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Praise for Accused

“Sexual abuse of children is a serious crime, and should be dealt with fairly and carefully. Over the years attempts to bring offenders to justice have often been abusive in their own right. Cases built by so-called experts pressuring children through suggestive and leading questions, combined with overzealous prosecutions, have led to the debacles we experienced in California in the McMartin case, and in the Kern County prosecutions I reviewed when I was California Attorney General. They should have created a warning, a yellow light, to be careful when dealing with child witnesses. When those warnings are not heeded injustice can result, and the lives of the accused, when innocent, can be irreparably damaged. Tonya Craft’s own story, and the jury’s findings of Not Guilty on 22 counts, more than twenty years after the California cases, proves once again that when dealing with allegations of this sort, the best practices we learned the hard way need to be front and center. Will we ever learn?”

—John Van de Kamp, Former California Attorney General

“I’ve been a lawyer since 2001, and I’ve known Tonya Craft since 2010. Nothing prepared me for the power of this book and its markedly human perspective of the realities of being criminally accused. Tonya reveals the strength of her own character and gives the reader a look beyond legalities and into the heart of a caring mother. Accused is a must-read, a true tour de force.”

—R. Champ Crocker, Cullman Attorney named one of the
Nation’s Top One Percent by the National Association
of Distinguished Council

“Tonya Craft found herself in an unspeakable situation that rocked her world. Through the grace of God and her tenacious spirit, today she is a trusted expert highly sought by the falsely accused and those who defend them. You will be amazed at the power of forgiveness and its impact on an impossible situation.”

—Jan Silvious, author of Foolproofing Your Life
and Same Life, New Story

“Accused, the true story of a Tonya Craft’s fight against the criminal justice system, is much more than a blow by blow account of a woman facing a prosecutorial steamroller. It is also a deeper journey of the heart, and how the power of forgiveness is greater than the bitter root of false accusation.”

—Robert Whitlow, bestselling author of The Confession
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To my two children, my husband, and my parents.


“Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.”

—John 8:32 (NIV)


Contents

Author’s Note

Prologue

PART I—The Promise

PART II—The Marathon

PART III—The Fight

PART IV—Freedom



Epilogue: Revelations

Acknowledgments

Notes

About the Authors


Author’s Note

What you’re about to read is my story, told from my point of view. The details are drawn from my memory, bolstered by hundreds upon hundreds of court documents, transcripts (from depositions, interviews, court proceedings, and testimonies), taped conversations, the recollections of my close friends and family, portions of the gavel-to-gavel media coverage of my case, and a complete review of the videotaped proceedings from the in-courtroom camera that stood watch over my trial. Wherever possible, exact quotes are preserved and repeated in these pages; in cases of past exchanges and more casual conversations, I’ve preserved the words and most certainly the meanings of the conversations to the absolute best of my recollection.

In order to protect their privacy, the first names of all children mentioned in this book have been changed.

Some of the details in these pages are quite graphic in nature—not by choice, but because they represent the truth of the subject matter with which I came forcibly face-to-face. While I’ve chosen to mute some of the more colorful language that emerged during the tense moments behind closed doors during my ordeal, there may still be occasional moments that will shock and dismay some readers. I hope the inclusion of those details serves a much higher purpose in the end. It is not my intent to shock. It is my intent to reveal the truth of the horror that unfolds when false allegations are allowed to move forward. I hope the details of my story will push us all to work harder to seek the truth in our daily lives and to demand that truth come first in our legal system. I believe that the greatest truth begins in the presumption of innocence that every human being deserves—and flourishes through the redemption and forgiveness that every human being is capable of giving and receiving through faith.


Prologue

The night before they made me break the most important promise a mother can make, I woke up startled by the sound of my baby crying.

“Ashley?” I called to her.

Before I could get my feet over the side of the bed, I heard her little feet pattering down the hallway. “Mommy! Mommy!” she yelled.

“Baby, what’s the matter?”

“I had a dream,” she said as she crawled into my arms.

“About what, sweetie?”

“I had a dream that I was jumping on the trampoline and David walked around the corner of the house, and he said he was home and was never going to leave again.”

I wasn’t expecting that. Some nightmare, some monster, maybe. But not that. I pulled my daughter close and started crying right along with her.

David was my husband of ten months. He was the most loving stepfather to Ashley and her older brother, Tyler, that I ever could have imagined. He had swept into my life and brought the three of us more joy than we had known in what felt like forever. Then six weeks before this night, he walked out the door.

Ashley was only in kindergarten and had already been subjected to two failed marriages—first me leaving her daddy, and now her stepdaddy leaving me. The pain I’d been through no longer mattered. This whole situation was not fair to my kids. It wasn’t right. The fact that she woke up crying in the middle of the night over how much she wanted her stepdaddy back just about broke my heart.

I didn’t let myself cry for long. I knew that wasn’t what she needed. Not from me. Not then. We’d had enough tears. What Ashley really needed was to get some sleep. After all, it was May 29. The kids had finished their last day of school, and we’d all be enjoying our first-day-of-summer celebration the very next morning. None of us could wait to get to the community pool. I loved my summers with the kids. Always had. Always would.

God, I thought. I love my kids so much. I feel so blessed just to have them in my life. Thank you. I welled up with this warm, powerful feeling of connection. A feeling I’m pretty sure only mothers truly understand.

“I’ll never leave you, Ashley,” I whispered. I pulled my head back just enough to see her precious little face as I held her. “Ashley, look at me. You know Mommy loves you. I’ll never leave you.”

She nodded and stopped crying.

