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For my husband, with love







These things are an abomination unto God: A proud look, a lying tongue, and hands that shed innocent blood.

Proverbs 6:16-17
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It couldn’t be true. At any moment the nightmare would end, and Belinda Lucas Temple would be alive.

As on any other day, Belinda’s parents would answer their telephone and hear her say, “Mops and Pops, it’s Number Five.” Or Belinda and her twin sister, Brenda, would gab, just happy to hear each other’s voice. They bantered regularly about their jobs and their lives. But mostly Brenda was content to listen as Belinda rattled happily on about her children. Evan was three, a burly, shy little boy, and the center of his mother’s life. Although she wasn’t scheduled to enter the world for another month, baby Erin, too, had already claimed a Texas-size chunk of her mother’s heart. A pretty, energetic woman with lush golden-brown hair, Belinda often ran her hands over her round belly, undoubtedly anticipating the joy of the first time she’d hold her infant daughter in her arms. Was there anything more breathtaking than the softness and smell of a newborn? Any sound more heart melting than a cooing infant?

At the very mention of her children, Belinda’s face, her entire demeanor, visibly glowed with the deepest of loves.

Monday, January 11, 1999, however, wouldn’t be just another day in Creekstone, a quiet Houston suburb, and Belinda’s family and friends would never recover from the heartbreak of that warm winter day that started like any other only to end in unfathomable tragedy.

Late that afternoon, Belinda’s high-wattage smile vanished, forever. No one would ever again hear the soft lilt of her East Texas accent or see the sparkle in her expressive green eyes. The nursery on the second floor of the Temples’ house, the one Belinda painted a color she dubbed “Big Bird” yellow, would never be used. The crib with its blue-and-white-plaid linens would remain empty, and baby Erin would never draw a first breath.

Murdered? Executed. But what kind of monster would kill an expectant mother and her unborn child?

Yet, it was true. And the reality was horrifying beyond description.

At sunset the usually sedate, middle-class neighborhood roiled with tension, as patrol cars lined the streets and officers strung crime-scene tape across the front yard of 22502 Round Valley Drive, Belinda and David Temple’s meticulously kept redbrick two-story home. TV news stations rushed reporters and cameramen to the scene, as helicopters hovered overhead in the early evening winter darkness.

No one could have imagined the misery that waited inside that house.

So full of energy and kindness that her fellow high-school teachers called her the “Sunshine Girl,” Belinda’s cold, motionless, heavily pregnant body lay sprawled on a carpeted closet floor. A contact wound from a shotgun at the back of her head had shattered her skull, and what remained of her face was frozen in a grotesque death mask that recalled Edvard Munch’s disturbing expressionist masterpiece, The Scream.

Like that of the strange, distorted figure in the painting, Belinda Temple appeared destined to forever silently cry out in utter agony.

Outside on the street, Belinda’s husband stood next to a squad car, surrounded by his parents. His mother wept. His father appeared shaken and crestfallen. But David, a thick-necked, massive man who’d been a high-school and college football star, stood stoic, not shedding a tear. His wife and baby daughter had been brutally murdered, but to many on the scene, the young father didn’t even look upset.

Perhaps it wasn’t surprising that before long, the investigators eyed David Temple with suspicion. Still, could a husband and father do something so vile?

On his frantic call to 911, David said he’d returned from an outing with Evan and found the back door open and his wife’s bloody, lifeless body. Shards of glass from the door’s window littered the den floor, and drawers gaped ajar in the dining room. The crime scene unit photographed a television off its stand and lying on its side. Could the detectives’ instincts be misleading them about David Temple? A popular high-school football coach, the man was a local legend, a small-town hero. How could he be a suspect? Wasn’t it more likely that a would-be thief discovered he wasn’t alone in the house and panicked?

That awful night on Round Valley Drive dissolved, leaving behind a long list of unanswered questions. Then the first week after the murders faded into memory, trailed by the first month, and the first year. One after another the years that followed extinguished without an arrest, while Belinda’s and baby Erin’s bodies lay in a sealed coffin, buried six feet under a rose granite headstone that read: We feel the touch of angel wings.

Yet, although time passed, they were never forgotten.

Detectives grew to expect to hear Belinda’s dad, Tom Lucas, on the telephone, prodding for news. “What’s happening?” he asked, his gruff voice thick with the unimaginable pain of a parent of a murdered child. “What can you tell me about what you’re doing to solve this case?”

They didn’t fault Lucas for calling, but the detectives could offer little reassurance. The Temple murder case was stalled, and some feared it would remain that way. If pressed, those who’d worked the scene would have admitted the distinct possibility that those who loved Belinda might go to their own graves without closure.

Meanwhile, in his cubicle in a run-down county building on Houston’s east side, one detective in particular, an avuncular man with a brown flattop named Mark Schmidt, couldn’t let go of the Temple case. It haunted his waking hours and invaded his thoughts each night as he closed his eyes hoping for sleep. Over and over again, Schmidt relived the night Belinda and Erin died, wondering what should have been done, what could have been done to solve the murders. Every time he read about a new forensic breakthrough, Schmidt resubmitted the Temple evidence. But no matter what he tried, the murder books on the case, the loose-leaf binders that held everything from the shocking autopsy photos to witness statements, sat on his desk collecting dust.

As the world went on about its business, Belinda Temple and her baby waited for justice. Would it ever come?
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Parents loom large in their children’s lives. They take on mythical proportions, even as their offspring age. A father’s hands may always be remembered as strong, even after they’ve withered from arthritis. A mother’s words have the power to endure even after death, in the memories of her children. Their laughs and their smiles may haunt as much as warm their children into middle age and beyond. If in the end Tom and Carol Lucas devoted themselves to the memories of Belinda and their unborn granddaughter, theirs wasn’t a family of Norman Rockwell images and Currier and Ives Christmases.

“I don’t know why we’re not closer,” Carol would say. “The kids just don’t come around.”

“Our door is always open,” Tom pondered glumly. “But we don’t see them much.”

Although it was where their story would take them, the family’s beginnings weren’t in Texas. Thomas Eaton Lucas was born in Dunbar, West Virginia, and his hoarse, crusty voice, even in the waning years of middle age, would still betray those influences. He met Carol Maxine Morrison, a plainspoken Midwesterner, in her hometown of Port Huron, Michigan, when Tom was an assistant manager at a dime store, two doors from the dress shop where she worked as the credit manager. “There were lots of ten-cent stores in those days,” Tom remembers. “We had a counter, where folks came in for lunch.”

