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  Introduction


  Some years ago, I read a quote from famed Texas author Larry McMurtry in which he described himself as a “Minor Regional Novelist,” even posing in a T-shirt with the title proudly stenciled across its front. This, of course, was in his younger days, long before he’d won a Pulitzer Prize, written an Academy Award-winning screenplay, and regularly occupied best seller lists. Yet, despite delayed prosperity and fame, little seems to have changed as the one-time literary prodigy from Archer City has matured.


  Talent and riches aside, the thing I most admire about the man is his stubborn insistence that the best subject matter is still found in his own backyard—that he still holds firmly to a belief that he need not travel east, west, or abroad to seek out universal truths.


  That awareness, frankly, is the only kinship Mr. McMurtry and I enjoy. Before you read on, consider yourself duly warned that my own success is light years from that of Lonesome Dove, that I’ve never paraded along red carpets, and that I no longer even bother to check the New York Times list for my name.


  Yet as I’ve pursued a career as a journalist and author of non-fiction books, I, too, have been reluctant to stray too far from my own backyard. I am, by determined dedication, a regional writer, a literary homebody. Send me on an assignment beyond the Texas borders and my confidence and interest decline with equal speed. Only when writing about my native state, speaking its language, describing its landscape, sharing its mores and history, do I feel I’m giving my readers a fair shake for their investment in time and cover price.


  Maybe I should get a T-shirt.


  And before you question the wisdom of such self-imposed tethering, consider that the well I’ve regularly visited for these many years is deep; the boundaries to which I’ve limited myself are indeed far-reaching. (In this collection, it should be noted, you’ll find that there are two exceptions to my Regional Rule. My only defense is that I found the stories fascinating—and they were written for a Texas-based publication.


  Once, while residing in the picturesque Texas Hill Country, attempting to jump-start a freelance career by hacking out endless articles for newspaper Sunday supplements and magazines you’ve never heard of, I received an urgent call from an editor in Chicago, desperately in need of some story being played out in Texarkana, on the state’s far northeastern border. Time, he insisted, was of the essence. Could I drive there quickly and get the story to him in 48 hours? “Physically impossible,” I replied. He seemed more than a little nonplussed and no doubt viewed me as something of a smartass when I pointed out he was actually closer to Texarkana than I was.


  What he had no grasp of is the fact Texas is one big place: urban and rural, deserts and dense forests, sweeping plains and sandy beaches; inhabited by the filthy rich and the dirt poor, famous and infamous, saints and sinners. We don’t find it unusual that we’ve got our hustlers and con men living next door to the hard-working, God-fearing Joneses or that one man’s nutty religious zealot is another’s Heaven-bound role model. It’s all here: the good, the bad, and the downright ugly. So far, we can still brag that the latter remains in the minority (though, not having yet read today’s paper, I cannot swear that statistic still holds). Our football teams have won Super Bowls, we’ve sent men off to the White House to lead the Western World, and we have damn good chili and chicken fried steak and an ample supply of locally brewed beer. Plus, country music icon Willie Nelson is ours, born and bred, not to mention Mr. McMurtry, who is, for my money, the best wordsmith the state has ever produced. What more to ask for?


  As a writer, I can think of nothing.


  Usually within a quick drive or short plane ride, I’ve sat down with an incredible variety of people in equally fascinating places, gathering information that has allowed me to introduce readers to someone or something of interest.


  Still, the battle to earn a living in a confined space goes on. New York publishers, many still convinced that fiddlin’ contests and horse operas are the only thing playing down here in the Lone Star State, remain a hard sell. If I had a buck for every book proposal or story suggestion I’ve had turned down because some tweedy, pipe-smoking Easterner viewed it as “too regional,” I’d be loaning McMurtry money.


  For example, back in the mid-’80s, following a lengthy career in newspaper journalism, I decided time had come to devote more effort to book-length projects. I knew only that I wanted to tell non-fiction stories that offered the widest range of human emotion possible. I hadn’t a clue what that meant or where it might lead me—until an old high school and college buddy dropped by for a visit. Ned Butler was then a prosecutor in the McLennan County District Attorney’s office, preparing for the trial of a Waco man accused of the murder of three teenagers. As he sat on my patio that summer evening, telling the nightmarish story, it was not the details of the murders that particularly interested me. Rather, I was far more engrossed by his remarks about the shortened lives of the victims; how their devastated parents had dealt with the evil forces and unanswered questions that had invaded their once-normal lives; the effect on law enforcement officers duty-bound to involve themselves in such an evil and troubling tale, investigating, and seeking resolution and justice.


  The story had all the dramatic and emotional elements I was looking for. And New York editors could not have cared less. Almost without exception, their rejections included the polite but tired litany, “too regional.” Finally, having grown weary of the refrain, I fired off a response to the latest nay-sayer, summoning the same smart-mouth wit I’d used on the Chicago editor years earlier: “I wonder,” I wrote, “just how many people in New York had heard of Holcomb, Kansas before Truman Capote traveled there to gather material for his legendary and award-winning crime book, In Cold Blood.”


