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Prologue:  May 13, 2013—Sentencing

 

AROUND ME I HEAR the sounds of incarceration echoing against cold concrete: shouting, banging, an occasional sob. The air is putrid, a stale mixture of urine, sweat, bleach, and vomit. In the beginning I could scarcely fathom becoming used to such things, but after nearly a year in this cell, in some odd way the noise and the stench have come to represent home. I’m comforted by the consistency of the assault on my senses, much as one finds comfort in the numbing monotony of white noise. 

The call came exactly four minutes ago, so I wait for the armed guards and the quick trip to the courthouse where I will meet my attorney. Together, we will face the jury—a jury of my peers, they said, and at one time that would have been accurate. But these people are no peers of mine; I’ve crossed a line that ensures this to be true.

There is no doubt of my guilt; that was already determined. What is in dispute is the depth of my guilt. For weeks I sat at the defense table, my mouth dry, my eyes drier, and listened to the horror of my crime. The carefully prepared defense of my actions crumbled away like so much dust in the wind, blown apart by my own behavior. By the end, even I knew I was a monster, not for the reasons they cited—not because I had killed my wife—but because I didn’t save her sooner.

More recent words play themselves through my mind as I wait for the telltale jingle of keys. Aggravating factors. Particularly cruel, stood to gain sole custody of a minor, planned and premeditated, preyed upon vulnerabilities. 

It is not enough to label me guilty; the question is:  Am I guilty enough to put to death?

It is a necessary part of the process; this, I understand. The court needs closure, the jury needs to feel they’ve fulfilled their responsibilities, the family needs to feel vindicated. True and just punishment must be meted out within the appropriate parameters of the law.

I will go with my lawyer into the courtroom. I will sit again, as I have sat for weeks, and wait for others to determine my fate. Life imprisonment or death; that is the question. And while the outcome matters immensely to the other players in this drama of my life, it matters not at all to me. I am dead either way.

 

 


Chapter 1:  February 14, 1989

 

WHEN I THINK ABOUT the day I met my wife, what I hear is rain. It coursed down the dorm room window in great rivulets that February of 1989, pouring from the sky in quantities sufficient to ensure the students splashing along the flooded campus on the way to class would be soaked to the bone in spite of their shiny raincoats and colorful umbrellas.

On that particular day, the fortuitous rainy Valentine’s Day that would set the future course of my life, I stood on the tenth floor of Richardson Towers South, listening to the rain drum on the roof and staring gloomily out the window. I was a conscientious student; rarely did I miss a class. But that winter morning of my senior year at Memphis State University—later renamed University of Memphis—I couldn’t bring myself to slog to the far corner of campus for a microbiology lab I disliked even on the sunniest of days.

“Damn rain,” I muttered, and heard my slumbering roommate stirring on the other side of the desk that served to separate our room into halves. 

“Again?” He sat up, scrubbing his face in an attempt to wake up. “Jesus, will it ever stop?”

Brian and I had been roommates since sophomore year, one of those rare pairings that worked effortlessly from the beginning. Ironically, given the differences in our personalities, it was odd we ever even met. Brian Stone was an athlete, a former football player, whereas I got winded merely anticipating the long trek downstairs during one of our many late night fire drills. He began his time at MSU housed in South Hall, the athletic dorm, where he stayed until his disdain for curfew, coupled with his love of girls and beer, resulted in his removal from the team. I returned from summer break to find Brian’s smelly duffel bags tossed onto the bed I had come to think of as my own. 

Despite our differences, our personalities and temperaments were such that even after semesters spent tripping over each other in our cramped and crowded dorm room, we remained friends. Brian’s easygoing nature and innate optimism took the edge off my own anxiety-driven self-doubts, and I don’t think it’s too much of a stretch to believe I helped Brian find his footing at MSU. The Brian of our senior year was a much more focused young man than the Brian who had his filthy feet propped on my desk—my desk—that first day of our sophomore year.

“Yes, again,” I answered him, leaning my forehead against the cold glass of the window, fogging it with my breath. “I’m skipping class.”