“Sweetie, y’all couldn’t get rid of me if you wanted to!” I said, and she laughed a little. But then she got this scared look in her eyes.

“What if someone took you away?” she asked.

“No one could take me away, Ashley. And even if they did, I’d come right back.”

“But, Mommy, what if someone took you all the way to Australia?”

Ashley’s imagination never failed to surprise me. I had to think of a good comeback. “Well … then I’d find a kangaroo and climb on his back and hop all the way back to you,” I said. She laughed a little more at that, and suddenly it was a game.

She asked me what I’d do if the wind blew me “all the way to Antarctica!”

“I’d climb on a polar bear and ride him right into your arms.”

“What if you jumped into the pool and when you came up for air you were in the middle of the ocean?”

“I’d just grab the tail of a big blue whale and swim all the way back to you!”

“But, Mommy, what if we were in the forest and a wolf tried to take me away from you?”

“Well … I would transform into a giant grizzly bear and battle with that wolf until you were safe and sound again.”

“No matter what?” Ashley said.

“No matter what.”

Ashley gave me a great big hug and I held her close. There’s hardly a better feeling in the world than being able to comfort your child.

She looked up at me again. She was smiling. So was I.

That’s when I looked my baby girl in the eye and made that promise that still haunts me to this day. “Ashley,” I said. “I’m never going to go anywhere. I promise.”


Part I
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The Promise


Chapter 1
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No matter what anyone tries to tell you about the long hours and low pay, one of the great perks of being a teacher is getting summers off to spend with your kids. The three of us didn’t have a schedule. We could laze around the house, or take day trips, or have friends over. Other parents had to work, so I was happy to have their kids come over anytime, too. And there aren’t many things that go better together than kids and water, so I’d take the whole gang swimming every chance we got.

May 30, 2008, a Friday, would mark our first trip of the season to the community pool.

Tyler and Ashley had already packed up all of their paraphernalia and were playing with it on the front porch when my friend Tammy came by on her way to work and dropped off her son, Hunter. The three kids had finished up an early lunch and were now chomping at the bit to get out the door. I was the one stuck on Georgia time, making them wait while I went to my bedroom to put on my bathing suit. I had just finished pulling on my shirt and shorts when I heard the doorbell ring. It couldn’t have been three seconds later when all three of the kids came bounding into my room together.

“Mommy, there are two men on the front porch, but we didn’t open the door because you said to always come get you first,” Tyler said. I was thrilled to see that my lectures on not opening the door to strangers had actually gotten through to them.

“Thank you for remembering,” I said as I walked out.

I’ll admit I was a little annoyed at the intrusion. I’m not a big fan of door-to-door anything. I could see two men through the window wearing button-down shirts and suit jackets. As I opened the door I recognized one of them. The dark-haired one. He was the father of a little girl who went to the school where I worked. He looked a lot like Ashley and Tyler’s daddy. Could’ve been his twin brother, actually. They looked so much alike that it gave me a start whenever I caught a glimpse of him in the hallways at school—and it gave me a start that morning.

“Can I help you?” I said.

The other man pulled his jacket back, revealing a badge. “Can we talk to you for a minute?” he said. I remember thinking he looked more like a Sunday school teacher than a police officer.

“What’s this about?” I asked, as all three kids squished into my legs behind me.

“It might be better if you come out and close the door.”

I told the kids to go play. “We’ll leave in a few minutes.” Then I stepped out just like he asked. The kids didn’t go play, of course. They stood right next to the door with their faces against the window, just as curious as could be.

“I’m Tim Deal,” said the light-haired one.

“And I’m Stephen Keith,” said the one who looked like my ex.

“We’re going to ask you a few questions.”

It felt like a script. As if they had rehearsed this.

I said, “Okay.”

“I see your license plate,” Detective Deal said. “Are you a teacher?”

My car had an educator’s plate on it. “Yes,” I said. Looking over, I noticed their car parked right in my driveway, a regular-looking sedan with no police markings at all.

“Where do you teach? What grade?”

I found it a little surprising that the dark-haired man, Detective Keith, didn’t recognize me from school. Chickamauga, Georgia, is about as small-town as small town gets, and our school was almost like a private school where everybody knew everybody. But they kept asking these sorts of questions as if they didn’t know who I was.

I finally asked again, “What’s this all about?”

“We need to ask you a question about your daughter and some touching.”

My heart sank. I was frightened to think something might have happened to my little girl. And then it occurred to me what they must have been talking about. But how would they even know about that?

Two years earlier, Ashley had been playing with her friend Chloe McDonald when all of a sudden Chloe’s mom, Kelly, went hysterical. She lost it because the girls had been “touching” each other.1 I’ll never forget the way she said that word: touching. It made my skin crawl.

“No kid would do something like that unless they had been molested,” Kelly had said. “I would know, because my husband was molested.”2

The girls were only three or four years old at the time. Chloe’s mom couldn’t even explain what she meant by “touching” because she hadn’t witnessed it. It made no sense. Still, I took it seriously and did everything a mom could. I even took Ashley to her pediatrician to be sure that nothing inappropriate had happened. The pediatrician found nothing out of the ordinary. And of course I kept an eye on Ashley for any changes in behavior. But there hadn’t been any. The biggest consequence was that Chloe’s mom and I stopped hanging around each other much after that. It had certainly never been brought to the attention of the police. Still, when Detectives Deal and Keith asked me about “my daughter” and “touching,” that was what jumped to mind.

“Yes,” I said. “There was a situation a couple of years ago. I’ve taken care of that.”

“You’ve taken care of touching kids?” Deal said.

