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Prologue: The Midnight Call

The voice on the 911 dispatch tape was frantic, a torrent of panicked words tumbling over one another. It was the voice of a man shattered by a sudden, unthinkable horror. It was the voice of Matt Baker, the beloved pastor of Crossroads Baptist Church in Hewitt, Texas. It was just after midnight on April 8, 2006, and he was reporting that his wife, Kari, was dead.

“I think my wife’s committed suicide,” he gasped to the operator. “I just got home... She’s on the bed... She’s not moving.”

He claimed he had been gone for less than an hour, a quick trip to the Hollywood Video store to rent a movie. He returned to a scene of domestic carnage. He told the dispatcher he was trying CPR, that she was cold, that there was a note. The words were a script of grief, a performance of desperation. When the first paramedics and police officers arrived at the tidy home on Panther Way, they found a scene that seemed to sadly corroborate the pastor’s story.

Kari Baker, a 31-year-old elementary school teacher and mother of two young daughters, was on the floor of the master bedroom. Matt claimed he had moved her from the bed in his frantic, futile attempt to revive her. Near the bed, the key props of a tragedy were neatly arranged: an empty bottle of the sleeping aid Ambien, two nearly empty wine cooler bottles, and a typed, unsigned suicide note resting on the dresser. The letter spoke of failures, of feeling overwhelmed, of a love for her family but a weariness with life.

In the small, God-fearing community of Hewitt, a satellite town of Waco, news of the tragedy spread like a brushfire. Suicide was a shocking event anywhere, but the suicide of the pastor’s wife felt like a sacrilege, a crack in the very foundation of their community’s faith. The local Justice of the Peace arrived, surveyed the scene, spoke to the devastated husband, and made a decision that would haunt the case for years: no autopsy was necessary. The cause of death was ruled a suicide. The case was closed.

But for some, the performance was unconvincing. For Kari’s family, the pastor’s grief rang hollow. And in the quiet whispers of doubt, a new story began to form—a story not of suicide, but of a calculated, cold-blooded murder orchestrated by the one man everyone was meant to trust.

Chapter 1: The Shepherd and His Flock

To understand the shock of Kari Baker’s death, one had to understand the man she was married to. Matt Baker was not just a preacher; he was a phenomenon. At 33, he was young, handsome, and radiated a magnetic charisma that filled the pews of Crossroads Baptist Church every Sunday. His sermons were not dry, theological affairs. They were passionate, contemporary, and alive. He paced the stage, his voice rising from a conspiratorial whisper to a righteous roar, weaving personal anecdotes and pop culture references into his scripture readings. He had a gift for making people feel seen, for making God feel accessible and personal.

He and Kari were the picture-perfect couple, the embodiment of Christian family values. They had met at East Texas Baptist University, a romance that seemed preordained. Kari was radiant and kind, a dedicated teacher at a nearby elementary school who was universally adored by her students and colleagues. She was the quiet, steady anchor to Matt’s soaring ambition. Together with their two young daughters, they presented a flawless façade of domestic bliss and spiritual fulfillment.

The church was their life. It was a thriving community, and Matt was its shepherd. He counseled couples, comforted the sick, and guided the faithful. He was charming and approachable, quick with a joke or a supportive hand on the shoulder. People trusted him implicitly. He was their spiritual leader, a man who walked a higher path, a direct line to the divine.

But beneath the polished surface of the righteous pastor, another man festered. This other Matt Baker was a creature of appetites and grievances, a man suffocated by the very piety he projected. He was bored with his marriage, resentful of his wife, and hungry for a life free from the constraints of his sacred vows. This was a man who used the church’s high-speed internet connection not for theological research, but to browse pornography and connect with other women online. He complained to close friends that Kari was "lazy," that she didn't meet his needs, that the spark was long gone.

This duality was his most practiced sermon. To the world, he was the grieving widower, the spiritual father to a flock reeling from a tragedy. In private, the mask began to slip, revealing the cold, calculating serpent that had been hiding in the pulpit all along.

Chapter 2: A Grieving Widower?

In the immediate aftermath of Kari’s death, the community wrapped its arms around the grieving pastor. Casseroles flooded the Baker home. Church members offered to care for his daughters. Matt played the part of the bereaved husband with an unnerving proficiency. He wept during the funeral, his voice breaking as he eulogized the woman he called his soulmate.

