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“I have followed Karla Faye and her life of witness behind the fences in Gatesville, Texas; I also visited the women in the general population of the prison. How deeply God has used Karla and others in the prison system. I know God will mightily use this deeply moving book chronicling Karla’s life as a believer. Every person should read this book—they will never be the same.” —Henry T. Blackaby, author of Experiencing God




“I was reluctant to read this book; I dislike sad stories and I didn’t want another lesson on the death penalty. But from the very first page I was “surprised by joy.” Karla Faye Tucker Set Free is a very joyful book, full of love and grace, faith, compassion, and forgiveness. This is a book of encouragement for all.” —Gigi Graham Tchividjian, speaker, and author of Mothers Together, Weather of the Heart, and A Search for Serenity




“I have ministered on the streets and in prisons for nearly forty years and I know firsthand the power of God to change lives, to reach down and touch someone everyone else has written off as worthless and hopeless. Karla Faye Tucker was such a person. She stands as a trophy of God’s grace—a life turned around.” —Nicky Cruz, author of Run, Baby, Run and founder of Nicky Cruz Outreach




“May this story of God’s ability to redeem find its way into the hearts of people of all ages. Like Karla, may many who think they have come to the end of everything find a living hope that opens the door of discovery to salvation’s healing surprises.” —Jill Briscoe, author of over forty books and director of Telling the Truth Media Ministries




“If you want to understand the power of forgiveness and the positive effect it can have, you need to read this book. Linda Strom masterfully details the changes God made in a hardened criminal’s heart—and how He can touch yours, too.” —James Robison, President of LIFE Outreach International, Fort Worth, Texas




“Karla Faye Tucker Set Free is a provocative and moving book about the forgiveness that comes from God and radiates through us for others—forgiveness that we cannot express or receive outside of Christ. Karla Faye Tucker celebrated life dying, and through her death she allowed us to celebrate life with her. This book is a must-read for those who feel hope is unreachable, for those who find forgiveness alien, and for those who want to know what it is to celebrate life.” —Jorge Valdés, author of Coming Clean




“I’ve been in thousands of prisons, visiting over 250 last year alone. I have yet to see an inmate that was more genuine in the Christian faith than Karla Faye Tucker. The grace of God is seen beautifully in this woman who has gone to the depths of sin and the heights of relationship to God. This story of redemption is exciting and captivating.” —Bill Glass, founder of Bill Glass Ministries




“Karla Faye Tucker Set Free is a book that went straight to my heart and took me to my knees. On every page the reality of Jesus penetrates the message. This is a story we all need to hear. Regardless of circumstances, mistakes, or broken lives there is hope—His name is Jesus!” —Nancy Grisham, assistant director of the Billy Graham Institute of Strategic Evangelism




“This sensitive and compassionate book is full of profound and moving insights. All who read it will be moved by the intense peace that Christ brings into a person’s life.” —Richard Plowman, special assistant to the president of Bill Glass Ministries




“Karla Faye Tucker Set Free goes beyond a story of victims and offenders to tell of amazing transformation. Amid one of the most controversial death penalty cases of our time is the story of one woman who turned Death Row into a place of life and hope. This book is for anyone who needs to know that God is still in the business of changing even the hardest of hearts.” —Bob Watson, area director for Prison Fellowship
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Dedication

To Stephen Leonard Strom,
born January 24th, 1998,
eight days before Karla Faye Tucker was executed.
The angels danced the day you were born,
my precious grandson.

And to Karla Faye Tucker.
On February 3, 1998, you joined the angels
in their dance. How we miss you,
our compassionate friend.
Keep the party going—we’re on our way.




About the Author

Linda Strom and her husband Dallas are the founders of Discipleship Unlimited, a healing ministry that reaches out to prisoners, their families, and others in need of healing. DU is a nonprofit organization run by volunteers from across the country. Linda is a contributor to Just Between Friends by Terry Meeuwsen. Linda and Dallas have three children and two grandchildren.

For more information about Discipleship Unlimited, please visit our website at www.liferow.org or write:


Discipleship Unlimited

P.O. Box 145

Gatesville, TX 76528



All author proceeds from Karla Faye Tucker Set Free will go to Discipleship Unlimited.
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Foreword

Blessed are the pure of heart, for they shall see God” (Matthew 5:8). The essence of purity is to be free from deceit, having sincerity of heart. Karla Faye Tucker was “pure of heart.” That may be hard for some people to accept if they only focused on where she came from and what she had done. Karla’s background was disastrous; her crime, violent and horrendous. But if you’re looking for a shocking tale filled with gory details, you’ve come to the wrong place. This is a story of redemption! This is the love story of a woman imprisoned by her circumstances, her choices, and the law. A woman who found a freedom so all-encompassing that she could soar above it all—even imprisonment and her own pending death.