“You?” Brian threw off the covers and padded over to peer out the narrow window with me, rubbing the stubble along his jaw. “Now me skipping class, that’s pretty much a given, but you? Phillip Lewinsky doesn’t skip class. And it’s only Tuesday,” he pointed out. “Not a great way to start out your week.”

“I’m tired of being wet,” I said, “and cold. It took forever last night for my feet to unshrivel.”

Brian yawned loudly, scratching at his belly above the sagging sweatpants he wore as pajamas. “Looks like a good day to skip out on everything,” he said, as I leaned away from him, waving my hand against an invisible cloud of morning breath. 

“You smell like something crawled inside and died,” I informed him, and he laughed.

“Not all of us are as hygienically scrupulous as you,” he retorted. Brian had a way with words, a deep appreciation for vocabulary; this was a fact that often seemed incongruous with the rest of his personality, though it served him well in the years to come. 

“Hygienically scrupulous?” I repeated. “Who says that?  No one says that, Brian. Seriously.”

He gave me a sideways look. “Well of course they don’t,” he said. “That’s what makes me special. Just as not everyone flosses three times a day, deep conditions once a week, and trims nails on Sunday.”  He poked a finger at my chest. “That’s what makes you special.”

Against my will, I felt myself blush, a trait I hated about myself. “I’m not that bad,” I said, though in truth I probably was. Living in such a confined space didn’t leave much room for secrets. “It just seems a little overboard because you’re so nasty in comparison. How many showers did you take last week?  Two?  Three, at most?”

Brian snorted. “Not all of my showers are taken here, you know. I have …” He paused, face squinted in apparent concentration as he searched for the right term. “Friends. Yes, that’s it. Friends of the female persuasion who enjoy sharing shower time with me.” He grinned again. “How do you think I keep these golden locks so irresistible?”

It was true, both the boastful claim and the golden locks. Girls did tend to find Brian irresistible. Although he hadn’t played football since freshman year, he was obsessive about his workout routine. The end result was that aside from his love of advanced verbiage, he still presented as a football player. Brian’s looks may have helped reel the girls in, but it was his temperament that kept them there. My own mother was smitten with him. “Such a charming young man,” she always said, and make no mistake, Brian knew just how to capitalize on his natural gifts. 

Men liked Brian, too. What wasn’t to like? He was a man’s man, as my father said. I knew exactly what my father meant, because I knew in my father’s opinion, I wasn’t. My father and I didn’t have a contentious relationship; we were cordial with one another. But my father and Brian were never at a loss for words on any number of topics, from sports to cars to rabbit hunting. 

I used to watch them as they talked, the way my father’s eyes lit up. I wish I could have been the one to do that for my father, but I wasn’t, and after years of trying, and failing, to connect, I’d ultimately given up, content to bask in the residual glow of his enjoyment of Brian. I might not have been able to live up to my father’s expectations, but at least I’d given him Brian; I learned to enjoy my father’s pride vicariously. 

In hindsight, I think they each filled a need for the other. Brian was the son my father had hoped to have, and my father filled the void left by the man who abandoned Brian a month before he was born. Brian rarely talked about his childhood, and I didn’t press the issue, but if talking with my father about his desire for Memphis State to return to the Final Four helped him in some way, I was happy for him.

His family relationships may have been rocky, but Brian’s success with the ladies of MSU was legendary. It was virtually guaranteed on nights I returned late from the lab I’d find a piece of tape placed over the keyhole, my sign to knock and then retreat to the study lounge down the hall while Brian roused himself enough to escort whichever coed he’d been entertaining down to the lobby for checkout. Brian was a scoundrel, no doubt, but he was a likable scoundrel, the only person I’ve ever met who somehow managed—and still does—to maintain friendships with women even after breakups.

I, on the other hand, was apparently quite easy to resist. It wasn’t that girls didn’t like me, per se; it was more that they didn’t notice me. Slightly built with dark hair that was already receding in spite of the weekly deep conditioning so adroitly noted by Brian, I was overly serious and had a tendency towards moodiness, a tendency the incessant rain wasn’t helping. The only consolation I had was that the rain might at least keep people indoors so I wouldn’t have to witness happy couples parading around campus with flowers and candy while I spent Valentine’s Day exactly the way I’d spent it the previous twenty-one years: alone.

