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For my favorite person in the world—my sister, Amy—the bright light at the end of a dark tunnel for those who are given unjust sentences or are wrongfully accused. Thank you for dedicating your entire life to providing a voice for the disadvantaged. I could never have written this story—or gotten through life, for that matter—without you.





WHO’S WHO


VICTIMS


James “Jimmy” Farris: homicide victim, sixteen years old


Michael McLoren: best friend of Jimmy Farris, owner of “the Fort,” seventeen years old


DEFENDANTS


Jason Holland: eighteen years old


Micah Holland: Jason Holland’s brother, fifteen years old


Brandon Hein: eighteen years old


Tony Miliotti: seventeen years old


Christopher Velardo: seventeen years old


FAMILY


Nancy McLoren: mother of Michael McLoren


Georgette Thille: grandmother of Michael McLoren


Sharry Holland: mother of Jason and Micah Holland


Gary Holland: stepfather of Jason and Micah Holland


Judie Farris: mother of Jimmy Farris


Jim Farris Senior: father of Jimmy Farris


Gene Hein: father of Brandon Hein


FRIENDS/WITNESSES


Stacey Williams: girlfriend of Michael McLoren


Natasha Sinkinson: girlfriend of Christopher Velardo


Johnny Vinnedge: friend of victims


John Berardis: friend of victims


Jason Stout: friend of defendants


Dwayne Dahlberg: friend of defendants


ADDITIONAL WITNESSES


Alyce Moulder: victim of wallet theft


Phyllis Deikel: next-door neighbor to the Hein family


Barbara Wampler: next-door neighbor to the McLoren family


POLICE OFFICERS


Officer Robert Tauson: homicide detective, chief investigating officer, Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Department


Officer William Neumann: homicide detective, Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Department


LEGAL


Lawrence Mira: Malibu Superior Court judge


Jeffrey Semow: prosecutor, Los Angeles District Attorney’s Office


Michael Latin: prosecutor, Los Angeles District Attorney’s Office


Ira Salzman: defense attorney for Jason Holland


Jill Lansing: defense attorney for Brandon Hein


John Franklin: juvenile defense attorney for Micah Holland


Jim Sussman: trial attorney for Micah Holland


Curtis Leftwich: defense attorney for Tony Miliotti


Bruce Jones: juvenile defense attorney for Christopher Velardo


Charles English: adult defense attorney for Christopher Velardo


MEDIA


Mary Pols: Los Angeles Times newspaper reporter


Randall Sullivan: Rolling Stone magazine reporter


William Gazecki: documentary filmmaker of Reckless Indifference
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THE ATTACK


“THIS IS INTERESTING,” MIKE MCLOREN said, peeling off his boxing gloves. “Looks like trouble.”


He and his best friend, Jimmy Farris, stood at the far end of the rustic backyard, which spanned almost an entire football field. They were wrapping up a workout session, punching the heavy Everlast bag they had hung from a horizontal branch of the eucalyptus tree that shaded a makeshift backyard fort. Mike, fuming at his girlfriend, Stacey, who had just gone home, said he needed to “work out his anger.” Now four teenage boys had hopped the chain-link fence surrounding the McLoren home on Foothill Drive that Mike shared with his mother and grandparents.


The sun was just slipping below the lofty peaks surrounding sleepy Agoura Hills, California, a rural enclave of suburban Los Angeles known mostly for its popularity on journalistic lists of America’s Safest Cities year after year. A slightly damp sixty-degree evening—chilly by Southern California standards—didn’t deter the boys. They and dozens of their friends spent most of their free time in the refuge of Mike’s fort and the McLoren backyard, rain or shine.


