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PRAISE FOR KILLER STORY



“Whenever I would hear about a mysterious murder that had just taken place in Texas, my first thought was always, ‘I wonder if Claire is already on the story.’ And yes, there she was, hanging out in the offices of the attorneys who were involved in the case, arranging interviews with witnesses, and usually getting an exclusive interview with the murder suspect himself. She was so polite, and yet she had a backbone of steel, leaving the rest of her fellow reporters in the dust. Reading her memoir made me, once again, shake my head in admiration.”


—Skip Hollandsworth, New York Times bestselling author of The Midnight Assassin and executive editor of Texas Monthly


“Claire deftly takes readers through the often unbelievable, heart-pounding moments of chasing a competitive true crime story. But just as important as relaying the boots-on-the-ground experiences, with both humility and humanity, Claire gives even deeper insight into the personal challenge of covering these kinds of traumatic cases, the choices journalists—especially women—are often forced to make in order to be considered successful.”


—Maureen Maher, award-winning investigative journalist and former 48 Hours correspondent


“The stories of why and how some people choose to murder other people have captivated humanity for centuries. In Killer Story, Claire St. Amant takes us into the inner workings of prime-time true crime television, the most powerful—and profitable—industry telling those stories. From the blood-stained bedrooms to the tension-filled courtrooms to ego-driven newsrooms, Claire weaves a fascinating tale of her journey behind the scenes at one of the world’s highest profile true crime broadcasts. Fans of 48 Hours, Dateline, 20/20, or any number of other popular shows and podcasts will absolutely luxuriate in the details and discoveries she makes along the way.”


—Michael J. Mooney, New York Times bestselling author of The Life and Legend of Chris Kyle


“A bold and candid memoir from a seasoned true crime insider, Killer Story is essential reading for aspiring journalists and true crime enthusiasts alike.”


—Amanda M. Fairbanks, author of The Lost Boys of Montauk and award-winning journalist


“A take-no-prisoners, name-naming inside look at the world of crime television from a veteran producer on the front lines.”


—Alec Sirken, Emmy Award–winning producer at CBS News and former correspondent for NBC News
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To Riley, who makes all my dreams possible.


To our son, who is life’s greatest gift.









From the author: This memoir contains my personal reportage from my career at CBS News and my early days in local media. As unbelievable as the stories may be, I lived them all, and I have receipts. Some words were burned into my memory. Others I found scrawled in notebooks or typed into transcripts. If I’ve compressed an event or gone out of chronological order, it’s strictly for reader ease. With few exceptions where noted, I have used real names, cases, and locations. Thank you to everyone who contributed to my journey into—and out of—network true crime television. I hope you enjoy the ride as much as I did.
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HIDING IN PLAIN SIGHT
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I’m standing in front of a judge, in a courtroom deep in the bowels of the Harris County Jail in Houston. My head is down, and my feet are absolutely motionless. Which as a runner, I always find to be a challenge.


I force myself to stare a hole in my shoes rather than look up, where the action is unfolding. I’m not the one on trial. But it feels like that could be the next logical step, given the current predicament.


Although I’ve never been charged with a crime, I’ve gotten swept up in investigations a time or two. This is one of those times. Usually I’m excellent at this tightrope walk: I’ve nearly perfected the balancing act of staying just close enough to a case to understand it intimately, but far enough away not to fall headfirst into legal trouble.


I’m a producer for the true crime television show 48 Hours, and I’ve been brought into this closed-door jailhouse hearing by a defense attorney in a capital case: a kidnapping and murder-for-hire conspiracy that made headlines the world over.


The allegations were right out of a Hollywood script: two doctors turned lovers paid a hit man ten thousand dollars to off their exes, so they could avoid child support payments and the rest of the unpleasantness that comes from divorce. They didn’t realize their hit man was an undercover Houston Police Department officer, but they should have. What self-respecting hit man would arrange a meeting at an Olive Garden? Or drink a hard lemonade? All the signs of a setup were there, but that’s easy for me to say. Hindsight is 20/20, and I got to review the entire discovery in the case ahead of the trial, including all the parties’ cell phone dumps. And they were doozies.


I still can’t believe sexting is a thing. Don’t people realize nothing is private in the digital age?


At this moment in the Harris County Jail, neither the judge nor the prosecution has any idea that a member of the media is present, and I’m not about to volunteer that information. One of the ethical boundaries for US journalists is that you have to identify yourself as such if someone directly asks who you are, but otherwise you’re free to observe and report anonymously. I can always distinguish the local media from the national outlets out in the wild by who’s wearing a press lanyard. Only the locals make that mistake. Network producers are too smart to give up their camouflage that easily. CBS News standards dictate that I can’t lie, but I also don’t have to offer up my role unless asked. See what I mean about the tightrope walk?


“And just how did the discovery in this case end up on national television, before trial?” the judge asks sternly.


I study the gray pattern on the jailhouse floor until it blurs, and my hair slips over my face.


He doesn’t see me. No one knows who I am. I am invisible.


I squeeze my eyes shut and take a deep breath.


The crazy thing is multiple people in that courtroom do know exactly who I am, and that I am responsible for the pre-trial sneak peek. Because the defense attorney, for reasons I still don’t understand, is the one who sneaked me into jail in the first place.


Defense attorney George Parnham is a legal legend in Houston. Although his reputation looms large, he’s a slight man, with a head of thick white hair and a close beard that covers most of his face. Bespectacled and usually smirking, he speaks with a charming Southern drawl. But don’t let his grand-fatherly appearance fool you. Parnham is a talented and shrewd attorney.


He’s represented every high-profile murder defendant in Harris County, Texas, for the last twenty-five years. His specialty is crafting convoluted case theories presented with an “aw shucks” believability, somehow making his clients sympathetic in the face of horrendous charges.


Parnham famously represented Andrea Yates, the mother of five who confessed to systematically drowning each of her children in the family bathtub. She was found not guilty by reason of insanity. Then there was Clara Harris, a dentist who admitted to running over her cheating husband in her Mercedes-Benz, twice, in a hotel parking lot. She was facing life in prison but got only twenty years, which is like a speeding ticket in the world of cold-blooded murder.


Early this morning, Parnham himself had ushered me through security, waving away the jailer and calling out, “She’s with me!” as he rounded up the actual members of his law firm and hustled me along beside them.


The wheels were set in motion the day before, when I asked Parnham about the next hearing on the docket. It had appeared with an unusual acronym beside it, one that I wasn’t familiar with yet. After all the time I’d spent in courthouses, I know just enough legal jargon to be dangerous. Sit through three or four criminal trials every year, gavel to gavel, and you pick up a lot by osmosis.


While there are incredibly interesting days in court, including opening arguments and any time the defendant takes the stand, most trial days are mind-numbingly boring. Laying the predicate, establishing expertise, and proving chain of custody for evidence are key parts of any criminal case, but they don’t make for good television. To stay awake, I try to guess the objections before the attorneys call them out, or I look for verbal tics and keep a tally. You wouldn’t believe how often some people clear their throats when they’re nervous, or repeat phrases like “as a matter of course.”


Despite my courtroom education, I was at a loss when I looked up the latest docket entry for the hit man case on the Harris County website. So I dialed up Parnham’s cell and asked him to explain it to me. I think the exact words I used were: “Can you help me solve a mystery?” He was all too happy to decipher the code for me. “It means the hearing is being held in a courtroom inside the jail,” he told me.


“Ah,” I said. “Mystery solved.” Then, just for kicks, I asked if I could come observe. I didn’t actually expect him to say yes. About 90 percent of the requests I make to police officers, attorneys, defendants, and witnesses get shot down. But it’s the outliers that count and bring me into clandestine courtrooms.


I’ve learned the best way to blend in when I’m in court is to dress like an attorney. Dark suit, sensible shoes, understated jewelry, and no makeup. No one looks twice at me. I’m one of them. On this day, I blend in so well that the prosecutors a few feet away don’t even recognize me, which is particularly amusing as I just interviewed them the week before. But they aren’t looking for me here, at an arraignment hearing inside the jail that’s not open to the public. They don’t expect to see me, and so they don’t.


“I need an answer, Counselors,” the judge insists, growing impatient. “You are the only two people who should have access to this discovery, and somehow it got to the media.”