“I—what? What do you mean?”

“You’ve been accused of molesting three little girls.”

I stopped breathing. I stared at him. It was such an unbelievable thing for him to say. I didn’t know what to do.

“Are you kidding me?” I asked.

It was very clear they were not kidding. There was nothing about their demeanor that implied anything but seriousness. I just couldn’t think straight.

“No, ma’am,” said Keith.

“Well, what do you mean? Who would say such a thing?”

That’s when Deal spoke the names of my accusers, out loud, for the very first time.

“Chloe McDonald,” he said.

I tried not to react. I was shocked that my first instinct was correct. Why on earth would that day in May of 2005 be addressed now? And why would anyone be accusing me?

Then he said the second name: “Brianna Lamb.”

I was horrified. Brianna was seven, and I’d had an issue with her mother ever since my daughter’s birthday party a few months earlier. Brianna and her friend Lydia Wilson were saying some things to Ashley that I didn’t think were very nice, so I scolded them. Politely. Like any parent or teacher would have done, I’d said, “That was a very unkind thing to say. How would you feel if someone said that same thing to you at your birthday party?”

Brianna stopped talking to me after that. She used to come down to my classroom after school every day and play with Ashley like she was her little sister. She stopped doing that, too. I couldn’t understand why her reaction was so strong. Worse? My scolding had rubbed Brianna’s and Lydia’s moms the wrong way. I’d managed to tick them off more than once in the past few months, both in school and out, to the point where those women had gone around town after Ashley’s birthday party telling people, “Tonya messed with the wrong families!” and “Tonya’s gonna pay!”3 It was awful. I was honestly worried they might try to get me fired. I knew they had the pull to do it, too. The Wilsons seemed to be the wealthiest, most influential family in the whole county.

Is that what this is about? Do those two want to get me fired? Did their trash talk somehow get back to the police?

It was amazing how quickly my mind raced through that whole scenario. It was a horrible flash of fear that these women who didn’t like me might have said something terrible happened to their children just to hurt me. Just to wreck my reputation. But I dismissed it just as quickly as it came.

No one would do something that awful.

Then Detective Deal said the name of my third accuser: “Skyler Walker.”

I was speechless. Skyler Walker was the daughter of one of my very best friends. There had never been a lick of animosity between us or our children.

“We’ve interviewed these kids, and they said that you touched them, so we need you to come down to the police station …”

They’ve interviewed these kids? I felt like my mind was lagging a few steps behind. I thought they didn’t know who I was? My legs felt weak. What does this have to do with my daughter? Didn’t he say they had a question about “my daughter” and “touching”?

I usually handle crises really well in the middle of ’em. Only afterward do I break down and let all the emotions rush in. But these men had me all confused and sick to my stomach before I fully understood what they were trying to tell me. I felt like I couldn’t keep up with their words.

They said I needed to come down to the Catoosa County Police Station “immediately” so they could interview me “and then do a polygraph.”

“A polygraph?” I said.

The heat on that porch was stifling. Those three sets of eyes were still peering at me through the window. These two men kept telling me what they “needed” me to do, with this calm demeanor that suddenly felt intimidating and strange, as if they were sweet-talking me into buying a used car or something. I had watched enough Law & Order to know that I’d better cooperate—and also to know that I’d better be careful. I didn’t want to make matters worse. I wanted to cooperate. I wanted to get to the bottom of this and clear my name as quickly as I could. I couldn’t believe I was being accused of something so terrible. Me. A mom. A teacher who loves working with kids. But I also wanted to be careful not to say anything that could be twisted or misconstrued. I hadn’t done anything wrong. Somebody must’ve mistaken me for somebody else, or misunderstood what somebody said, or something.

“Do I need some sort of legal counsel?” I asked.

The two men stopped and looked at each other. “That won’t be necessary,” they said. According to the detectives, it would be “easier” and “better” to just come down to the station, to “clear this all up and get it over with.”

I was the only adult there. I had kids to take care of. “I’ll need to call my parents to see if they can come watch the children,” I said. “They live up in East Ridge, so it might take a while.” I insisted that I had nothing to hide, that this whole thing was crazy, that as soon as I could, I would come down to the station. “I’ll even take the polygraph if that’s what you need, as long I can bring an attorney—”

Saying that word was like throwing a match into a pit full of fireworks.

Suddenly both men started shouting at me, yelling about my “obvious guilt” and “lack of cooperation.”

“Now we know you did something wrong!” Deal said.

My heart started pounding so hard it physically hurt in my chest.

“If you won’t cooperate,” Deal barked, “we’ll be back here with an arrest warrant!”

“I’m not saying I won’t cooperate—”

“We even talked to your soon-to-be ex-husband, and he said you’re a child molester.”

“What?!”

David would never say such a thing. They talked to David? I don’t care how mad he’d been when he left; he would never, ever say that.

I felt my eyes well up. I closed them and tried to think. “That can’t be,” I whispered to myself. “It can’t—”

“Are you saying you didn’t do this?”

Deal’s words snapped me to attention.

“That’s exactly what I’m saying,” I said. I looked him right in the eyes. I held back my tears as best as I could. “Look, I will cooperate with everything. I will do just as you’ve asked me to. I’ll come down to the station. I’ll be happy to talk to you. I just think it’s a good idea to have an attorney present—”

“If you won’t cooperate, we’re going to arrest you!”

At that point I’d had enough of their yelling. Their anger was making me angry. I hadn’t done anything wrong. I hadn’t done anything at all! It suddenly occurred to me that they couldn’t arrest an innocent person, so I put my panic aside and got real calm and direct. For a moment I got back to being me.