Mike and Jimmy had constructed the clubhouse-style fort a few years earlier using wooden planks, tarps, and Plexiglas. When they were younger, they had built a playhouse in this spot. Now that they were older, they’d needed a larger, more mature fortress that would suit their new hobbies. Thirteen by fourteen feet in size, the structure stood about seven feet in height. A talented artist, Mike had painted a massive beast on one entire side of the fort’s exterior. The ape-bear-boar creature loomed before a bloodred background, drooling green goo beneath pointed tusks and scowling through bloodshot eyes. The back of the fort sported colorful spray-painted shapes and black lines reminiscent of the graffiti or “tagging” that adorned many Los Angeles inner-city freeway overpasses, less than an hour’s drive away.


Best friends since age seven, Mike and Jimmy were a strange pair, according to neighbors, friends, and classmates. Although the disparity between the two boys wasn’t limited to their looks, Jimmy, at five feet eleven inches and with a tanned, muscular, 175-pound physique, outshone Mike, who stood one inch shorter and thirty pounds lighter. Jimmy, who wore his sun-kissed strawberry-blond hair long and loose, appeared to have stepped out of a Surfer magazine photo shoot. Mike, however, sported a dark, slicked-back style that brought out the paleness of his round face, and appeared more mafioso than Southern California suburb. In fact, they were an odd couple whose reputations, popularity, and social status often contrasted throughout the years. While Jimmy exercised religiously in preparation for the Agoura High School varsity football team tryouts, Mike spent much of his free time partying. At the time, Mike could bench-press only half of what Jimmy could. Still, Jimmy pushed Mike to work out with him at least thirty minutes per day, boxing and lifting, in order to improve his health and teach him to defend himself.


Mike and Jimmy knew the trespassers. They recognized them as fifteen-year-old Micah Holland, his eighteen-year-old brother, Jason, seventeen-year-old Tony Miliotti, and a new boy they knew only as Brandon. The Holland brothers lived close by Brandon, and the three had been inseparable during the previous year. “If my boys weren’t at Brandon’s house, then he was over here at our house,” Sharry Holland, mother to Jason and Micah, said. They might as well have been brothers, and at first glance certainly appeared to be, with their shaved heads and handsome faces. Though three years older, and legally an adult, baby-faced Brandon looked closer to Micah’s age. In fact, the two looked so similar in facial features and stature, people in the neighborhood often got them confused. Neither had filled out yet, and their scrappiness bonded them. Docile Tony, close with the Holland family since childhood, enjoyed following the crowd. Though the tall, gentle blue-eyed boy didn’t speak much, his integrity and loyalty to friends and family ran deep, and behind his stoic demeanor was a kind and generous heart.


The four teens walked across the backyard and approached the fort. According to Mike, young Micah led the pack, “arms sticking out like he was trying to make himself look bigger,” marching like he was on a mission. Even though he was three years younger and they attended different schools, the slight five-foot-nothing, 105-pound Micah Holland had history with the much larger Mike McLoren.


Though precisely what happened next would be heavily disputed by five of the six young men, defense lawyers, police officers, prosecutors, family members, the media, and the entire community of Agoura Hills for years afterward, one fact remains certain: On the evening of Monday, May 22, 1995, less than twenty minutes after Micah, Jason, Tony, and Brandon had approached the fort, sixteen-year-old Jimmy Farris lay splayed on the tile floor of the McLoren kitchen, feet propped up on a dining chair, in a pool of blood. Dead.
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WE HAVE AN EMERGENCY


IN AGOURA HILLS, THE TIGHT-KNIT community thirty miles northwest of downtown Los Angeles, real estate brokers advertise “country living with panoramic mountain views and ocean breezes.” Drive less than fifteen miles north on the serpentine Malibu Canyon Road and one rolls into the famous beach town of Malibu, which boasts more celebrity mansions per square mile than any other location in the world. Pepperdine University’s grassy knolls welcome motorists with velvety grandeur just yards away from California’s Pacific Coast Highway. Back in 1995, famous ocean-view locales such as Gladstone’s Restaurant featured fresh Pacific Ocean fare and attracted movie stars, rock stars, rap stars, professional athletes, and anyone else with money to burn who was looking to charm the ever-present paparazzi.