But to those who knew Kari best, her parents Jim and Linda Dulin, Matt’s behavior was a series of jarring and discordant notes. At the funeral home, while the family was reeling from the shock, Matt seemed preoccupied with his appearance and with managing the narrative. He was quick to talk about Kari's "demons," subtly reinforcing the idea of suicide. He mentioned that Kari had been depressed since the stillbirth of their third child years earlier, a private grief he was now weaponizing to explain the unthinkable.

The day after the funeral, Matt took his daughters to a local park to play, an act that struck the Dulins as shockingly normal, too soon for a man whose wife had just been buried. He seemed eager, almost desperate, to move on. He talked of selling the house, of starting fresh. He even began removing Kari’s belongings with what her family felt was a cold and unseemly haste.

The suicide note itself was a major source of suspicion for the Dulins. It was typed, not handwritten. It was unsigned. While the content was emotional, the tone felt stilted and impersonal, unlike Kari’s warm and expressive writing style. It read more like a summary of a depressed person's thoughts than a final, heartfelt goodbye. Why would a woman in the throes of such despair take the time to type, print, and carefully place such a document?

The final, chilling straw came in the form of a phone call. Just a few weeks after Kari's death, a woman called Linda Dulin. She was a member of the church, and her conscience was heavy. She told Linda that Pastor Matt had been making inappropriate advances toward her daughter for months. It was a bombshell, the first concrete evidence that the faithful husband was a lie. The Dulins, their grief now hardened into a steely resolve, knew they could not let this go. The official story was a fiction, and they would dedicate their lives to uncovering the truth, no matter how ugly it was. They hired a prominent Waco attorney and a private investigator. The hunt for Kari’s killer had begun.

Chapter 3: The Digital Ghost and the Other Woman

The investigation initiated by the Dulins began to peel back the layers of Matt Baker’s life, revealing the rot beneath. The first place they looked was his digital world. Investigators secured a warrant to examine the computer Matt used at his second job as a "grief counselor" at a local funeral home—an irony that was not lost on anyone.

The hard drive was a roadmap to his dark intentions. While he told police he had only searched for information on sleeping pills to understand what had happened to his wife after her death, the computer’s forensic history told a different story. In the weeks leading up to April 7th, the computer was used to conduct numerous searches with chilling specificity: “overdose on sleeping pills,” “Ambien overdose,” and queries on how to bypass prescriptions to purchase the drug online. He had visited websites based in Mexico that sold powerful sedatives with no questions asked.

The digital ghost of his planning was undeniable. This was not a man researching a past tragedy; this was a man plotting a future crime. The computer also revealed the motive. It was filled with evidence of his secret life: a voracious appetite for pornography and, most damningly, a torrid affair.

The other woman was Vanessa Bulls, the young, attractive daughter of the music minister at Crossroads Baptist. She was a fixture in their church community, a familiar face in the choir. The affair had been a poorly kept secret among a few church members, but now it was at the center of a potential murder investigation.

When initially questioned by police, both Matt and Vanessa had denied any romantic involvement. They were just friends, they insisted, leaning on each other for support. But the private investigators unearthed emails and phone records that proved their relationship was far from platemonic. It was passionate, intense, and, for Matt, a way out of a life he no longer wanted.

The discovery of the affair provided the classic motive: love and lust. Matt wasn't a grieving widower; he was an adulterer who wanted to replace his wife. The pieces were falling into place. The pastor who preached fidelity had a mistress. The man who feigned shock at his wife’s overdose had researched the very method of her death. The official ruling of suicide now seemed not just wrong, but absurd. The pressure was mounting, and the Hewitt Police Department, faced with the overwhelming evidence gathered by the Dulins’ team, had no choice but to reopen the case.

Chapter 4: The Body Speaks

There is no statute of limitations on murder. The Hewitt Police, now working alongside the Texas Rangers, took a drastic and necessary step: they obtained a court order to exhume Kari Baker’s body. In September 2006, five months after she was laid to rest, Kari was brought back from the grave. For her family, it was a second funeral, a renewed trauma they endured with grim determination. They needed her to tell them what happened. They needed her body to speak the truth.

The embalming process and the time that had passed made a full autopsy challenging. The medical examiner could not definitively identify a physical cause of death, such as strangulation or smothering. However, the toxicology report yielded a crucial clue. While Ambien was found in Kari’s muscle tissue, confirming she had ingested the drug, the contents of her stomach were clear. There were no pill fragments, no chalky residue.

This was a critical inconsistency. A toxicology expert hired by the prosecution would later testify that if Kari had swallowed a fatal dose of Ambien pills, there would have been evidence of them in her stomach, especially given the short timeframe Matt provided. He claimed he was gone for only 45-50 minutes. It was highly improbable that a dozen or more pills could have been fully digested and passed from her stomach in such a short window.