  Of course, I got no reply. But eventually I did get a contract with Taylor Publishing, a small Texas company based in Dallas that offered encouragement, a measure of enthusiasm, and even a small amount of advance money to help get me through what would be a two-year project. I snapped it up and went to work. And in 1985, the hardback edition of Careless Whispers was published. It is appropriate, I suppose, that it was initially distributed primarily to Texas book stores. But the sales were good, most reviews warm, and, lo and behold, it was honored by the New York-based Mystery Writers of America as the year’s Best Fact Crime Book (the same award that had been presented several years earlier to the urbane Capote and his In Cold Blood).


  Suddenly, one of the same Big City publishing houses that had viewed the book as “too regional” was making a substantial offer to publish it in paperback. West Coast movie-makers were calling. Foreign rights were being purchased. As this is written, Careless Whispers is celebrating its 25th year in print here in the U.S. and has been published in such faraway places as Germany and Japan. If you are prone to insomnia, you can still catch the rerun of the TV movie it spawned.


  In darker moments, I like to refer to it as my Revenge of the Regional Writer. In kinder times, I see it only as a simple reminder that a good story, fact or fiction, can leap beyond all geographic boundaries.


  You’ll not likely find the description in any literary texts, but, simply put, I am a match-maker. I seek out people and places, situations and circumstances that interest me to a degree that I feel duty bound to share them with others. Whether it is internationally famous Houston attorney Richard “Racehorse” Haynes spinning colorful tales of headline-making cases, or convicted rapist Donald Good telling his heartbreaking story of how DNA testing done two decades after the fact proved him innocent of the crime, their unique stories are prime grist for a writer’s mill. I’m delighted to serve as the middle man.


  And while, admittedly, I’ve sometimes tended the mortgage and made car payments by accepting travel fare to faraway places, there to interview celebrities ranging from self-important movie stars to stuffy politicians and business world wheeler-dealers, rarely do I recall them as moments of any great achievement and will mention them no further than to say it helps pay the bills, even if one is occasionally forced to type with one hand while holding his nose with the other. It’s what you do if you aren’t Stephen King or haven’t experienced the good fortune of Aunt Suzy passing along that small fortune she’d secretly rat-holed through all those scrimp-and-save years down at the Old Folks Home.


  Truth is, however, financial reward seldom enters the picture when one stumbles onto a magical subject that begs to be written; the one nobody else has discovered or has somehow failed to see its merit. If I have a valid talent to claim, it is in the recognition of (and appreciation for) stories that lend themselves to broader readership than one might first expect.


  They are out there, along the backroads, off the interstate, in the big city back alleys, and I have long been their happy hunter.


  For the better part of the last two decades, when my agent and/or editor would ask what I planned for my next book project, they already had the answer in mind. It did me absolutely no good to suggest some sweeping historical tome or a visit to the Hundred Best Barbecue Joints in Texas. Their response to such ideas was predictable: Why not write another true crime book?


  Which I did at 18-month to two-year intervals, always careful to pick nearby settings. In the small town of Midlothian, I wrote of a young undercover police officer who, while posing as a high school student in an effort to ferret out teenaged drug dealers, was shot and killed by the 16-year-old son of a Dallas police officer. The crime and all of the tragic irony in Innocence Lost, however, played second chair to the story of the devastation it rained down on a once-quiet and peaceful community. When, after five years of futile investigation, the Richardson police finally determined that a wealthy socialite had orchestrated the hired murder of her husband’s girlfriend, I chose to write Open Secrets and chased a serpentine and bizarre case from Texas to France and back. After I spent considerable time in Alvin, a little town south of Houston, To The Last Breath resulted, telling the story of three remarkable women—a private investigator/grandmother, a police detective, and an assistant district attorney—who combined efforts to prove that a ne’er-do-well father was, in fact, responsible for the death of his two-year-old daughter.


  Along the way, I detoured briefly to help an FBI agent tell his war stories, coauthored the recollections of a Texas prison chaplain whose job it was to keep condemned prisoners company in their final hours, and was the ghostwriter for a Texas private eye with an uncanny ability to solve the unsolvable. When it occurred to me that so many people had openly and candidly confided how their once-private lives had been upset by unspeakable crime, I realized I could do no less. After long consideration and numerous starts and stops, I finished writing Sins of the Son, an autobiographical reflection on the troubled relationship between my long imprisoned first-born and me.


  Even the magazine editors who called had begun to increasingly request crime stories. People wanted one on an East Texas funeral home attendant and church choir member who, after killing his aging and contrary female benefactor, neatly hid her body away in a freezer. Others wanted profiles of forensic specialists and jury selection experts, or haunting tales like the one played out in tiny Bangs, Texas, where a family, remodeling the attic of their rural home, discovered in a crawl space the mummified remains of three infants.


  Not to say there weren’t lighter moments. My favorite came from an editor at Texas Parks & Wildlife magazine eager for a story on the midnight bulldozing of a bird sanctuary that had defied several city ordinances and enraged naturalists. “We’d like for you to write it,” the editor suggested, “like one of your true crime stories.” I didn’t know whether to be flattered or amused.


  In time, I began to feel that I had spent about all the time walking the dark side of human nature that I wanted and began thinking it might be time to reinvent myself professionally. More and more, I considered focusing my writing on people who were still alive, well, and relatively carefree.


  Breaking away, however, did not come easy.


  One evening, a long distance call came from a young Wichita Falls woman named Catie Reid, asking in a pleasant voice if I was the person who had written Careless Whispers. No sooner had I acknowledged authorship than she began to spin a remarkable tale: Her older sister and one of the Waco victims whom I’d written about years earlier had, for a time, been best friends. And, she went on to say, her sister had also become a homicide victim just months after the Waco murders made headlines.