Entering Agoura Hills felt like traveling back in time. In the 1920s, Agoura—called Picture City back then—was a famous, highly desired backdrop for dozens of Hollywood movies. In 1927 Paramount Studios bought 2,400 acres and created a “movie ranch,” where they filmed classics, mostly Westerns. This part of “the Valley,” as Californians call it, may as well have been a different planet from most of LA County. After exiting the Ventura Freeway, the 101, visitors were welcomed by a sign arching over Chesebro Road with OLD AGOURA carved into the wooden beam. It was quaint, and it hadn’t changed much since it was a popular stagecoach stop.


Foothill Drive screamed vintage California, with its swaths of hundred-year-old oaks sweeping the grassy hills and palms poking up in bunches every few feet. About a dozen ranch homes dotted the narrow road. Sprawling properties, each with an acre or two of plants and wildlife, standard in this part of the state, contrasted with most Los Angeles County neighborhoods, which featured only a few square feet of grass in between concrete slabs, if they were lucky. Most residents owned horses; stables and equestrian trails lay only a few blocks away. Equine scents permeated the air when breezes floated through this eerily silent street.


Monday, May 22, 1995


7:22 p.m.


911 Operator: Hello?


Nancy McLoren (Mike McLoren’s mother): Is this 911?


911 Operator: Yes.


Nancy McLoren: We have an emergency. The boys came in and they’re bleeding. They were stabbed.


911 Operator: How old are they?


Nancy McLoren: Sixteen, seventeen.


911 Operator: Did you say they were stabbed?


Nancy McLoren: I guess so.


911 Operator: Okay, you need to ask them. If they were stabbed, what happened?


Nancy McLoren: This one is about to pass out. He’s bleeding all over the place!


Woman’s voice in the background: Send somebody!


Soon after seven p.m. that evening, the McLoren family had finished eating dinner and Mike walked outside to his backyard fort to meet up with Jimmy. Mike’s mother, Nancy—a local elementary school teacher—sat down at her kitchen table to grade papers, while his grandparents retreated to the living room to watch Jeopardy! About fifteen minutes later, the back door swung open. Jimmy staggered into the kitchen first, collapsed onto the table, and rolled right into Nancy’s arms. Mike followed. Both boys were bleeding through their shirts.


Jimmy’s parents, Jim and Judie Farris, also lived on Foothill Drive, opposite the McLorens, about six houses down. Judie later reported that soon after seven p.m. she sat in her own kitchen and wondered where her son Jimmy was and why he was late. Jimmy’s father, Jim Farris Senior, was working a night shift. Judie and Jimmy had a dinner date. After nearly seventeen years sharing a maternal bond with her baby boy, her youngest son, whom she described as “the closest thing to an angel on Earth that I ever knew,” Judie Farris experienced what can only be defined as an extrasensory-perception or sixth-sense moment at 7:18 p.m.


“I jumped out of my chair, like someone put a tack under me. I thought, I have to get to him now.”


Moments later Georgette Thille, Mike McLoren’s grandmother, phoned the Farris residence and shouted to Judie, “Jimmy’s been stabbed!”


Judie ran the one hundred yards up Foothill Drive and arrived at the McLoren home within minutes. The McLorens had laid Jimmy on his back on the kitchen floor, with his feet propped up on a dining room chair. They pressed towels against his wound. Soon police and paramedics rolled up to the house. Both Jimmy and Mike were still bleeding. Jimmy had stopped breathing. Mike McLoren was immediately strapped to a stretcher, rolled to an ambulance, and rushed to a helicopter that flew him to the UCLA Medical Center. Paramedics pressed on Jimmy’s chest for twenty minutes, attempting to revive him through cardiopulmonary resuscitation, while the blood poured from his chest. Judie Farris stood above Jimmy in the McLoren kitchen and peered into her son’s open eyes. One of his feet slipped off the chair. She screamed, “Jimmy, don’t die! I love you. I need you. Please don’t die!” He stared straight ahead. His skin grew gray.