Carol’s boss, the dress store manager, introduced them, and before long Tom noticed Carol lingering outside the store. “Sometimes she’d watch me decorate the windows,” says Tom, a big, tall, dark-haired man with heavy jowls and a booming voice. “I guess it was about a year after we met that we started dating.”

“I liked to look at him,” admits Carol, a soft-spoken, round woman with deep-set eyes and thick, curly blond hair. “Sometimes I’d smile, and he’d smile back at me.”

At the time, Tom’s parents lived in Cambridge, Ohio. When Tom moved to be closer to them, he convinced Carol to follow. They married on July 22, 1962, and traveled through Ohio, settling in Martins Ferry, where Tom worked in a steel mill. The children arrived in a pack, first Brian, followed by Barry, and then Brent. Carol was pregnant a fourth time in five years when they learned some startling news about their second son, Barry. The four-year-old followed a ball into the street and never heard the school bus screech to a stop. It almost hit him. “Barry hadn’t talked much, but we didn’t think much of it. Brian talked for him,” Carol says. “We’d asked the doctor, but he said not to worry. When we had Barry tested, we found out he was deaf.”

Not much later, on December 30, 1968, a cold winter day, Carol went into labor. Tom loaded her into the family’s Volkswagen and bumped along the country roads to get to the hospital. “We were expecting another big old baby boy,” Tom says with a shrug. “After three sons, we’d given up on the idea of a daughter.”

They rushed into the emergency room, and Carol was ushered in quickly while Tom filled out the paperwork. Ten minutes later, before Carol had time to get out of her dress and into a hospital gown, their first baby girl was born, at eight pounds and one ounce. Through all three boys, Carol had the name Brenda picked out, just in case they had a daughter. Now she held Brenda Therese Lucas in her arms. Carol didn’t pay a lot of attention to the fact that the doctor continued to push on her abdomen and that the nurses hadn’t left the room.

In the days before routine ultrasounds, Carol didn’t know another surprise was in the offing. She’d never been told she carried twins. But eight minutes later, a second perfect, pink daughter entered the world, a bit smaller than her older sister, at six pounds, one ounce. Both infants were healthy.

“Here’s your number two,” the doctor said, holding up the baby.

“I was shocked,” Carol said. “Absolutely shocked.”

When the doctor came out to talk to the nervous father, he asked Tom, “What was it you wanted?”

“Well, Carol wanted a girl, but if it’s a boy, it’s okay with me,” he answered.

“Well, your wife got her wish,” the doctor said, and before Tom could get excited, the physician added, “And she got two of them!”

“I got weak in the knees and thought I was going down,” Tom says, with a laugh. “I threw my wide-brimmed hat in the air and I whooped and hollered.”

Carol had named the other four children, and when she held her final child in her arms, the proud mother came up with yet another “B” name, this one Belinda Tracie Lucas.

From the moment his parents brought his twin sisters home, Brian, who was five at the time, would remember being enthralled with them. He held them, especially Belinda, the smallest, helping to soothe the girls when they cried. He couldn’t say Belinda and struggled with Tracie, ending up calling the youngest sibling Katie-do-do. When she got older, Belinda would reference her position as the last born in the Lucas family lineup, and nickname herself Number Five.

With so many youngsters to care for, Carol became a stay-at-home mom. “She could have worked, but we put the emphasis on taking care of the kids,” Tom says. “That meant we didn’t have as much money as some families, but when our kids got home from school, their momma was always there.”

Delighted to finally have the daughters she’d longed for, Carol sewed matching dresses for her little girls. But the twins were fraternal, not identical, and before long the differences became apparent. The smaller at birth, Belinda, with her curly light brown hair, a wide smile, mischievous green eyes, and athletic build, quickly grew into the larger of the two. Meanwhile Brenda became a slightly built child, with straight dark brown hair. When it came to personalities, Brenda hung back, while Belinda overflowed with energy, often running ahead to open the door. Belinda wanted to be the first in every line. “No matter what was going on, Belinda was in the middle,” Brian says with a laugh. “She was a good kid, and she had spunk.”

Neither were girly girls—more of the tomboy variety who’d rather spend days climbing trees with their brothers than playing with dolls. Of the sisters, Belinda was the first to ride a bike. Once she learned, she taught Brenda. And before long Belinda began calling her older sister—albeit by eight minutes—“Shrimpie,” a nickname that has stayed with Brenda for life and always makes her smile. “Belinda taught Brenda how to tie her shoes,” remembers Carol. “Belinda was always kind of motherly, and if something needed to be taken care of, she was the one who’d do it.”

From those early years, Belinda was also protective. Of the Lucas children, it was Belinda who learned sign language, to communicate with Barry. While he read lips, he’d remember years later what that meant to him. If kids at school talked behind Barry’s back, making fun of his deafness, Belinda took them to task, even if the offenders were bigger than she. “Usually, Belinda would scare them off. I always went to her when I had a problem,” says Barry. “I always wanted Belinda’s opinion.”

It was the same when anyone gave Brenda a hard time; Belinda immediately stepped in to defend her more diminutive sister. And when they were at softball games, it was Belinda who took Brenda by the hand to the concession stand and gave the clerk her order. “Belinda never let anyone pick on me,” says Brenda. “She was always there for me. Always.”

Christmas was Belinda’s favorite holiday. That morning, she was habitually the first shaking the packages under the tree. Since the family opened gifts starting with the youngest, she was also the first to tear off the green and red wrapping paper to see what waited inside.

Those were good years, and looking back, Brian would say that “we were a regular family, your normal middle-class kind of family. And we had fun together.”

Sadly, before long, Brian would say that changed.

In the mid-seventies, Tom had an accident at the mill and an injury that led to a year’s rehabilitation. He and Carol thought about leaving Martins Ferry. The steel industry was hurting in response to imports, and many people were moving away. “I wanted a place where they’d have more opportunity,” he says. “Carol and I wanted to make things easier for the kids to get ahead.”