  Small world, this Texas.


  There had, in fact, been a series of killings in Wichita Falls, beginning in the winter of 1984. Three unsolved cases—the murders of Catie’s sister and two other young women—had languished for fifteen years before a bricklayer-turned-district attorney’s office investigator had determined that one man had committed the crimes. An arrest, I was told, had finally been made. The long and tragic saga now had a beginning, a middle, and, at long last, an end, she gently explained, and she felt the complex tragedy should be told in book form.


  It didn’t take me long to agree. The story presented a new challenge, that of weaving several stories into one, providing the reader some insight into how families, none known to the other, had negotiated through a decade and a half of not knowing who had taken the lives of their children.


  Once again the research process put me into the company of a remarkable cast of characters and in a vast and stark part of Texas about which I’d never before written.


  No one I encountered was more interesting than the 30-year-old woman who had first alerted me to the story. Catie, just thirteen at the time of her sister’s death, had for years been the family rock, never faltering in her belief that justice would one day be served. In the acknowledgments of Scream at the Sky, completed two years after our first telephone conversation, I wrote that if I’d had a daughter I would have hoped her to be just like Catie Reid.


  When the book was published, I followed my traditional routine of sending copies out to those whose lives I’d been allowed to chronicle so they might have the opportunity to read it before it appeared in stores. It is always an anxious time, filled with sleep-robbing concerns that those who had so willingly confided in me might somehow feel betrayed, however unintentionally.


  Catie Reid, as I’d expected, was the first to respond. “I just finished your book,” she told me late one evening, “and I’m so very proud of it.”


  It was far and away the best review I’d ever received.


  Carlton Stowers


  (A version of this essay was first published in Notes From Texas: On Writing in the Lone Star State, edited by W.C. Jameson.)


  Girl in the Grave


  The manila file folder containing information on the case had become dog-eared, the writing across its top edge badly faded after almost six years. It was thin compared to most files kept by police on a homicide investigation: a few dozen pages of offense reports, an itemized list of evidence gathered, copies of statements taken from two suspects who had ultimately pled guilty to the crime, fingerprint cards, and the cold, clinical details of death provided by the medical examiner.


  Technically, Case Number 86-HOM001 had been closed since the summer of 1986, quickly solved through the cooperative efforts of police from Dallas and the neighboring community of Midlothian.


  But for Sandy Baxter, senior dispatcher for the Midlothian Police Department, the resolution was far from satisfactory. A major piece of the tragic, puzzling story was still missing. It was for that reason that the file remained on her desk instead of being stored away, forgotten, in the department’s filing cabinets.


  While the murder was solved, the identity of the victim remained a disquieting mystery.


  Less than a mile from the police station, in the tree-shaded, neatly manicured Midlothian Cemetery, only one unidentified body was buried; at the foot of the grave site sat a simple marker donated by a local funeral home. It read:


  Unidentified Caucasian


  Female


  Date of Death


  July 2, 1986


  Age 16 to 20 Years


  Statistically, she was just one of the 169 unidentified victims recorded in Texas since 1975 by the National Clearing House for Missing Persons and Unidentified Bodies. The Dallas County Medical Examiner’s Office says it alone averages 12-15 “unknowns” annually.


  To 42-year-old Baxter, a gentle, soft-spoken mother of four, being another figure in a sad collection of statistics was no fitting epitaph. Nor was it a proper ending to the investigation.


  In today’s violent age, when reports of senseless murders crowd the morning headlines and the evening news, law enforcement officers have less time than ever to dwell on yesterday’s human indignities. Baxter understands. And that’s why, on the day of the Ellis County-funded burial of the unidentified victim, she privately vowed to do all she could to learn the identity of the girl in the grave.


  “I felt that somewhere,” she says, “someone had to be grieving over the disappearance of their daughter. They had a right to know what had happened to her. And the girl deserved something more than an unmarked grave. Someone owed her the courtesy of finding out who she was.”


  Baxter wouldn’t be satisfied until some measure of dignity was afforded the girl’s death.


  In all likelihood, Baxter felt, the young victim was probably a runaway. “That,” she says, “made it hit close to home. When I was growing up, I had a sister who would run away from home, sometimes being gone for months at a time. I remember the agony everyone in the family went through each time she would disappear, not knowing if she was dead or alive for long periods of time.”


  Midlothian police chief Roy Vaughn, who was not in office when the murder occurred, admires Baxter’s dedication. “Because of Sandy,” he says, “everyone in the department worked on this case at one time or another, trying to find something that might provide a lead to the girl’s identity. Frankly, we didn’t have much to go on, but because of her, nobody was willing to give up.”


  Clues were scarce. According to the autopsy report, the girl was approximately 5’5” and weighed less than 100 pounds. She had slightly wavy black hair and wore salmon pink polish on her fingernails and toenails. In her pierced left ear were three tiny earrings: one red, white, and blue in the shape of a diamond; one blue and black and pear-shaped; another of yellow metal with a tiny red stone. She had also been wearing a small chain necklace with a gold pendant in the shape of a unicorn.