Judie Farris could not understand why Mike had been airlifted to safety, while her beloved son was lying in a pool of his own blood. “Put him in the ambulance!” she shouted at the authorities. What she didn’t realize, and could not possibly comprehend, was that Jimmy had probably bled out within a few minutes of the stabbing. He very well may have died a minute or two before Judie received the phone call. Paramedics perform CPR only if a patient fails to breathe and lacks a pulse. At that point, the chances of coming back to life are extremely low. If a patient does not receive CPR within five to ten minutes after cardiac arrest, then arrive in a setting where doctors are equipped to restart the heart, the chances of survival are zero. By the time the paramedics arrived on the scene at the McLoren home, Jimmy had passed on. Still, the medics were ethically required to perform lifesaving measures for a reasonable length of time before surrendering to the inevitable. What began as an average sunny spring day had morphed into hell on earth for two families. Soon the nightmare would swallow up five more families.


Despite his injuries, Mike had still been talking and breathing. He had a beating heart. Paramedics knew that his wounds were probably fatal. Still, there was time to save his life if they flew him to a trauma center immediately. Just before he was wheeled away on a stretcher, he spoke with two police deputies and described what had transpired, or at least what he believed he remembered. According to Mike, just after seven p.m., he and Jimmy were exercising outside his fort. A group of four boys he knew hopped the fence and walked toward them. He did not know why they had come over, he said. He thought maybe the guys were there to steal his television and VCR. After all, he “had a lot of nice stuff inside the fort.” Videocassette recorders (VCRs) preceded DVD and Blu-ray players and any type of media-streaming mechanisms. VCRs were giant electronic boxes that recorded and played movies using ten-inch rectangular videocassette tapes.


Also, according to Mike McLoren, when a “fight broke out,” Jimmy jumped into the fray. Mike told deputies he thought he remembered being “stabbed by Micah Holland.” Next, Jimmy was also stabbed, but Mike couldn’t see who the perpetrator was. McLoren described the fight as happening very quickly. But he claimed he was certain about who was there. He named four people: Micah Holland, Jason Holland, and two other kids—a boy named Brandon and a mutual friend of all the boys, seventeen-year-old Chris Velardo.


Over the subsequent days and months, this story would change countless times.
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THE ALYCE MOULDER INCIDENT


AFTER JIMMY AND MIKE FLED the scene and stumbled into the McLoren home, Micah, Jason, Brandon, and Tony stood in or around the fort for a few seconds before gathering themselves together. The four boys walked slowly from the fort to the fence and climbed back over. A neighbor reported that he was jogging that evening around seven thirty p.m. and saw four teenage boys walking from the McLoren fence to a parked maroon truck. They appeared to be in no hurry, and he recalled that they were smiling or smirking as they climbed into the pickup truck.


Though Mike had initially told police officers that Chris Velardo was one of the four boys he had seen climb over his fence and approach the fort, Chris never actually entered the McLoren property with the others before the brawl. He had remained sitting in the driver’s seat of his Nissan truck, which was parked across the street, the entire time. The tall, slim seventeen-year-old, with his chocolate eyes and wavy chestnut hair, could easily have been mistaken for a telenovela soap star. Chris watched the four boys pile back into his truck. The five friends then drove up the hill to a cul-de-sac in a small housing development. They sat on the curb, and the others filled Chris in on the fight. They had all heard Mike McLoren say, “What’s up, Micah?” Then, when Micah and McLoren walked into the fort together, suddenly “fists started flying,” they told Chris. Jason rushed in after his brother. Then Brandon and Jimmy followed. It was completely dark inside the fort, so nobody had seen much of anything. Everything happened within about twenty seconds. Somebody joked that McLoren must have been raging on steroids, because he had suddenly become really strong, when most of their friends had always referred to him as a “little weakling.” Micah and Brandon both had cuts, scrapes, and bruises already surfacing on their faces, arms, and chests. The skin surrounding Micah’s left eye started to swell.