That year the family moved to Nacogdoches, the oldest town in Texas, a graceful place where the dogwoods and azaleas bloom in the early spring. Once the area was the hunting grounds of the Caddo Indians, and a local legend depicts a Caddo chief with twin sons. When they reached manhood, the wise old man sent his sons off to begin their own tribes. One went three days west, toward the setting sun, and founded Nacogdoches. The other traveled three days east, toward the rising sun, and founded its sister city, Natchitoches, the oldest settlement in Louisiana. The trade route connecting the two marked the eastern end of El Camino Real, also called the Old San Antonio Road.

On an undulating green landscape, Nacogdoches is a place where after a rain the air fills with the rich scent of the thick East Texas pine forests. People are friendly, brisket is slow-cooked over wood, and natives talk with a soft Texas drawl. For the Lucases, the city’s lure was family. Tom had a brother in the area and a sister three hours south in Houston. Later, Tom’s parents followed and settled nearby as well. In their new hometown, Tom opened a cultured marble business, selling sinks and countertops from a building on the outskirts of the city.

Later, Brian would say that the problems in the Lucas household kicked in about the time of the move to Texas. “When he got injured, our dad changed,” says Brian. “From that point on, it seemed like he was more demanding and we kids felt like Mom was always under his thumb.”

There was little doubt that Tom Lucas was a formidable figure, simply based on his physical size, booming voice, and his imposing manner. Belinda, too, would later tell friends that she saw her father as overwhelming and, at times, suffocating. She talked about the way he ruled the household.

Carol, however, would describe Tom as a good husband. And there’s little doubt that he was an involved dad. Tom and Carol believed in keeping their kids busy. For the girls that meant that by the time they hit junior high school, Belinda and Brenda were both active in Future Farmers of America and sports, baseball and basketball.

Of the two, Brenda was devoted to her animals. She raised chickens in the backyard of the family’s one-story home on a quiet street in town and worked with steers the Lucas kids kept outside Tom’s shop in the country. For Belinda, caring for the animals wasn’t fun but work. Still, she was conscientious, starting out every morning in the backyard chicken coop while still in her pajamas. At the Piney Woods Fair one year, Belinda’s broiler won grand champion, earning her $2,100, which she put away for college. The more outgoing of the sisters, Belinda showed Brenda’s steers. One year, while Brenda’s steer didn’t win, Belinda did, taking home the fair’s showmanship award.

Sports were to Belinda what FFA was to Brenda. While both girls played baseball and basketball, Belinda excelled. “Basketball was Belinda’s thing,” says Brenda. In junior high school Belinda was a cheerleader until her teacher told her she couldn’t do that and play on the team as well. At that point, Tom would later say, “Belinda decided to let the others cheer for her, and she stayed on the basketball team.”

Looking back, Belinda wasn’t a natural athlete. She wasn’t one who automatically jumped the highest or ran the fastest. For her, being able to perform took hard work. Summers were spent lifting weights, running and getting in shape for basketball season. “She was determined,” Tom says. “On the court, she didn’t hog the ball. She wanted to win, and she was part of the team. At times, if she couldn’t find girls to play with, she shot hoops with the boys.”

Because of her natural zeal, even after she left cheerleading, Belinda led the cheers at pep rallies. On the gym floor, she urged her fellow students to support the school’s teams and attend the games. Her fervor was contagious and, in the stands, Brenda shouted support for her twin sister. “Belinda was super-charged,” says a friend. “You couldn’t help but join in.”

“Everyone knew Belinda,” says another friend. “She was so in love with life, she just radiated happiness.”

At games, her chin-length dark blond hair flying, Belinda ran across the basketball court, as her parents and Brenda cheered. After practices, never one to fuss with her looks, while her mom drove, Belinda peeled off her basketball clothes and threw on her uniform to go to work at Burger King. At home, when she turned on the television, she more often than not put on a football or basketball game and sat at rapt attention, eyes focused on the game, diagnosing plays, until it was over.

At the same time, although she never lost that tomboyish bent, Belinda developed into a beautiful young woman. Nacogdoches is a college town, and Lynn Graves, the head football coach at Stephen F. Austin, the local university, lived just down the block from the Lucases. Belinda and Graves’s daughter were good friends, and the coach would remember watching Belinda mature. “She was the type of young lady who’d be shooting hoops with the boys one minute and walking down the street in high heels the next,” he says. “She was smart and funny, and she pretty much had everything going for her.”

Through high school, Belinda dated off and on. During one crush, she wrote “I Love” and the boy’s name all over the inside of her locker in permanent marker. By then, the eldest Lucas boy, Brian, was dating his future wife, Jill, a bright, friendly woman with short blond hair and large brown eyes. From the beginning, Jill was impressed by Belinda’s appetite for life, so startling compared to the usually reserved Lucas clan that Jill once asked Belinda, “Where did you come from?” Jill drove a Corvette, and at times, Belinda took over the driver’s seat, laughing as she floored it. After getting to know the two sisters, it never struck Jill as odd when she walked into the backyard and found Brenda wearing jeans and a T-shirt, while Belinda worked on her tan in a bikini.

As high school came to an end, Belinda talked about going into nursing, but before graduation, she changed her mind. “It was just natural that she’d want to be a teacher. I think she always knew she’d do something involving kids,” says Angie Luna, a girlhood friend. Luna had young twin sisters, and Belinda happily spent hours talking and playing with the girls. When Belinda babysat for her basketball coach, and he talked to her about what it was like to work with young athletes, Belinda’s plans took on more detail. “I don’t remember when, but at some point Belinda announced that she wanted to be a teacher and a coach,” says Luna. “And, with Barry in her family, I wasn’t surprised she’d decide to work with special-needs kids, the ones who needed the help the most.”

Nacogdoches High School’s class of 1987, the one that included Brenda and Belinda Lucas, had 345 members, and chose as their school song the ballad “Lean on Me.” That year, Belinda Lucas was voted Most School Spirit, and the girls’ basketball team she played on went all-district.

When she talked to a friend about what she eventually wanted, there was no doubt what Belinda saw as most important. While she groused about her father, describing him as domineering, she loved her parents and her brothers and sister. Family was paramount to Belinda, and she wanted one of her own. “For Belinda not having a family was not in the cards,” says Luna. “She wanted the right guy and a team of little athletes to raise.”

The day of their high-school graduation, Belinda, Brenda and a friend spent time talking about the future—all that lay ahead—while riding around Nacogdoches with all the windows down in a brown Chevy pickup belonging to the third Lucas brother, Brent. We “bebopped to the music with the radio turned up all the way,” says the friend.