If I close my eyes, I can still see the evidence he’s referring to, laid out on the conference table in Parnham’s office. The files are all neatly categorized into folders, a treasure trove hiding in each one.


“I’m going to leave the room now,” Parnham told me. “Take as long as you need.”


When Parnham politely excused himself with the evidence still on the table, I couldn’t believe it was finally happening.


Over the past few months, I’d certainly gotten quite cozy with Parnham. Taking him out to dinner, stopping by his office with coffee, and sending congratulatory messages about his courtroom victories had become routine. In short, I’d been investing considerable effort in our relationship. While I never explicitly asked for favors, I’d hoped my gestures might lead to some reciprocity.


I’d camped out in his lobby for hours that day, patiently waiting for a chance to discuss my repeated request to review the evidence. Half the day had passed with no sign he was giving in. I’d forced myself to appear relaxed, at ease even, with the unknown timeline. Stamina has never been a problem for me. I might not be the first to arrive, but I’ll be the last to give up. I found an abandoned newspaper and read it page by page as I reclined on the lobby sofa that day. By the time I finished, Parnham’s secretary was standing in front of me. “He’ll see you now,” she said brightly.


And soon after, I was alone with the files in a glass-lined conference room. I used a spare hard drive and made digital copies of everything, from the body cam footage to the cell phone dumps. I let myself peek at a few choice files just to make sure it was all really there.


I’d pulled off some impressive pre-trial feats in the past, but this was on a whole other level.


Winning over key players in high-profile cases, before they ever went to trial, was becoming something of my specialty. There are months, sometimes years, that go by before a major murder case ever makes it to a jury. And most media play nice and wait for the case to wind through the legal system and get all tied up in a bow at trial. But where’s the fun in that?


After years of being corralled like cattle alongside producers from ABC’s 20/20 and NBC’s Dateline, I got wise and changed the game. Now, I went after the attorneys early, before there was even an inkling of a trial date. I’d wine and dine them and be on a first-name basis with their spouses and kids before the competition had looked up the case number.


It didn’t always work out perfectly, and many times I’d strike out on my initial strategy and get stuck playing by the same rules as everyone else. But those exceptions that did break my way kept me swinging for the fences. If I played it just right, by the time the case got to trial, I’d already won. And ABC and NBC were left to fight over second place.


The best-case scenario was that I’d score such huge pre-trial interviews that the judge would issue a gag order after our episode aired. That was a real trump card, because I already had my statements on the record. Sealing it just secured my victory in a column no one else could touch.


So in the high-stakes world of true crime television, I often found myself weighing the risks of unbelievable success or epic failure. Time would tell which side of the line I would end up on for this story.


Our pre-trial episode for this case, “Operation Murder,” had aired the week before, and the ratings were through the roof. It wasn’t every day you got to see police body cam footage of a murder-for-hire sting operation. The midnight arrest in a Houston high-rise apartment was the culmination of weeks’ worth of subterfuge, and the video included the defendants kissing each other while in handcuffs.


Thanks to all the cops involved, we got to watch the whole thing play out from seven different angles. And as if that wasn’t enough of a coup, I’d actually infiltrated the original investigation and gotten the whistleblower to give us an exclusive interview by flying him and his brother to New York City, all expenses paid.


It was admittedly some of my finest work. But right now, I don’t want any credit for it. You couldn’t pay me enough to claim it as my own. I just want to get out of this jailhouse courtroom unscathed, with my anonymity intact.


It’s true what they say about jail: easy to get in, hard to get out. So I wait, biding my time as the prosecution and defense each try to convince the judge they weren’t the leak to the media. One of them is being honest; the other one could be held in contempt of court.


Despite the very real trouble I would face if the judge realized who I am, I can’t help but start to enjoy myself just a little bit. I’m running the show, and they think I’m an extra. I really do love my job.
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I’m not the kind of person who typically lands a position with the national media in my twenties. I didn’t go to an Ivy League school. I’m not even from the East Coast. I’m a Texan, born and raised. My hometown had an outlet mall, a movie theater, Friday night lights, and not much else.


The first time I came to New York alone was for a screening of one of my 48 Hours episodes. I was so freaked out at the idea of being by myself in the Big Apple that I booked the closest hotel to the CBS Broadcast Center. No one told me it was a shithole next to a methadone clinic. Welcome to New York.


Just a few years into my journalism career, I couldn’t have imagined I’d become a producer for CBS News, flying across the country on a moment’s notice, with a one-way ticket to the latest national calamity. In 2010, I’d started out on the bottom rung of the journalism ladder as a local newspaper reporter in Dallas. It wasn’t a paper you would have actually heard of either. Despite my repeated efforts, the Dallas Morning News had declined to hire me. The nickname for the News, chiseled into the stone of the building right out front, was “The Rock of Truth.” Maybe they could tell I wasn’t their type. Don’t get me wrong: while I’m unflinchingly honest with my readers and in my reporting, I’m not above a lie of omission here and there to get the story.


And I found my first opportunity to do just that when I got a job at People Newspapers, a chain of weeklies serving the Dallas suburbs. I was a general assignment reporter, and I quickly learned that no good stories are ever handed to you. If I didn’t go out and find my own leads, I’d be stuck covering something lame with a press release. A fate worse than death.


My big break in local news was covering a sexual assault case against a prestigious private school in civil court.1 Somehow, all the reporters at the Rock of Truth missed the memo, and for opening arguments, I was the sole journalist in the courtroom. I’ve always known a good story when I hear it, and the details coming out in this one were more sensational by the minute. I could hardly keep up with my paper and pen.


I had planned to write my story at the lunch recess, but as I looked around and saw everyone typing away on their phones, I figured, why wait? I whipped out my first-generation iPhone, logged into our CMS, and started filing my story as a live blog entry on our newspaper’s fledgling website. I kept my head down and took copious notes, quoting verbatim where I could and paraphrasing the rest.


At lunch, I inhaled a sandwich and called my boss. It was an interesting conversation for several reasons, not the least of which was because he had told me point-blank that I wasn’t assigned to the trial. As I braced for a reprimand, he surprised me by talking about how great the traffic had been on our website.


“It’s way more than we usually get, like, for the whole month,” he told me enthusiastically. “I know I said you couldn’t go to the trial, but now I’m telling you that you can’t leave that courtroom.”


“Yes, sir,” I responded. You can get away with a lot if you’re polite enough about it.


I raced back into the courthouse and found my seat as the din of legal wrangling played out in the background. I was still logging into the blog when I heard the gavel pound.


“Excuse me, ladies and gentlemen,” Judge D’Metria Benson said. “I’ve just been informed that someone is live blogging these proceedings. And I need that person to stand up and identify themselves immediately.”


Everyone looked around for the culprit and blood rushed to my face as I realized it was me. I hesitated for a moment, trying to think of a way out of this public nightmare.


Finding none, and sensing my delay would only make things worse, I stood up and raised my hand.


“Uh, Your Honor, that would be me. Hi there,” I said, and immediately regretted the last part.


She waved me forward. “Come on up here, young lady. The rest of you can go. We are now in recess.”


I walked up the center aisle as everyone else in the gallery filed out. The way courtrooms are designed, the judge’s bench is raised up on a pedestal. They literally look down on you, the people, in judgment. It has the desired effect of being very intimidating.


“Who are you, and what made you think you could live blog my courtroom?” she asked me pointedly.


Although it might not look like it, I hadn’t come into this trial blindly unprepared. That’s not how I operate. I’m a troublemaker, sure, but I’m not haphazard about it. The day before, I had called the court coordinator to introduce myself and ask about any rules for the media covering the trial. Unimpressed, she had told me bluntly, “It’s a public courtroom. You can come in and observe just like anybody else. There are no special rules for the media.”


Thankfully, I had jotted this down, along with her name, in my reporter’s notebook. I flipped back to the page. Then I took a deep breath and responded to the judge, who was still glaring down at me from her perch high on the bench.


“Hi, Your Honor, I’m a reporter for People Newspapers. I’m so sorry if I broke a rule in your courtroom by live blogging. I had no idea it wasn’t allowed, because when I called on Friday and talked to Jessica, she told me that this was a public courtroom and there were no special rules for the media. I thought I was allowed to use my phone to do my job, just like I saw everyone else doing.”