“Come on, Lewinsky,” Brian said, delivering a soft punch to my bicep. “Let’s go get some breakfast. This room is depressing.”

Brian threw on a t-shirt and flip-flops, and we headed downstairs to the cafeteria that connected Richardson Towers South with Richardson Towers North, the girls’ side of the dormitories. During the years I called the university home, the Towers were the closest thing to coed dorms MSU had. They may still be; I haven’t visited the campus since shortly after my graduation.

That dreary morning the cafeteria was nearly deserted, which is part of the reason Anna was impossible to miss. But only part. The real reason Anna couldn’t be missed was that she entered the room on her backside, with a tremendous crash of table, chairs, books, and papers.

It was, she later told me, one of the most embarrassing moments of her life, slipping in a puddle of rainwater just as she strode through the door. “But only one; I’ve had several,” she admitted. “I’m a little clumsy.” I loved her clumsiness almost as much as I loved her candor.

But that was later. I had no way of knowing as Brian and I jumped to help her collect her belongings, trying our best not to laugh, that this was the woman I would one day swear to honor and cherish until parted by death. And I certainly hadn’t known I would be the one to part us by death, or that Brian would be left alone fighting to allow me a life I no longer wanted. 

 

 


Chapter 2:  June 3, 2012—The Arrest

 

“I CAME AS SOON as I got your message.” Brian’s voice was ragged as he set his briefcase on the scarred table that separated us and impatiently waved away the guard. I remained silent as he pulled out a chair and dropped into it, running his hands through hair that was still golden, if shot through with a generous amount of silver. He looked at me, eyes narrowed in an unspoken question, as if waiting for me to clear up a terrible misunderstanding. “Phillip? What’s going on?” 

I said nothing as he continued to stare at me. When the young officer had read me my rights and I had said that yes, I did want an attorney, I’d been thinking of Brian not as an attorney, but as a friend. I hadn’t been thinking of legal representation at that time. It was indisputable that I had killed my wife; there were at least four witnesses who saw what happened, and besides, I wasn’t disputing it. I had held my son close and waited quietly for law enforcement to arrive. On their order, I had handed Peter to one of the officers and placed my hands behind my back, surrendering to arrest without incident.

To their credit, aside from “Watch your head,” and “Through this door,” the officers hadn’t said another word to me, waiting, I suppose, until my attorney could be present. I also remained quiet, not out of any fear of having what I said used against me, but because I simply had nothing to say. I had no thought of trials and juries and pleas at that time. I had just lost my wife and had my child ripped from my arms. At that moment, I wanted my friend.

Across from me Brian shoved back his chair, the legs screeching across the worn floor, and stood, hands on hips, pacing in front of me. “You need to tell me what’s going on, Phil.” His distress was palpable; I could feel it in the air between us, in the clipped way he said my name.

I shrugged, raising my hands before dropping them into my lap, at a loss for words. I suppose it’s likely I was in shock, but I was ignorant of the symptoms. The intake nurse had signed off on her paperwork without comment, and given what had landed me in that hard chair in that cold room, further medical assessment probably wasn’t at the top of the state’s agenda at that moment.

“Damn it, Phil.” For a man who loved words, Brian seemed as at a loss as I, and possibly in shock, as well. “Damn, damn, damn,” he punctuated each word with a slap to the table and then sat again, leaning towards me in disbelief. “They’re saying you killed Anna.” 

I struggled to answer him, to bridge the disconnect between brain and body, willing my lips to open and my tongue to move. “I had to, Brian.” The words were thick, slurred. Across from me, I heard his sharp intake of breath.

“My God,” he said. “It’s true?” He pulled away from me so quickly he nearly overturned his chair. “You had to? What does that even mean, Phillip?” He stood again, hands pressed to either side of his head as if to block out the words, and resumed his pacing, unable to be still.