  Though the coroner fingerprinted the young woman, computer searches locally and nationally failed to produce a match. The medical examiner found no evidence of dental work, ruling out yet another time-honored method of identification. Aside from the 21 stab wounds inflicted on the body at the time of the murder, there were no distinguishing marks—no surgical scars or tattoos. While the report listed her as Caucasian, the possibility of the girl being Hispanic or even Indian was not ruled out.


  Said Midlothian PD lieutenant Billy Fowler, who helped Baxter with the case before his death of cancer in 1992, “The only real lead we had was the fact she wore the three earrings in one ear. Back in ’86 it wasn’t common for young women to have their ears pierced for multiple earrings.”


  There were times in recent years when Baxter felt she might be close to an answer. Entering the description of the murder victim into the National Crime Information Center (NCIC) system that collects data on missing persons throughout the United States, she encountered several promising leads. But after extensive follow-ups, nothing positive resulted. For a time, there was a missing girl from Florida who seemed a possibility, but she ultimately returned home safely. A young woman matching the general description of the victim had disappeared from a halfway house in Memphis, Tennessee, just a month before the Midlothian murder, but after several days of phone calls and teletype communications, she was found alive and well. Baxter made inquiries to agencies as far away as Hawaii and Montana without success.


  Still, she continued to search the NCIC database at regular intervals, hoping that a needle-in-a-haystack match might one day occur. And in those times when she was free from her regular workload, she would pull out the case file, rereading the few pieces of information it contained, searching for some previously overlooked clue.


  In time, it was all but committed to memory; still, it was never easy for her. The file tells a graphic and nightmarish horror tale that caused Baxter more sleepless nights than she cares to remember.


  On the Monday night of June 2, 1986, 19-year-old Chris Wahnee and his 20-year-old cousin, Randy King, were driving along Ferguson Road in a red Camaro borrowed from a friend. They had been drinking all evening.


  As they neared the intersection of Ferguson and Highland, they saw a young woman walking along the sidewalk and stopped to ask her if she’d like a ride. The girl got into the backseat, but after a short distance became uneasy and asked to be let out of the car. Ignoring her, Wahnee laughed and sped eastward down Ferguson Road.


  It was when she leaned forward and began to choke Wahnee, insisting that he stop the car, that he started cursing his passenger, U-turned in the direction of the freeway, and headed south.


  The Camaro had just passed the Dallas County line on Highway 67 when Wahnee turned onto a blacktop road and wound his way into the isolated farmlands of Ellis County. Stopping near a field bordered by a barbed wire fence, he walked around to the passenger side of the car and ordered the girl to get out. He also asked Randy King for his knife.


  Pulling the struggling young woman to the rear of the car, Wahnee plunged, the knife into her stomach. The insanity had begun.


  He began removing her clothes, and then, with King’s help, carried her limp body through the barrow ditch and lifted her over the fence. In the darkened field, Wahnee raped his victim and stabbed her repeatedly. Later, he would explain that he killed her “because she was making a lot of noises.”


  The only words Wahnee remembered hearing from his dying victim were, “I’m sorry.”


  Returning to the car where King waited, Wahnee pitched a purse and a small necklace he’d taken from the girl’s body onto the dashboard. King picked up the small chain that held a tiny gold unicorn figure and slipped it around his neck. As they sped back toward Dallas, they tossed the purse from the car.


  At 7:30 on Thursday evening, June 5th, investigator J. E. Gallagher answered the phone in the homicide division of the Dallas Police Department and listened for several minutes as a young man spoke in a hurried, frightened voice. Gallagher briefly stopped his note-taking to snap his fingers in the direction of partner P. E. Jones, signaling for him to pick up and listen on the extension.


  What the detectives heard was a bizarre story of brutal murder. Two friends, the caller told Gallagher, had picked him up several days earlier and driven him to an isolated area south of Dallas, boasting of killing a woman and leaving her body in a field. They were drinking wine as they told the story, the caller said.


  The more wine they drank, the more details they provided: “While we were riding around, they said they had picked her up somewhere along Ferguson Road and took her out in the country and stabbed her. After a while, we started driving through Oak Cliff, and I asked where we were going. They said they were going to show me where the body was,” the caller said.


  Convinced the call was legitimate, Detective Gallagher suggested a meeting to discuss the matter further. After a brief hesitation, the young man agreed but said he didn’t want them coming to his home. He would meet them at the entrance to Eastfield College at 8:30 p.m.


  “The kid was scared to death,” Jones recalls. “It had taken him a while just to get up the nerve to contact us. He was convinced that if the guys who did the murder found out he was talking to us his life would also be in danger.”


  At the Eastfield meeting, the teenager’s story grew in detail: The three young men had driven out Highway 67, past Duncanville and Cedar Hill, and into Ellis County, before turning off on a country road that led to the pasture where the body had been left “They tried to get me to get out of the car and go out into the field with them to look at her,” the informant said, “but I told them I wouldn’t do it. So they got out and walked about a hundred yards out into the field and just stood there in the weeds, looking down for a couple of minutes. Then they pulled the girl’s clothes out of a tree and walked back toward the car, laughing as they got in. I was sitting in the back seat, and they threw the clothes on me and laughed some more.


  “They said her body had flies all over it…and that her eyes were gone.”


  Gallagher and Jones asked if he could direct them to the location. “Yes,” he said. “While they were out in the field, I dropped a wine bottle out of the car window to mark the place.”


  Realizing that it would be dark before they reached the murder site, the two detectives, their frightened informant in tow, stopped by the police station to pick up flashlights before driving south.