The next year, Brenda followed her interests to Stephen F. Austin University, working toward a major in animal science with a minor in biology. On a Houston Livestock Show and Rodeo scholarship, she moved into a room on the university farm, a 400-acre spread outside Nacogdoches. Meanwhile, Belinda stayed at home, living with Tom and Carol, while she picked up credits at Angelina College, a small junior college in nearby Lufkin. Before long, however, Belinda and Tom clashed. “Our dad was always laying down the law, things like early curfews. Belinda was tired of being under his supervision,” says Brian. “Belinda wasn’t a bad kid. She wasn’t going to get in any trouble. She just wanted a little freedom, to enjoy her college years.”

The sticking point seemed to Jill to have been Tom’s mandates. “He’d say, ‘If you’re going to live under my roof,’ then tell her what she had to do,” says Jill. “Belinda wasn’t going to do anything crazy. She just wanted to be a normal college student.”

That fall, Belinda paid for school by working at a Brookshire Brothers grocery store. In a weight-lifting class, she met Staci Rios. From the beginning they hit it off. “Belinda was easy to be with and fun,” says Staci in her thick East Texas drawl. “Belinda told jokes all the time and loved to go out dancing. She was just really full of life, someone people just naturally wanted to get to know.”

Before long, Staci was working at the grocery store with Belinda, who’d picked up a second job as an aerobics instructor at Ultrafit, a small women’s gym. With a third friend, Belinda and Staci moved into a modest two-bedroom apartment. At the time, Belinda dated a guy she’d gone to high school with and they talked of marriage. But then, something happened. After they became engaged, she found out that her fiancé had been unfaithful. Hurt, Belinda didn’t hesitate to end the relationship. “Belinda didn’t want him anymore,” says Brenda. “He wanted her back, but she wasn’t interested. Once he was unfaithful, she was done with him.”

As her family and friends would remember her, Belinda wasn’t the kind of girl to hold on to a dying relationship. Once the trust was broken, she didn’t need any prodding to pick up her life and move on.

 

The following year, Belinda left junior college and enrolled at Stephen F. Austin, to work on her teaching degree. She continued to share the two-bedroom apartment with Rios, their roommate, and a yellow cat named Tigger. Belinda didn’t have a lot of extra time. In addition to classes and studying, by then she was working three jobs, still at the grocery store, at Ultrafit teaching aerobics, and at the SFA farm, where Brenda lived, helping with the stock. That Halloween, Belinda dressed up in a black-and-white Holstein cow costume and wore it to work at the grocery store, udder and all.

Years later, Staci laughed recalling the fun they had together, sharing the apartment, living on macaroni and cheese and beanie weenies. No matter what happened, it seemed that Belinda always saw the good side of the situation, and rarely got angry. She had a small blue Toyota Cressida she drove with the gas gauge habitually hovering near empty. Belinda loved flea markets, and one Sunday when she and Staci were driving to one outside the city, the Toyota ran out of gas. Furious, Staci wondered how her friend could be so careless, but Belinda smiled as they walked down the highway with the gas can. “What a pretty day,” she said. “I’m glad we’re outside and we’re not missing this!”

Sometimes, they stayed up late in the apartment, talking. As she had with Angie Luna, Belinda left no doubt in Staci’s mind where she wanted her life to take her. Belinda’s dreams were solid, the kind lives are built on. She wasn’t dreaming of becoming a celebrity or living in a mansion. Instead, she wanted to teach, to help special-needs kids, and to have a husband and children to love.

Yet there were years ahead to get serious, and Belinda enjoyed being in college, having the freedom of being single and young. After they finished for the night at Brookshire Brothers, she and Staci drove to one of the local clubs where the college kids congregated. “We talked and danced and just had a great time,” says Rios. “We laughed and had fun.”

Some nights, after the clubs closed, they drove to Ultrafit, where Belinda, still not tired, worked out her aerobics routines for the coming week, setting exercise moves to music. As Belinda demonstrated the moves, Rios was in charge of writing down the exercises. The problems popped up the next day. “I’d have them all messed up,” Rios would say with a laugh. “Belinda would get so mad. She’d done a turn and a kick, and I’d written down a kick and a turn.”

The long days and nights working out, both at Ultrafit and her daily workouts at SFA, where she was a physical education and special education major, had toned her body perfectly. At nineteen, Belinda was beautiful. She’d curled her long, golden-brown hair, her skin had a rich, suntanned sheen, and her green eyes sparkled. When she walked into a room, Rios says, “No one missed her. She truly stood out in a crowd.”

Still, there was something else special about Belinda that many would later say drew them to her. “She had so much love and happiness inside,” says Rios. “You couldn’t be around Belinda and not feel good. If you weren’t happy when you met up with her, pretty soon, you’d be grinning, ear-to-ear.”

It was at Stephen F. Austin that Belinda Tracie Lucas would meet David Mark Temple. In hindsight, it would have been remarkable if Belinda attended SFA during those years and wasn’t at least aware of him. Posters displaying his picture in his Lumberjack football uniform hung in stores, restaurants and businesses throughout Nacogdoches, promoting the SFA team. In this East Texas town, where, like much of the Lone Star State, football rules, David Temple was a star.

“I guess you’d say that back then David was kind of a hero in town. Everybody knew who he was,” says Tom sadly. “I have to admit that I was impressed with him, at least at first. He seemed like a fine young man.”








3



Railroad tracks run through the center of Katy, Texas, the town half an hour west of Houston, where David Temple grew up. Off and on through the day, traffic bunched at intersections, gates came down, and the quiet was pierced by a locomotive’s shrill horn. The majority of the town’s nearly 12,000 residents were middle income and white, and for more than a century, the fields surrounding Katy had been regularly flooded by rice farmers, who shipped their crops via those same railroad tracks. The terrain in this part of Texas is coastal prairie, and many of the street names in Katy are as monotonous as the landscape, numbers and letters: Avenues A, B, C and D, First, Second, Third, Fourth, and Fifth Streets. But Katy was a good place to live. The locals were friendly and hardworking, and there was a palpable sense of pride in family, faith and football.

“Football is king in Katy, Texas,” says one local resident. “In the fall, folks live by the record of the high-school football team.”