The judge narrowed her gaze and sized me up. “I thought you were a law firm intern playing Angry Birds, not a journalist taking down quotes and putting them on the internet.”


“Well, Judge, sorry to disappoint you, but I’m not much of a gamer,” I quipped without even thinking.


The attorneys behind me guffawed. I was threatened with contempt of court, but I’d like to think that even the judge realized she didn’t really have a case against me. My phone was confiscated, and a new sign appeared at the entrance to the courtroom: “No cell phone use allowed except by attorneys.”


That live blogging incident was my first time in front of a judge as a journalist, and I never got comfortable with the feeling.


[image: ]


As counterintuitive as it might seem, anonymity is your friend as a journalist—if you’re smart enough to know how to use it.


And back in this jailhouse courtroom in Houston, my secret identity is my only lifeline. I can’t believe I’m standing right there as they discuss the “media leak” and how to track it down to the source. Parnham is playing dumb, assuring the judge he has no idea how the evidence ended up on national television. I gotta hand it to him; he’s a good actor.


I study scuff marks on my flats while I tick through possible scenarios of being outed. Who would be the most likely culprit for my demise? Surely Parnham wouldn’t risk his own skin by revealing who I was, but he did have that whole crazy-like-a-fox thing going on, and I didn’t feel like I could rule out the possibility. If there was an opportunity for him to get ahead by throwing me under the bus, I knew he wouldn’t hesitate to give me a push.


The prosecution would probably jump at the chance to point out that a member of the media was standing shoulder to shoulder with the defense team, but if they hadn’t noticed me by now, it seemed they never would.


My eyes land on the worn-out tennis shoes a few tiles away from me. The ones with the shackles around them. They belong to the defendant, a real piece of work and straight-up psychopath. It was hard to believe that before he was arrested for conspiracy to commit capital murder, he’d been on his way to becoming a transplant surgeon. His phone dump revealed the double life he’d been living. Photos of his kids playing at the park, sprinkled in with lurid texts describing how he wanted his ex-girlfriend kidnapped and tortured.


Dr. Leon Jacob was handsome and came from the kind of privilege that made him believe he could buy his way out of any problem. In other words, he was a total wild card. Without meaning to, I look up at him. He’s staring right back at me with a devilish grin. He’s enjoying this. I watch him chew a contraband piece of gum like a schoolboy. I guess we’re all playing fast and loose with the rules on this side of the courtroom.


The first time I met Dr. Jacob, he was just as excited to see me as he appeared to be today, and both times he was behind bars. What was with this guy? Didn’t he know he was facing life in prison on rock-solid evidence? But his confidence knew no bounds, and instead of acting contrite and apologetic, Dr. Jacob was positively giddy to have a television producer visiting him in jail.


The day I met him, it was a hundred degrees and dripping humidity in Houston, so I’d broken my cardinal rule about dressing like an attorney. Instead of my usual business suit, I was in a wrinkle-free dress that I’d shoved in my carry-on luggage as I ran out the door to the airport. Dr. Jacob’s eyes went straight to my V neckline, and I instinctively put my hand under my chin to block his view.


Despite what you’ve seen depicted about journalists in TV and movies, I never slept with any of my sources or got anywhere close to something resembling a romantic relationship. I don’t know anyone who operated like that. In addition to being morally bankrupt, it’s a great way to get fired and never work in the industry again. But why let the truth get in the way of a classic male fantasy of power and seduction? It’s a played-out stereotype, and personally, I think the facts are pretty entertaining on their own.


Back in the visitor’s room at the jail, Dr. Jacob picked up the black telephone wired to the wall and placed it to his ear. “Claire?” he inquired. “Leon,” I replied warmly. “Nice to finally meet you.”


We’d already exchanged letters and talked on the phone a half-dozen times before this. I’d taken his jailhouse calls while giving my son a bath, in waiting rooms for appointments, and in the midst of running errands. Jail schedules aren’t very conducive to the real world, and the calls only go one way: from the inside out. If you miss the call, it might be days before you get another one. On those always ill-timed calls, I’d act totally unbothered by him interrupting my day, excited even at the privilege of talking to an accused, would-be murderer, as though his collect calls from jail were a delightful addition to my suburban life.


After some small talk, I’d move into the real purpose of the call and pitch him about doing a pre-trial interview for our show. Every letter, conversation, and even this visit was simply a dress rehearsal for the moment I hoped would come one day soon, when he’d actually go on camera.


It doesn’t always work out, but my batting average for getting defendants “in the chair,” as we TV types call it, was pretty close to perfect. And I’d been on a hot streak lately, scoring two jailhouse interviews in a row leading up to the good doctor. Could I extend my run to three?


It had taken months, but I finally got face-to-face with him, which really is half the battle. I’m so much better in the room than on the phone. We had an hour for our visit, so I spent the first thirty minutes just shooting the shit with him, laughing at all his jokes, and acting generally impressed with whatever drivel came out of his murderous mouth. He ate up the attention. He asked me if I’d ever watched Orange Is the New Black on Netflix, and then he waved his hands in protest as I started to tell him about the latest episodes.


“No spoilers!” he said with a laugh.


My God, I thought, he really thinks he’s getting out of here. That’s some high-level delusion.


But as the clock ticked past the halfway point of our visit, I knew I had to get down to business. I sized him up; what particular pitch would appeal to this brand of rich-kid megalomaniac?


Should I make him my white knight, rescuing me from getting fired by missing out on a key interview? Or should I go for the classic “Everyone’s talking but you, and I’d hate to see you get left out of the show when you have such an important story to tell.”


Decisions, decisions. As it turned out, I didn’t have to sell him on the idea at all. By the end of the visit, he had booked himself.


“So when are you coming back for my interview, with the cameras and stuff?” he asked me. “I want to tell my side of the story.”


I smiled back at him. “What are you doing later this week?”


I made the interview arrangements through the Harris County Jail and got permission to bring in a dress shirt so Dr. Jacob would look presentable. Despite the catchy title of the Netflix series, no one looks good in an orange jumpsuit.


A few days later it was lights, camera, action. And once you have the defendant in the chair, the rest of the interviews fall into place. The prosecution was all too happy to play ball when they found out the defense was talking. The way they saw it, we were doing their pre-trial homework for them. It was a win-win situation.
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Peter Van Sant interviews Leon Jacob, a coup for 48 Hours that put me in some hot water.


That is, until the judge saw the episode and feared the trial would turn into a media circus. And, well, he wasn’t wrong.


So, fast-forward, I’m in the jail courtroom, with a front-row seat to the attorney acrobatics. And while it’s been entertaining, I’m ready for the curtain to fall.


The longer this discussion goes on, the more concerned I’m getting that the judge is going to ask all the parties to identify themselves for the record. That’s usually a perfunctory item on the hearing agenda, just something to make the court reporter’s life easier. But in this case, it would be a bombshell. I wouldn’t be able to hide my identity if directly asked by the judge. I would have to out myself and face the consequences.


I feel my heart racing, and I worry that my pounding chest is visible to the naked eye. I start counting my breaths like I’m running hills. I lull myself into a sense of tranquility as I wait for what feels like the inevitable instruction to identify myself.


But mercifully, it never comes. I am so deep into my own head that I don’t even hear the judge adjourn the hearing. I just see everyone gathering up their belongings and shuffling out of the courtroom. I quickly get in step behind them and begin plotting my escape.


I scan the concrete walls for the bright red EXIT letters that spell my freedom. As I catch sight of them around the corner, I have to stop myself from breaking into a jog. Looking back at Parnham, I call out, “I’ll catch up to you outside,” trying to make the words come out as casually as possible. Then I dart down the hallway.


The jailer smiles as he buzzes me through the iron bars.


“Anxious to get outta here, huh?” he says playfully. “You must be a new attorney.”


I smile back at him and remain silent as I walk out of the Harris County Jail, a free woman once again.





1Claire St. Amant, “The ESD Sex Scandal,” D Magazine, October 2011, https://www.dmagazine.com/publications/d-magazine/2011/october/episcopal-school-of-dallas-sex-scandal/.
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Four years earlier


I’m sitting in the lobby of the Keller Police Department, nervously fiddling with a personal check for $112. It’s three times the approved budget for a story at the start-up news website where I now work, CultureMap Dallas, and I’m not sure it’ll all get reimbursed.