  A grisly scene awaited them.


  Walking into the field shortly after 10 p.m., the detectives found the nude body of the young woman lying in knee-deep weeds. As they focused the flashlights on the body, it was obvious that the victim had been stabbed repeatedly in the chest and stomach. Predators and days of 90-degree temperatures and intermittent rains had added to the horror of their discovery.


  Even for the experienced homicide investigators, it was a scene that would be forever burned into their memories. “I wish it wasn’t the case,” says Jones, “but I can still close my eyes and see it all, just like it was yesterday. Some investigations just stay with you more than others.”


  At the time, however, emotion was set aside. The first order of business, the detectives agreed, was to determine whose jurisdiction the case would fall to since the body had been discovered outside Dallas County. Gallagher left Jones to protect the crime scene while he drove back to a nearby service station. Not wanting to discuss the matter on his police radio, he telephoned headquarters.


  “But, even before he could get back,” recalls Jones, “I saw a caravan of car lights approaching at high speed—the Midlothian Police Department, the Ellis County Sheriff, and one of the Dallas television stations. The media had apparently picked it up on its police scanner when our office notified the Midlothian PD.”


  Knowing that a mob scene would soon evolve, Jones’ thoughts flashed to the frightened informant who had remained in his car. Concerned with protecting his identity from reporters, Jones ran through the field to the car and told the youngster to hide in a nearby drainage culvert.


  “Don’t come out until I come get you,” the officer ordered.


  In his three years on the Midlothian police force, Officer Roy Lake had never investigated a homicide. “Back then,” he says, “we just didn’t have murders in Midlothian. It hadn’t taken on big city ways. It was just a quiet little country town where the police’s job was to make sure nobody’s business got burglarized and settle an occasional domestic dispute.”


  On that June evening, however, Lake felt the rush of adrenaline as he hurriedly drove toward the crime scene, alerted that, since the body had been found inside the town’s city limits, it was his case to work.


  Seeing that the Dallas officers had already secured the area, Lake immediately made arrangements for a photographer, then contacted the local funeral home with instructions to be ready to transport the body to the Dallas County Medical Examiner’s office once the on-scene investigation was completed.


  Only after members of the media and a handful of local curiosity seekers left did Detective Jones tell Lake about the informant hiding in the drainage culvert. “We didn’t want to take him to the station for fear some of the reporters might have gone there,” Lake recalls, “so we went to DeeTee’s Restaurant. It was closed, but I had a key given me by the owner, and we went in, put on some coffee, and took the young man’s statement.”


  His friends, the frightened youngster said, were American Indians named Chris Wahnee and Randy King. He provided Lake and the Dallas officers with their descriptions and addresses as well as additional details of his conversation with them. “Chris said he was the one who killed the girl. He told me he stabbed her nine times,” the informant said. “He showed me the butterfly knife he had used. It still had dried blood on it.”


  Neither Wahnee nor King had given any indication that they had known the victim.


  As the teenager spoke, Lake remembers, his mind kept flashing back to the girl’s tortured body. “Anyone who tells you he gets used to seeing something like that is lying,” he says. “I found it impossible to believe that someone could be that savage, could have such little disregard for human life. I kept thinking, ‘This is one helluva way to get introduced to homicide investigating.’”


  The mind-numbing brutality of the crime aside, it was, by all measures, a relatively simple case to solve. “Open and shut, really,” Lake admits. “All I had to do was get the arrest warrants from the local Justice of the Peace. The Dallas officers took it from there, making the arrests and gathering the evidence. They called me when they had Wahnee and King in custody, and by the time I got to Dallas, they were already in the process of taking their confessions.”


  From the time the informant called the Dallas police until Wahnee and King signed their respective confessions, less than eight hours had elapsed.


  All that remained was to determine the identity of the victim.


  “Though it was officially Midlothian’s case once we turned Wahnee and King over to them,” Jones says, “we did quite a bit of leg work in an attempt to find out who the girl was. The medical examiner had given us a fairly good description to work from, and we knocked on some doors and visited the grocery stores, service stations, and a couple of teenage hangouts in the area where the men said they had abducted the girl. But we drew a total blank at every turn.


  “After a while, other things came up that required more immediate attention. Unfortunately, crime didn’t stop with that little girl’s murder, and we had to move on.”


  Lake, too, was hitting nothing but dead ends. He spent days walking the barrow ditches along the road where the crime occurred, looking for the woman’s purse, which the killers said they had thrown from the car. He entered the description of the victim into the NCIC computer system with no success. “There were a couple of times that I got a ‘hit,’ a name of a missing person whose physical description generally matched what we were looking for, but nothing ever worked out.


  “It became a very frustrating situation, knowing that we had resolved the legal aspects of the case but couldn’t take care of the moral issue. That bothered me a great deal.”


  No longer in law enforcement, Lake says he just recently found himself thinking back on the case. “When you have loose ends,” he says, “you always look back and wonder if maybe there was something more you could have done, something you overlooked. I came real close to getting into my truck and driving back out there to look for that purse again.”


  The body of the victim remained at the Southwestern Institute of Forensic Sciences in Dallas for almost three months. But as hope of identifying the girl dimmed, it was decided that burial arrangements should be made. Lake contacted Ellis County officials who agreed to an expenditure of $650, then phoned a Midlothian funeral home and requested that it make plans to travel to Dallas to get the body.