*  *  *


Police officer Richard Ramirez had been patrolling the Calabasas area that evening. The mini towns of Calabasas and Agoura Hills lie adjacent to each other and often function as the same city, sharing a sprawling community center and the Lost Hills Sheriff’s Station, which lies tucked among the chaparral hiking trails. Ramirez had received a call at 7:11 p.m. regarding a theft. The victim had called 911 from the parking lot of Village Market, the local liquor and convenience store in Calabasas.


Sometime between six thirty and seven p.m., local resident Alyce Moulder had been playing with her two young children at the Gates Canyon Park playground. Built only two years earlier, the park featured tennis courts, a basketball court, and a play structure designed specifically for the needs of small children with physical disabilities. The charming park lay among rolling meadows and walking paths, isolated from the residential neighborhoods and strip malls. Still, it embodied suburban security. In this part of Los Angeles, people forget to lock their car doors; it’s simply not necessary.


The distance from the playground to the cramped parking lot was a stone’s throw, and Alyce watched as a maroon Nissan pickup truck full of teenagers drove into the lot. What happened next shocked her into a frenzy. One of the boys climbed out of the truck and opened the front door of her van. He snatched her wallet right off the dashboard, and then he jumped back into the bed of the truck. They sped away. Enraged, Alyce scooped up her children and loaded them into her van.


While Alyce Moulder stood in the parking lot of Village Market with Officer Ramirez, he took notes as she told him a story about how she stepped on the gas and tailed the boys in the truck all the way to the parking lot to confront them. The teens denied having her wallet. They took off again. It was then that Alyce called the police, she said. As she concluded her report to Officer Ramirez, a man ran up and handed the police officer a wallet he retrieved after he spotted it being tossed from the back of a pickup truck on Thousand Oaks Boulevard. Alyce Moulder identified the wallet as hers and combed through it. Nothing was missing. It never had any cash in it to begin with.


Later, at 8:40 that evening, Officer Ramirez saw a maroon Nissan truck full of boys driving in the opposite direction on Thousand Oaks Boulevard. He quickly swung his squad car around and pulled the truck over. According to Officer Ramirez’s report, one of the boys exited the truck, raised his hands in the air, and instantly said, “Don’t freak out. I have a knife.” Ramirez frisked the boy and retrieved a small folding pocketknife. The officer flipped the knife open and inspected it. It was a common and harmless tool, not to mention completely legal. It was also clean. Officer Ramirez searched the other boys. None had weapons. None seemed suspicious. They were polite and cooperative enough. He never asked for names. He handed the pocketknife back and let them go. After all, even if this was the truck full of teen boys who’d stolen Alyce Moulder’s wallet, nothing had been taken out of the wallet, and the property had been returned to its rightful owner. Alyce had refused to press charges. No harm done.


Though Jimmy Farris had been dead for more than an hour, Officer Richard Ramirez knew nothing of the fight or the stabbing. He certainly had no idea that the compact folding knife he had just handed back could possibly have been the weapon used in a murder case that would soon divide and haunt this once affable community.


The Alyce Moulder Incident, as it was later labeled, would eventually morph into a massive legal nail that would be hammered into the coffins of five young men.
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THE FORT


SOON AFTER TEN O’CLOCK THAT evening, Detective Robert Tauson of the LA County Sheriff’s Department drove out to Foothill Drive and entered the McLorens’ house. Now the lead detective on the case, Tauson was a soft-spoken middle-aged man with immaculate salt-and-pepper hair and a graying mustache to match. He wore square eyeglasses that looked too large for his face. After he was handed keys to crack open the two heavy locks protecting the door to the fort, Detective Tauson walked into the backyard and approached the structure, about seventy-five feet from the house. Why was it locked? At that moment, Mike McLoren lay in a hospital in serious condition. Jimmy Farris lay dead. Still, someone had taken the time to lock up the door to the fort.