The evidence suggested a different scenario: that the Ambien had been in her system for much longer than an hour, or that it had been introduced in a crushed, dissolved form that would be absorbed more quickly.

The crime scene photos were also re-examined with fresh, skeptical eyes. A forensic expert noted the presence of lividity—the purplish pooling of blood in a body after death—on Kari’s back. Yet Matt claimed she had been lying face down on the bed when he found her. If that were true, the lividity should have been on her front. The physical evidence suggested she had been lying on her back for hours after her death, directly contradicting the story of the man who claimed to have found her and moved her.

The body had spoken. It didn't scream a confession, but it whispered of deception. The science was beginning to dismantle Matt’s alibi piece by piece. The timeline was wrong. The position of the body was wrong. The method of ingestion was suspect. The foundation of his story was crumbling.

Chapter 5: "I Killed My Wife For You"

The investigation now hinged on one person: Vanessa Bulls. She was the only one who could connect the suspicious evidence to Matt Baker’s intent. As the pressure from investigators intensified, and with the threat of being charged as an accomplice hanging over her head, Vanessa’s wall of denial finally broke.

In exchange for immunity from prosecution, she agreed to testify before a grand jury. What she revealed was a story of manipulation, seduction, and a confession that would seal Matt Baker’s fate. She walked the grand jurors through the entire sordid affair, from its secretive beginnings to its horrifying conclusion.

Vanessa testified that Matt had relentlessly pursued her, all while complaining bitterly about his wife. He painted Kari as a shrew, a lazy mother, and a spiritual dead weight. He began fantasizing about a life without her, a life with Vanessa. He openly discussed methods of murder with his mistress, workshopping death scenarios as if planning a vacation. Should he tamper with the brakes on her car? Stage a drive-by shooting?

Ultimately, he settled on the idea of a staged suicide. It was cleaner, less violent, and played on the narrative he had already begun to build about Kari’s supposed depression.

Vanessa recounted a chilling dress rehearsal for the murder. About two weeks before Kari’s death, Matt had crushed a sleeping pill and mixed it into a protein shake, which he then tried to give to his wife. But Kari, perhaps sensing something was wrong, complained that it tasted gritty and bitter and refused to drink it. The plan had failed.

But Matt was not deterred. On the night of April 7th, he tried again. According to Vanessa, he told her his new plan. He gave Kari a powerful dose of sleeping pills, likely crushed and mixed into a drink to mask the taste. Once she was groggy and disoriented, he used his supreme control to guide her to the bedroom. Then, as she lay helpless and slipping into unconsciousness, he smothered her with a pillow until she stopped breathing.

His work was methodical. He took her lifeless hand and placed it on the computer mouse to leave her "digital fingerprint" on the suicide note he had typed. He scattered the pills and the wine coolers. He practiced his alibi.

The most damning part of Vanessa's testimony was a conversation that occurred after she tried to break things off with Matt in the weeks following the murder. The weight of the secret was crushing her, and she wanted out. Matt, desperate to keep her, grew angry and possessive. In a moment of chilling arrogance, he told her, “Don’t you understand? I did this for us. I killed my wife for you.”

With that single sentence, the case was made. The grand jury promptly handed down an indictment for murder. On May 21, 2009, nearly three years after Kari’s death, Pastor Matt Baker was arrested and charged with killing his wife. The serpent was finally dragged from the pulpit and into the harsh light of justice.

Chapter 6: Judgment Day

The trial of Matt Baker began in January 2010 in Waco, Texas, and it drew national media attention. The spectacle of a charismatic preacher accused of such a heinous betrayal was irresistible. The prosecution, led by Crawford Long and Susan Shafer, meticulously constructed their case in front of the jury.

They presented the digital evidence: the damning internet searches for "Ambien overdose" that predated Kari’s death. They presented the inconsistencies in Matt’s 911 call and his statements to police, highlighting how his story shifted over time. They brought in the forensic experts who testified about the lividity on Kari’s body and the lack of pill residue in her stomach, systematically poking holes in the suicide theory.

But the prosecution's star witness was, without a doubt, Vanessa Bulls. Over two days, she recounted her story for the jury. She spoke of Matt’s manipulation, his complaints about Kari, his detailed planning, and his shocking confession. The defense attorneys attacked her credibility, painting her as a jilted lover and a liar who was trying to save herself. But her testimony, filled with specific and verifiable details, remained steadfast. She looked directly at Matt as she described his confession, her voice unwavering.