I came to know Karla long before I actually met her. My friend, Linda Strom, had been Karla’s spiritual advisor for many years. Each time Linda came back from ministering in the prison at Gatesville, she would bring news of her friends on “Life Row.” Nothing could have prepared me, however, for the intense feelings that meeting Karla stirred up in my heart when I met her in person. What was it about this Death-Row inmate about to face execution that made me feel so captivated? Guards, gates, steel doors, and heavy mesh surrounded and separated us, yet I felt so drawn to this intense woman who was alive with joy and enveloped with peace. The presence of God seemed almost tangible.

Though Karla was locked up on Death Row, I don’t think any of us really believed she would ever be executed. So loving, so vivacious, so full of grace—surely she’d be pardoned. And yet, the more imminent the reality of the death sentence became, and the closer the execution date, the more we saw Karla’s face aglow with the love of her Lord. For Linda, who loved Karla so deeply, it was a time of personal spiritual surrender mixed with unending hope and a growing grief. Karla was like a daughter to Linda. Letting go is always hard.

Jesus said He came to set the captives free. Karla received that invitation. She was freer than most of us because she put aside anything that would have hindered her walk with Jesus. Though she treasured her friends, she drew her strength and peace from Him. It was a spiritual adventure that radically changed her life and the lives of everyone who came to know her.

As you read her story, listen with your heart for the message that Karla longed to share with anyone who was willing to listen … “the one the Son sets free, is free indeed!”





Terry Meeuwsen

Co-host, The 700 Club
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Part I
The Road to Death Row
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Karla in the yard outside Death Row at the Gatesville Mountain View Unit.




Chapter One

Inmate 777


When I share that I was out of it on drugs the night I brutally murdered two people, I fully realize that I made the choice to do those drugs. Had I chosen not to do drugs, two people would still be alive today. But I did choose to do drugs, and I did lose it, and two people are dead because of me.

—Karla Faye Tucker in her letter to Governor Bush and the Texas Board of Pardons and Paroles, January 1998

If anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come!

—2 Corinthians 5:17



February 3, 1998, 6:25 P.M., Walls Unit,
Huntsville, Texas

With the strength and poise of a gymnast, Karla leapt up on the gurney and whispered a prayer: “Lord Jesus, help them to find my vein.” Then, strapped to the table, she looked toward the small window and spoke her last words.

“Can Warden Baggett hear me?”

After being assured that yes, the warden was nearby and was listening, Karla went on: “I would like to say to all of you—the Thornton family and Jerry Dean’s family—that I am so sorry. I hope God will give you peace with this.

“Baby, I love you,” she told her husband, Dana. “Ron, give Peggy a hug for me. Everybody has been so good to me. I love all of you very much. I’m going to be face to face with Jesus now.

“Warden Baggett, thank you so much. You have been so good to me. I love all of you very much. I will see you all when you get there. I will wait for you.”

After her final words she licked her lips and, according to witnesses, appeared to be humming softly as she waited for the lethal injection.
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“Karla, how do you explain to yourself that you were involved in a violent slaying?” television interviewer Larry King asked, his familiar face separated from hers by a scratched Plexiglas window.

Millions of viewers throughout the world were riveted to their television sets in January 1998 as the drama unfolded on CNN’s Larry King Live. They, too, wanted to know the answer. Who was this attractive and captivating woman that drew Larry to Texas? How could she have committed such a heinous crime?

Pausing just for an instant, Karla looked steadily back at him. “I can’t make sense out of it, Larry. I don’t know how to answer, except to say that because of the choices I made to do drugs and buckle to peer pressure, it was inevitable that something like that was going to happen in my life.”

While they continued talking and the CNN camera crew filmed the interview, I sat in the chapel at Karla’s prison, praying. After it was over, Karla and I would meet for our daily two-hour visit. As I waited, I thought about the events that had led her to this place.

[image: ]

Over the years I’d heard much about Karla’s life. While never shy, she shared her story with me cautiously. She never hesitated to accept responsibility for what she had done. Better than anyone, she knew the horrific life from which she’d now been set free.

When she talked with reporters she carefully omitted details about the crime itself. “I think about it pretty often; I am well aware of what I have done. But it’s pretty hard to talk about because it brings up too many painful memories. I think about the pain I put others through. I wish it had never happened. If I could go back, I would not do it again. Now I know the value of human life.”