From the looks of it, the Keller Police Department doesn’t get much action. The floors are gleaming, the windows are spotless, and there are four rows of perfectly straight blue chairs, all empty, save for mine. At this point in my young career, I haven’t been in many police departments yet. But even to a rookie crime reporter, the cleanliness of the facility sticks out.


As I’m guessing how long I’ll have to wait for someone to respond to the buzzer I rang, a woman slides open a partition to speak to me. “How can I help you, ma’am?”


I tell her my name and that I’m here to pick up the records I’d requested in the Michele Williams case. Then I hand her my check, where I’d written out the case number in the memo line. She looks it over and smiles back at me.


“I’ll have this right out,” she says.


I return to my seat and wonder if it can really be this simple. The records in question are part of an open criminal case, a murder charge that was knocked down to something called “deadly conduct” in a plea deal. I had read about the unusual charges in a scant story that ran in the Dallas Morning News a few weeks earlier.2


According to the article, Michele Williams, forty-four, was pleading guilty to shooting her husband, Greg, while he was lying in bed in 2011. In exchange for her cooperation, Michele was being sentenced to eighteen years for charges of evidence tampering and “deadly conduct.” The crime had originally been investigated as a home invasion, and Michele herself had been the one to call 911. Now she was admitting she was the one behind the trigger, and for some reason she was being given leniency. The October article stated that the sentencing wouldn’t take place until April, for reasons that were not explained. It was all so bizarre. I just stared at the article and wondered how someone at the Rock of Truth could publish a story with so many unanswered questions.


As the managing editor for CultureMap Dallas, a big part of my job is staying on top of the news cycle in one of the biggest cities in the country. I start my day by scanning the front pages of both major papers, the Dallas Morning News and the Fort Worth Star-Telegram. And I listen to the local public radio station on my sunrise run. By 8 AM I’m at my desk, fully read into the day and planning out our editorial coverage.


There are the big stories that everyone will cover, and I make sure we aren’t left out of the conversation. But my favorite thing to do is find the story that had slipped off everyone’s radar and to put it on ours. The story of Michele Williams jumped out at me as just such an opportunity.


The details of the case were tantalizing, and I was left with three key questions: Who gets a plea deal for murder in Texas? Why is her prison sentence being delayed by seven months? And what in the world is “deadly conduct”?


Apparently I was the only one asking these questions. Because when I did a little digging, there was very little additional reporting on the mysterious death of Greg Williams, who I learned was a wealthy tech entrepreneur. According to the district attorney’s office, Michele was pregnant with twins, and that’s why the state had agreed to delay her prison sentence. My curiosity was now at a fever pitch.


When I had taken the position as managing editor at CultureMap, I had carved out space for investigative reporting in my job responsibilities. After seeing my reporting on the private school sex scandal and the complicated civil trial, the founders of CultureMap had approached me about joining the team and shaping the brand of the new Dallas site.


I had been happy enough at People Newspapers, and my risk-taking coverage had led to a local magazine cover story and a promotion at the paper. Did I really want to leave the newsroom that had rewarded my hard work? But in the end, the lure of a new challenge and the opportunity to run a nimble news site was too tempting to pass up. As managing editor, I was in charge of three staff writers, a small army of freelance writers, and I still got to select and report my own daily stories.


A news website runs on a steady stream of fresh content, and we always had to feed the beast. But I knew that truly original reporting, the kind that makes an impact and changes the conversation, is worth doing. And so I’d made a point of keeping space on my calendar for long-range, investigative pieces. Sometimes that space was on nights and weekends, but I didn’t let it slip off my schedule. I knew that if I did, I’d end up spending years just churning out a bunch of nothingburger stories and listicles; you know, those “articles” that are really lists written in paragraph form.


You could fill a journalism career with that kind of reporting and pay the bills. But I wanted to do more than just chase the news cycle and cash my check. As I read and reread that summary of the Michele Williams case, I had the sneaking feeling that there was so much more to the story than two hundred words. I cracked my knuckles and got to work.


First, I found out that “deadly conduct” was a rare felony charge that existed only in Texas and Louisiana. It was basically created for the reckless handling of a firearm that accidentally resulted in death. The most common example I found was cleaning a gun in the presence of another person—and being negligent enough to kill someone in the process.


That didn’t seem at all to fit the circumstances of Greg Williams’s death or the alleged behavior of his wife, Michele. She was accused of shooting him with his own gun, staging the scene to look like a home invasion, dousing the gun in bleach, and then calling 911. At no point did any of Michele’s behavior sound like an accident.


Just who was this woman? I needed some concrete records to find out. I went online and searched for the marriage license for Greg and Michele Williams to get Michele’s maiden name. When I ran a new search, I learned that wasn’t her maiden name after all. She’d been married three times in total. This was really getting good. Where were these former husbands? And would they talk to me?


It took a couple days to find contact information for them, and even then, all I could track down was a mailing address for her second husband. I dropped a letter in the mail with my cell phone number and hoped for the best.


Meanwhile, I learned from Greg’s obituary that he’d also been married before, and he had a teenage daughter from a previous relationship. I followed the trail to Greg’s ex-wife, Kathy Williams, who had an active social media presence. I messaged her on Facebook and got a near-immediate response.


The stories she told me were jaw-dropping. Michele had apparently concocted elaborate schemes for years, faking pregnancies and lying about her own children’s paternity. There were also allegations that she’d been unfaithful to Greg with multiple men. But could this just be the words of a jealous ex-wife? How could I corroborate Kathy’s claims?


I wouldn’t have to question the accuracy of Kathy’s statements for long. Just twenty-four hours after mailing a letter to Michele’s (second) ex-husband, my cell phone rang. The man on the other end of the line described a chaotic relationship dating back to their childhood and asked that I not use his real name.


According to him, when they got married, Michele had lied about nearly everything, from her job to the fact that she was still married to her first husband. He said that Michele seemed to have a special power over men. He called her “a professional manipulator.”


He told stories of Michele growing up in the small town of Hurst, Texas. He said her father would jump in front of cars and attempt to collect insurance payments, and he believed that was where she’d first learned the art of the con. It was just one of many schemes Michele’s family was accused of running over the years. But even though he knew she was no good, husband number two fell head over heels for Michele’s charms and her three adorable children.


It was an instant family, but the marriage wouldn’t last. The beginning of the end was when a neighbor tipped the man off to frequent visitors at the house when he was at work. Suspicious, he set up an audio recorder and hid it in their bedroom. He said it captured evidence of Michele having two affairs in a single afternoon. Soon after that, he demanded a divorce.


In the days that followed, Michele’s ex-husband said, she went into a rage, pouring Comet in his expensive saltwater fish tank and drugging his dalmatian before convincing a local vet to put it down. I was shocked at these allegations, but her ex-husband wasn’t. He actually seemed amused as he told me that I hadn’t even scratched the surface of how diabolical Michele was.


While most of these allegations were impossible to fact-check, I knew there were some key details I needed to pin down before running with the story. After I got off the phone with him, I went to the Hurst Public Library and found yearbooks with Michele and her first husband smiling back at me. That was the moment that I knew I had my first killer story, and I wasn’t going to stop until I told the whole thing.


The next few weeks were a blur. I was meeting sources in parking lots, submitting open records requests, and spending all my free time writing the twisted story of Michele Williams.


Through Greg’s first wife, Kathy, I learned that Michele had been the one behind Greg’s cremation, which had been performed almost immediately after the body was released from the coroner. And perhaps even more disturbing, I learned of a second man in Michele’s orbit who had died of a single gunshot wound to the head just ten months earlier. He was also promptly cremated at her direction.


In December 2010, Brynn Fletcher, who was both married to Greg’s sister and an integral part of Greg’s computer company, died from what appeared to be a self-inflicted gunshot wound to the head. His body was discovered in a company truck, parked just off the shoulder in a no-man’s-land south of Dallas. The location, though seemingly random, was en route to a preprogrammed GPS destination in Waco; Michele Williams, then the office manager of the computer company, had reportedly entered the address for Brynn.