My mouth seemed full of paste, refusing to cooperate. It was impossible to believe just a few short hours ago I’d been singing lullabies to my son.

My son. “Where—?” I swallowed against the dryness in my throat and tried again. “Where’s Peter?”

Brian turned, staring at me. “You don’t know?” Underneath the anger, I could hear a catch in his voice. “Le Bonheur, Phil. Airlifted.” He blew out a breath. “It’s touch and go. They’re saying you did that, too.” His voice cracked. “Please tell me you didn’t hurt Peter.”

Fear and anger sliced through the fog surrounding me and I sat up straight. “How could you even ask that?” As crazy as it may seem, regardless of the reason for my incarceration, I couldn’t believe Brian would ask me such a question. “Brian, I would never … Oh, my God, my little boy.” Once acknowledged, the pain was overwhelming. I felt as if my insides were curling in on themselves, shrinking into a white-hot ball of pain. 

“They’re trying to reach Anna’s family as the next of kin,” he said, then sat down again, seemingly hit by a new realization. “Anna’s family,” he repeated, and shook his head as if to clear it. “Their world just blew up and they don’t even know it yet. What happened, Phil?” The anger in his voice had faded to an ambiguous grief. “Tell me what happened.”

 Brian had been my friend for a quarter of a century and Anna’s for nearly as long. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to tell Brian what had happened, but that words literally failed me; I didn’t know where to begin. Where is the beginning of any story? How does one point to any specific event and say, “There! That’s where it all began.”

Brian wanted to know what had happened that day. How had Anna and I gone from a loving couple on the eve of our twenty-third anniversary, to this? But it didn’t begin on that day. I supposed it all began on that rainy day in 1989 when Anna came sliding into the cafeteria of Richardson Towers, bowling over not only a table and chairs, but me—and Brian—as well. So that’s where I began. 

 

 


Chapter 3:  February, 1989

 

SHE WAS A SENIOR, Anna was, on the day that was later determined to be Memphis’ rainiest day in 1989. She was also skipping class, after having had her umbrella blown inside-out by the cold winter wind. Once we’d picked her up and helped her gather her books and papers, we’d managed to talk her into joining us for breakfast despite her embarrassment.

“What I really wanted to do was run to my room and cry,” she told me later, “but you guys wouldn’t let me escape.” 

She was right; both of us had urged her to join us. I was immediately smitten, in my awkward way, nearly too shy to speak, while Brian was as smooth as ever, bringing her coffee and wiping crumbs from her chair before she sat. Though he would later argue with this, I suspect he initially viewed Anna as he viewed all women:  as a potential conquest.

Anna accused him of this many years later, on one of our frequent camping trips into the Smokies. “Not true,” Brian said, as we sat around a bonfire in the mountains outside of Gatlinburg, drinking beer and tossing logs onto the fire. “I love all women, but Anna, I especially loved you. Still do.” He tipped the neck of his beer bottle towards her in a silent toast. 

From across the fire Anna had smiled at him, I remember, as she always smiled when he made those pronouncements, but her eyes had shone with a hint of sadness in the flickering light of the flames. In the rare cases in which Brian was unable to coax a woman to fall in love with him, he was still able to trigger some sort of maternal response. Anna loved Brian, too, but Anna was in love with me. This, I never doubted, at least not back then. Nonetheless, he called forth within her some sort of protective instinct. Anna saw a measure of loneliness in Brian that tugged at her heartstrings, more so as the years passed by.

“All the women,” she had once told me shortly after our wedding, “are just a cover.” She unclipped her hair and shook it over her shoulders before climbing in and settling herself against the pillows of our first bed, rubbing lotion between her palms to warm it before smoothing it vigorously along her legs. I watched her, as captivated as always, and leaned over to plant a kiss on her bare shoulder. The softness of her skin never failed to amaze me.

“Think about it, Phillip,” she continued, oblivious to my advances. “He came from a troubled family with a drug-addicted mother. He’s still searching for her. Emotionally, I mean.” I watched as she smoothed the lotion into her calf in quick, circular motions, loving the sound of her voice while simultaneously wanting her to hush.