Where Katy got its name was something of a controversy. Some say it came from the Missouri-Kansas-Texas (MKT) railroad, others that the city was named after Katy Mares, a popular pre-Prohibition saloonkeeper. Along with rice, other crops have been harvested in the area, including cotton and citrus. And in 1934, Humble Oil drilled west of town and struck black gold, to help supply Allied forces during WWII.

At the rice industry’s height, there were more than 300 rice farmers in the Katy area, with fields stretching out as far as the eye could see. By the late nineties, there would be less than twenty, as the developers gobbled up the rice fields and built subdivisions. Yet the city never shed its image. The rice silos remained in downtown, and after the fall harvest, the city celebrated the Rice Festival, with music, cook-offs and craft shows, symbolized by Riceman, a caricature of a rice kernel riding a tractor and holding an American flag.

Follow Interstate 10 east thirty miles from Katy and the road slices into the heart of Houston, Texas’s largest city, and its glittery skyscrapers. Many of those who have moved to the Katy area commute to work in Houston’s high-rise offices. Yet, the link between the two cities, at least in the minds of those who live in Katy, is tenuous. “Houston is Houston, and Katy is Katy,” says one longtime resident. “Folks need to keep that straight, because there’s not much except I-10 that really connects us.”

Over the decades, expansive subdivisions have sprung up, fanning out from I-10 toward Houston, and many of the residents commute to the big city to work. While considered part of the Katy area, the new developments are thought of by those who grew up in Katy as suburbs of Houston, not really part and parcel of their town. Katy proper, or Old Katy, is strictly the 15.5 square miles north of the freeway that make up the incorporated city. For natives, driving that half hour into Houston for even an afternoon is akin to taking a trip.

Such folks, those from families who’ve settled for generations in Katy, view the new high schools the district built to educate the children of the recently arrived suburbanites as pretenders. For them, the local football team that counts is the original one, the team that plays for Katy High, with its mascot, the Bengal Tiger.


It’s not just the high school that backs the team, but also the entire town. During the season, signs in the windows of local businesses urge, Go Tigers! On Friday game days, businesses close early and there’s an air of excitement as cars arrive at Jack Rhodes Memorial Stadium, capable of seating 9,600 fans, more than three quarters of Katy’s residents. During a winning season, open seats are scarce on the home team’s side, and tickets are at a premium.

“This is Friday Night Lights taken to the nth degree,” says a former player. “This is small-town Texas football at its best.”

David Temple’s mother, the former Maureen Evans, was part and parcel of this world. “Her family is interwoven in the fabric of Katy,” says a longtime resident.

Maureen Temple’s family lineage extended back generations in Katy, to her maternal grandfather, who settled in the area in the late 1800s, and her Uncle Albert, who spent his life farming rice north of the town. Although Maureen, a woman with an erect bearing, was born in Houston, the daughter of a police officer, her roots ran deep in Katy, and when her parents retired, they bought land, carved from Uncle Albert’s rice fields, to build a home. In 1961, Maureen married Ken Temple, who was born in Kentwood, Louisiana. His family had moved to Houston when he was ten, and Ken or “Kenny Temple,” as Maureen called him, worked in computers, for companies like British Petroleum. He was also an ordained Baptist minister. They lived in Houston, and Ken and Maureen, who did office work, had three sons, born three years apart: Darren in 1965, David Mark Temple born on July 19, 1968, and Kevin in 1971.

Four years after David’s birth, Maureen and Ken purchased land down the road from her parents. Before long, her brother, Bill, and sister, Nancy, and their families did the same, and by the seventies the entire extended family lived on lots cut out of Uncle Albert’s rice fields along Katy-Hockley Road. Some who met them saw Ken and Maureen as rather aloof, conservative, “old timey,” says one neighbor. But others who knew the family described them as salt of the earth, and more than one would liken Maureen to Aunt Bee from television’s sixties classic The Andy Griffith Show. “She was the kind of woman who had a slice of pie to go with the cup of coffee she offered,” says a friend. “A good Christian woman.”

Of the two, friends describe Maureen, a heavyset woman with dark arched eyebrows and a cap of short hair, as the more gregarious, and Ken Temple as a tall, thin, quiet man who enjoyed throwing a ball around with his brood of boys. They weren’t wealthy people, but the Temples were well known, not just in the community but also at the First Baptist Church of Katy. “They were the kind of family that kept up appearances,” says a friend. “They weren’t the kind to air their dirty laundry.”

On Sundays the entire extended family congregated at one house or another. On such days, Maureen often set up lunch starting after church, about three most afternoons. She called it “coming for coffee,” and her parents, her brother, her sister and their spouses and children would join them. Over the years, as the children had children, the crowd grew, and the Temples’ home buzzed with the conversation of a close-knit family.

“Family was it,” says Cindi Thompson, a distant cousin. “The gatherings were large, boisterous, fun.”

A single-story unpretentious house set back off the road, Maureen and Kenny’s home sat on an acre-and-a-half that backed up to the rice fields. It was a tranquil place to live, one surrounded by nature. Since much of Katy is on a central flyway, a main migratory route for waterfowl, throughout the year flocks of birds flew overhead. Not surprisingly, Katy was known for its bird hunting. Ken Temple wasn’t a hunter, and it was Maureen’s father, the Houston policeman, who taught her three boys to shoot.

“The Temple brothers went dove hunting all the time, most of the kids in the area did,” says Mike Fleener, a close friend of David’s, who’d estimate that 75 percent of boys who grew up in Katy had a shotgun. “It was a blast out behind the Temples’ house, hunting in the rice fields.”

“Shotguns and bird hunting were synonymous with growing up male in Katy, Texas,” says another of David’s friends. “Every boy got a shotgun for a birthday or Christmas, and everyone learned how to shoot them.”

In September, snows, blues, and Canada geese flew overhead. November to March, it was pheasant, and in mid-December, the prey became long-necked sandhill cranes. Many times over the years, David would brag to friends about how he hunted as a boy. His parents, he said, bought him and his two brothers shotguns for Christmases. “Dove hunting was a big deal for the whole family,” remembers Thompson. “Some of the family had leases outside town, farther in the country.”