Adding to the confusion in the case was the fact that Brynn Fletcher’s wife is also named Michelle. Michelle Fletcher believed this allowed Michele Williams to slip in as the key point of contact with police in the case and assume the duties of next of kin that should have fallen to his wife, not his sister-in-law.


The nineteen-page police file on Brynn Fletcher’s death offered more questions than answers about the basic facts of the case, such as the location of the gunshot wound. One report says right eye; another says mouth. The medical examiner’s report says Brynn was shot in the center of his forehead.


The final police report pronouncing “case closed” says Brynn used his right hand to shoot himself in the right eye. But Brynn was left-handed.


It seems we’ll never get any clarity on the actual entry of the bullet, in large part due to Michele Williams.


“She had my husband cremated so fast, the ink hadn’t even dried on his autopsy report,” Michelle Fletcher told me.


But very few people, including me, knew about this shocking series of events back in the fall of 2013, when I was just beginning to dig into the sordid past of Michele Williams.


As I sit waiting in the pristine lobby of the Keller Police Department, Michele’s plea deal in Greg Williams’s death isn’t even final yet. The case against her is technically still open. It’s a detail that seemed to have slipped past everyone.


A journalist has the right to request information from the police and the courts at any time. It is the responsibility of law enforcement and attorneys to know what is releasable by law, and when it is required to be handed out and kept private. In other words, it’s never a crime to ask for something. And I ask a lot. The worst that can happen is to be told no. The second worst is to have your request filled and then later get slapped with a subpoena. But that’s a problem for another day.


After sending in the request to the records department at the Keller Police Department, I’d followed up several times by phone and email. I was as surprised as anyone when I finally received a response telling me the records could be produced for the tidy sum of $112. It was a small price to pay to peel back the curtain on a mysterious murder, but it was also way more than I knew CultureMap would approve for a single story.


We were a start-up website that didn’t always make payroll. We were allotted thirty dollars in expenses per story, including mileage. Many stories didn’t require me to leave my desk. I could write them by working the phones and fact-checking details online. But those story budgets didn’t carry over, so I was already pushing it and likely funding the story on my own for the foreseeable future.


A former Peace Corps Volunteer, I’d learned how to live on a shoestring budget; I was no stranger to dipping into my own pocket to finance projects that I believed in. So I didn’t even consider waiting for approval. I just looked at the balance in my bank account and knew the check wouldn’t bounce. That was all the permission I needed in my twenties.


I never expected to make any real money in journalism. Back then, I couldn’t have dreamed of the six-figure budgets that awaited me in network television, and the seven-figure profits the execs were all pulling down. The truth is, there is a ridiculous amount of money floating around in the media. It just rarely goes to the people actually writing and producing the content.


It’s all about ownership and IP (intellectual property), and most reporters sign that all away the day they take the job, without so much as a second thought as to where the money is flowing. I should know. I used to be one of them, just happy to have a somewhat steady paycheck and a place to post my byline. Editorial control was the highest premium I could imagine, and I had it in spades at CultureMap. If I could find the time to write it, they would publish it. In other words, my dream job.


Back in the lobby, I run the $112 check back and forth through my fingers, making little ocean waves and imagining the ripple effect of getting access to this report. I still feel like it could come crashing down at any moment. I give myself fifty-fifty odds that the person who returns to the window will be empty-handed and deliver a line about not being able to release records in an active investigation. “Sorry for the miscommunication,” I might expect to hear, if I even get an apology at all.


In the middle of my daydream, the partition slides back open. A woman smiles at me and extends a sealed white folder with my name written in cursive on it.


I practically leap from my chair to claim it. A few forms later and I’m speed walking to the parking lot. I punch my office address into the GPS and realize it’s over thirty minutes away. No chance I’m waiting that long to read this treasure trove.


Pulled over at a gas station, I rip open the envelope and thumb through over a hundred pages of written reports. There were also CDs with evidence that I’d dig into once I was back at a computer.


I start reading, captivated by the details. I’m not sure how much time I’ve been parked at this gas station, but when someone raps their knuckles on my window and asks if I’m “going to buy gas or what?” I know it’s time to leave.


So I dog-ear my progress on the report and drive off into the dipping afternoon sun. I have a long night ahead of me, and I couldn’t be happier about it if someone gave me all the money in the world.
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The day my Michele Williams story hit the internet,3 I could already see we were riding a new kind of reporting wave. Our traffic was climbing steadily, and the links were piling up. Pretty soon, the story was being picked up by our competitors and repackaged to look like they’d been on the inside track all along. Imitation is the sincerest form of flattery, and I relished being ripped off by bigger outlets. By virtue of using pseudonyms for Michele’s family members, no one could figure out how to land their own interviews with the real people fast enough. They were forced to quote my reporting and link back to CultureMap if they wanted to include all the layers of the story in their initial reporting.


As the weeks ticked by, our coverage was still leading the pack. Then the calls started coming in from New York. NBC’s Dateline was the first to find me, and I almost fell victim to a classic predatory play.


The associate producer who got me on the phone was a smooth talker, and she was laying the compliments on thick and rich. I was eating up the attention, then came the real purpose of her call. “This story is so good, it’s actually unbelievable,” she said, baiting me.


“Thanks,” I replied, still clueless.


“The thing is, my senior producer won’t let us run with it without seeing the source material to back it up. The talk is that you probably exaggerated the claims and won’t actually have the documentation to prove it up. To go any further, we have to review the original reports ourselves.”


After I’d gotten the Keller Police Department to fulfill my request, they’d been inundated with calls from the media writ large. But the thing about open records laws is that the agency has ten business days before they have to respond to a new request. At that point, they can challenge the validity of the request and restart the clock, or they can kick the request up to the attorney general of Texas for a ruling. And that takes at least thirty days.


All the news outlets from Dallas to New York were chasing my reporting and trying to source it. The Keller Police Department was not accustomed to media attention, and their response was to hit the pause button. At this point, the story was already everywhere, but the original source material was only in my hands. How much trouble could one local journalist cause? We were all about to find out together.


Having the validity of your work questioned by the national media was a new experience for me. And it hit my ego like a ton of bricks. My immediate reaction was to fire up my laptop and start digitizing the reports.


She thinks I’m a fraud? I’ll show her.


I actually loaded all the attachments to an email, and was just about to hit send, when a wave of doubt washed over me. My reporter’s gut instinct kicked in, and I knew what I had to do. This producer wasn’t my friend. In fact, she was my worst enemy, deftly working against me while appearing to be on my side. If she had all my source documents, she wouldn’t need me at all.


I almost got played for a fool.


My pulse was still racing as I deleted each attachment and then the entire body of the email.


I stared at my blank cursor and then fired off a very different missive.


“Thanks for your call today. I’m confident in my reporting. And it’s proprietary. Appreciate your interest in the story that I dug up. Hope you find your own one day.” Send.


I shared my experience with some more seasoned colleagues, and they all gave me the same advice: steer clear of television producers. They are sharks, I was warned, and will stop at nothing when they smell blood. The phrase “If it bleeds, it leads” never had a truer meaning.


Calls from ABC’s 20/20 started coming in next, and I was in no mood to play games. I listened to their full pitch and took notes, mostly for my own edification but also because I wanted a record of the conversation. When the producer finished, I politely declined to participate in their reporting and wished them luck. There was silence on the other end of the line. “Do you realize what an opportunity you are passing up?” he asked incredulously.


“I don’t trust TV journalists, especially ones from New York,” I replied. “There’s too much risk and no guarantee of a reward.”


With that thinly veiled reference to money, they were out the door. It told me everything I needed to know about their business model and the true nature of their interest in my reporting. I suppose I couldn’t blame them, but it’s not my problem they couldn’t land their own story.


Media giants thwarted, I continued to study Michele Williams’s web of lies. Through my sources, I got word that the district attorney’s office in Fort Worth was considering taking their plea deal with Michele off the table for her husband’s death.


Apparently, Michele’s alleged pregnancy with twins had never been medically verified. This was the reason her attorneys had given as to why she needed to be out on bond while awaiting sentencing. Now the prosecutors were questioning if she’d made it all up.


Despite a “high risk pregnancy,” GPS data from her court-mandated ankle monitor showed she’d never once been at the coordinates of a doctor’s office. She’d been out on bond for eight months.


