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      I felt sorry for Caitlin Parks. She was only trying to get information out of me. Which publisher was interested in her mother’s life? When would the book be released? When might I know those details?

      “Let me check in with my agent and editor,” I said, thankful she couldn’t see the look on my face. “Things in my world move slowly.”

      That last part was true. But the beginning, the part about my agent and editor, was at best a half-truth.

      The publisher dropped me years ago after my last true crime book sold less than three thousand copies. I’d offered to write under another pseudonym, suggesting B.J. Bartholomew—using my given name as a surname. When that didn’t work, I offered to sign a deal with no advance on my royalties. They declined again. A week later, I got an email wishing me luck in all my future endeavors, which, at the moment, was convincing the daughter of a notorious Texas murderer to let me tell her family’s story.

      “Okay,” Caitlin said. “But soon, Mr. Beck. Your book might be her last chance.”

      I assured Caitlin that her mother—whom the national media still called “Mistress Samantha”—was in good hands. Then I put down my cellphone and let buyer’s remorse wash over me. I’d just signed a social contract to help Caitlin’s mother avoid the death penalty.

      My part, as clearly stated in the agreement, was publishing a version of the Samantha Parks story that would convince people she was worth saving. A substantial public outcry could persuade the Governor to commute her sentence from lethal injection to life without parole.

      I left Caitlin with the impression I had a clear path to publication and would get wide distribution.

      Another half-ish truth.

      I still had an agent. Technically. Karen King had represented me for nearly fifteen years. My most memorable eighteenth birthday present was signing a pair of contracts. One made her representation official. The other was my first six-figure book deal.

      My only six-figure book deal.

      My phone’s screen said it was nearly noon. I’d only been awake for a half-hour, rising just before our eleven-thirty call. Though there was no reason, I’d slipped into a button-up shirt and slacks—it was an important meeting, after all—before answering the phone at my desk.

      I pulled up Karen’s last email, sent to me six months ago in reply to a half-assed book proposal.

      Bring me something I can sell. — King

      I could do it. That instant, in fact. I could craft a similarly terse email about my agreement to tell the authorized Parks family story. That might’ve worked a few years ago, but the name Bartholomew John Beck no longer carried enough weight to demand the publishing world’s attention.

      I needed to get the entire narrative and construct a real book proposal, not something I typed up in twenty minutes of desperation. I needed to get serious about researching Samantha Parks and her infamous murder.

      I needed sweet tea.

      I yanked the handle of my puke-green fridge and it came off in my hand. The black duct tape had finally worn out. The handle first broke when I was looking for food after the third in a series of rejected book ideas. I’d been breaking things unintentionally since eighth grade, when I stopped growing vertically but began adding muscle and facial hair.

      The fridge was almost bare. I had a carton of expiring milk in the door and a pot of ranch beans mixed with green beans alone on the middle shelf. It was a five-dollar confection that could provide lunch and dinner for three days. Missing was the gallon of sweet tea I’d finished off sometime the night before.

      I could save money by brewing my own and stirring in the sugar. But I never got it to taste right, and if gallon jugs of the store brand were my only indulgence, I could make my budget work.

      I shut the door, wrapped a fresh strip of tape around the handle, and started my trek to the grocery store a few blocks away from my East Fort Worth apartment complex.
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      Because the crime scene was about twenty-five miles due west of my living room, the Star-Telegram and Dallas Morning News were first to report the murder of a North Texas pastor in 2011.

      I searched for Samantha Parks on both news sites.

      The first stories were posted in May of that year, with headlines like Methodist pastor killed near Weatherford and Parker County woman held in pastor’s death. Samantha’s arrest was announced a day later. Within a week, reporters got the probable cause affidavit and arrest warrant, which had more narrative detail.

      Those headlines were more provocative.

      Police: Weatherford woman embezzled from church, shot pastor

      Woman steals money from Weatherford church, kills pastor, police say

      If memory served, the next break in the case came from Reddit. I opened a new browser tab and searched for samantha parks texas murder webcam reddit and hoped I had enough of the right keywords.