While all three of the Temple sons were hunters, it was the youngest, Kevin, who seemed to enjoy it the most. Meanwhile, friends describe Darren, the oldest, as the most business-minded and ambitious of the three. All the Temple sons were active in athletics, playing Little League. Their parents went in different directions on weekends, to cover all three of their games. While David, the middle son, enjoyed baseball, from the beginning he was better suited to another game, the one that held a special place in Katy’s heart. Football would make David Temple a local star and shape his life. In fact, his exploits between the goalposts would make his entire family feel even more special. Not only were the Temples a founding family in Katy, they spawned a local celebrity.

“It was a lot of fun to be a parent of a star athlete,” Maureen would say. “To be able to say, ‘That’s my son out there on the football field, making all the tackles.’”

Physically, David Temple was born to play football. From a young age, he was a thickly built boy, one with a powerful body and a keen enthusiasm for the game. His brow was heavy and his eyes deep set and intense. At the age of eight, David played with Katy Youth Football, a league that trains boys from age four and up. “He loved it from the beginning,” his mother would say. Yet, it wasn’t practicing out in the open air, getting in some exercise, that he found appealing. Instead David liked the rough-and-tumble action that took place on the field. “He wanted to play the game every day,” his mother says. “He didn’t want to go to practice, he wanted to play a game.”

Opposing a competing team, David was fast and agile, and, perhaps most impressive, he showed no fear. Even in those early years, friends would remember how tough David played and his command of the game. “The rest of us were just having fun, but it was different with David,” says a teammate and friend. “He was out there to win.”

When it came to personality, David was the entertainer. Husky and good-looking, with a wide smile and a wicked sense of humor, he loved to tell jokes and seemed to find pleasure in making others laugh. All three of the Temple sons were “charmers,” says a family friend, but David went out of his way, even as a child, to win people over. Perhaps that was another reason why his parents treated him as if he was special.

“From an early age on, Kenny and Maureen were different with David. Someone would come to them and say David did something bad, and they’d ask David about it. Then they’d go to the person and say, ‘David said he didn’t do that.’ As far as Maureen and Kenny were concerned, the issue was closed,” says Thompson. “It was as if David was untouchable. I don’t ever remember him being held accountable.”

In grade school, David was held back a year, which only helped when it came to football, making him older, bigger and stronger than the other kids on the field. Although few believed that he needed any more advantages. “He was just so much better than the other kids,” says the father of one teammate. “David, from the beginning, was a standout.”

By junior high, David was one of the starters on the team. He’d continued to bulk up and grow stronger every year. “We used to make fun of how big David’s head was,” says a friend. Off the field, he continued to be a contradiction. He had the ability to be funny and even charismatic. One afternoon, at the home of a friend whose dad was a deputy sheriff, David donned the man’s uniform and paraded through the house, mimicking a tough cop, and eliciting squeals of laughter from his amused friends, who turned to him when they wanted someone to fight their battles. “When we needed someone taken care of, we told David,” says a friend. “He’d wait for the kid when school let out. Most of the time, the kid took one look at David and ran.”

Another friend puts it this way: “David had a gentle side about him, but there was absolutely a dark side. There was this egotistical side, the part of him that thinks the world revolves around him.”

In Katy, there was no reason for David Temple to think anything other than that he was exceptional. As junior high passed and his exploits on the football field were bantered about in town, many viewed him as a hope for the future, one of those who might help turn around the fortune of the Katy High School football team. Despite the town’s support and the impressive stadium on a hill off Katyland Drive with the U.S. and Texas flags flying overhead, the Tigers had gone through a long dry spell. And many were hopeful that David Temple would help lead the local kids to victory.

When it came to girls, David had the advantage every star athlete enjoys, of being considered special and therefore wanted. By junior high, he’d found himself attracted to girls much like him, young athletes. Yet part of David didn’t appear to believe that cute and athletic was enough. “He always fit better with the tomboys,” says Thompson. “But he always thought he was supposed to be with a bombshell.”

In junior high and early in high school, David dated a perky, energetic young woman with dark hair whose father worked for the Katy School District. Hillary Brooks was enthusiastic and fun, she played basketball, and she appeared to adore him. But as much as, at times, he seemed dedicated to her, David often pushed her to the side in favor of another girl, a pretty blond named Jimi Barlow. Friends would recall how, going into ninth grade, David fluctuated between the two girls, getting serious with Hillary only to suddenly disappear from her life and return to Jimi. “I remember this going on for years,” says a friend.

Finally, Hillary had had enough, planting her feet and holding her ground. She refused to take David back when he asked. No matter how he pleaded, Hillary was finished, even though her own father idolized David. It was one of the few times David’s friends would remember when he became openly emotional. “I saw him cry when she broke up with him,” says a friend. “I was so amazed. I actually saw David Temple cry.”

Although he’d professed his affection, that wouldn’t protect Hillary from Temple’s temper. Once she rebuffed him, he attacked, jeering at her and calling her names, including “horse head,” because she had a slightly long face. David urged his friends to join in and do the same, and before long, Hillary was greeted with catcalls as she walked across the school grounds. Throughout high school, David confronted any young man who asked Hillary on a date. “Guys were scared of David, so they backed off. It was pretty brutal,” says one of David’s friends. “A counselor told David to stop, but he never did.”

In fact, at one point David’s revenge apparently became even harsher. One night Hillary’s family discovered her pet rabbits were missing. Later, a classmate told her that David Temple had wrung their necks.

 

The Katy High School football team was known as the army of red, for Katy’s red and white school colors. In the stands, fans painted their faces red and white, some checked or with stripes, and they held out fingers, claiming they were number one. “There’s so much tradition there, but before the mid-eighties the team was really dormant,” says Dexter Clay, who wrote KatyNation, a book on the history of the team. “The program started in 1939, with six-man football, by recruiting kids off tractors. Their first winning season was in 1959, and then they were dormant again until the mid-eighties, when Mike Johnston took over as coach.” One of the players who’d lead Johnston’s charge was David Temple.

“People don’t understand how intense football is and how violent it is. And David was brutal on the field. You got scared when you had to go up against David, even in practice,” says Fleener, who describes David at the time as like a big brother to him. “David was so tough, he’d go through two or three helmets a year. He literally wore them out.”

