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“Only in Texas could killer and victim meet in a
true story, full of wealth and excess … and terror in the night.
A warrant to kill astound readers.” ANN RULE
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All the difficult questions of government relate to the means of restraining those in whose hands are lodged the powers necessary for the protection of all from making bad use of it.

James Mill

(1773–1836)
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Prologue
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“There’s a guy here you need to talk to,” Alan Jefferies, the piano player, whispered, motioning across the room toward a large, lumbering man seated, arms crossed, at a pianoside stool.

On this, like so many other Friday nights, my husband and I sat in our customary places, on corner stools at the bar, listening to music at Resa’s, the back room at Jim & Resa Kelly’s Del Frisco’s Steakhouse, not far from our suburban Houston home.

“Why?” I asked, only mildly interested.

“His name is Ray Valentine, and he dated Susan White, that woman killed by a cop in Olde Oaks,” Alan explained. “They were in here a few weeks ago with another couple, a captain at the sheriff’s department and his wife.”

I’d read an article on White’s death in one of the local papers the day after it happened. Little more than a footnote, the headline read: “Woman Accused of Making Threats Slain by Deputies.” According to the article, Susan White had pulled a gun on a deputy serving a warrant for her arrest, and he’d shot in self-defense. I’d noticed it only because the woman lived not far from me. While sad, this particular tragedy didn’t appear any more interesting than the plethora of others that cried out from local newspapers. In fact, both the Houston Chronicle and the Houston Post buried their brief accounts on inside pages.

When I hesitated, Alan, whose break was over, brushed back his thinning dark blond hair and shot me an exasperated look. “A lot of people are saying there’s something fishy with this whole thing. Ray says she knew the cop who killed her, that she was afraid of him,” he said, turning to walk back to the piano. When I said nothing, he concluded, “He says the cop had been harassing her.”

I sighed, openly skeptical. It wasn’t unusual for friends, neighbors, anyone who knew me as a writer, to pitch their latest “great story.” Rarely did such “hot” tips pan out. Still, Alan and I were friends, and he had a good sense about people. From his perch behind the grand piano, he was ground zero for gossip, and he seemed particularly interested in the death of Susan White, a woman who had frequented Resa’s earlier in the summer. This was the second time in a week that he’d mentioned her killing.

“At least talk to him,” Alan urged.

Reluctantly, I uprooted myself from the wooden barstool and followed Alan, weaving my way through the maze of diners at candlelit tables, toward the piano. A waitress bustled past, brandishing a platter of raw steaks and a milky-white lobster tail. “This is our New York Strip,” she remarked, launching into the merits of tenderloin and extolling the generous weight of the lobster to a group of apparent first-timers.

The place was busy, a not unusual condition.

Over the past decade, Houston’s sprawl had traveled north, resulting in typical suburbia: walled-in subdivisions that each day funneled tens of thousands of white-collar commuters onto freeways that led to the city’s skyscrapered downtown. Most residents chose the area for the soaring pine trees, the quiet neighborhoods, and the price tag on a home, a third of those in Houston’s close-in suburbs, like River Oaks and Memorial.

Kelly’s Del Frisco’s was a rarity in an area pocked with characterless chain eateries—a privately owned restaurant with a loyal following, notable enough to actually draw patrons from inside the city. Resa’s, the dark-wooded, brick-and-forest-green piano bar my husband and I favored, was the restaurant’s secret. With its private entrance, even some regular patrons didn’t know it existed. While dinner in the main restaurant veered toward the sedate, on nights when everything clicked at Resa’s, the scene resembled a congenial party with a highly diverse crowd. It was the latter I found fascinating—the chance to observe people in a confined space, lubricated by the pouring of generous drinks. From the bar, I eavesdropped on marriage proposals and divorces, business mergers and bankruptcies.

When I approached the piano on this Friday night, I noticed a few familiar faces, including a local romance writer of some repute, an oil-tool manufacturer who drove a white Rolls-Royce, and a saleswoman known for her collection of flamboyant hats. Nodding at the others, I did as Alan asked and introduced myself to Ray Valentine, a man of substantial girth, his bald head wearing a monkish fringe of dark brown hair, his unbuttoned shirt displaying a wide gold coin suspended on a heavy gold chain.

“Alan tells me you believe Susan White knew this deputy, the one who killed her,” I said.

“Damn right she knew Kent McGowen. She was scared to death of him. I sat right there with her,” he said, the words slurring together as he pointed at a nearby table with a beefy finger. “A month before she died, she told a friend of mine, a captain in the sheriff’s department, that he was harassing her, that she was afraid if she didn’t do what he wanted, he’d hurt her or her son.”

“What did he want?” I asked.

“Sex,” Valentine growled.

Inspecting what little remained of his drink, he raised his glass toward the waitress, then turned back to me. I noticed his eyes were moist, whether from emotion or the bar’s smoky ambiance, I couldn’t tell.

“You know, I didn’t believe her,” he said, frowning. “I thought she was being hysterical, just flat silly. I didn’t think a deputy sheriff, a cop … She got so pissed when I didn’t believe her. I told her to shut up about it. That she was imagining it.”

Valentine fell silent. Around us, people laughed, couples danced, Alan, resettled behind the black-lacquer grand piano, trilled the keys then launched into a melancholy rendering of that piano-bar standard “Unforgettable,” his smooth, clear voice amplified to ring over the clamor of the crowd.

“You know one of the last things Susan White said to me?” Ray Valentine challenged, his hand trembling as he swirled his glass of melting ice. He took a quick swig and turned again to me, his rheumy brown eyes focusing intently on mine. “She said, ‘One day you’ll believe me, but by then I’ll be dead, and it’ll be because Kent McGowen killed me.’”

