed into his own small plane, flew to Austin, and began buzzing the bell tower, firing repeatedly at Whitman in an attempt to distract him so police could take him out, which is ultimately what happened. Whether Boutwell’s spectacular flyby shooting made a difference in stopping Whitman is unclear. But the incident did leave a lasting impression of Boutwell as a cop who would do almost anything to get his man.

			Later elected sheriff of Williamson County, Boutwell again made national headlines in 1983, when he finagled detailed confessions out of the proven serial liar and self-proclaimed serial killer Henry Lee Lucas. While in Boutwell’s custody, Lucas confessed to 360 murders, give or take a few. Boutwell was still basking in the glory of the Lucas case when Chris was killed.

			Only later would we all learn that the Lucas confessions had been made in exchange for cheeseburgers and milk shakes, cigarettes and jaunts in Sheriff’s Department cars to play at looking for bodies. Lucas may not have killed with the abandon he bragged about, but he did murder the myth of Sheriff Boutwell’s infallibility. Sadly, I was in the penitentiary by the time the truth came out.

			I knew none of this as we sat in our breakfast nook, going over the details of my life with Chris. By this time, we had been talking for hours and I was desperate to see Eric. I asked again to go to him. Who knew what he had witnessed? The officers stepped away to speak in private and then came back, saying Sergeant Wood would take me to see my son. They decided we would not go out the front door but would move from backyard to backyard, staying away from the television cameras that had already gathered in front of our home.

			I learned later that they wanted me outside at the back of the house so they could remove Chris’s body through the front.

			Eric was with the neighbor two houses away and across the street. So I slipped through our back gate into the yard next door, with Sergeant Wood following. We walked to the other side of the yard and faced the next fence. This part of the neighbor’s fence had no gate.

			The sergeant hesitated. Vaulting the fence was going to be a challenge for him. He ran his hand along the top, groping for a firm hold. One foot found the fence’s two-by-four cross-member. He seemed unsure about what to do with his other foot.

			Wood was out of practice and out of shape. I considered helping him—I wanted to get to Eric as soon as possible—but I didn’t want to embarrass the sergeant or damage his ego. I didn’t know what else to do, so I stood and watched.

			After one false start and one hand-scraping failure, Sergeant Wood climbed to the top of the fence. He wobbled for an instant, then hurled himself over and onto the ground, landing hard. It wasn’t pretty, but he made it. When I was able to follow in short order, I could see that our physical differences registered uncomfortably with him. I felt bad. It’s almost laughable how concerned I was about hurting the feelings of one of the men who would do so much to destroy the next twenty-five years of my life.

			When I finally got to Eric, the poor little guy was wearing someone else’s diaper and some other kid’s shirt. He was disheveled, and I could see right away that he had been crying—a lot. He must have felt so alone and so scared.

			When he saw me, we ran to each other, collapsing against the wall and weeping in each other’s arms. Finally—finally—I had the chance to hold our little boy. I didn’t know what he might have seen. I didn’t know whether he had been threatened. We both cried for a long time—huddled together—holding on tight to all that was left of our family.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			I was lost in my own neighborhood.

			I had no idea where to go, what to do, or who to ask for help. My parents and siblings were on the way, but they lived hours from Austin and wouldn’t be in until morning. Chris’s family hadn’t arrived yet either.

			And Chris was gone. Forever.

			The police had finished questioning me for the day, and the forensic people were beginning to clear out of our house. It was late afternoon, and I was walking toward home with Eric clinging to me for dear life. When our next-door neighbors asked if we would like to decompress at their place—maybe get Eric a bite to eat—I accepted with relief.

			It had been several hours since I learned that Chris had been murdered. I know now that I was in shock. That day, the whole world seemed surreal—familiar, yet foreign. Eric was teary eyed, playing tentatively before me on the floor. I was propped stiffly on the couch, lost in pain and disbelief.

			People who lived nearby streamed into the house to tell us how bad they felt about Chris. I vaguely remember the whispered condolences, the tears, the comfort so many people tried to give us. But I very clearly recall the sense of sudden terror everyone living near our darkened home felt—the panic of knowing that someone or something evil had entered our neighborhood, broken into one of our houses, killed a person we all loved—and then slipped away.

			Any pretense of personal safety had vanished, replaced by a kind of instinctual, primal fear. I could see it in my neighbors’ eyes, in the skittish way they moved and acted, in how tightly they clutched their children.

			When Chris’s father, Jack, pulled up to our house, I felt some relief. Scooping Eric up, we walked through the neighbors’ yard to our home on the corner. Jack was on the sidewalk, headed to the front door.

			When something like this happens, family should be a source of healing, a safe place to express your grief and pain, a way to begin the long process of mourning and moving forward. I desperately needed to be with people who loved Chris and understood the enormity of what had happened. I was glad to see Jack, because I knew how much he loved his daughter.

			I often think back to Jack’s reaction to me that day and wonder if he had already begun to worry about my being involved in her murder. The police had told me that Jack had been there earlier in the afternoon (he’d been in Austin for business and just happened to stop by), and I wonder now if the sheriff or one of the deputies had said something that made him feel I might be at fault.

			All I know is that Jack was brusque and distant with me. We spoke briefly and he hugged Eric, stayed for only a short while, and then left. This wasn’t completely out of character for him, since he wasn’t exactly an easygoing or lovable guy. But his leaving Eric and me alone that night in the house where Chris had been killed was beyond comprehension for me.

			In retrospect, maybe I should have taken Eric and left, too. But the shock of the day’s events left me groping for what to do, where to go. I think I decided to stay at our home that night, in great part, because I could still so much feel Chris in the house—still smell her cooking, her perfume, her hair. It was as though, by staying, we could be with her a little longer. There were traces of her everywhere—­her clothes in the closet, her makeup on the bathroom counter, her favorite dish towel draped on the refrigerator door.
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