“It’s why he goes from woman to woman but never stays with any of them. He loves women,” she said, screwing the cap back on the lotion and massaging the last traces into her hands. “I really believe he means it when he says that. But he never trusts that they love him back. It’s sad, isn’t it?”

“Who cares?” I had answered, tugging her against me, impatient with her analysis. “Enough about Brian. What about me? I’m searching for love, too.” She had laughed then, and I feel confident in saying neither of us spared a thought for Brian the rest of the night.

It’s possible, even likely, Anna was right, but as a young man who’d spent more time as a third wheel than as a partner, it was difficult for me to muster sympathy for Brian’s self-inflicted game of musical women. Anna was different, though. She had a knack for seeing inside a situation and understanding each of the separate composite parts that made up the whole. I suppose this was why she chose philosophy as her major, a fact that led to no end of teasing from Brian.

“What good is a philosophy degree?” he asked her several weeks after our first meeting. We were sitting on the side of a planter in the courtyard of MSU (even now, I refuse to say UofM), enjoying the warm spring sun between classes, and I recall being transfixed by the play of light on the auburn of Anna’s hair. I wanted to fall into that hair, I remember, wrapping myself in the wildness of it. Brian must have felt the same, because he reached over to tug at a curl as he asked the question.

 “How about it, Socrates? What does one do with a degree in philosophy?” he asked again, with a grin. “Find someone who’ll pay you to sit on a mountain and think?”

She took the teasing in stride, as she took most everything in her own quiet way. Anna always exuded a Zen-like peacefulness that, during our marriage, was one of the things I loved most about her. Since her death, however, it has become one of the things I hate. 

But I’m getting ahead of myself again.

I suppose it may seem odd to outsiders that the three of us spoke so openly about our affection for one another, particularly the affection Brian had for Anna, but that was the foundation of our friendship. We were unabashedly honest with one another, but I’ve come to wonder what good it does to be honest if the other person doesn’t understand the honesty for what it is. This is the question that haunts me.

Anna and I were a solid couple by that spring, a situation I still can’t quite believe. I think we’d both felt it from that very first meeting; I know I certainly had. To say we clicked fails to describe the depth of the connection we felt. It was more as if we recognized each other, had even been expecting each other. Oh, there you are, I remember thinking as I grasped her hand to pull her from the puddle on the floor. I wondered when you’d come.

 For once Brian was the odd man out, and I suspect our sudden role reversal felt as strange to him as it did to me. To his credit, he handled Anna’s gentle rebuffs with grace, and I do believe he was happy for me. Brian was, first and foremost, my friend. 

I wonder now how things might have turned out differently had she chosen him instead of me. I’ve no doubt he wonders the same. 

 

 


Chapter 4:  February, 1989

 

“YOU’RE SO SERIOUS,” Anna had told me on our first date. “An old soul.”

“Not always.” I found myself feeling defensive. “I know how to have fun, too.” A jolt of alarm went through me. Was she saying I was boring? Was this the dreaded friendship speech I’d heard all my life? In the few short days I’d known Anna, I’d become hopelessly infatuated, amazed that she seemed drawn to me, too. As I mulled over her words, my heart began to sink.

We were walking along the cobblestones, watching the barges stretched out along the Mississippi River. The sun was setting, framing Anna’s silhouette against a fiery backdrop, and as her curls blew about in the breeze off the river, I remember thinking of Aphrodite, both beautiful and terrifying, and wholly mesmerizing. I was lost.

In the distance stylish couples boarded a riverboat for an evening cruise; laughter floated back to us on the breeze. Farther down, a group of teenagers listened to a boom box, the bass a steady vibration in my chest. The rain had finally moved on, the air carrying a hint of the spring to come, but the evening was still chilly. I put my hand on Anna’s back, gently steering her back toward the car, which I’d parked just off of Riverside Drive.