My husband and I left Resa’s that night and I was haunted by the remorse in the eyes of the man I had just met. Yet Ray Valentine was a stranger in a bar, a brief encounter. I tucked his business card in my purse and promised myself I would phone him in a few days at work, when he was sober.

Despite my initial hesitation, I’d spend more than two years investigating Susan White, Kent McGowen, and the circumstances that led to her killing. In the end, their story became an examination of power, how easily it is granted and how helpless the vulnerable become in its grasp. What I learned would forever change the way I viewed those entrusted with it, especially the deputy who patrolled my neighborhood, the officer behind me as I drove down the quiet suburban streets surrounding my home.

Eventually the key to what really happened that steamy Houston night in August 1992 became clear. Like most cases, it became a search for the truth, a need to know who—if anyone—could be believed.
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Susan White
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August 25, 1992



“Shots fired, one down,” a thin voice crackled over the police-band radio at 12:30 on a muggy Houston night. Immediately the call went out, as it always does when a cop shoots a civilian. Ambulances, squad cars, a crime-scene unit, Internal Affairs investigators, and representatives from the district attorney’s office all converged in the quiet neighborhood of expensive brick homes amid towering pines bordered by manicured lawns.

By the time Assistant D.A.s Don Smyth and Edward Porter arrived, Susan White, a forty-two-year-old former mortgage broker, was being barreled through the night in the back of an ambulance, one paramedic pounding on her chest as another forced oxygen into her lungs.

Outside, in the backseat of a squad car, White’s son, Jason, watched. Seventeen, but small for his age, he’d awakened to the shrill scream of the burglar alarm. Moments later, the pop of gunfire and two uniformed deputies rousted him from bed and pulled him down the stairs and past his mother’s darkened bedroom, where another deputy stood above the outline of her thin body covered by a bloody sheet. Despite the summer heat, the boy shivered, his eyes saucer-wide.

Smyth, a wiry man with a ruddy complexion, glanced at the boy, then cornered the detective in charge. “Who’s the shooter?” he asked.

The detective pointed to a uniformed deputy in his late twenties who stood jawing with a cache of others. “Kent McGowen,” the detective said. “He was with two other deputies, serving a retaliation warrant. She’d threatened a police informant. The deputies told her they had a warrant, but the woman wouldn’t open up. They broke down the door. She pulled a gun. McGowen shot her.”

It all seemed simple enough, but … “Retaliation?” Smyth repeated. Something didn’t smell right. He eyed the house and figured it was worth a quarter million, easy. Retaliation, making verbal threats against a police informant, was a third-rate felony, with a bond of $2,000. Where was the urgency? The woman wasn’t a flight risk. Why would they break down a door in the high-rent district in the middle of the night to serve a warrant on a trash-heap charge like retaliation?

Smyth pulled Porter to the side. “Cover it like a blanket,” he whispered.

Porter nodded and Smyth guessed his gut was acting up, too. They were a team. Smyth was chief of the D.A.’s Civil Rights unit. Porter worked under him. It was department policy: When a cop shot a civilian, someone from Civil Rights made the scene. They’d done a lot of these investigations together, too many, and too often in the middle of the night.

While Porter, a balding man with a round face and brown eyes that appeared perpetually skeptical behind half-moon glasses, interviewed witnesses, Smyth analyzed the scene. On a pad he sketched the layout of the house, noting the back door splintered off its hinges and a black shoe print where someone had kicked it in. He found no signs of a struggle in the kitchen or the den.

In the living room, Smyth noted blood smears on the plush pale gray carpeting and torn, bloody gauze discarded in the adrenaline-pumping flush of attempting to save a life. Is she dead or alive? the prosecutor wondered.

Smyth made his way past the crime-scene officers into the bedroom. It was a jumble: clothes strewn on the floor; scribbled-on yellow legal pads piled on the desk; a half-empty Burger King drink cup sweating on the headboard; black-and-white photos scattered on the dresser—modeling-type photos of an attractive, tall, blond, athletic woman in her early forties. He noted the name printed across the bottom—SUSAN WHITE—the shooting victim.

Next Smyth inspected the waterbed, awash in blood; a fine, deep crimson spray fanned the wall behind it. White must have been in bed when McGowen pulled the trigger, sending a bullet careening through her profile. Another sliced through her chest. A third shattered her right arm.

Moments later, Smyth met on the front lawn with Porter, McGowen, and an attorney supplied by the policemen’s union.

“Is he willing to tell us what happened?” Smyth asked. He sensed the young cop wanted to talk. He’d been pacing the front lawn, recounting his story for nearly everyone on the scene. Twice Smyth ordered the other deputies to contain McGowen. “Put him in a squad car and tell him to shut up,” he’d cautioned. He wanted McGowen quiet, thinking about what had happened, collecting his thoughts.

“He’s ready,” McGowen’s attorney answered.

Smyth had conducted hundreds of walk-throughs in his nearly a decade of investigating cops. But this time he looked at Kent McGowen and did something he’d never done before: He pulled out a tape recorder and switched it on. His instincts whispered, Cross every t, dot every i.

The walk-through began at the front door, McGowen detailing for Smyth, Porter, and the others how he’d knocked and ordered the woman to open up. The woman was a major turd, he charged. Her son was involved with big-time gun dealers who trafficked in automatic weapons. McGowen had arrested the kid two nights earlier, using a C.I., a confidential informant. It was the C.I. White had threatened to kill.