“Y’all do what you need to do,” I said. “I’m going to go call my parents now.”

Deal squinted his eyes and looked at me, hard. He pulled out a business card and handed it to me. “Make sure you call me when you’re on your way,” he said. “Remember my name. Detective Tim Deal. As in, Let’s Make a Deal.”

I took the card and said, “I think I’ll remember it better like Deal or No Deal.”

That’s when the two of them stepped off my porch, got into their car, and drove away.

As I watched them disappear from view, I could hear my own pulse in my ears. I stood there clutching that business card in my right hand and rubbing my thumb back and forth over the surface of it. I felt dizzy. My mind tried to process what had just happened. I looked down and saw my son’s dirty sneakers on the porch. An hour ago that porch had been filled with laughter. A few minutes ago we’d been getting ready for our first day of summer. I’d been getting dressed for our day at the pool. Now I was—

Wait. What just happened?

I started shaking. I leaned one hand against the door frame to hold myself up.

Do they really believe I did something to those girls? Who else did they talk to? Who else has been talking about this? How many people know about this? Did something happen to those three girls? Did someone molest them, and for some reason they—

Then it hit me. All at once.

Oh my God. They think I’m a monster.


Chapter 2
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Back in 2005, when I first came to work in Chickamauga, Georgia, I coulda sworn I’d stepped foot into a real-life version of Mayberry R.F.D.

You hear about places with only one stoplight, where life’s a little bit slower and everybody knows everybody. How many of us ever really get the chance to live and work in one? Driving my old GMC Yukon up to that one red light in the center of downtown, with its old brick buildings and little Western-style storefronts that look as if they were plucked off an old movie set, I felt like I’d finally hit the jackpot. I was so excited about getting a job teaching kindergarten at Chickamauga Elementary that I spent hundreds of dollars of my own money to set up my classroom that summer. I bought a nice comfy rug for the children to gather on. I made up a sign that said “Welcome Home to Kindergarten.” I bought a whole new set of stamps with letters on them, plus books on tape and cans of shaving cream so the kids could practice writing letters on their desks with their fingers in the messy sort of way that kindergarten-age kids absolutely love. I’d accumulated lots of fun classroom supplies in all my previous years of teaching, too, and I brought them all in to make my classroom feel like a true home away from home for my students.

People might not think teaching kindergarten is the toughest job in the world, but it sure is a far cry from babysitting, I can tell you that. It took exhausting amounts of work every night and weekend. And I loved every second of it. In fact, I loved it so much I decided to pursue my master’s degree in teaching even before I started my new job. It would stretch my night and weekend time like crazy over the next couple of years, but to be quite frank, as a single mom, I needed the salary bump that master’s degree would get me. And seeing those smiling faces every day, knowing I was making a difference, knowing I was getting a chance to improve myself and my ability to teach those kids while getting to start my life over in such a beautiful school, in such a beautiful town, made all of the sacrifice worth it.

I was still living in Tennessee for that ’05–’06 school year. After finally emerging from a horrible divorce over the previous couple of years from my ex-husband, Joal—the father of my two children—I’d lived in my parents’ house for a few months. Then I was lucky enough to find a town house on the street just behind my parents’ that I could rent for a while with the luxury of knowing my kids could safely run over to Grandma and Pop-Pop’s anytime they wanted, or anytime I needed. That was another wonderful thing about Chickamauga: It may have been in a whole different state, but it wasn’t even twenty miles south of the very house where I grew up in East Ridge, a quiet suburb of Chattanooga on the Tennessee-Georgia line.

One of the first people I met in Chickamauga was Sandra Lamb. From the very first moment on the first day of school, Sandra was there. She was always there. You couldn’t miss her! The tall, flashy brunette in blinged-out designer jeans. Throw in her son and daughter and a well-to-do husband named Greg and they were the picture-perfect All-American family. Her cute-as-a-button blond daughter, Brianna, was in my class. Brianna was an aspiring actress, and Sandra shared all sorts of excitement over the developments in that little girl’s acting career. The way they talked, it seemed Brianna was headed for Hollywood stardom.

Sandra stepped right up as one of the classroom moms before I even asked for volunteers. She seemed to already know just about every other parent who walked through the door and was always flitting around the hallway saying hi to everyone before and after school.

She was quite the character, but having Sandra take a shine to me as her daughter’s teacher provided a big leg up in the community for me: She introduced me to just about everyone she knew with a big smile and the most glowing words. “Tonya is the greatest friend and teacher in the world!” she’d say, which always left me red-faced, but I couldn’t have asked for a nicer introduction in a small town.

My son, Tyler, was lucky enough to attend Chickamauga Elementary when I started teaching that year even though we were living up over the border in Tennessee. It was one of the wonderful perks of the job. Some wealthy people from other towns would fill out applications and pay to have their kids attend Chickamauga—even though it was a public school. That’s how good a reputation it has. But as a teacher there, my kids were allowed to attend the school. Tyler was placed in a classroom right across the hall from mine. Ashley’s two years younger than Tyler, so I enrolled her in a nearby preschool and looked forward to the day when all three of us would be in the same building five days a week.