The yard and the fort interior were both pitch black. Through the beam of his flashlight, Tauson took note of the chaos of the one-room shack, which he described as “pretty much decorated like a teenager’s bedroom.” He tripped a few times. Even after he found the light switch, the fort remained extremely dim. Three faint bulbs provided the only illumination; one was painted blue, one green. Neon posters tacked up on black walls featured butterflies, a cheetah, a zebra, and a serpent, together creating a trippy 1960s drug-den vibe. A light-green plush chair, with stuffing popping out in tufts where the fabric appeared to have been chewed away by wild dogs, rested against a wooden desk with a locked drawer. A brown leather couch sat up against one wall. A bed pressed against another. Items that could have been used as weapons lay scattered on the floor—a baseball bat, a hammer, an air rifle, and a broom. Cups, drinking glasses, tennis balls, photos, empty buckets, and food-crusted dishes were strewn throughout. To describe the fort as cramped was a massive understatement. A red plaid blanket hung up on the wall covered the only Plexiglas window.


Lengthy ropes of extension cords twisted around the floor. The fort had its own electric power and phone lines that ran from the main house. This was an era before cell phones and streaming. The term “wireless” did not exist. The television and VCR that Mike had mentioned to the first deputies on the scene sat undisturbed on a shelf. They were both pretty dusty. In fact, the only signs Detective Tauson reported seeing that indicated there might have been a struggle included an upside-down plastic lawn chair and a pile of sheets that might have been grabbed off the now stripped bed. The baseball bat on the floor appeared to have a small amount of blood on it.


Tauson unlocked the desk drawer. Photos tacked to the wall above featured marijuana buds shimmering with crystal-like beads. Inside the drawer he discovered just less than twenty dollars in cash and five small plastic bags filled with marijuana. The irony was a bit disturbing. Not only was murder a complete rarity in Agoura Hills, but this town was the top choice for Southern California law enforcement professionals to settle down. Police officers and their families flocked to this area because drugs and crime were never a problem here like they were in urban Los Angeles. In fact, just a few months earlier, the Los Angeles Times had run a story that rated Agoura as the safest of all the communities in the Conejo Valley, exhibiting the lowest number of incidents for various crimes. Foothill Drive was full of nice homes, churchgoing families, stay-at-home moms, and kids who played sports. This wasn’t the hood, where residents dodged bullets while walking to the grocery store. And it certainly wasn’t a street where drug deals went down. Or was it?


The Jimmy Farris murder would quickly erode the veneer of safety and family values that the community had enjoyed for so long. Not only did the murder thrust fear and panic into the once carefree culture, but it turned neighbor against neighbor and forced parents to rethink their levels of trust in their seemingly flawless children.


Although he could not have foreseen the profound implications of what was on his mind that night, one thought must certainly have plagued Detective Tauson while he rummaged through Mike McLoren’s fort.


These boys didn’t just kill a kid. They killed the youngest son of a beloved Los Angeles Police Department homicide detective.
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YOU’RE WANTED FOR MURDER


AROUND THE SAME TIME DETECTIVE Robert Tauson was investigating the crime scene inside the fort, Sharry Holland sat in her apartment, waiting for her youngest son, Micah, to return home for the night. A stunning forty-year-old southern belle, Sharry was a straight shooter with a smooth Louisiana twang. The single mother worked long hours selling real estate, and she trusted her boys with the freedom she gave them. She knew they liked to party and have fun. Still, she had always figured it was a normal part of adolescence that “they’d eventually grow out of, like everybody does.” Sharry was the one parent whom Jason and Micah’s friends could count on. She listened, she was honest and nonjudgmental, and they never felt like they had to lie to her. Most days she knew exactly what they were all up to. Again, she trusted that they’d never get into serious trouble. And if they did, her boys were smart enough to know how serious the consequences could be.