“We needed to get her off the street,” McGowen said, nodding confidently at Smyth and the others. They were, after all, part of the same club—law enforcement, the good guys. This Susan White, he disdainfully implied, was one of them, one of the bad guys.

Like so much else about the scene, the jowly young deputy’s demeanor rang wrong to Smyth. McGowen grinned, bragging, relishing his story, as if he’d saved a school bus full of kids or captured the head of an international drug cartel. Suddenly, McGowen said something that propelled Smyth’s curiosity into overdrive: Susan White called 911 when the deputies kicked down her door.

What kind of a criminal calls the cops for help? Smyth wondered.

Just then word came over the radio: Susan White was DOA, dead on arrival at the emergency room. No reason to dispatch anyone to the hospital, Smyth decided when he heard the news. She won’t be talking, except …

After the walk-through, Smyth made a hasty exit for his car, pausing only to confer with Porter on the street.

“I’m going downtown,” he said with a knowing glance. “I’m going to get that tape.”

Porter understood Smyth’s urgency. The 911 dispatchers were housed in the county jail, the sheriff’s department domain. It would be easy for anyone to erase Susan White’s call. Smyth couldn’t let that happen. He needed to know what White had said moments before McGowen pulled the trigger. If his instincts were right, the tape could be important; it could be evidence of murder.
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E.L. Doctorow once said: “Writing a novel is like driving a car at night. You can see only as far as your headlights, but you can make the whole trip that way.”

Real life is more mysterious. Though we labor for our futures, in truth we have control only so long as chance and fate allow us that illusion. We make our plans at the mercy of our physiology, our environment, and the wills of others. We drive in the dark without headlights, not knowing if the road is washed out ahead, just past the next bend.

That final summer, 1992, was the valley of Susan White’s life. All she held dear dissolved around her, like beams of light once a lamp is extinguished. What thoughts flashed through her mind that final night while she was alone and frightened? Her life had begun with such promise. Who could have predicted it would end with her cowering in the darkness as three bullets rang from the barrel of a 10-mm police special?

She was born Susan Diane Harrison on October 8, 1949, the third daughter and fourth child of O.L. and William (W.A.) Harrison’s five children. Her parents had met in grade school in Winnsboro, a one-stop-sign town southeast of Monroe in northern Louisiana. They married in 1939, the year W.A. returned from a prewar stint in the Army. Earl was the first of the children, followed by Gloria, Kay, Susan, and, finally, Sandra.

“I remember when Susie was a baby she almost died of pneumonia,” oldest sister Gloria explains, her soft Louisiana accent rolling smoothly off her tongue. “Wheeeee, it was scary. Momma and me, we didn’t know if she’d make it.”

The Harrisons were simple, proud people, Baptists and sharecroppers, who worked the cotton fields, often resettling from farm to farm. As would be expected, they eked out a hardscrabble existence, but, their children insist, a happy one.

“Momma loved her kids. If there was a shortage of food, we would eat and Momma wouldn’t,” Gloria maintains. “We didn’t have a lot of possessions, but we always had a lot of love.”

Even as age claimed their youth, the Harrisons made a handsome couple. W.A. stood nearly six feet, hair brushed to the side, his face rugged and worn, his body stooped yet strong. Before the passing decades settled her bones, O.L. was five-foot-eight, a gregarious and athletic woman with a natural elegance who loved playing basketball with her children.

Of all the children, Susan seemed special. A happy child, as a toddler she danced and cooed each time she heard “Good night, Irene,” or Hank Williams singing, “Why don’t you love me like you used to do?” on the radio. “There was always a little bit of something about Susie that sparkled,” her father recalls.

All the girls inherited their parents’ tall stature. In addition, Susan inherited her mother’s slim figure, fine features, and blue eyes, and O.L. doted on her, twisting her soft, dark blond hair around her fingers to form a tumble of curls. When Susan was two, the family moved to nearby Bastrop, where W.A. secured a better-paying city job, sweeping streets. O.L. continued working the cotton fields with Gloria and Earl until she was able to hire on at the Bastrop paper mill. The family rented a home in town, their fortunes bettering.

Still, their possessions were meager. At night, all four girls slept in the same bed, a crowded if comforting accommodation. When Susan awoke with a charley horse, there was always a Harrison sister willing to massage her muscles until the cramping subsided. And when a group of bullies chased Sandra on the playground, it was Susan who threatened them with the flat side of a board unless they left her baby sister alone.

Although tight-knit, the Harrison sisters weren’t immune to girlish rivalries or sibling one-upmanship. The family labeled it “picking at” one another. “We’d get into hair pulling and Susie had the hardest head, she just wouldn’t let go,” recalls her second sister, Kay. “Even then, she just was so darn determined.”

Long summer afternoons were spent playing Mother May I, Kick the Can, and Red Light, saving milk-bottle tops to get a discounted ticket at the local movie house, or staging a beauty pageant with cousins and friends, the most often recounted of which included a guest appearance by “Miss Arizona”—W.A. dressed in one of O.L.’s Sunday dresses.

“Daddy made a right pretty girl,” laughs Sandra. “I think we even let him win.”

Yet as close as they were, Susan always seemed somehow apart, different. While the others were content with their place in the world, from an early age Susan felt frustrated. When they lived in a two-bedroom shotgun house outside Bastrop, she was the sister who took a spoon to the backyard, breaking into the hard brown dirt, plunging again and again, determined to dig a swimming pool like the ones rich folks had in their backyards. She gave up only when her hand ached from the effort.

“I always settled for what was happening right now. Susie was the one who wanted more out of life,” Kay recalls sadly, as if this need of her younger sister’s lay at the root of the tragedy that awaited her. “Susie never seemed satisfied with things as they were. She always had dreams of someplace better.”