Outside of the classroom, fall means football season, and those Friday night games under the lights would be the first place I’d do much socializing. Tyler started hanging out with a little boy named Evan during the games. Evan happened to be one of my students, and his friendship with my son led me to grow close to Evan’s mother, Kim Walker. She and I just hit it off, which was funny to me, because most of my friends tend to be older than I am. Kim was young. She’d had Evan when she was around eighteen years old, so she must have been all of twenty-three when we met. I was in my midthirties. Yet there was just something about me and Kim that clicked. Maybe it was an athletic thing. She played softball. I played softball. Kim had a daughter named Skyler who was Ashley’s age, and let’s face it: Friendships in adulthood revolve a whole lot around each other’s kids. Having sons and daughters who get along means the grownups can sit and talk while the kids play. Tyler and Evan and Ashley and Skyler got along beautifully, and that was a blessing like no other.

One of Sandra Lamb’s friends, Kelly McDonald, had a son in my class, too. And as luck would have it, Kelly’s younger daughter, Chloe, was a preschooler just like Ashley. Kelly was a hoot. She reminded me of Sherri Shepherd on The View, all charismatic and spunky, only she’s white and had short, spiky, frosted-blond hair. Anyway, right near the beginning of the year, Kelly offered to pick up Ashley at preschool and drive her to my classroom at the end of the day. She had to drive right by there anyway, but I insisted on paying her to do it. Turned out, she needed the money. So it worked out great for everyone. Tyler would come over to my classroom at the end of the day, and Kelly would drop Ashley off when she picked up her son, who became friendly with Tyler. Sandra was always hanging around with Brianna after school, and Brianna just loved to play big sister to Ashley. All in all, the social life and kid arrangements seemed to be working out just perfectly.

The way I saw it, we were all supporting each other through those hectic, crazy days when your kids are just starting out in school and it’s all you can do to keep your head on straight before collapsing into bed at the end of the day.

What’s that phrase? “It takes a village to raise a child”? Well, Chickamauga sure felt like a big part of the “village” of my life to me. Working in that town felt a little bit like I’d stepped back in time. I liked that feeling.


Chapter 3
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As I watched that unmarked car round the corner and disappear, I tried to pull myself together. My heart was pounding and my head still spinning when I finally opened the front door to find the kids standing there all chomping at the bit.

“Mommy! Mommy!”

“Who were those strangers?”

“When are we going to the pool?!”

I couldn’t handle it.

“Kids, please! Y’all go up to the bonus room. I have to take care of some adult business, okay?”

They started in with the whining and complaining and I just yelled, “Go!”

I hardly recognized my own voice. It sounded like it came from outside my body. It must have scared them, because all three of them turned and ran up to the playroom over the garage without another word.

My mind was still spinning. Did Sandra and Kelly make this up? Who would do such a thing? Who would use their own child to make an accusation like that? No one could be that evil. I don’t care how much they hate me!

I took a breath and tried to gather my thoughts. How on earth is a person supposed to know what to do in a situation like this? All I could think was I’d better call my parents. They have always been there for me. No matter what. They would be there for me through this—whatever this was.

I picked up my cell phone ready to dial my parents, but in the confusion and panic of the moment, I couldn’t stop thinking about the third girl those detectives had mentioned: Skyler Walker. Why would Skyler accuse me of something like this? Where would she get such an idea?

I was short of breath. I wanted to lie down. But I couldn’t. Before I knew it, I had dialed Kim Walker’s number. While her phone rang I kept pacing around, and the anger and confusion and fear came bubbling up like lava. When she finally picked up, I exploded at her: “What the hell is going on?”

Without me having to explain one word, Kim knew what I was calling about.

“I’m so sorry, Tonya,” she said. She started crying. “I wanted to tell you, but the police said not to say a word.” The tears came pouring down my face, too. Has one of my very best friends turned on me? Does she hate me for some reason, the way Sandra Lamb and Kelly McDonald and Sherri Wilson do now? It can’t be. It just can’t.

I asked her, “Did those detectives interview Skyler?”

“They did interview Skyler,” Kim said, “but Skyler said that nothing inappropriate had happened. The police said her name wouldn’t even come up in this. I don’t understand why they would’ve said something.”

“If Skyler said I did nothing wrong, then why did the police say she was one of my accusers? Did you tell them I did something to her?”

“No! Of course not, Tonya!”

“They accused me of molesting her, Kim. Don’t lie to me. Tell me what’s going on!”

“I don’t know! It doesn’t make any sense to me.”

I was so confused and angry I just blew up. “How could you not tell me this was going on behind my back?” I shouted. “With friends like you, who needs enemies?”

I hung up on her. Seething. Heartbroken by my friend’s actions. It felt like my whole world was crashing down.

I heard the kids playing upstairs and I panicked again.

My God. What if they’re on their way back here to arrest me right now?

I didn’t want to risk the kids overhearing any more of this, and certainly didn’t want to risk having my children see me put in handcuffs and shoved into the back of a police car. So I carried my phone outside to the front lawn and dialed my parents. I needed help. Now.

I was bawling again when my mom picked up.

“Mom, I need you and Dad to come over to the house. Right now.” She wanted to know what was wrong, but I couldn’t speak over my sobs. She couldn’t understand what I was saying. “Just come. I need you. Now!”

I hung up breathing like I’d just run a marathon. I thought of Hunter, upstairs with my kids. His mother, Tammy, needed to know. She was at work. I hated the thought of bothering her there, but I had to tell her what was going on. Plus, she was closer to my house than my parents. Maybe she can get here faster, I thought. I needed somebody, anybody, just some adult to be there with me.

I was crying so hard when Tammy picked up the phone that she couldn’t understand a word I said. I must have terrified her because she yelled at me, asking if the kids were hurt. I caught my breath enough to say, “No.” She asked if I was hurt. “No! Just please come now!”

That’s when my legs finally gave out and I fell to the ground, sobbing.