She understood that each time her victims’ family or members of her own family read or saw anything about the crime, they experienced renewed grief. In addition to not wanting to relive the past herself, she wanted to spare them as much pain as possible.

I feel the same way. The two murders Karla committed were a tragedy; the lives of everyone connected will never be the same. Yet, the Karla I had come to know was not the same young woman who had committed the crime. She had been transformed—as I am being transformed—by a relationship with Jesus Christ.

[image: ]

Karla Faye Tucker was born November 18, 1959, in Houston, Texas. “As a little girl, I remember that we were a family,” Karla said when I asked about her background. “We lived in a middle-class neighborhood and went to the bay house where we water-skied and fished. But that period didn’t last very long. My parents fought a lot and divorced each other several times.”

As her parents’ turmoil increased, Karla’s life began unraveling. Her first experience with drugs came when she was seven or eight. “I caught [my older sisters] smoking pot and threatened to tell our parents,” she told the Gatesville Messenger in 1998 (January 30). “But they gave it to me and then said I couldn’t tell because I was doing it too.”

Karla remembered one brief encounter with what seemed to be a normal life. “At school this little girl would talk to me. I remember seeing something really different in her. It was like a genuine love for people. But her parents didn’t want her hanging around with me because they thought that I was just a bad, bad child.

“Somewhere along the way she talked her mother into letting me go to church with them. I think they must have been [very conservative] because they wore something on their heads and had to wear dresses. We sat on the front row. At some point she was down on her knees and really praying in the Spirit. I thought, What is going on here? Everybody came and laid their hands on her. I don’t remember doing anything wrong that night, but they never would talk to me again. Why didn’t they reach out to me? Why did they cut me off?”

Life at home was rapidly deteriorating. Any chance of a normal childhood disintegrated. “Back then there was a lot of drugs and sex. My sisters ran around with older people. One of their friends was in a biker club. He came to see my sisters and when he found out they weren’t there, he took me off on his motorcycle. He asked me if I wanted to shoot some heroin. I think he was going to molest me. But he shot me so full of heroin that I got sick and he wasn’t able to do anything. He ended up dropping me off at some apartments. That was the beginning of me shooting dope.”

By the time Karla was in seventh grade she was heavily into drugs and she dropped out of school. “I got kicked out as much as quit,” she said. When her parents divorced for the last time, she chose to live with her mother, Carolyn Moore. Life with her mom was unrestricted, with little or no adult supervision.

“There were a couple of things my mother did that made me wonder, Don’t you see what you are doing to me? Why don’t you notice this and come to me and ask what is going on?” In spite of inner turmoil and confusion, Karla wanted to be just like her mother. When Karla was only fourteen she followed her mother into prostitution.

When Karla was about sixteen years old she met Stephen Griffith. In a Houston Chronicle article published on the day of Karla’s execution, Griffith described their relationship.

“I was nineteen years old. I had a Harley-Davidson, worked six months a year, and made $20,000. I thought I was on top of the world. Me and a bunch of buddies pulled into a local park. We were hanging out and partying. Karla Faye and one of her friends were over there smoking a fat, pink joint. I hollered over and introduced myself. That’s how we met.”

About a year later, they married. “We got along fairly well,” Griffith said. “We fist-fought a lot. I’ve never had men hit me as hard as she did. Whenever I went into a bar, I didn’t have to worry because she had my back covered. She was tough.” For fun, the couple collected guns, joined a motorcycle club, and played tackle football without protective gear.

“I saw things in her that no one else did,” Griffith said. “That girl had so much potential. She could talk to anyone and make them feel at ease. She was charismatic. Even when she was on drugs and could hardly walk, she was beautiful.” Griffith himself had serious substance-abuse problems. Still, he described Karla as “a pretty good wife”: she cleaned the house, got him off to work on time, and fixed his meals.

When Karla announced she was leaving Griffith to work out her “wild streak,” he feared the worst. “When we split, I told my friend she was going to get killed or kill somebody.”

Once separated from her husband, Karla continued downward in her life of drugs and prostitution. Periodically, over a span of several years, she was one of the groupies following the Allman Brothers Band. In 1981 she met Jerry Lynn Dean when he was involved with her best friend and roommate, Shawn. From the beginning, their relationship was turbulent. The animosity between them developed over the next two years. By 1983, Karla was living with a man named Danny Garret in a tumultuous household where drugs, sex, and physical fights were the norm. She was the group’s leader.

On June 11, Karla, her sister, and their friends decided to celebrate her sister’s birthday with a weekend bash. From Friday through Sunday they sat around the house shooting heroin, smoking cocaine, and popping massive quantities of other illegal drugs.