When Susan entered her teenage years in 1962, the country was in the throes of a revolution, the Leave It to Beaver era of the fifties dissolving in the consciousness-raising sixties. The Beatles unseated Elvis and thinness became the national obsession, Twiggy its idol. The Harrison girls were no exception as they scrupulously dieted, then riled each other with taunts about who was the slimmest.

At eighteen, oldest sister Gloria married Al Hamilton, a solid family man and former soldier from Wisconsin who worked in management at a paper mill. He began the family’s migration to Baker, an hour’s drive northwest of New Orleans. Kay married a few years later and followed Gloria and Al south.

By then the Harrisons and their two youngest daughters, Susan and Sandra, lived in Monroe, where W.A. worked for a local carbon company. Susan attended Neville High School. She was a good student with an infectious laugh and the type of outgoing personality that fostered quick friendships. She’d moved up in social circles, her friends the daughters of the mayor and the school principal. She attended dances for what O.L. describes as “nice young people” at the local recreation center, and though her dream of having one in her backyard never materialized, she signed on as a lifeguard at the neighborhood pool. Then, suddenly, Susan changed. To Gloria, it was “normal teenage rebellion.” The good student had little time for studies, instead hanging out with a crowd of whom her parents disapproved. There were arguments, family tensions, and for a short time Susan left to live with Gloria and Al.

Finally, in her senior year of high school, the phone rang at the Harrisons’ house. The principal informed O.L. that Susan had run off to elope with her boyfriend. “Daddy got in the car and drove to Arkansas to get her,” Gloria recounts. “Momma and Daddy didn’t approve of the boy, and when he got her home, Susie was still single, and mad.”

By the late sixties, campuses across the country were rife with protest against the U.S. role in the Vietnam War. Yet the Harrison household held to more traditional values of patriotism, and in 1967, six months after her high school graduation, Susan joined the Navy. It was for adventure, she told her sisters, to see the world. Her official photo shows an attractive young woman posed in her blue-and-white uniform, her hair dyed dark and cut short, her blue eyes ringed in the thick, smoky-black liner of the day, her cheekbones high. Yet after a year in Baltimore and San Diego training as a Navy dental assistant, she was again unhappy and restless. She asked for and was given a discharge. “The Navy just wasn’t for Susie,” says Gloria. “She couldn’t take the discipline, and she wanted to come home.”

The sister who had been so eager to leave returned to Louisiana, this time to the Baton Rouge area, where she settled near her two married sisters, Gloria and Kay. Susan used her Navy training to get a dental assistant’s job while she studied at a local beauty school. One night while trimming Gloria’s hair, she accidentally clipped her ear. “I told Susie maybe cosmetology wasn’t for her,” Gloria says, chuckling softly at the memory.

That same year, a pattern emerged that would haunt Susan throughout life: She fell in love—hopelessly, desperately—only to have the man at the center of her obsession leave her.

“Susie always fell hard,” remembers Kay. “I think it’s because in her heart she was a real romantic.”

In February 1969, a nineteen-year-old Susan Harrison wrote a parting letter to the first man to break her heart: “It’s funny how I thought things would never change. But they’re bound to, just as the falling rain … I never realized how much I really love you. I pray to God above that he’ll take care of you and that someday, my darling, you’ll love me too. I’ll always love you, Susie.”

Much of the pain that awaited Susan Harrison would stem from her obsession with being loved. Despite her wide smile, her casual flirtatiousness, her warm manner, there was an unhappiness in Susan that she would spend her life trying to cure.

“I think Susie had so much inside of her it was confusing,” Gloria murmurs. “It was like, Susan tried so many different things, but she never found what she was looking for.”

It was the cusp of the seventies. The Senate repealed the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, Nixon withdrew U.S. troops from Vietnam; the Beatles split, leaving John and Yoko to stage love-ins; the women’s movement demanded equal pay for equal work and every woman’s right to control her own destiny. Across the country, women’s ambitions broadened, including Susan’s. She eagerly took Gloria’s advice and left beauty school behind and enrolled at Louisiana State University in Baton Rouge, where she studied psychology and business. She bleached her hair to her childhood blond and let it grow long and straight. She wore bell-bottoms, skintight T-shirts, ankle-length, flowing skirts, and sandals with platform soles and shared a small apartment near the university with a roommate. Anything seemed possible.

It was in this era of rebellion and challenge that a mutual friend introduced her to Leonard Joseph “L.J.” Aguillard, the son of a sugarcane family from Rosedale, a small town across the Mississippi River from Baton Rouge. For years Susan had insisted she wanted a man like Gloria’s Al, solid and family-centered, but L.J., a muscular heavy-equipment operator who’d served six years in the Marines, was Al’s antithesis—a long-haired, post-hippie-era hippie.

“I blame L.J. for what happened to Susan,” Gloria says, expressing a sentiment shared by her sisters and parents. “Meeting him was the worst thing that could have happened to her. She had such potential … He turned her world upside down.”

“It was those times,” counters L.J., seated in the kitchen of the small, one-story home he once shared with Susan, his face craggy and browned from years of working in the Louisiana sun. “Everybody was into pot and partying. Susan and I got together. It was like she grabbed onto me and didn’t want to let go. It was an intense, a violent, relationship. Truth is, she brought out the worst in me.”