Time seemed to swirl together. I can’t tell you if it was one minute or ten minutes later when I pulled myself together enough to stand up and have a clear thought.

I need to call an attorney.

I’d been working with an attorney on a whole other matter related to my ex-husband and his new wife, so I had her number in my phone. I dialed her, but there was no answer. I left her a message. I waited a few minutes and then tried her again, this time leaving a more frantic message. I can’t even begin to tell you how frustrating it is to get voice mail when your whole life is on the line.

Why can’t I get a hold of her?

Then I suddenly got hit with the thought of something else those detectives said: They had talked to my “soon-to-be ex-husband,” David. My husband. The husband who’d left me. The man whom Ashley had come to me crying about just last night. He wouldn’t abandon me through this. He just wouldn’t. I need him. I called his cell phone. David always had his cell phone on him. He didn’t pick up. I left a message. I called the number again. I left another message. I called again, this time leaving an angry message. Four days earlier David had left me a message saying simply, “I love you.” We’d been talking a little bit about him moving back in. He loved my kids. My kids loved him. I loved him. He might have been mad at me, but he knew what kind of person I was, and he knew what kind of mom I was. Did he really tell those detectives I was a child molester?

I called again, this time furious and spewing a flurry of words that shouldn’t come out of any God-loving Christian’s mouth, ever. I knew for a fact that he had that cell phone in his pocket. He always did. He always answered. Always. I stood there staring at my phone in a daze, wondering why he was avoiding my calls, just staring until I felt a tug on my arm. I looked up. It was Tammy. I hadn’t seen her drive up. I must have been in some kind of shock because I could see her lips moving but I couldn’t hear a word she was saying. She finally grabbed my shoulders and shook me. She put her hands on my face and looked right at me and yelled, “Tonya, calm down and tell me what is going on!”

I managed to start speaking. I told Tammy everything. I told her what I’d been accused of. I concluded with the fact that my own husband wasn’t picking up my calls. That’s when my mother and father pulled into the driveway. Tammy didn’t know what to say. By the time I was through, she looked as if she were in as much shock as I was. She ran inside to check on the children while I tried to figure out how to explain it all again to my parents. Speechless, I stared at the two of them for the longest time: my mother, who was always so strong, and my father, who had worked so hard to give my brother and me everything we ever needed our whole lives.

Finally, I said it: “They said I’ve been accused of molesting three little girls.”

My beautiful mother’s face fell in horror like I’ve never seen. My mom doesn’t have a filter, and a flurry of angry words spewed out of her mouth. Her instincts about how certain people must have made up this lie to try to hurt me were the same kind of instincts I was having, and she let me know it in no uncertain terms. My poor daddy didn’t say anything. His shoulders slumped over like his heart was going to give out right there. Honestly, I’d never seen them so distressed in my entire life. I don’t think there’s anything in the world I could have told them, including that somebody had died, that would have shaken them like this did.

During one of my calmer moments I remembered that I knew another local attorney. David and I had hired him to help Tammy get through her own divorce the previous year, and just a month earlier I had spoken to him about some questions I had regarding my ex and his new wife and their care of my daughter, Ashley. How did my life become so complicated that I know more than one attorney? I called his office, half expecting to suffer through another voice mail message when I surprisingly got through to him.

“Tonya, what’s going on?” he said.

As calmly as I could, I relayed the whole story, still standing there in my front yard. I swear I could hear the sound of that doorbell ringing in my ears. I was scared to death that if I went inside, I’d hear the doorbell again and see those detectives again. I was frightened that I’d hear the bell and be dragged off to jail on this horrible charge, accused of molesting these children when I’d done nothing wrong. When I’d done nothing at all.

I grew more panicked as I spoke it out loud again. I told the attorney that the detectives wanted me to come down to the police station for an interview and a polygraph. I told him that they threatened to get an arrest warrant and come back for me. “For all I know they could be on their way right now!”

He kept telling me that it would be okay, that he would handle it. He asked me for the names of the detectives and I pulled out that business card and gave him the number for Tim Deal. The attorney stayed calm through the whole thing and said he would place a call to Detective Deal for me. “But first,” he said, “I’m gonna call Buzz.”

“Who?”

“Buzz Franklin. He’s the district attorney. Just to see if I can get to the bottom of this whole thing. I should be able to get some answers for you, Tonya.”

This attorney was a local guy. Well connected. He knew people. I was sure he could help.

“Thank you,” I said. “Thank you.”

For the first time since it all began, I felt calm for more than a few seconds.

It wouldn’t last.


Chapter 4
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I’ve never been annoyed by the commotion and liveliness of kids. The noise and chaos of a classroom or a house full of children never bothered me. I like being around kids. I babysat as soon as I was old enough to do so. I taught Sunday school. I became a teacher because I love teaching kids. At the end of the school day, I would often let my children invite friends over—the more, the merrier—knowing they would all entertain each other, freeing me to do other things.

Of course, just about the only “other thing” I ever had time to do as we rounded the corner into 2006 was study. I was back and forth to graduate school every Monday through Thursday evening after work. The kids stayed with my parents while I was in class, and I had a slew of papers to work on. I was determined to complete my master’s program in a year and a half. I was also determined to do it with a high grade point average. That’s just how I am. If I’m going to do something, I go for it. I give it my all.

My schedule didn’t leave a whole lot of room for socializing away from the kids, aside from the times they were at playdates or sleepovers. Especially during the week, and especially when baseball season started up in February.