The defense was left with a weak hand. Their primary strategy was to resurrect the ghost of Kari’s depression. They introduced old emails she had written years earlier, after the stillbirth of her daughter, to portray her as a woman chronically on the edge. They argued that the suicide note, while typed, was genuine. They tried to suggest that Vanessa was the true villain, a woman who had scorned Matt and was now seeking revenge.

Their case was so thin, and their client so untrustworthy, that they made a stunning tactical decision: Matt Baker would not take the stand in his own defense. His attorneys later admitted they could not, in good conscience, put a man on the stand whose story they could not vouch for. It was a silent admission of guilt that spoke volumes to the jury.

After a week and a half of testimony, the case went to the jury. They did not need long. In less than eight hours, they returned with a verdict. As the foreman read the word "Guilty," a wave of emotion washed over the courtroom. The Dulins wept, their long and arduous fight for justice finally over. Matt Baker remained stoic, his face a blank mask, the same mask he had worn for years.

At his sentencing hearing, he was given 65 years in prison. But before he was led away, Kari’s mother, Linda Dulin, was given the final word. She stood and faced the man who had destroyed her family, her voice filled with a righteous fury.

“You, Matt, are a predator,” she said, her eyes locked on his. “You stalked and killed our precious Kari... You discarded her like she was yesterday's trash. While you're in prison, every time you hear the cell doors slam, I want you to hear our Kari's voice crying out, 'Why, Matt, why?'”

Matt Baker offered no answer. The serpent had been defanged, his charisma useless, his lies exposed. He was just a man, a killer, stripped of his pulpit and his flock, facing a lifetime of cold steel and concrete, haunted by the ghost of the woman he was sworn to love and protect.

Epilogue: The Scars of Hewitt

The conviction of Matt Baker sent a shockwave through Hewitt and the wider evangelical community. The story of the serpent in the pulpit became a cautionary tale about the dangers of blind faith and the darkness that can hide behind a righteous façade. The Crossroads Baptist Church, once a thriving center of the community, was fractured, its members forced to reconcile their image of a beloved pastor with the reality of a convicted murderer.

For Jim and Linda Dulin, the verdict was not a victory, but a validation. It could never bring back their daughter, but it honored her memory. They had faced down a community that was initially resistant to their suspicions, and they had exposed a killer who nearly got away with the perfect crime. Their relentless pursuit of the truth stands as a testament to the enduring power of parental love.

Matt Baker continues to serve his sentence in a Texas state prison. He maintains his innocence, still clinging to the tattered remnants of the lie he constructed on that dark April night. His daughters, the ultimate victims of his crime, were raised by their maternal grandparents, growing up with the terrible knowledge that their father murdered their mother.

The case of Kari Baker is a tragic story of domestic violence cloaked in the robes of piety. It reveals how easily a community can be deceived by a charismatic leader and how one family’s refusal to accept a convenient lie can be the only thing that stands between a killer and his freedom. In the quiet town of Hewitt, the scars remain, a permanent reminder that the most dangerous demons are often the ones we invite into our homes and our hearts, the ones who preach salvation while plotting our demise.
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Introduction: The Pillar of Piety

In the quiet, rolling hills of Pennsylvania, where church steeples punctuate the skyline and communities are built on shared faith, a pastor is more than just a spiritual guide. He is a pillar, a confidant, a moral compass. For the congregations of Bethany United Methodist Church and later, Reeders United Methodist Church, Arthur "A.B." Schirmer was that man. With his steady gaze, his comforting sermons, and his pastoral presence, he was a figure of trust and authority, a man to whom one could confess sin and seek solace. He walked among his flock as a shepherd, a man of God tasked with tending to the souls of his community.

But shepherds, too, cast shadows. And in the long, dark shadow cast by Pastor Schirmer, two women, his wives, would meet violent, untimely ends nearly a decade apart. Both deaths were presented to the world as tragic, unforeseeable accidents—a clumsy fall down a flight of stairs, a sudden swerve to avoid a deer on a dark road. For years, these explanations held, insulating the grieving pastor in a cocoon of public sympathy. He was seen as a man doubly struck by misfortune, a Job-like figure enduring unimaginable loss with stoic grace.

The truth, however, was far more sinister than anyone in his pews could have imagined. It was a truth shrouded in layers of deceit, sanctimony, and lust. It would take a third tragedy—the desperate, final act of a heartbroken husband—to rip
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