By high school, David approached his adult height of five feet, eleven inches, and weighed nearly 210 pounds. Before games, he and his teammates got “into the zone,” concentrating on the task ahead. Some called it “skull time,” because it meant clearing their minds of everything but the game. Among the most intense players, some would remember how David paid attention to strategy, coaching the others on how to win. At times, he put on his pads and rammed into the lockers, building a formidable bravado. When the team walked out on the field, “David was ready,” says Fleener.

As the middle linebacker, David wore a red jersey with his number, 83, in white. He led the defense, and it was his job to shut down the other team’s attack, to call the plays and do whatever possible to stop the opposing players from advancing the football. “Middle linebackers have to be aggressive,” says Mike Johnston, Katy High School’s head football coach during those years. “David was one of the most intense players I ever coached. On the field, he was one of the meanest. The other team’s offense didn’t like to see David bearing down on them.”

One of the girls on Katy’s sidelines during those years would grow up to have more than a little notoriety of her own. Slightly built, with long blond hair, a pretty face and a scratchy voice, Renée Zellweger worked her pom-poms and led the cheers for David and his teammates. Considered something of a “nerd” in high school, Zellweger would later become an Academy Award-winning actress, performing in movies such as Cinderella Man, Bridget Jones’s Diary, Cold Mountain, and the musical Chicago. But at the time, fewer students were aware of Zellweger than of David Temple. Another of David’s coaches, Ken Bruno, would say what he saw in the young football player was someone who was “determined and calculating. One strong son-of-a-gun.”

In many ways, David was the same off the field. Always tight with his teammates, he had close friends. He could be charismatic and caring. When Mike Fleener broke his arm playing football, David went with him to the hospital and stayed throughout the surgery, late into the night. “David was the last person I saw before they put me out, and the first one there when I woke up,” Fleener says.

Yet the words rude, mean and intimidating were used more often in connection with David, not by those in his inner circle, the upper echelon of the school’s jocks, but by the average kids, the ones not held in high enough athletic esteem to earn his respect. “David Temple was always ready for a fight, and he acted like he thought he was better than the other kids. He was a bully,” says one classmate. “He treated ninety percent of us like we were a step down from him, ignoring us unless he singled us out for some kind of abuse.”

“Kids walked on pins and needles around David because he had a bad temper, and they were never sure what would set him off,” says a high-school friend. “Everyone, even his friends, knew they didn’t want to be on the receiving side when David got pissed.”

Always meticulous about planning events, the way he dressed and setting strategy on the football field, when it came to pickup games or any activity, David pulled the particulars together, setting up the teams and making all the arrangements. Even as a teenager, he seemed obsessed with being in control. Sometimes, when his friends didn’t go along, David became peeved. “He’d call us momma’s boys when we didn’t do what he wanted,” says a friend. “David ridiculed us. We didn’t say anything. Most of the time, we just let it go, hoping he’d stop.”

Still, when he was playing so well on the football field, others were willing to cut David a considerable amount of slack. “Katy is all about football. It’s all Katy is,” says one resident. “Players like to talk about winning with heart and seeing through the eye of the Tiger.”

There was little doubt that David had more than his share of courage. Once, while running the bleachers, he slipped and sliced his leg open, cutting it nearly to the bone. One teammate looked at the wound and felt like throwing up, it was so bloody and angry-looking. To his astonishment, David laughed. Although taken aback, his friend wasn’t completely surprised; he’d once seen David fall on a piece of plywood with nails hammered through it. That day David suffered puncture wounds but never shed a tear.

In the stands on Friday nights, David’s family cheered him on. Despite their deep roots, “the Temples were just another family in the rice fields of Katy, Texas,” says one resident. “What they had going for them was a son who was a star football player.”

Off the field, David talked confidently of the future. He speculated about college at a big-name university, followed by a career in the pros. “David was very physical, built for the game,” says the team’s defensive coach, Don Clayton. “And he was aggressive. That’s what you want to see. He understood that getting hit was part of the game.”

“Getting hit by David, even at practice, was like getting hit by a freight train,” says Tommy Raglin, one of David’s close friends and a teammate. “On the field, we sometimes used David as a kicker. He was good, and it faked the other team out. They didn’t guess that a kicker would be able to tackle and run the ball.”

Then disaster. In his sophomore year during the first scrimmage, David, who’d been elevated to the varsity team, hurt his knee, so badly he required not one surgery but two. It could have been a football-ending injury. David was out the entire season. But he was determined not to end his career on the field. “I’ve never seen anybody work harder at rehab than David,” says Clayton. “He was in the gym constantly, working that knee. He worked his upper body and developed incredible strength.”

Once the knee heeled, David came back tougher than ever. Friends say that he could bench-press 430 pounds, and stories circulated on the high-school campus. The gossip suggested that David wasn’t just working in the gym to build those muscles. Some said he’d begun taking anabolic steroids.

During the eighties, the drugs spread from professional sports onto high school and college campuses. The word anabolic is from the Greek, translating as “to build up,” and the drugs increase the production of proteins and thwart the breakdown of muscle. Although outlawed in all major sports, they can give athletes a competitive edge. At times, they also have psychological or emotional side effects, including angry outbursts, called roid rage. By increasing testosterone levels in the body, it’s thought that aggression is accentuated and, in extreme cases, paranoia and anger.

Coach Clayton maintains that he saw no evidence that David was on steroids, and that he viewed the muscle building David did his senior year as simply the well-earned product of hard work. “We’d see the players walk around after showers, and I never saw David’s back break out or any of the other telltale signs of steroid use.”

Yet one of David’s fellow players who admitted using the drugs during his junior and senior year at Katy High School was told by his supplier the names of others who were customers. “David was huge. He bulked way up and could out weight-lift everybody else on the team. The guy who sold me steroids said he was selling to David,” says the Katy player. “I never asked David about it, but I also never questioned that it was true.”

When David made his return, he dominated on the field and became even more feared on the campus. “The football team had a sense of owning the school,” says Fleener. “We had our own table at lunch, and it always seemed like we could get away with things. The football players and the cheerleaders were on the A-list. David was cocky, but so was the whole team. Since David was a star, he was cockier than the rest of us.”

Players would remember seeing David get into heated arguments with the coaches, especially Mike Johnston. When David thought he or any of his fellow defensive players was being unfairly treated, he became insistent and his size made him frightening. One player recalled how David screamed at the coach, his face inches from Johnston’s. Both of them were furious. “David crossed a line and possibly I did, too,” Johnston would say years later. “When I’d see him get out of control, I’d intervene. Sometimes I talked to him about keeping the aggression on the field, where it belonged. David could be explosive, and he didn’t always know how to turn it off.”