The Harrisons weren’t in favor of Susan’s new beau. He was one of the French-descended Catholics who populated much of southern Louisiana. Years later, they would maintain it was L.J. who introduced Susan to drugs and alcohol. He’d charge that by the time they said their first hellos, Susan had done her own experimentation with drugs. “For me it was pot,” a mature and reformed L.J. explains. “In those days, everyone was doing it. But Susie liked prescription drugs, downers, Quaaludes, and Valium. She’d go from doctor to doctor to get them. Then she’d get so far down she’d take uppers—diet pills—to get out of bed in the morning. The pills made her as unpredictable as a tornado, with a temper to match.”

Whoever began the arguments, L.J. finished them. He sent Susan to the hospital before they even married. That night, L.J. had plans with friends, and she wanted him to stay home. When he refused, she smashed his most beloved possession, his stereo, on the floor, shattering it into hundreds of pieces.

“I backhanded her and knocked her onto the bed,” L.J. remembers, grimacing at the memory. “I didn’t think I’d hurt her, but later that night I got a call saying she was in the hospital. I broke her jaw in three places. When I saw her, she kept apologizing. ‘I didn’t mean to break your stereo. I didn’t mean it.’”

Still, despite the violence, Susan was determined to have him. Although by most standards the Aguillards would be considered middle-class, Susan seemed fascinated by his family’s land, the two-hundred-plus acres of sugarcane fields they owned in Rosedale. For a girl who grew up the daughter of sharecroppers, it must have seemed like Scarlett O’Hara’s Tara. And no one, not even L.J., doubted that she truly loved him—in her own way.

Over her family’s objections, on November 11, 1972, Susan and L.J. married in a simple ceremony in the backyard of her sister Kay’s home. The local newspaper, the State Times, gave their union a heady write-up on the society page:


The bridal gown was of satapeau on princess lines. The high neckline and the A-line skirt were ruffled … Her floor-length mantilla was held by a juliet cap and she carried a bouquet of rosebuds.

[The bridesmaids wore] paste green peau de soie with

matching headpieces and they carried bouquets of pink rosebuds.



“His folks came and they were well off,” Gloria recalls. “The women wore big hats and long dresses and big, chunky shoes. Susie always liked to be with the well-off people.”

In the photo that accompanied the article, Susan was reed-thin. She fingered the edge of her veil, and her bridal bouquet hung like an afterthought at her side. Her smile was shy and there was a hint of expectation on her lips. It was a fairy-tale wedding, the kind a young woman from modest beginnings dreams of.

At first, it appeared that Susan had found all she needed. At her insistence, they moved from her Baton Rouge apartment into the small, one-bedroom cinderblock house his family owned on an acre lot cut from the sugarcane fields. Down the road lived L.J.’s parents and cousins. The two gnarled and thick live oaks in the front yard had been planted by his father on the day L.J. was born. In summer, when the cane grew high on three sides, the house was little more than an island in a sea of sugarcane.

Yet to Susan, it meant everything. At her ten-year high school reunion, she bragged to classmates that she lived on her husband’s sugarcane plantation, making it sound like a great estate.

“All of these people we didn’t know,” L.J. remembers. “I told her, ‘Now don’t go telling those people lies.’”

Although reality fell far short of her fantasies, Susan seemed happy. In 1975, they had a child, a son they named Jason. In celebration, L.J. planted a live oak behind the house and Susan called the child her “beautiful baby.”

But the calm wasn’t destined to last.

It was after the baby’s birth that the arguments—and the violence—escalated. “It was Susie’s craziness and those pills,” a weary L.J. says. “She’d just go nuts.”

He recalled the weekend she wanted him to stay home instead of going hunting with friends. Furious, she buried his shotguns barrel-deep in the mud in the front yard, like wood and metal sculptures attesting to her anger. When he arrived home, she ran for cover, locking herself in his pickup truck. Seething, L.J. shattered the truck window and pulled her out by her hair. Still determined as he drove away, Susan followed him in her own car until it stalled wheel-deep in mud on a dirt road.

L.J. just kept on driving.

“When I got back on Sunday, she acted like nothing happened,” L.J. recalls, shaking his head in disbelief at the memory. “It was always like that.”

But the arguments persisted. One New Year’s Eve in the mid-seventies, Susan called from a hospital emergency room. When Gloria arrived she found her younger sister bruised and crying. After another argument, L.J. admitted Susan to a psychiatric hospital. “A nurse called me and I went to get her,” Gloria says. “The nurse said that she could tell there was nothing wrong with Susie, that she didn’t belong there.”

An older and calmer L.J. Aguillard, a man much like the solid family man Susan had always said she’d wanted, labels the relationship pure craziness. He was the one who, seven years into the marriage, wanted an end to it. “I did her wrong and she did me wrong,” he concludes. “We just didn’t mix any more than oil and water. And Jason, he was in the middle of all of it.”

Through it all, her sisters say, Susan held out hope the marriage would miraculously turn happy; then, in a final act of betrayal, L.J. fell in love with another woman. “I don’t know that she ever got over him,” whispers Kay sadly. “She always wondered why it didn’t work. I said, ‘Go on with life, don’t worry about him.’ But she did worry.”

Susan fought the divorce until the very end. “She contested everything,” says L.J., frowning. “Everything with Susie became a war.”

L.J. married again, a petite, dark-haired schoolteacher named Nancy. This time the marriage lasted. “I know the Harrisons blame L.J., but it wasn’t his fault. In all the years we’ve been married, he’s never raised a hand to me,” Nancy maintains. “L.J.’s really a gentle man.”

Although Susan and L.J.’s marriage ended, in many ways the battlefront merely shifted, and Jason became the prize. At first, the boy remained with Susan, but when Jason was six, L.J. filed for custody. In courtroom after courtroom, Susan’s and L.J.’s attorneys filed motions claiming the other was unfit or unable to raise their son. “Susan would get a judge in Baton Rouge to give her custody; then L.J. would file in Iberville Parish, where his family lived, and the judge there would decide in his favor,” says Gloria. “Jason was like a Ping-Pong ball bouncing back and forth between the two of them.”