Tyler’s always been a little tall for his age, and he’s definitely got the combination of both my genes and my ex-husband’s when it comes to being athletic. Ashley does, too, for that matter. She’d show off her skills in tumbling class, being the energetic four-year-old she was. And between tumbling classes, baseball practice two nights a week, and baseball tournaments on the weekend, all while driving back and forth from our town house in Tennessee, I felt like I was running a children’s taxi service sometimes.

We all made new friends through baseball, though. Tyler was on a team with a boy named Aaron Potter, who was a year younger and wouldn’t be going into kindergarten until the following year, but they really hit it off. I hit it off with his parents, too. Mike and Dee Potter were a wonderful, down-to-earth couple who lived just a mile or so from the school, and all of our kids got along beautifully—Ashley and the Potters’ daughter, who was quite a bit older than both of my kids, had sort of a big sister/little sister, or maybe babysitter-child, relationship. As spring heated up, they invited us over to their pool just about every weekend, and we had cookouts together. It was wonderful.

Kelly McDonald’s son was on Tyler’s baseball team, too, which worked out really well: Kelly’s daughter, Chloe, and Ashley could play together while the boys played ball. The McDonald kids would come over to play at the house now and then, too.

The Lambs weren’t in the picture quite as much at that point. I don’t think there was more than one night during that whole school year when Brianna Lamb came over and joined Ashley for a sleepover up at our town house in Tennessee. But I was happy to have her that one time she did come over. Ashley loved going over to the Lambs’ big house with its fancy pool in the backyard, too. She would sleep over there now and then. There was a closeness to this whole community.

The Walker children were always around. In fact, hanging out at the Potters’ pool together made me like Kim Walker even more than I had before. Her kids would wind up coming over for sleepovers, and in time I got to know her husband, too. Even though she was so young, I could be myself around Kim. I noticed early on that it wasn’t quite like that with Kelly or Sandra.

To be frank, Kelly’s behavior was all over the map. That spunky personality of hers could turn unkind, bordering on nasty at times. She made remarks about other people that made me uncomfortable. Sandra would do that, too. I had an uneasy feeling about her, but she was such a “Tonya fan” that I brushed it off. It felt good to be the object of her praise in school and around town. Who wouldn’t want to be talked up in all sorts of glowing ways by a woman who seemed to be so well-known throughout the community?

In the spring, I decided to start looking around at houses in Chickamauga. I told everybody I knew that I was on the hunt, just in case anybody knew of a nice place opening up. That’s when something funny happened that I’ve thought back to time and again. The principal at the school pulled me into her office one day and said, “Don’t do it.”

“Don’t do what?” I asked her. She and I seemed to see eye to eye on almost everything when it came to education, so I wasn’t sure what she was talking about.

“Don’t move here,” she said.

“What? What do you mean?”

“Do not move here. It’s the most drama-filled place—just do not buy a house here,” she said. “It’s just—you do what you’re told here, and if you didn’t grow up here, you’re always going to be an outsider. I won’t be the principal here forever. I’m not going to conform to what everybody wants. They don’t like it. And they get rid of people who don’t conform to their ways.”

I remember thinking that she must have been exaggerating. People exaggerate all the time just because they’ve had one bad experience or something. So I listened but I didn’t really pay attention to a word she said.

In May of 2006, I bought a comfortable little three-bedroom house. It was beautiful. It was brick in front and had tan siding on the sides and back with green shutters, in a brand-new development on the edge of town. In fact, a small part of the development crossed the border out of Walker County, where Chickamauga is located, and carried over into Catoosa County. That’s where my house was—not that it would make a difference, as far as I knew.

We were the first people to buy a house in that whole development. I bought it with no cosigner, either. For the first time in my life I had a home in my name, and my trusty old SUV was paid off, too, which made me proud.

I can hardly explain how excited Tyler and Ashley were to have a new house to call their own. Not to mention how excited I was to be setting down some roots that felt solid.

Before I drifted off on our first night in the house, I sat there and watched my kids sleep, just as peaceful as could be. For the first time in ages, I felt like I was home.


Chapter 5
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After getting off the phone with the attorney, I managed to stay calm for a little while. I went back to telling myself it would all be okay. I haven’t done anything wrong. They can’t arrest you if you haven’t done anything wrong.

I talked the whole thing through calmly for a while with Tammy and my parents, and I eventually decided I should get the kids out of there. They didn’t need to see or hear any of this. I directed my father to go take the kids for ice cream. The kids loved their Pop-Pop and would jump at the chance to go out for ice cream with him. Joal was scheduled to pick them up in a couple of hours anyway for his weekend visitation, so my dad could just have him pick the kids up at his house instead. It made sense.

My mom insisted she would stay behind. She knew I needed her.

As Tammy helped usher the kids into their bedrooms to change out of their bathing suits, Ashley started crying. She demanded to know what happened, and of course none of us would tell her. What could we say?

The attorney finally called back just as the kids came out the front door. I blew by them with the phone to my ear, rushing inside and closing the door behind me so I could find some quiet. I realized I didn’t say good-bye to Tyler and Ashley. I didn’t give them a kiss or tell them I loved them. Even though I knew they’d only be gone for a little while, it bothered me that I didn’t stop to kiss my children good-bye. It all happened so quickly.

“I’ve made a whole bunch of calls on this, Tonya. The first call I made was to Buzz Franklin, the DA, and I have to tell you, he had never heard the name Tonya Craft. He had no knowledge of a case against you whatsoever,” he said.

“What does that mean?”

“Well, that’s what I wanted to know and what he wanted to know. So he said he was going to make some calls and get back to me. I also left multiple messages for Tim Deal, who has yet to call me back, and tried some other sources. But Buzz finally called me back just a minute ago—”

“And?”