  On a late October afternoon, the unidentified girl was buried with only Lake, fellow Midlothian officer Don Blanton, and two representatives from the funeral home present to hear the scripture and brief prayer offered by a local minister. “The whole thing didn’t take more than 15 minutes,” Lake recalls. “I think we all felt we should do something more or say something. But what? I remember leaving the cemetery with a really lousy feeling that hung on for days.”


  Long before the burial, Wahnee and King had entered a plea bargain with the Ellis County District Attorney’s office. Wahnee was sentenced to 55 years in prison; King was given fifteen. “I thought we had a solid capital murder case, a death penalty case,” reflects Lake, “but the D.A. said it would be difficult to try since we didn’t know who the victim was. It made no sense to me.”


  “I made the decision not to try the cases,” says Ellis County District Attorney Mary Lou Shipley, “after considering a number of factors. We had very little physical evidence aside from the statements given by Wahnee and King. That, combined with the fact there was no family of the victim to put on the stand, no way to humanize her for a jury, would have made it very difficult. In my judgment it didn’t appear to be a case where a jury was likely to come back with a death penalty verdict.”


  While Wahnee remains in prison, his sentence recently extended an additional fifteen years following his assault of a fellow inmate; King was released on parole in 1991.


  Meanwhile, Sandy Baxter continued her frustrating quest, making small progresses that kept her going. Along the way, she waged battles with tangles of red tape and faulty information. For months, she had unsuccessfully sought to find the earrings the girl had been wearing. First, she was told they had been stored in the property room of the Dallas police. Dallas records, however, indicated that all evidence in the case had been turned over to the Midlothian Police Department. No records there, either.


  Then one day as she was talking with the funeral home director who had arranged the victim’s funeral, he made an off-hand remark that sent her hopes soaring. “When my father and I went to Dallas to get the young woman’s body,” he recalled, “there was a small envelope attached to the body bag. We didn’t even pay any attention to it until we got back to the funeral home.”


  The envelope, he said, had contained the girl’s earrings. “I told my dad about them and asked if we should bury them along with the body. He said no, to file them away because someday someone might come looking for them.”


  Then, just weeks later, the girl’s necklace, worn by King at the time of his arrest, was located by Detective Gallagher in the Dallas Police Department’s property room.


  Sandy Baxter’s most significant discovery, however, came when she found a memo written in September of 1986, indicating that the medical examiner’s office had agreed to do a reconstruction of the victim’s face from which a composite drawing could be made.


  “Everyone,” she says, “seemed to have forgotten about it. I couldn’t find anyone who had ever actually seen any photograph or drawing. Finally, though, the M.E.’s office gave me the name of a man who most likely would have done the work if, in fact, it was actually done.”


  The man, she was informed, was no longer in Dallas and no record of the reconstruction could be found. After numerous phone calls, Baxter located the artist in Chicago where he was teaching at the University of Illinois. He remembered the case, had a vague recollection of doing a drawing of the victim, but wasn’t sure he had a copy in his files. He promised to do some checking.


  What resulted was another dead end. If there was, in fact, any reconstruction or composite drawing, no one could locate them.


  Baxter’s inquiry, however, did spark a renewal of interest in the medical examiner’s office. Autopsy photographs of the unidentified girl were sent to a detective with the Dallas Police Department with a request that he attempt a drawing.


  A self-taught artist, the detective, assigned to the Physical Evidence Section, had begun doing the drawings of unidentified homicide victims and suspects as little more than a hobby just months earlier. Despite the decomposition of the victim’s face, the detective diligently set out to create a drawing of what he felt the dead girl had looked like.


  In September of 1991, Baxter received an envelope from the Dallas County M.E.’s office. For the frustrated dispatcher, the drawing provided renewed motivation. Pulling it from the envelope, Baxter felt a sudden mixture of sadness and elation at getting her first glimpse of the girl’s face.


  It was something new to go on; another tool that might help her move forward in her seemingly endless search.


  Then, late in the summer of ’91, Sandy received a phone call that caused her to set aside her nationwide search and focus on the possibility that the victim might well have resided in the very neighborhood where her abduction had taken place.


  A freelance journalist working on an article about Baxter’s lengthy quest had learned that Randy King had been recently paroled. The writer contacted King’s parole officer, seeking an interview with King in hopes that he might shed some light on the victim’s identity. Though King refused a face-to-face interview, he did finally agree to answer questions passed along by his parole officer. During the course of the unorthodox interview—the writer asking the parole officer his questions on the phone; she then posing them to King, who was sitting in her office; him answering; her relaying his answers back to the writer—King continued to insist that he did not know the girl’s name. He did, however, ultimately make an offhand comment that had not appeared in any statement previously given to the police. “When I asked Chris why he [Wahnee] killed her,” King remarked, “he said something about her having gone to Gaston Junior High [in Dallas] with his [Wahnee’s] sister and that he was afraid she might have been able to identify him.”


  The reporter passed the information along to Baxter, who immediately went to work. In short order, she learned that Wahnee’s sister had been a junior high student, and Baxter secured computerized enrollment records from the school. From a list of almost 1,000 names, she launched into a time-consuming process of elimination. Making endless phone calls, checking driver’s license records, I.D. card records, even criminal histories, she was able to determine that all but four of the girls on her list were still alive.