As the eighties began, Susan enrolled in a licensed practical-nurse program at Louisiana Technical College, a vocational school in Baton Rouge. She still dreamed of finishing college and talked of wanting to someday be an attorney or a psychologist, but she told friends she needed a profession more quickly attainable, one she could use to pay her bills and impress the judge with her stability as she continued the fight for Jason’s custody. Driven by a deep, frantic fear of failure, Susan plowed through nursing school with fierce determination. A straight-A student, she became class president.

After graduation, Susan settled into single life, working as a nurse in a geriatrics home not far from Gloria and Al’s house. Jason visited on weekends, and she clearly idolized him. She bragged about his grades and his fine, handsome features. From early on, she treated her son as if he were beyond reproach. She never disciplined him. When he grew unruly, Susan made excuses, reminding Gloria and the others what a difficult childhood Jason had, torn between two warring parents, never having a stable home.

“Jason’s all I got out of that marriage,” she said often. “He’s all I got for all that heartache.”

Yet it was obvious to those around him that Jason was a troubled child. “From second grade on, we’d get notes from the teachers,” Nancy, L.J.’s wife, recalls. “Jason would hit other children at school, call them names, act out. We had him tested, sent him to specialist after specialist. They diagnosed behavioral and emotional problems. But when we tried to talk to Susan about it, she became defiant. She said that the only thing that was wrong with Jason was that he was a very gifted child.”

Then, in 1982, a Louisiana court awarded L.J. permanent custody of seven-year-old Jason. Susan was despondent. Once she even kidnapped Jason while he shopped with L.J.’s mother at the grocery store and whisked him away to Monroe, where her parents then lived. “I had to take my custody papers, call the sheriff, and go get him,” says L.J., still irritated by the memory. “When I found her, she had Jason hidden, wrapped up in a blanket in the backseat of the car.”

At thirty-two years old, Susan seemed keenly aware of the disappointing turn her life had taken. Her marriage had failed and her son was rarely with her. “Susan was never the same,” remembers Gloria. “She had an incredible drive to succeed, to do better with her life. But now she knew she could fail.”

Perhaps Susan blamed herself for the breakup of her marriage, reasoning that she hadn’t been perfect enough. After the divorce, the pills dominated her life. She went to doctors, her pockets loaded with weights to make her appear heavier on the scales. She begged for diet pills and tranquilizers. It was Gloria who stepped in to save her. Frightened by Susan’s emotional swings and the drugged gaze in her eyes, she checked her into a rehab hospital.

When doctors released her a month later, a bright-eyed and grateful Susan thanked Gloria and swore she was cured, done with drugs forever. “It’s over,” she said. “I don’t need them. I’m all right now.”

For a while, she was.

“There must have been some escape in the pills,” Gloria speculates. “I don’t think Susan ever took the drugs when things were going good. I think she took them to forget.”

Yet Susie was still Susie—warm and personable, the kind of woman who easily attracted friends. She loved a good joke and was known to tell them often. And she relished the excitement of flirting with a new conquest. Whether the man was older than her father or young enough to be her son, Susan Harrison Aguillard had a way about her that turned a conversation into a teasing, sexually charged encounter. As she aged, she grew more attractive, tall, blond, with a too-wide smile that kept her from being conventionally pretty. Friends said she looked like the comedian-actress Teri Garr. Because of her husky voice—the result of smoking three packs of cigarettes a day—she maintained that when Hollywood made the story of her life, she wanted whisky-voiced Kathleen Turner to play the part.

Not long after her first marriage ended, Susan wed again, briefly, to a man who worked in a Baton Rouge industrial plant. The marriage lasted less than a year, but they parted friends.

Single again, she rented a small apartment not far from Gloria’s home. Jason was rarely there. Susan talked often of her disappointment, and that she dreamed of one day having her son with her and of being married to a man of means, a man who loved her.

At a party in her apartment complex in the mid-eighties, Susan met such a man, and she told her friends that he was just what she’d waited for. Ron White was handsome, smart; an engineer, he made a good salary. And he appeared to be captivated by her.

“Susie fell hard for him,” Gloria remembers. “Al and I never felt right about him. He was the kind of guy who didn’t look you in the eye. But when they were together, Ron hung on Susie like he was crazy about her. In the beginning, I thought things would be all right, that Susie’s life had finally straightened out.”
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Why do men and women so often replace one bad marriage with another? Is it simply human nature to crave familiar pain, unconsciously reasoning, Better the misery I know? Or is it a way of fulfilling the preordained designs of fate, as if, before our births, God drew a personal life line for each of us, His all-knowing hand writing, “Destined to be disappointed in love,” in red across a healthy sampling of pages in His holy ledger?

Could it be an eternal optimism, this belief that despite a history of unsuccessful relationships, this time, this one time, love would surely bring happiness?

“Susie talked about Ron’s success,” remembers Sandra. “I thought he was strange, a little quiet. But Susie liked him, and as long as she was happy and he wasn’t hurting her, that was enough for me.”

Ron White had a thick crop of salt-and-pepper hair, his fortysomething face ruggedly attractive. Seven years older than Susan and with two grown children, he flashed a wry smile and had a manner of focusing on a woman so intently that it seemed no one else mattered. He drove a Porsche and worked for Texaco as a project manager, overseeing plant installations.

To his credit, Ron White was honest with Susan. He told her early on that he was married, in the midst of a divorce from his second wife.