“And … he said that there were too many holes in the case, and that an arrest warrant would not be issued.”

“Oh, thank God. Thank God.”

“So you’re gonna be okay. All right, Tonya? Nothing’s going to happen to you. You’re not going to get arrested. I don’t have all the answers, and I wish I had more to tell you. But at this point, I’m confident that nothing is going to happen immediately, and that you and I can meet on Monday morning and work this all out. Okay?”

I took a deep breath.

“Okay,” I replied.

As we set up an appointment for first thing Monday, I looked up and saw that my mom and Tammy had both come back into the house. I gave them a little smile and nodded, like it was all going to be okay. They seemed relieved. I seemed relieved.

My mom got me a glass of water. Tammy gathered up Hunter, gave me a great big hug, and said she’d call in a little while to check on me.

Before she got out the door, though, the phone rang again. I got a bad feeling.

“Hello?”

“Is this Tonya Craft?” the man said.

“Yes.”

“Why are you not at the police station like you said you would be?” He started yelling. “I can only presume that your absence means you’re guilty?”

“Can I ask who this is?”

“This is Detective Tim Deal, Tonya, and your lack of cooperation can only mean one—”

“Detective, I told you I am more than willing to cooperate, to come in for an interview, even take a polygraph as long as my attorney is present, and my attorney has left numerous messages for you—”

“I do not work for your attorney. I have no obligation whatsoever to return his call. Ms. Craft, I just want to enlighten you to the fact that if you refuse to cooperate with an interview with myself and Detective Keith at this time, it will result in your immediate arrest.”

“I want to cooperate, if you’ll just call my attorn—”

“I am not concerned about your attorney. I am only concerned with you, and you have now left me no choice.”

The next thing I heard was a dial tone.

I freaked out. My mom and Tammy insisted I call my attorney back. So I did. “He’s bluffing. There is no arrest warrant, and there won’t be. Don’t worry, Tonya! We will work it all out on Monday!” he said.

His tone was nonchalant, almost jovial. Yet “worry” didn’t begin to describe what I was feeling. Why would a detective lie to me? What does the attorney mean by “he’s bluffing”? Is this some kind of good cop/bad cop thing like you’d see on TV? What in the world is going on?

I felt weak. I decided to go to my bedroom to lie down, and Tammy followed me in.

“Were the kids okay when they left?” I asked her.

“Tyler seemed fine, but Ashley …”

“What?”

“She was crying.”

I could see Tammy was extremely upset. “What, Tammy? Tell me.”

“The tears were just streaming down her little face, you know? I told her everything was going to be okay, but she started sobbing and screaming, ‘No, it won’t be okay! No, it won’t be okay!’ She kept screaming the whole time your daddy drove them away.”

Tammy started crying and I just couldn’t take it. I lay down and curled up into the fetal position and cried, too. Time seemed to slip away as I lay there on my bed. I couldn’t sleep. I couldn’t get up. I just lay there, shivering, wishing it would all go away.

I tried to stop myself from thinking the worst. I told myself over and over, It’s gonna be okay. It has to be okay. My babies are going to be okay. This’ll all be cleared up Monday morning. This’ll all get worked out Monday morning—

That’s when the doorbell rang. Again.


Chapter 6
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“You did what?!”

Kelly’s shout startled me. It was the afternoon of the last day of the 2005–06 school year, just after we’d moved into our new house. Ashley and I were over visiting with Chloe and her mom. Ashley and Chloe had been playing quietly together in Chloe’s bedroom, and Kelly had just gotten up to go see what they were doing, but her scream sounded really hysterical. Oh, brother. What’d the girls do now? I wondered. Then all of a sudden I heard Chloe scream bloody murder. I ran in to find Kelly beating her child with a belt.

“What is going on?” I shouted, but Kelly just kept yelling at her daughter.

“I told you not to do that!” she yelled while she whacked her. Chloe was squalling something awful.

That bedroom couldn’t have been twenty steps from where Kelly and I were watching TV and talking in the living room of their little farmhouse. Kelly and her husband, Jerry, who worked as an EMT, tended the farm in exchange for free rent and some additional pay. The big piece of land it sat on was owned by a local doctor. It was a nice setup but a ton of work for Jerry, who was also training to work on a medevac helicopter. I always wondered how he managed to do it all.

Anyway, Ashley was crying, and I couldn’t get an answer from anyone about what happened. Kelly just plain lost it.4 I couldn’t imagine what Chloe could have done to elicit that kind of a response. I didn’t want my daughter caught up in the middle of it, so I decided to get her out of there.

Ashley cried almost the whole ride home. I don’t think she’d ever seen someone’s mother get that mad before, and Ashley certainly had never been treated in that manner. I tried to ask her to tell me what happened once we got home, but she did what a lot of kids do when they see grownups getting angry: She shut down, shrugged, and avoided my questions. So I just did my best to calm her down. Once she was quiet, I went into the other room and called Kelly.

“Chloe and Ashley were touching each other,” Kelly shouted through the phone. “Down there!”

I was surprised of course, and concerned—what mother wouldn’t be? But all I could think was, You hit your child with a belt because of that? And screamed at her?

“Chloe said that Ashley was pointing at her, but Ashley’s the one who started it, Tonya. Ashley started it,” Kelly said, real insistent.

“Well, hold on now. Kids are kids, and kids blame each other for things. Did you see what happened?”

“No, but I’m telling you, she had to learn this from somewhere. Kids don’t just do this sort of touching unless they learned it somewhere. Clearly Ashley’s
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