We’d spent the afternoon strolling around downtown Memphis, listening to blues bands busking in the park. Some of them were quite good, young people close to our age clearly on their way up, while others were older, the years etched into their faces, crashing back to earth after whatever small measure of fame they’d managed to claim had begun to seep away. The juxtaposition of the two ends of the spectrum was sobering, to say the least.

I was keenly aware in those days that wandering too far into the night could be dangerous. Memphis is a beautiful city in many ways, rich with history and music, but a devastating poverty seethes just beneath the surface, and the accompanying resentments are never far away. Although the evening appeared peaceful, I was eager to get Anna safely back to campus before the last rays of sun disappeared. Given her most recent statement, I was also searching for a way to complete my mission without drawing attention to my motives. To be labeled serious at the age of twenty-one was bad enough; I didn’t want to also be labeled a worrywart. She might be rejecting me, but I’d protect her until the end. 

Luckily, she followed my lead without question, apparently too intent on our conversation to notice I’d quickened my pace. “Of course you’re fun; that’s not what I meant,” she was saying. “Maybe serious is the wrong word. How about earnest? What I’m trying to say is that you’re real, Phillip. I like it.”

In the beginning, Anna always called me Phillip. I’m not sure when she stopped, resorting to the natural shortening of my name. I know I didn’t notice it until after Jeffrey died, when the act of speaking that extra syllable—when saying anything at all—seemed to require more energy than she could muster. As silly as it may sound, particularly given all we’d suffered at that point, it saddened me, as if I’d slipped a notch in her esteem, no longer worthy of those extra letters. 

But that balmy night in 1989 we were as yet untouched by tragedy; we had no way of knowing what fates awaited us, and I was beginning to feel the stirrings of hope. The night was young, the air was crisp, we had the world before us, and maybe—just maybe—she wasn’t rejecting me, after all.

I opened the door for her, ever the gentleman, torn between asking her to explain what she meant, and enjoying what she’d said without testing my luck. As I settled myself beside her and adjusted the mirrors, she made the decision for me.

“You’re different, Phillip,” she said, turning sideways in her seat to look at me, and my heart stuttered from the closeness of her. I could smell her shampoo, and I remember vividly how I’d longed to push her hair back from her face, anything just to touch it. 

She continued, oblivious to my angst. “You’re not like other guys. Like Brian.” That caught my attention, since I’d harbored a secret fear he’d steal her away from me. “I mean, I like Brian,” she said, “but he doesn’t let people get close enough to see who he really is. With you, I feel like I know you. Like I’ve always known you.” She smiled, tentatively at first, and I leaned over to kiss her, one quick little peck before I lost my nerve. 

For a moment we just sat and grinned at each other, until I finally came to my senses and engaged the ignition. I was beside myself with happiness, thrilled to drive down Poplar Avenue holding her soft hand within my damp one. This was a gesture that would become as comfortable to us as the old MSU t-shirt Anna wore to bed long after our graduation. Always, as we drove—crossing nearly all of the 48 continental states at some point during our marriage—I held her hand across the seat. 

This was true even on the day I killed her. 

 

 


Chapter 5:  Summer, 1989

 

ASIDE FROM HIS ROUGH start at MSU, Brian was overall a good student; he was set to graduate on time with us, with a respectable grade point average and a bachelor’s degree in criminal justice. The three of us celebrated together with a spirited weekend on Beale Street before settling down to take a more serious look at our futures. I no longer remember whose idea it was to rent an apartment together, but shortly after graduation the three of us found ourselves sharing a two bedroom in a seedy area of Midtown.

 Things were different in those days, at least as far as our families were concerned. I’d have no more shared a room with Anna than I’d have gone streaking through Midtown in broad daylight. That isn’t to say we were completely innocent of one another. By that time, we’d moved past quick kisses and begun a barely restrained exploration of each other among the cracked vinyl seats of my old car. But to have openly shared a room would have displayed a tawdriness out of place in our relationship. What we had was special, and we agreed, without even speaking of it, to keep our relationship pure—with the occasional exception of those stolen moments of passion in my backseat. Instead, for the short time Brian lived with us he and I shared a room, something we were used to doing, after all, while Anna bedded alone. Even so, our parents had
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