While Michele wasn’t getting any pregnancy checkups, she was making regular visits to other establishments: strip clubs and an aerobics studio. The evidence was right there, buried in the technical data that no one was monitoring. Michele was holding down multiple jobs that showcased her physique, which made the pregnancy even more unbelievable. I’m still not sure how she managed her wardrobe as an exotic dancer, but I know for a fact she was teaching fitness classes in bell-bottom workout pants to hide her ankle monitor.


That’s because she was profiled in the Fort Worth Star-Telegram for owning her own business.4 She used the name “Shelley,” and no one at the paper had realized her true identity. That is, until my story came out and they updated the headline on YouTube as clickbait.


I had just left the courthouse and popped over to McDonald’s to use the free internet when my phone rang with a 212 area code. New York digits. This should be a good one.


A deep voice greeted me: “This is Ryan Smith with CBS News 48 Hours; I’m trying to reach Claire St. Amant about the Michele Williams story.”


I closed my eyes and laughed silently before responding. This guy was late to the party, and I was in no mood to hear another sycophantic pitch that was really an attempt to steal my reporting. I decided to cut him off before he got any further down the script.


“Look, Ryan, I get what you’re trying to do. I’ve already been contacted by Dateline and 20/20. My story is out there for everyone to read online. I don’t see the benefit of doing TV.”


I was about to hang up when Ryan jumped in with the magic words I didn’t know I’d been waiting to hear.


“What if I could show you the benefits? Are you free for dinner this weekend?” he asked boldly.


“I’m a married woman,” I said in disbelief.


“Great, bring your husband. What’s your favorite restaurant in Dallas?” Ryan said without missing a beat.
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Like many couples, my husband, Riley, and I are a true case of opposites attract. To borrow a true crime cliché, I’m the extrovert who never met a stranger. And he’s the introvert who would rather not meet anyone at all. I was drawn to his quiet confidence and enigmatic personality from the moment we bumped into each other in an upper-level writing class at Baylor University. His apparent aloofness toward me was irresistible, and his intelligence was immediately obvious. Piercing blue eyes and a deep stare that tells you he isn’t missing a thing by not speaking up.


We were paired together in a group project based on alphabetic groupings of our last names, and we exchanged cell phone numbers. Fate stepped in and gave us a lame duck third group member who never showed up to any of our late-night study sessions. My friends think Riley paid him off to stay away, and I wouldn’t put it past him. When I mention it to this day, he just smiles back at me, happy to leave the mystery intact. We really are two different sides of the same coin.


The first two years I knew Riley, we were always dating other people. We kept up the “just friends” charade even though we both felt something more was brewing. The summer before my senior year at Baylor, we were finally single at the same time. I had gone through a series of short, frustrating relationships with guys who all seemed to have a lot of opinions on how I should live my life. As someone who had given my own future a great deal of thought, it was astounding to me how many dudes assumed I would leave my plans in the dust to follow them.


At this point, I had already been accepted to the Peace Corps upon graduation. I was just waiting to find out my country assignment, and I couldn’t have been clearer about how excited I was for this next phase of my life. And yet, every guy I dated before Riley tried to talk me out of it. They couldn’t imagine being in a relationship with someone who planned to live halfway around the world. I had known these guys for a matter of months, and they expected me to change my whole life plan for them? I couldn’t show them the door fast enough.


So when I started dating Riley, I had convinced myself it would be a summer fling and nothing more. I’d accepted the fact that no guy was going to understand my ambition or respect that I had my own dreams to pursue. I can still remember the moment that I realized Riley was cut from different cloth. We were sitting on his hand-me-down couch, his black Lab sleeping under our feet. We’d had another marathon date on one of those perfect summer days that never seems to end. And then the topic turned to post-graduation plans. I felt a twinge in my chest because I didn’t want to break up even a little bit, but I figured the next words out of my mouth would spell our demise as a couple.


I told him I’d been accepted to the Peace Corps, and after graduation I was going to teach English somewhere in the developing world, exact location unknown. His response caught me completely by surprise.


“Wow, that’s great!” he said without a shred of resentment. “I’m really happy for you.”


We were inseparable for the rest of the summer and as it turns out, made to stand the test of time and distance. Three months into my service in Ukraine, Riley flew halfway around the world with a ring in his pocket and proposed. Watching his plane take off and fly back to the US was agony. But I knew we’d have the rest of our lives to be together. And a year later, I joined him back in Texas, where we’ve happily made our home together ever since.


As time goes on, I realize even more how lucky I am to have Riley by my side. It’s not as though we never disagree or have frustrations as a couple, but that underlying respect for each other’s dreams and the willingness to sacrifice to make them happen is a rare quality that I hope I never take for granted. We’re true partners, and our differences are complementary strengths.


Meeting new people is energizing to me, and I can easily get attached and begin to trust and build a relationship almost immediately. Riley, on the other hand, is much more discerning. His go-to mode is distrust. He really makes you earn his approval. It’s why I love bringing him along to important meetings, even though he’d like nothing more than to stay far, far away. I use him sparingly, and I knew the Ryan Smith meeting was one of those rare opportunities to get Riley in the chair.


We chose Mi Cocina, our favorite Mexican restaurant in Dallas. I couldn’t believe a producer from New York was flying across the country to buy me enchiladas. But just days after speaking for the first time, Ryan Smith was standing in front of me. At six feet, seven inches, he cuts an imposing figure. A corn-fed boy from Ohio with a degree from Columbia is a dangerous combination, and Ryan worked every bit of the small-town charm and big-city smooth talking.


He listened just as much as he talked, and when I expressed my concerns that I was handing over the keys for the national media to hijack my story, he said the words that changed the trajectory of my whole career.


“We don’t want to do this story without you. We want to partner with you on it and give you a contract for the episode.”


I was stunned. I hadn’t even considered that such a level of equal footing was possible. Reading the temperature of the moment perfectly, Ryan excused himself to use the bathroom and left Riley and me to talk things over in private.


As soon as he disappeared around the corner, I turned to Riley and asked the million-dollar question. “Do you trust him?”


Riley didn’t hesitate to give his approval, which has only happened a handful of times in the fifteen-plus years that we’ve been together. I took it as a very good sign, and when Ryan returned to the table, we all raised our margarita glasses to the promise of a new partnership.
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The consultant contract took a few more weeks to iron out, and I was actually standing in the vacant house we had just made a lowball offer on when CBS business affairs called to confirm that the paperwork was awaiting my signature. At first, I wasn’t sure which contract was going through, the house or my new gig with the national media.


It was a whirlwind of good fortune, and I couldn’t believe the timing. One minute I’m working for a start-up that white knuckles it every payroll period and living in a split-level duplex. Next, I’m approved for a mortgage on a three-bedroom house and signing a contract with CBS News. I still had my job at CultureMap, and I was all too happy to have a backup source of income as a safety net for this next stage of life. It was the beginning of my new mode of operating, and for the next ten years, I’d always have at least two jobs to pay the bills. In the world of media, options and editorial variety are worth their weight in gold.


Now that I had the contract, the real work could begin. I had no idea how much time actually went into an hour of television, but I was about to learn. The first order of business was to get CBS up to speed with my reporting and read into the case. I compiled all my notes and gave them the full police file on Michele Williams, or at least I thought I did.


Turns out, because I wasn’t working in television a few short months ago when I’d made the open records request, I had neglected to list the video files. As a print reporter, the written reports and audio interviews were totally sufficient to tell the story. But now the TV producers were asking for everything. It wasn’t enough to have the still photos and 911 call.


I frowned at the idea of going back to the same public information officer at the Keller Police Department. She would surely remember me and not be thrilled at the firestorm of media coverage my story had set off. I shared my hesitation with Ryan, and he was happy to help. Since we already had the bulk of the evidence, all he needed to do was make a narrow request for the video files.


He jumped into action and onto the phone, quickly learning that the biggest obstacle in the request was the size of the video files. It would take forever to burn them all to discs, which is actually still the method of delivery at most police departments. Since money is no object for an outlet like CBS, Ryan simply whipped out his American Express business card and shipped the police department a $150 external hard drive, along with a written request as required by the Public Information Act. They’d have the video files ready in ten business days, perfect timing because there was a hearing scheduled in Michele’s case for that same week.