“Doesn’t Ron remind you of Al?” Susan dreamily asked Gloria one afternoon.

“I don’t know,” Gloria said, unwilling to voice her misgivings.

White lived in Houston, but when he met Susan, he was supervising the building of a new plant in Baton Rouge. She introduced him to her family, and they spent every available moment together after they both finished work for the day and on the weekends when he didn’t return home to Houston. Before long, Susan labeled him the answer to her prayers, the man who would finally make up for her past pain. Ron understood how she felt about Jason, she said, that he was her son and that she wanted him with her.

Less than a year later, as White cleaned up the loose ends on his Baton Rouge assignment, Susan made plans to move to Houston with him. “I’m really in love with him,” she told her mother. “We want to be together.”

“I knew she was hoping they’d get married,” says Sandra.

Yet one more failure awaited Susan in Baton Rouge. Just before she left, she was arrested for forging a prescription for amphetamines and Valium. Ron and Gloria checked her into another hospital, and she went before a judge, swearing she was cured of her addictions. He gave her probation but stripped her of her nurse’s license.

On moving day, Susan had little to pack. She’d accumulated few possessions in her thirty-five years. When she loaded up her old car for the six-hour drive to Houston, it included only clothing and personal items, a rolltop desk, and one antique table. But to Susan, it didn’t seem to matter.

“She was happy as a lark,” remembers Sandra. It was a new start. Susan was leaving not only Louisiana behind but the failure and unrealized dreams that haunted her there.

It was in Houston’s far northern suburbs that Susan and Ron rented a two-bedroom apartment on Wunderlich Road as they waited for his divorce to become final. Houstonians know it as the FM 1960 area, after its main thoroughfare.

Decades earlier, this northern rim of Houston had been called Jackrabbit Run—its wild, thick pine forests deemed by inside-the-loop Houstonians as fit for only frogs, lizards, rabbits, and armadillos. But by the time Susan and Ron arrived, much of the forest had toppled in favor of roads, strip centers, and fashionable, walled-in subdivisions of two-story brick houses on small yards, many surrounding pristine golf courses and ostentatious country clubs. Families dominated the culture. Saturdays were traditionally spent cheering at Little League and soccer fields. A row of churches lined Klein Church Road, and restaurants stocked an abundance of high chairs.

Susan settled in and adjusted easily to her new life with Ron. In the beginning it must have been all she’d hoped for. They took a romantic, two-week business trip to Scotland and England, where they roomed in ancient castles and dined in posh restaurants, lingering to snap a photo, arm in arm, in front of Loch Ness. They splurged on furniture, matching Rolex watches, all the things Susan wanted but could never before afford. It wasn’t unusual to find her flooring Ron’s Porsche on quiet, suburban side streets. “I bet she drove ninety miles per hour, minimum,” laughs Sandra. “She was on top of the world.”

For the first time in her life, Susan belonged to a country club, Northgate Forest. It boasted a swimming pool, tennis courts, and a clubhouse with three-story windows that framed the verdant thirty-six-hole golf course and the half-a-million-dollar-and-up estates that surrounded it. Susan, already a good tennis player, took up Ron’s game of golf.

To Susan, Northgate was a symbol of her newfound wealth, her entrance into the upper classes. But her past left her unprepared for the social mores she’d encounter. “She just wasn’t country-club material,” says one member. “When she’d sign up for the ladies’ league, no one wanted to golf with her. We formed teams and the loser, whoever had an empty slot, got stuck with Susan. She was loud, laughed too much, and she would say anything that came into her head. She told you more than you wanted to know about her personal life. She really wasn’t country-club material.”

In early 1986, Ron’s divorce became final and they applied for a marriage license. Perhaps she sensed he was reluctant to legalize their relationship, or maybe it was just an example of her playful nature, but on March 29, as he rounded the curve at the fifteenth hole, she had a justice of the peace waiting. In shorts and golf shirts, a clutch of lace pinned to her visor, Susan and Ron repeated their vows. Afterward, they toasted with champagne, his golfing buddies made an arch of clubs for the newlyweds to walk under, and then Ron left to finish his round.

“Ron looked surprised,” remembers Sandra, the maid of honor and the only family member to attend. “But he went along with it. I guess he was happy about it. With Ron you never could tell.”

Two months later, in early June, Ron and Susan drew up a postnuptial agreement in which Susan conceded she had no claim to his property, principally his retirement and employee stock accounts, certificates of deposit, and money markets. The document included future earnings and stipulated that in the event of one of their deaths, their separate possessions would be passed on to their individual children. Of course, the agreement also protected Susan’s property, but then, she had little to speak of.

Still, Susan appeared happy, and, their friends say, so did Ron. Unencumbered by children or other demands, with Ron’s money to foot the bills, they partied with friends and played golf at the country club. Susan became a not-uncommon sight in her bikini at the club pool, where she tanned her body a deep chestnut and gossiped with young mothers who brought their children to swim. At night, she and Ron frequented the restaurants up and down FM 1960, occasionally stopping in to listen to the music and eat dinner at Resa’s, the piano bar attached to Del Frisco’s. They rarely mingled with the high-rolling crowd of aging baby boomers who frequented the restaurant. “When Susan was with Ron, they basically kept to themselves,” remembers one friend. “They didn’t need anyone else.”

Then something happened that changed everything, something neither Susan nor Ron could have anticipated—L.J. sent twelve-year-old Jason to Houston to live with his mother.