      The top link asked, Is the woman who killed a Texas preacher a camgirl? A quick scroll reminded me that an eagle-eyed fan of amateur pornography recognized Samantha Parks as user ThePreachersMother on a live sex show website.

      I opened a few more tabs and logged into the major state and national news sites. Two days after the Reddit thread went viral, the Lone Star Ledger obtained confirmation from the Parker County District Attorney’s office, along with leaked evidence photos of Samantha’s webcam outfit.

      The clothing wasn’t objectionable outside of the Bible Belt. A stop at Victoria’s Secret and another at Spencer’s in any mall was all it would take. But the dominatrix theme and jockey-style whip stirred everyone’s imaginations.

      The Houston Chronicle and Austin American-Statesman followed up a few days later. Their stories included the Ledger’s reporting, plus vanilla quotes from the Parker County Sheriff’s Office and DA.

      The New York Times first used her now-infamous nickname in a clickbait headline. But the story also had the biggest—and final—revelation.

      I clicked Mistress Samantha confesses to slaying Texas pastor, skimming church collections and was greeted by her mugshot. The story said she was forty, though she could’ve easily passed for thirty. Even during a booking photo, Samantha’s wavy copper hair framed a set of piercing green eyes and a Holy Madonna smile.

      Her confession revealed someone much colder than the photo suggested.

      “I killed Pastor Jerry Erickson,” Parks told a Parker County Sheriff’s deputy, according to documents obtained by the Times. “I’ve been a single mother since my husband died more than 10 years ago. When it became clear the life insurance wouldn’t be enough to sustain me and pay for my daughter’s education, Pastor Jerry gave me a part-time job bookkeeping at Weeping Willow Methodist. But that wasn’t enough, so at night I made money on a legal website where I stripped for paying customers under the name ThePreachersMother.

      “Those jobs helped, but when my daughter said she wanted to become a lawyer, I knew I’d need even more money. So, I started skimming from the church a few years ago. Jerry eventually got suspicious. On the day I shot him, Jerry took his lunch break to try and find evidence at my house. I went home a little earlier than usual and caught him. When Jerry said he was going to turn me in, I got the pistol hidden in my dresser drawer and shot him.”

      According to the article, Samantha knew any police investigation would include her, and she claimed to be a terrible liar. She turned herself in, hoping to avoid the death penalty.

      But, as the last headline from the Ledger indicated, she and her lawyers were unsuccessful.

      Parker County jury sentences Mistress Samantha to death
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      I stared at an intricate world map while waiting for Caitlin. We’d agreed to meet at the Starbucks on the edge of Southern Methodist University, next to the stadium and campus bookstore.

      I checked my phone one more time. She was fifteen minutes late for our two o’clock meeting. I was gathering my notebook and voice recorder when she walked in. Caitlin looked like her mother, though her features were sunken and pale.

      Caitlin slung her leather bag onto the table and removed her large black sunglasses, which had been covering exhausted eyes. “Have you ordered yet?”

      I shook my head. I didn’t like coffee and couldn’t afford any if I did—especially after the gas it took to drive more than thirty miles to Dallas.

      “No. I’m fine,” I said.

      “What do you want? My treat.”

      Caitlin seemed more relaxed when she returned with my chai tea latte and her venti coffee.

      “Sorry I’m so late. I was trying to find one of your books next door. It took them forever to tell me they were out of stock.”

      I tried to look curious and said I’d look into it. She’d probably back out of the deal if she knew the only remaining copies were stowed away in my apartment.

      After the usual pleasantries—How was the drive? How are classes going?—Caitlin finally hardened her stare. “Any news from your people?”

      “Everyone’s very interested, but they need a more detailed book proposal. That’s why I wanted to meet.” I flipped open my steno pad. “I need to ask a few questions, so they know I’m not just rehashing what’s already been reported.”

      Caitlin nodded and slammed the rest of her coffee. “Another?”

      I declined, though my stomach wanted her to buy me every pastry and sandwich on the menu. Without an advance, I had just enough cash to sell and write this book before putting all my expenses on credit cards—if I spent almost nothing on food.

      “Do you mind if I record us?” I asked when she returned. “Sometimes I can’t read my own handwriting.”

      “Texas is a one-party consent state. You can
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