Around this same time, I was introduced to the role of senior producer, which I learned was the TV version of a project manager. There are only a handful of them on staff at 48 Hours, and each one has a distinct personality and working style. The only consistency across the board is that they never leave New York. The highest-ranking senior producers were Judy Tygard, who had created her own 48 Hours miniseries called Live to Tell, and Anthony Batson, an Aussie turned New Yorker with a real affinity for Texas true crime. Batson was assigned as the senior producer for the Michele Williams episode, and while I didn’t know it then, it was the first of many wild murder stories we’d work on together.


Ryan flew down from New York with a full team, including longtime producer Alec Sirken and his favorite correspondent, Peter Van Sant. They hit the ground running, setting up calls and meetings and dinner reservations from the moment they touched down in Texas. It was a whirlwind of activity, and I was right in the thick of it with them.


They asked for introductions to my sources, and I dialed them up. My main source had been Greg’s first wife, Kathy Williams. She was the one who first told me about Michele’s troubled background and the damage left in her wake from past relationships. Kathy agreed to meet with CBS, and she brought along her teenage daughter, Taylor, who was Greg’s child.


Over a steak dinner, Kathy and Taylor agreed to do an on-camera interview later that week. They also opened the door to introduce us to Michele’s side of the family, including her adult sons and her sister. It was all falling into place, and the team hadn’t even been in town for twenty-four hours. But CBS had their sights on an even bigger “get” than those interviews. They wanted to interview Michele herself.


At least they knew where to find her. After my investigative series ran, Michele’s bond had been revoked, and she was sitting in the Tarrant County jail. Authorities quickly realized she’d never been pregnant with twins. Ever the actress, Michele had actually tried to fake a miscarriage from behind bars, asking for maxi pads while screaming and crying from her cell. A jailer would later recall the whole scene in court, as the prosecution presented evidence that Michele’s original pregnancy documentation had been forged. The exact sonogram image she provided was accessible under a basic Google search.


This was news to Michele’s lover, who testified he’d framed the sonogram and kept it by his bedside for the past eight months. Michele was shameless, and she kept up the charade, insisting she’d been pregnant and miscarried despite zero evidence of either event. A pathological liar like this is TV gold, and CBS couldn’t wait to put their request in to interview Michele from jail.


When you are awaiting a hearing to approve a plea deal for murder, I wouldn’t recommend sitting down with the media. But Michele had no hesitation. I think the district attorney was just as interested to hear what Michele would say as we were, so the office didn’t block the request.


“TV time,” as it’s called, runs about triple what you’d expect in real life. Need to interview someone for an hour? Plan for it to take the better part of the afternoon. And 48 Hours correspondent Peter Van Sant was legendary for his lengthy interview style at CBS News. He’d chat easily with people for four or five hours, never wavering in his congeniality or interest. The crew, meanwhile, would be shifting on their feet, exhausted from holding camera positions and keeping focus the whole time.


Once, Peter was interviewing a detective and had instructed him to keep his posture steady so the framing wouldn’t change. The poor detective didn’t move a muscle the whole interview, and when Peter finally ended it, the detective shot up from his chair and screamed in agony. His leg had fallen asleep, and he’d been in pain for several hours. We never let Peter forget that one, and he wore it like a badge of honor.


Michele’s interview was scheduled for the next available evening. Many jailhouse interviews are conducted at night, when everyone else is locked down in their cells. This allows more jailers to observe the interview and keep an eye on the inmate in question, since we usually request they are uncuffed and allowed to dress in civilian clothes. This creates a big security risk and so the police presence is heavy.


Michele’s interview was no exception, even though they didn’t allow her to change out of her yellow jumpsuit or remove her leg shackles. She was permitted to wear makeup, however, and she chose bright red lipstick for the occasion. (Fun fact: inmates don’t usually have access to makeup, so they get creative with items from the commissary, such as using the red dye from Skittles as lipstick.) It was a bizarre scene, with Michele under camera lights inside an otherwise pitch-black conference room after hours at the jail. Peter Van Sant sat across from her, beaming. Jailers surrounded her on each side, watching and listening carefully to her every word.


It was quite a show, and Michele didn’t fail to entertain. Although she had a plea deal alleging that she’d accidentally shot her husband and then cleaned up the scene in a moment of panic, now she shifted the storyline.


With cameras rolling, Michele told Peter she hadn’t shot her husband at all. There had actually been a masked man in black who came in and shot her husband, and she was taking the fall for him out of fear. Fear also propelled her to clean up the scene to protect the real shooter’s involvement, so he wouldn’t come after her and her daughter. Peter pressed Michele on the mystery shooter’s identity, and although she demurred at first, she eventually laid it out plainly. She believed the killer had been her own son.


It sounded sensational—a big reveal. But everyone in that room knew not to believe Michele’s latest yarn; this was actually the third story Michele had spun about her husband’s death. In another version, she’d told police that Greg shot himself, and she was covering up the suicide so she could claim his life insurance.


Her narrative was constantly changing, and each tale was equally problematic. There’d been no evidence of an outside intruder, despite canvassing the area with a canine unit and checking for signs of forced entry.


The shooter had come from inside the home; this much was clear. The suicide theory held water for a few weeks, until the autopsy report came back and showed the bullet was fired from at least twelve inches away from Greg’s head. Hard to imagine anyone contorting their own arm into that position for a fatal shot. Left with no more options, Michele had then claimed it had all been a terrible accident and begged for mercy for the sake of her unborn children. It was a pretty impressive web of lies, and she nearly got away with a slap on the wrist. If only she could have stopped talking.
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Despite Michele’s bombshell jailhouse interview, the plea deal was technically still intact. No matter what you admit to a journalist or anyone else, the court has the final say. Since we weren’t the local news, our interview with Michele hadn’t aired yet. No one outside the jail and the DA’s office knew that she’d changed her story and potentially jeopardized her plea deal.


Most importantly, the Keller Police Department had no idea about the development. They were still treating the case as though it was closed and had promised to have our hard drive full of video evidence ready the same morning as the hearing. An associate producer headed to the suburbs to pick up the loot, and Ryan and I headed to the Tarrant County district courthouse. From the outside, it still looked like a perfunctory plea deal hearing. But we knew better than to believe the listing on the docket.


The way courthouses are structured in Texas, the most serious cases are heard on the top floors. Word to the wise: If you get into a courthouse elevator and someone hits a double-digit number, they aren’t there for a speeding ticket.


Michele’s hearing was being conducted in the penthouse, and the courtroom was packed for the occasion. Judge Scott Wisch was presiding, and he was in no mood for games. He pounded his gavel, and the din of onlookers went silent.


The judge got down to business and spoke directly to Michele, telling her that it didn’t matter what she’d said to the media. What mattered was the official court record, and as of now, there was still a plea deal in place. She meekly nodded her understanding before taking the stand for questioning by the prosecution.


In a normal plea deal hearing, the defendant doesn’t even formally testify. She simply stands before the judge and raises her right hand to swear to the facts previously agreed upon. It’s a brief, boring affair and ends with some signatures and a handshake. But this was not a normal day in court.


As the prosecutor began questioning Michele about what version of events she wanted the court to believe, she started to cry. Or at least she made the sounds and put her hands to her face. I couldn’t help but notice her cheeks never got wet and her nose wasn’t running. It seemed it was all part of the show, and our cameras were rolling. Although Judge Wisch gave her every opportunity to retreat to the safety of her plea deal, Michele was now adamant there had been an intruder in the house that night, and that mystery man was the real killer.


Flabbergasted, Judge Wisch delivered a searing assessment. “Lady Justice may very well be blind, but she is neither deaf nor dumb.” Then he threw out the plea deal and set the case for trial. Instead of a maximum sentence of eighteen years, of which Michele would only be guaranteed to serve nine, she was now facing up to life in prison.


In disbelief, we gathered our belongings and headed out of the courtroom as Michele was led away in handcuffs. Downstairs in the lobby, we spotted our associate producer and asked the all-important question: Did you pick up the evidence? She said yes, and we shared a moment of relief.