Micah had called earlier, drunk, from a nearby McDonald’s. Sharry demanded he come straight home. Neither Jason nor Brandon attended school anymore. Both now eighteen years old, they had quit high school, forgoing graduation. Jason had just taken and passed the GED days before. Therefore, staying out late on a weeknight didn’t much matter. Micah, however, was only fifteen and couldn’t afford any more trouble with the law. He had racked up four blemishes on his juvenile record since age ten and was lucky to have avoided jail time.


After being searched and released by Officer Ramirez, Micah, Jason, Brandon, Tony, and Chris had hopped back into the Nissan truck around nine p.m. and driven down Thousand Oaks Boulevard to a nearby McDonald’s restaurant. Fairly certain that nobody who had been in McLoren’s fort could possibly have been harmed—after all, the fight had lasted less than a minute and everybody walked out alive—the boys ordered and ate cheeseburgers, completely oblivious to their impending doom. Little did they know that those delicious concoctions of beef, grease, pickles, and ketchup/mustard sauce were the last they would enjoy for years, if not forever. Worse, it was the last meal the friends would ever share.


Chris Velardo drove Brandon Hein home to the condominium in Oak Park that he shared with his father, Gene Hein, and Gene’s fiancée, Janice. Micah Holland ignored his mother’s request that he return home and instead decided to spend the night at Brandon’s house. Tony Miliotti was driven back to the home in West Hills where he lived with his aunt and uncle. And Jason was driven to his friend Dwayne Dahlberg’s house. He stayed there chatting for a bit, then walked down to their other friend Jason Stout’s house, where he planned to spend the night.


While Sharry lay awake, anticipating Micah’s return, somebody pounded on her front door. She opened it. Suddenly, five sheriff’s deputies clad in uniforms, wielding guns, sprang toward her. The men pushed into her apartment.


“What’s wrong? What’s wrong?” Sharry asked again and again.


The officers initially hesitated in answering. Panting and waving guns, they repeatedly asked where Jason and Micah were, and whom they were with. Finally they broke the news: “Jason and Micah are wanted for murder.” They explained that Jimmy Farris had been killed earlier in the evening and that both of her sons may have been involved.


After the deputies instructed Sharry to call them as soon as she located her sons, they drove away. Micah called home again. He told his mother he would be staying the night with Brandon. Imagine the level of angst Sharry Holland must have felt in that moment. “I couldn’t see encouraging the boys to run,” she later said. She also could not fathom that either of her sons, or their friends, could have been involved in a murder. “I figured, at worst . . . maybe they knew somebody that did this.” Sharry did not tell Micah that he was wanted for murder. She did give him permission to stay at Brandon’s house but insisted they stay in for the night. Next, she did the only thing she could. She dialed the number the sheriff’s deputies had given her and informed them that Micah had just called her from the Hein residence on Sunnycrest Drive.


At midnight the phone rang again. It was Jason calling from Jason Stout’s bedroom phone.


“You better come home,” his mother said. “The police came here.”


“Why?”


“Jason, Jimmy Farris is dead.”


“No way.”


“You’re wanted for murder!” Sharry Holland shouted the four words that would transform their lives from that point forward.


Anxiety washed over Jason in that moment. “Good-bye, Mom,” he said to his distraught mother. “I love you. I love you. I love you.” He hung up the phone, walked out of the bedroom toward the front door, and told Jason Stout he couldn’t stay the night. As he grabbed the doorknob to leave, the two boys looked out the front window and saw headlights of a car rolling into the Stouts’ driveway.


After looking carefully at the front grille and coloring of the car, Jason Stout said, “Is that a police car?”


Jason’s panic intensified exponentially. He made a quick decision. Without saying another word to his friend, Jason Holland sprinted across the room and out the back door. He then climbed over the backyard fence, and vanished into the night.
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