  Two months of work had finally drawn her closer to the name she sought.


  With the death of Lieutenant Billy Fowler, Sandy Baxter had lost more than a longtime friend. An officer with a quarter century of investigative experience, he had long championed her cause, quietly working on any leads she came up with and constantly lending advice and encouragement. With no investigative training, Baxter worried that she might not find another officer she could interest in the aging case.


  Her concerns were short-lived. Sergeant Donnie Reeves, 41, had joined the Midlothian force in 1987 and, since he was assigned to work the late night shift, knew little about Baxter’s obsession until he happened by her desk one morning as he was going off duty and saw her poring over her worn file. As soon as she had explained what she was attempting to do, he volunteered his help.


  Soon, his daytime sleep was routinely cut short as he logged off-duty time following up on any leads Baxter developed.


  It was Reeves who suggested her next step be to seek out the enrollment records of Gaston Junior High students who had graduated to nearby Bryan Adams High School, warning that the task would be demanding.


  His words were prophetic. The new computer printout she secured from the high school included the names of 2,000 female students. In time, however, she managed to narrow the list to 300 before a school official suggested that the student medical records kept back at Gaston Junior High included far more information than did the high school enrollment cards. Thus, Baxter and new helpmate Reeves returned to Gaston and spent two hours in the school’s musty, airless basement, searching for the long-stored medical records of students who attended the school during the ’85-’86 and ’86-’87 school years.


  When she finally located the box, Baxter shook her head in disbelief at the number of files. “Where do we start?” she asked. Reeves suggested she concentrate on the names of the 300 students she’d not eliminated from the high school list.


  Working nights at her kitchen table, Baxter slowly whittled away at the mountainous task. Ultimately, there were 27 girls she could not account for. Their names went onto what she and Reeves labeled their “priority list.”


  “When I would finally locate anyone on the list and verify they were still alive,” Baxter says, “I would ask them if they remembered any girl who had just suddenly dropped from sight during the time of the abduction and murder.


  “Late one evening, I reached a girl on the phone, and when I began questioning her, she mentioned that she remembered the article that had run in the Dallas Morning News and told me that the composite drawing which accompanied the story resembled a girl who had once been her older sister’s best friend.


  The friend’s name, she remembered, was Kimberley Hustead, and she had not seen her or heard anything of her since 1986. Yes, she said, Kimberley had attended Gaston Junior High, but only for a couple of months.


  Though the name hadn’t appeared on any of the school records which Baxter had searched through, school officials were finally able to locate an old address for the girl. Baxter added it to her list.


  By the fall of 1992, eighteen girls had not been accounted for. With nothing more than a batch of six-year-old addresses, Baxter decided to draft a letter to mail to each of the women on her list, along with a copy of the composite drawing.


  She mailed the letters on October 16. On the 20th, the Midlothian PD received a phone call and forwarded it to Baxter’s home. The woman caller said, “I understand you’re trying to reach my daughter.”


  During the course of the conversation, Baxter learned that the woman had moved from Dallas to a small town in Arkansas in late 1985. Her children—16-year-old daughter Kimberley and an 18-year-old son—had accompanied her but soon grew weary of life there and moved back to Dallas to live with their stepfather.


  Asked to describe her daughter, whom the woman admitted she’d lost touch with after Kimberley’s move back to Dallas, the caller offered a physical description that closely resembled the girl Baxter had so long been hoping to identify.


  “I felt strongly that this might be what we were looking for,” Baxter remembers, “and I just froze. I couldn’t think of the right questions to ask. I was shaking. Finally, I asked her if I could call her back in ten minutes, explaining that I had to go to the office and get my file. I immediately phoned Donnie at home and asked him to call her.”


  Reeves immediately telephoned the woman and, after only a few minutes of conversation, told her that he and Baxter would be on their way to her house.


  “When we got there,” Reeves says, “I explained to her what we were trying to do and asked her to look at the composite drawing.” The divorced mother finally slowly stared at the drawing for some time, saying nothing. Then she handed it back to the officer and shook her head. “I don’t think so,” she said. “That’s not my daughter.”


  She did, however, provide him with photographs of Kimberley and the address of Kimberley’s brother. She also suggested they might want to talk with a girl who had once been Kimberley’s best friend.


  Walking from the house that evening, Sandy Baxter was distraught. She had been so certain the woman would acknowledge that the girl in the drawing was her daughter. Reeves placed an arm around her shoulders. “Did you see her reaction when she looked at the drawing?” he asked. “Believe me, Sandy, she knows that’s her daughter.


  “You’ve found her. Your girl’s name is Kimberley Hustead.” The mother’s refusal to identify the drawing, he was certain, was nothing more than her way of denying that her daughter was dead.


  Returning to the Midlothian police station, they telephoned the police department in the city where the brother lived, explaining they were faxing the drawing along with a request that an officer take it to the residence of Kimberley’s brother to see if he might identify it. The officer Baxter spoke with assured her it would be done as soon as possible but was quick to point out that their department was in the process of moving into a new building. It might be a couple of days, he told her.


  Not satisfied to sit and wait, Baxter and Reeves located the girlfriend the mother had mentioned and drove to Dallas the following day to interview her, taking with them the drawing as well as the autopsy photographs and the earrings that were taken from the victim’s body. Seeing that the woman was pregnant, Reeves was initially hesitant to have her view the disturbing autopsy pictures.