“Nancy and I couldn’t handle Jason anymore, not that I didn’t want him,” L.J. insists. “He was always in trouble, at school and at home. He was uncontrollable. We’d done all we could, counselors, everything. Jason said he wanted to live with his momma and Susan said, ‘Give me Jason.’ One day I just said, ‘Fine, if that’s what y’all want, go ahead.’”

Susan couldn’t believe her good fortune. She’d tried unsuccessfully for five years to have custody of her son, and suddenly L.J. handed the boy to her. She crowed to her friends and family about her happiness. Things couldn’t have worked out better, as far as Susan was concerned.

The apartment suddenly too small, the newlyweds bought a tan brick, two-story house on Valley Bend in Oak Creek Village, a quiet, twenty-five-year-old subdivision, and she enrolled Jason at the neighborhood middle school.

To Susan, her son seemed perfect. He was small for his age, slightly built, with a thick shock of medium brown hair, finely shaped, handsome features, and a warm olive complexion that resembled his father’s.

“I just can’t believe my luck,” she told one friend. “My beautiful baby has come home to me.”

Oak Creek Village, the subdivision where the Whites settled, was white-collar and conservative. Most families voted Republican, attended church on Sundays, and assumed their children would go to college. Neighbors knew each other well enough to nod to as they took their evening walks, but only a smattering formed close friendships, instead abiding by Robert Frost’s “Good fences make good neighbors.”

As in much of middle America, lives were orderly. Husbands and wives kissed each other good-bye in the morning before driving off in their late-model cars, mainly Japanese and American-made sedans, to their respective offices. Children waited at the corner for the yellow school bus marked Spring Independent School District. In late afternoon, the same bus brought them home. Status equaled the bottom line on one’s bank accounts, the size of one’s house, the stickers on one’s cars, and the talents of one’s children, whether realized on the soccer field or in the classroom.

In this world, Susan White was as miscast as Dolly Parton portraying June Cleaver.

While her conservative neighbors clipped coupons for weekly trips to the local grocery stores, Susan, suddenly with a positive checkbook balance, phoned in orders to the convenience store a mile from her house. The prices were inflated, the selection limited, yet it offered what Susan deemed a great advantage, home delivery—for an additional fee.

“We were all flabbergasted,” clucks one neighbor. “Couldn’t she get in the car and drive to Kroger?”

While others jogged for their health, Susan chainsmoked, a cigarette continually dangling between her long, thin fingers. Ron White tended to keep to himself, but Susan, who often said she’d never met a stranger who didn’t become a friend, disdained the cordial-but-distant doctrine. It wasn’t unusual for her to corner a neighbor who was out to pick up the mail, or to rap on a door asking to borrow bread for Jason’s lunch. More often than not, she was attired, not in the typical suburban uniform of khaki slacks and cotton shirt, but in a too-tight T-shirt and shorts cut high enough to showcase her legs.

As her neighbors exchanged chin-wags about the odd new woman on the block, Susan appeared unaware of her growing notoriety. She crowed to Gloria about the friends she’d made in Houston, emphasizing how nicely they all treated her. Yet perhaps in the quiet moments when alone, not worried about impressing family or friends, Susan felt very differently, the daughter of sharecroppers adrift in an upper-middle-class world.

The only neighbors to truly befriend Susan were Tom and Lorene Roy, a retired petroleum engineer and his wife, who lived directly across the street. The Roys’ house, a white two-story with wrought-iron trim, recalled their Louisiana roots, a shared heritage that made them believe they’d found a kindred soul in Susan.

“At first, she struck me as a real upright lady. She had this husky voice and a Louisiana accent,” recalls Tom Roy, a large man who favors worn coveralls for the endless puttering he indulges in around the house. “When she was really dressed up, she looked gorgeous. But I believe it would be fair to say that she threw it around a little bit, too. She was looking for attention. Ron? I think he wanted to give her that attention, but he was never able to find the way to do it.”

When Tom Roy happened upon Susan in the front yard or getting in or out of the car in the driveway, they teased each other, laughing good-naturedly.

“You and me are going to go upstairs someday,” Roy said with a quick wink.

“I’m going to tell your wife,” Susan answered with a coy smile.

“Go ahead,” he challenged, knowing his wife understood he was just “cutting up like an old man will do.”

Most women in the neighborhood worked, and Susan was no exception. She’d lost her nurse’s license after the forged-prescription incident in Baton Rouge, so with the help of Jean Morris, the agent who sold them the Valley Bend house, Susan enrolled in real-estate school and signed on with a nearby Century 21 office. In her mustard-colored blazer, she showed houses and took prospective buyers on house-hunting expeditions. She was relatively good at it, and working brought in the commissions she now needed to pay for Jason’s expenses.

If the neighborhood women shunned her company, Jean and others at the office became her new friends. After work they stopped for drinks and talked over the happenings of the day. Spread among her marriage, work, the country club, and friends, Susan’s days were hectic, and now that she had Jason, she wasn’t quite sure what to do with him. In the best of circumstances, adjusting an adolescent to a new state, city, and home with a mother he’d rarely seen and a stepfather he barely knew would have been difficult. With a mother distracted by the demands of a new marriage, the situation spelled disaster.

Acutely aware of her dilemma, Susan told friends she felt like she was in the middle of a tug-of-war, pulled in one direction by Ron, who wanted to live the life he’d been accustomed to, and in another by Jason, who needed his mother. It soon became obvious that it was Ron who had won the contest. “I can’t let this ruin my marriage,” Susan told one co-worker. “I’ve got to put Ron first.”

“It wasn’t that she ignored me,” Jason insists, maintaining he understood the conflict in his mother’s life. “She did all she could, took me places, she wanted us all to be a family. But me and Ron, we
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