By then, David Temple had a bad reputation at Katy High School. “It was common knowledge among the teachers that David was a problem at school,” says one of his teachers. “He tried to intimidate the teachers, and sometimes he succeeded. He was a big kid, and a lot of people were afraid of him.”

A close friend would say that Maureen and Kenny Temple weren’t heard to raise their voices to David, and that they were perpetually patient and soft-spoken with him. But then David was a different kind of kid than his brothers. “Wound tighter,” the friend maintains. “He needed constant stimulation.”

One Katy High teacher would say, “We got really tired of David Temple’s mother coming up to school to get him out of trouble.”

It was sometime about then that an incident was whispered about, one some of David’s classmates gossiped about but never knew if it was true. Years later, it would take on a frightening forbearing.


At the time, Cindi Thompson dated David’s older brother, Darren. They’d been together for a year or more, and their relationship would take her through high school. She always enjoyed the entire Temple family, and found David to be fun. But she’d heard rumors in school that he was getting into trouble. That fall, Cindi says there’d been turmoil in the Temple family. Ken Temple was out of work, and David worsened the situation by getting into trouble at school.

One night, Darren showed up at Thompson’s house, shaking and upset. He said that David and their mother had been arguing about David’s behavior. “Darren said David got disrespectful to Maureen, and then Darren said that he stepped in between them, ordering David to stop talking to his mother that way,” Cindi says. From that point on, Darren said David turned his anger on him. The argument between the brothers escalated, and David grabbed a shotgun and held it in Darren’s face, backing him into a corner. Darren told Cindi that he’d had to beg his brother for his life, and their mother begged, too, pleading with David to put the shotgun down.

“Darren said David’s whole demeanor changed,” Cindi says. “His eyes got big and he stared at them with a blank look. Finally, David put the shotgun down and left the room.”

As Darren told her about what had just transpired, Cindi said she was shocked. “I’d never seen Darren like this before. He was angry and hurt,” she says. “He’d cry, then he’d be angry again.”

That evening, Cindi’s father flashed the porch lights, signaling her to come inside. When she did, she told her dad what Darren had just described. “And I never forgot,” Cindi said. Yet, looking back, she didn’t find the episode completely shocking. “It was David being David.”

 

By his junior year, David Temple was garnering interest from colleges watching his performance on the football field. “He had a collection of letters from all the big-name schools,” says a friend. “Oklahoma, Nebraska, the University of Texas. David had so many, he made a collage and pasted them onto his bedroom wall.”

On the Katy High campus, as well, David Temple’s legend grew. The Rebels were born that year as part of an intramural volleyball game. David and his friends decided they needed a name for their team. They chose the Rebels because of a popular song at the time, British rocker Billy Idol’s “Rebel Yell,” with lyrics that depict an insatiable girl who screams, “More, more, more.” In the song, the lyrics say the man would “sell his soul” to have the girl he calls his “little angel.”

“One of the guys had a rebel flag, and we liked the lyrics,” says one of the group. The cheerleaders and the boys’ girlfriends became known as the Rebel Women.

“There were a lot of people jealous. We were the athletes,” says Tommy Raglin, one of David’s close friends. “That was just the way it was. A lot of people in high school said David was crazy and fearless. It was just boys being boys.”

Teenage years are a time when many feel indestructible, but David, as he did with so much in life, took his boldness to the extreme. Once he dove from a high dive trying to hit the shallow end of a pool. Another time, when the team was staying at a hotel, David jumped into a swimming pool from a second-floor balcony. And whenever the possibility of a fight opened up, David appeared ready. “Everyone wanted to fight David because he was huge,” says Raglin. David’s celebrity grew, based, at times, on no more than gossip, like the time rumors circulated that he’d beaten up three guys at a mall. “It never happened,” says Raglin. “When David heard the story, he laughed.”

It was a heady coming of age, one in which David and the other players felt on top of the world, singled out for greatness. On Fridays the teachers at Katy High School and most of the student body wore red, in support of the football team. At the afternoon pep rallies, the football team was called out to the gym floor by the principal and coaches, where they were lauded for their accomplishments. There was reason to celebrate. The Tigers did well David’s final two years at Katy High School. “As David progressed, so did the team,” says Coach Clayton. “By senior year, we were winning, and David was outstanding.”

Throughout the football season, as the team won game after game, David’s renown grew in the small town. Before long, he walked into local restaurants with his parents and townsfolk got up out of their chairs and stood to congratulate him. On Friday nights, nearly 10,000 filled Rhodes Stadium; news vans filled the parking lot, while TV helicopters circled overhead, and for much of the game all eyes were on the star linebacker, David Temple.

That year, the fall of 1986, the Katy Tigers won every game and took home a district championship for the first time in twenty-two years. David was the defensive captain, and one of the stars of the team. “He was a hometown hero, and it didn’t matter what David pulled,” says Thompson. “Because everyone just adored him. The little kids wanted to be like him. And the adults wanted to shake his hand.”

After the games, parents threw parties, or the team went to victory dances where DJs played rock and roll and country and western. David dated a girl from another school, but his prominence was such that many of the Katy High girls wanted to be his girlfriend. At least on the surface, David Temple had it all. He was handsome, powerfully built, had a devil-may-care charisma, and he was high up on the school’s hierarchy, on the tier reserved for the most popular students.

The season ended when the Tigers lost, 24 to 13, to the Madison Marlins in Houston’s Astrodome on November 15, 1986, but that final loss never diminished the year’s importance. It would seem in the decades to follow that the team had begun a tradition of winning, one Katy High would carry forward. And the members of the team, especially David, would be forever viewed as the players that started it all.


In early 1987, just weeks after his team’s most impressive season on the field of combat, however, all wouldn’t be well for David Temple. He’d talked confidently to friends throughout his football career of being picked up by a big-name school, the University of Texas, Arkansas, or any of the others in the big conferences that went to bowl games and whose star players signed multimillion-dollar NFL contracts. But by that winter, it was evident that wouldn’t be David’s fate.

Early on, there had been interest in David, especially from the University of Oklahoma. “On film, David looked good. He was a fine player,” says Clayton
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