  However, when the woman said that she was reasonably sure that the drawing was of Kimberley Hustead, she asked to be shown the photographs. As she looked at each of the pictures she nodded her head. “That’s Kimberley,” she said.


  Reaching into a nearby drawer, she took out several photographs of her friend and handed them to Baxter. The pictures, Sandy noticed, had been lying atop a folded copy of the newspaper article that had appeared earlier.


  Then, as Reeves emptied the small pieces of jewelry from an envelope, the girl gasped. As she pointed to the pear-shaped earring, all color vanished from her face. “I gave that to her,” she said. She volunteered to sign an affidavit stating that she was certain the girl in the autopsy photographs and the drawing was Kimberley.


  By that afternoon, little doubt remained. After Baxter and Reeves located Kimberley’s former boyfriend, he too made a positive identification and signed an affidavit stating that the victim was the girl he had dated for over a year. “There’s no doubt in my mind,” he said. In fact, he filled in some of the blanks about the evening on which she had been abducted and murdered.


  It had already gotten dark, he recalled, and he, Kimberley, and her brother were in the car with her stepfather, driving along Ferguson Road. There was an argument—he couldn’t recall what about—and Kimberley had demanded that her stepfather stop and let her out of the car. As she got out, she said she was going to walk over to a friend’s house.


  It was the last time he had seen her.


  Why, Reeves wanted to know, had he not been concerned when he didn’t see her again after that evening? “We were breaking up at the time,” the young man explained.


  Now, finally, it had come to the matter of making it official. At the Southwestern Institute of Forensic Sciences, a medical examiner had already used a technical process of matching overlays of the pictures that the mother and girlfriend had provided to the autopsy photographs and concluded they were, in fact, the same girl.


  It was within the legal authority of the medical examiner’s office to identify a body on the basis of the evidence that had been gathered, the Midlothian investigators were told. An affidavit from a family member, however, would be preferable.


  Baxter, her nerves frayed and patience depleted, had waited too long and worked too hard for there to be any doubt.


  Five days had passed since the request had been made to the out-of-state police, and still no effort had been made to locate Kimberley’s brother. On a Wednesday night, Reeves phoned Baxter following a brief meeting with police chief Roy Vaughn. “Get us plane reservations,” Reeves told her. “First flight out in the morning.”


  


  Sitting in his apartment, the brother went through the same routine as had his mother. “Yes,” he finally said, “that’s my sister. There’s no doubt.”


  Reeves asked that he, too, write and sign an affidavit stating he had positively identified the girl. Only after the young man finished writing his brief statement did Reeves speak. “All through this,” he said, “we’ve promised that if we identified the girl, we would tell her family everything we know about the case. Are there any questions you would like to ask?”


  The brother stared sadly at the officer for several seconds, then slowly shook his head. “No,” he finally replied.


  On the flight back to Dallas, Sandy Baxter sat in silence, pondering the past few days. It was over, yet the feeling of elation she had imagined was missing. The answer she had sought for six years had only yielded more questions: Why had no one even bothered to file a missing person’s report when a 16-year-old child disappeared? How could a girlfriend who had seen the newspaper article and thought the story was most likely about Kimberley have simply put it away in a drawer, never bothering to contact anyone? How could a boyfriend not find it unusual that his girlfriend had just suddenly vanished? Why, damn it, had no one cared?


  As the question spun through her mind, quiet tears began sliding down her cheeks. Reeves, as if reading her thoughts, reached over and gently squeezed her hand.


  “You cared,” he whispered.


  As news of Baxter’s accomplishment spread through the tiny community of Midlothian, donations for a headstone to be placed on the grave of Kimberley Hustead began arriving at the police department and funeral home.


  A week after her visit from Reeves and Baxter, Kimberley’s mother summoned the courage to travel to Midlothian and visit the grave site of the girl she had initially hoped was not her daughter. “I just didn’t want to accept the idea that she was dead,” she explained. “I wanted to think that she had just gotten angry about something and run away.” Yet her reason for never having filed a missing person report, she said, was her fear that something tragic had happened to her daughter. “I just couldn’t bear the idea of one day having to look at autopsy pictures.”


  Even looking at the drawing shown her by Reeves, she said, “was the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do.”


  While in Midlothian, she stopped in at the police department and was given her daughter’s property—the tiny earrings and the unicorn necklace. “I remember the necklace,” she said. “A lady who she did babysitting for had ordered it from the Avon catalog and gave it to her; Kimberley loved unicorns.”


  Her son returned home during the Thanksgiving holidays to join his mother in a quiet family service at the Midlothian Cemetery.


  “I’ll never be able to properly thank Sandy Baxter for what she did,” the mother says. “It must have been the hand of God that drew her attention to Kimberley.”


  Baxter’s attention has now returned to her duties as a police dispatcher. The case file of the long ago murder no longer sits on the comer of her desk. On a hot Texas summer day in 1993, advised that the new headstone bearing Kimberley’s name was in place, Sandy finally visited the grave of the lonely little girl who had been so much a part of her life in recent years.


  She brought with her a gift—a white porcelain unicorn—and placed it near the granite marker, admiring it and the words chiseled into it:


  Kimberley Hustead


  July 14, 1969


  June 2, 1986


  “In Loving Memory”


  ♦ Dallas Life Magazine, Dallas Morning News, September 1991
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