It was then—high on drugs, sleep-deprived, and talking about old grudges—that Karla and Danny decided to drive over to Jerry Dean’s apartment and case it out in the hope of stealing his motorcycle. They weren’t expecting him to be home. However, Jerry Dean and Deborah Thornton, who had just met that afternoon at a party, were asleep in the bedroom. At about 3:00 A.M. on June 13, 1983, Danny and Karla silently entered the apartment.

Something went horribly wrong. Instead of stealing a motorcycle, Danny and Karla murdered two people. Just weeks after Karla’s marriage to Stephen Griffith officially ended in divorce, Karla Faye Tucker was charged with the pickax murders of Jerry Lynn Dean and Deborah Thornton.
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Testimony in Karla’s trial began on April 11, 1984. After only seventy minutes of deliberation, Karla was found guilty of capital murder by an eight-woman, four-man jury.

The Karla who testified in court, however, was dramatically different from the woman who had committed a heinous crime months earlier. While awaiting trial, Karla had come to have a faith in Jesus Christ and His redemption. A remarkable change in her had taken place. The cold-blooded killer who had hidden from authorities became a repentant and emotional woman who confessed to the murders she had committed, testifying during the punishment phase of her trial that even being pickaxed herself would be insufficient to atone for her crime.

Because of Karla’s open confession, her conviction was swift. Legal deliberations in Karla’s case, though, continued for the next fourteen years:


	April 11, 1984: Karla was found guilty of capital murder.

	April 25, 1984: Karla was sentenced to death.

	October 9, 1984: Danny Garret’s trial for Deborah’s murder began.

	October 30, 1984: Karla turned state’s witness and testified against Danny. (Danny later was sentenced to death. He died of liver disease while in prison.)

	June 24, 1987: Karla’s attorneys asked the Texas Court of Criminal Appeals to reverse her conviction.

	December 7, 1988: The court upheld her conviction.

	June 26, 1989: The U.S. Supreme Court refused to hear her appeal.

	February 27, 1992: Texas State District Judge Pat Lykos rejected Karla’s request for a hearing to present new evidence.

	May 29, 1992: Judge Lykos set Karla’s first execution date for June 30, 1992. On June 22, the Court of Appeals stayed (stopped) the execution.

	October 21, 1993: Even though a Court of Appeals stay was in effect, Judge Lykos set a November 19, 1993 execution date. On November 9, the Court of Appeals reinstated Karla’s indefinite stay of execution.

	January 30, 1995: The Court of Appeals lifted the stay of execution and denied the opportunity to appeal.

	August 3, 1995: Citing new evidence in her case, Karla’s attorneys petitioned the federal court for an evidentiary hearing. They were unsuccessful.

	December 8, 1997: The U.S. Supreme Court rejected the attorneys’ request to review the case.

	December 18, 1997: Texas State District Judge Debbie Stricklin set Karla’s execution for February 3, 1998.

	January 20, 1998: Karla’s attorneys asked the Court of Appeals to postpone her execution to give them time to challenge the state’s clemency procedure.

	January 22, 1998: Karla officially asked the Texas Board of Pardons and Paroles to commute her punishment from death to life imprisonment. She also asked Governor George W. Bush to postpone her execution thirty days.

	January 28, 1998: Her requests were denied.

	February 3, 1998: Karla was executed by lethal injection.



The well-known facts of Karla’s case cannot begin to tell the story of her life “behind the fences.” This book reveals a new story, the story of how God transforms lives. This is not only Karla’s story, but the stories of the many people God touched through her. It is really God’s story. It was God who saw that lonely little girl sitting in the front row of a small church in Texas. It was God who transformed a hardened murderer to a joyful, gentle young woman. It was God who gave Karla the longing for the completeness that her inmate number suggested: 777, the biblical number for wholeness and perfection. And it was God who reached countless individuals through Karla’s life and testimony.
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As Larry King’s intense, hour-long interview ended that January evening, he paused, looked at Karla and said, “Finally, you remain up.”

“Yes.”

“Can you explain that to me a little bit more? It can’t just be God.”

Karla smiled broadly. “Yes, it can. It’s called the joy of the Lord. When you’ve done something like I’ve done and you’ve been forgiven for it and you’re loved—that has a way of so changing you. I have experienced real love. I know what forgiveness is, even when I’ve done something so horrible. I know that because God forgave me when I accepted what Jesus did on the cross. When I leave here I’m going to be with Him.”

[image: ]

The author and her husband, Dallas, in February 1998.
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