But then she started patting herself down, and we noticed she was empty-handed. Where was the hard drive? Panic set in. We couldn’t go back to the police department now that the plea deal had been vacated. We searched the lobby frantically and peppered her with questions.


Had she come into the courtroom? Could it still be inside? The hearing had already started when she arrived, and they wouldn’t let her past the door. She’d sat on a bench right outside until it was all over.


We sprinted to an elevator and made our way back up to the courtroom. And there it was, all the video evidence in the case, sitting on a bench, hiding in plain sight. Ryan and I clutched the hard drive like a rescued child. The story was saved, but that associate producer was no longer trusted with anything besides lunch orders.
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A lot had happened in the Michele Williams story since I’d first been contracted by CBS, and there was still the matter of my own on-camera interview, as the person who’d broken the story. As a journalist, one of the oddest experiences is being interviewed yourself. After spending countless hours on the other end of the conversation, it’s a trip to be the one answering questions, not asking them. CBS wanted to do my interview at the CultureMap Dallas offices, but there was just one problem: we didn’t have any.


Once upon a time, when we were launching and flush with cash, we’d had a whole floor in a historic building downtown. There was even a patio bar that got internet reception. It was a plum situation, and it lasted about a year before our investors realized we could just as easily work remotely and save the exorbitant rent.


Now we had a handful of spaces at a coworking spot called Common Desk in the Deep Ellum neighborhood of Dallas. A gritty area with lots of brick buildings, street art, and public transportation, Deep Ellum was not at all what you’d expect to find deep in the heart of Texas. CBS loved it immediately. We planned to film on Saturday evening, because as a coworking space with twenty-four-hour access for members, this was our best bet for a quiet set.


I was so anxious for my interview that I ran five miles that afternoon, waiting for the sun to set and my opportunity to rise. If I’d only known how long filming would run itself, I probably would have taken a nap instead. Television types call the period of time right before the sun goes down “golden hour” because everything outdoors is automatically bathed in the perfect lighting. It’s the most amazing film set you can imagine, but the clock is ticking. You have to hit it just right and move fast to capture the gold, or you’ll be on the hook for another day of filming.


My call time was golden hour, so they could grab some walking shots of me coming into the office. It was supposed to look like I was arriving in the morning, as one would do if they had a normal job. You can actually get golden hour shots right after sunrise, but most creative types are night owls, not early birds, so we fake it.


I walked up and down the street in front of my office and punched in the access code to open the door about half a dozen times while camera men took different positions to capture it from all angles. This was the “B-roll” portion of my interview, where they grabbed shots of me in motion that they would later use to knit the story together and intercut with my sit-down interview, which is technically the “A-roll,” although no one in TV actually calls it that. These ten-second clips took about thirty minutes to film. We were officially on TV time.


Once we knocked out the B-roll, we headed inside. Now the TV magic could begin. As the interview subject, I figured that would involve me. But instead, I was informed that the next order of business was “dressing the set,” which would take a couple of hours. They told me to go to dinner and not to hurry back.


By the time I wandered back over to the set, formerly known as my office, it was looking very Hollywood. They’d strung up red yarn on a bulletin board and had a stack of glossy eight-by-ten photos from Michele’s case, with a tin of clothespins at the ready. They’d moved most of the chairs out of view and had expertly lit a lone table in front of the bulletin board.


They asked me to pull out my laptop and open a blank Word document. Next, they shot close-ups of my blinking cursor and instructed me to start typing a few lines from one of my articles on Michele’s case, as though I was writing it just then. After a couple takes of this, and a few nervous typos, they wanted me to dictate what I was typing and match my pace to the words on the screen. It’s more challenging than it sounds, but it definitely looks cool.


Now it was time to create the investigative bulletin board prop, and I got out the red yarn and went to work, pinning up photos and stopping to ponder them as instructed. The number one rule of filming is never look directly into the camera unless instructed. So many otherwise perfect shots have been ruined by the interviewee turning to the camera and staring right at it, breaking what we call “the third wall” and totally messing up the TV magic.


It’s ironic because we all know we are watching television, and it’s not real life. But a great show will make you forget that fact, and you’ll be lost in the storytelling, totally believing this is a bird’s-eye view into the real world. And then a doofus locks eyes with you on camera and the illusion is shattered.


There is one exception to this rule: the Hero Shot. This is where you look down and then slowly bring your gaze up and into the camera lens and hold it there for a beat. This dramatic portrait is used to introduce a character over narration, and it works beautifully. It might sound funny coming from a journalist, but “character” is the term used for anyone who appears on camera and doesn’t work for the network. Cops, attorneys, defendants, and victims’ family members are all characters in TV land.


For anyone new to filming, the camera is a natural magnet. You can’t help but stare into the blackness once or twice. I like to think I learned quickly. I was eager to shed the newbie label and appear like I knew what I was doing. Fake it ’til you make it, as they say.


We spent three hours in my new, perfectly lit office. I made phone calls, pinned up photos, typed and typed, and, finally, sat down for my actual interview with producer Alec Sirken. An East Coast native, Alec has the gift of gab, and an easy charm and quick wit that works so well on TV. Before joining 48 Hours, he’d been an on-camera reporter for years at various NBC stations. The skill set still served him well, and he frequently stood in for the correspondent on interviews like this one, which were called “one-camera” shoots because you saw only the person answering the questions, not the person asking them. Alec and I went over the basics of the case, how I’d gotten involved and what I’d uncovered, and then we discussed the latest legal developments.


It was nearing midnight by the time the interview finished, and I was wiped out. But we weren’t wrapped yet. They wanted to get even more B-roll shots, and they’d come up with the great idea to film me driving through the brooding streets of Dallas at night. “It’ll be the perfect tone,” one cameraman said. “We need more dark and mysterious shots of you.”


Who was I to say no to that? They grabbed some GoPro cameras out of their gear bag and started rigging up a rental car, an SUV big enough for the crew to ride in back with their cameras and snag additional angles. It was quite the process, and there was no end in sight.


While this was going on in the parking lot, I was hanging out inside with the producers. And that’s when things went sideways.


A burly man came out of the shadows, and I noticed he had “Security” stenciled on his shirt. This was news to me. Apparently in the production agreement that CBS had worked out with the building owners, the owners had agreed to provide security for our shoot—that is, until midnight. It was 11:55 PM, and keys in hand, he was kicking us out.


“Time to go,” he said, clearly not in the mood for conversation. The New Yorkers tried to reason with him.


“Now wait a minute,” producer Alec Sirken said. “We have a deal with you.”


The security guard was unmoved. “Yeah, and that deal ends at midnight, so it’s time to go.”


Alec looked around and threw up his hands. “Do you see all this equipment? We couldn’t get everything out of here in five minutes if our lives depended on it.”


“Not my problem,” the security guard said, crossing his arms.


We were at a standoff, and in Texas those don’t typically end well. Time to bring in the big guns.


I stepped in between the warring parties—all five feet, two inches of me—and smiled.


“I’m so sorry we are running late,” I told the security guard. “I’m exhausted too, and I really wish we could all get out of here right now.”


He softened a bit but not much.


Now it was time to work on the New York side of the negotiation.


“Alec, how long would it take to clear everything out of here tonight?” I asked. He said it would be at least an hour, maybe two. The security guard was turning a new shade of red.


“Two hours,” I repeated, and then gave him the closer. “What’s your going rate for two hours of overtime?”


The security guard smirked and said, “One hundred dollars.”


I looked at Alec for approval, and he was staring back at me with the utmost respect. We shook on the deal, hit up the ATM on the corner, and worked like crazy until 2 AM.





2Matt Peterson, “Keller woman faces 18 years for shooting husband, trying to cover up crime,” Dallas Morning News, October 9, 2013, https://www.dallasnews.com/news/crime/2013/10/09/keller-woman-faces-18-years-for-shooting-husband-trying-to-cover-up-crime/.


3Claire St. Amant, “The Making of the Keller Black Widow,” CultureMap Dallas, October 31, 2013, https://dallas.culturemap.com/news/city-life/10-31-13-keller-black-widow-michele-williams-murder-husband-greg.


4“Michele Williams teaching Kettle Bell fit classes.” YouTube video, 1:04. Posted by Fort Worth Star-Telegram, March 7, 2014, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=usaX15ZLp2I.
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