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PRAISE FOR NEXT WAVE

 


“Some mighty great journalism here. I just
wish I had assigned more of it.”

Graydon Carter, Editor, Vanity
Fair

 


“When young editors (or aspiring editors) ask
me where we find writers and reporters at Esquire, I tell
them that all you have to do is look. There is a wealth of young
men and women doing ambitious journalism. Next
Wave is both proof of that assertion and a blueprint for
the generation that will follow these writers.”

David Granger, Editor-in-Chief,
Esquire

 


“And literary journalism was supposed to be
dying? This collection is proof positive that ambitious, inspired
non-fiction storytelling has life in it yet.”

Adam Moss, Editor, New York

 


“Even more than journalism as literature, it
rips (and soars) as the truth about the way we live and tell each
other who we are.”

Terry McDonell, Editor, Sports
Illustrated

 


“The work in this anthology has all the heft
and ambition, and all the literary fireworks, of the great
anthologies of American journalism like Smiling Through the
Apocalypse, which was sort of a bright and shining New
Testament to me and ought to be in every reporter's crusty-ass
backpack. It's still an apocalypse out there. Thank God we have
gifted writers like these to show us how to grin and bear it.

Jim Nelson, Editor-in-chief, GQ

 


“The collection of young writers in this
anthology have the kind of talent that inspires the next generation
to tell great stories. They have ambition and brains and,
thankfully, many, many years left of finding the kinds of gems that
make us stop what we are doing for the sake of a good read.

Chad Millman, Editor-in-Chief, ESPN The
Magazine

 


“If you love writing, read Next
Wave. Great writing. Great stories. Great book.”

David Finkel, Pulitzer Prize-winning
author, The Good Soldiers

 


“A first-rate collection of literary
journalism, edited by two masters of the form. These stories
convincingly demonstrate that long-form narrative nonfiction has
survived and flourished in the age of the Internet.”

Barry Siegel, Pulitzer
Prize-winner, chair of literary journalism program, the
University of California, Irvine.

 


“Next Wave is proof that the gift of
telling true stories has been passed triumphantly into the hands of
a new generation of storytellers.”

Jon Franklin, two-time Pulitzer Prize winner,
author, Writing for Story

 


“Next Wave is a remarkable book, a
worthy progeny to Intimate Journalism, the classic that has
introduced so many students to narrative non-fiction writing. The
talent and energy of the young writers included is nothing short of
amazing. They have clearly absorbed the lessons of the legendary
literary journalists who precede them. Full of detailed, often
exhaustive reporting, these rich, textured and revelatory tales
burst with drama and humanity. Next Wave is proof that this
genre is the stuff of real journalism elevated to a distinctive art
form and now embraced by new generation.”

John Fennell, Meredith Chair, Missouri School
of Journalism

 


“Many of these stories seem destined to
become tomorrow's classics."

Patsy Sims, Director, Goucher College MFA
program in Creative Nonfiction

 


“Amid all the hand-wringing and nay-saying
about the future of journalism, Next Wave offers abundant,
compelling proof that non-fiction literature is fervently alive and
well in the hands of a new generation of writers. This book is a
worthy successor to such classics as Tom Wolfe's anthology, The
New Journalism.

Samuel G. Freedman, award-winning author,
columnist, and professor, Columbia University Graduate School of
Journalism.

 


“Next Wave demonstrates again that literary
journalism has survived from Mark Twain to the Internet because it
helps us make sense of the world.”

Norman Sims, Co-editor of Literary
Journalism
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Dedication

 


For all the great editors who hire and mentor
and edit and give us stories to write and put up with our crazy
outbursts and idiosyncrasies and long sentences in the name of
raising journalism to art.

For all the great magazines and newspapers
and other institutions that have spent precious resources on
outlandish capers and dogged pursuits, allowing our form to
flourish, even in difficult times.
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Introduction: The New Masters


“The report of my death was an exaggeration.”
Mark Twain

 


We’re here to prove that the naysayers who
predicted the end of literary journalism—compelling, long-form,
nonfiction stories distinguished by in-depth reporting, artful
writing and unique authorial point of view—were greatly
mistaken.

Next Wave is a collection of articles
written in recent years by literary journalists under forty,
members of a new generation who have come of age during the
Internet boom. Despite the changes wrought by digital media, and
the widespread fear that fine and lively nonfiction writing was in
eclipse, these journalists are still pursuing the genre Tom Wolfe
dubbed “The New Journalism.” Building on work by the likes of
Wolfe, Joseph Mitchell, John Hersey, Lillian Ross, Gay Talese,
David Halberstam, Jane Kramer, John McPhee, Robert Caro, Susan
Sheehan and Hunter S. Thompson… and on the later work by the likes
of Tracy Kidder, Richard Ben Cramer, Ted Conover, Jon Franklin,
Susan Orlean, Adrian Nicole LeBlanc, Gary Smith, Tom Junod, David
Remnick, Katherine Boo and David Finkel… this new generation of
masters continues the lineage into the present.

In their hands, the craft of journalism is
raised to art.

It’s not as if we weren’t worried. For the
last decade, publishers have been wringing their hands, trying to
figure out ways to harness their new mistress Internet—and having a
rough go of it. All thoughts—and budgets—turned to websites,
Facebook, smartphone apps, crowd-sourcing, and data, data, data.
Editorial ranks were thinned and thinned again; budgets for
reporting, photography and art were slashed. The almighty
freelancer’s dollar-a-word fee plunged to five cents a word for
writing website news. Nobody seemed to care anymore about actual
content. It was as if the suits couldn’t wrap their minds around
the idea that something substantive needed to be placed between the
ads. Hell, they couldn’t even figure out how to get paid for the
ads. Everything became a chase for page hits: How many unique eyes?
With whom can we partner to get more unique eyes?

Meanwhile, we were sitting at our respective
keyboards—Walt in his professor's office at the University of
Illinois in Urbana-Champaign and Mike in his converted pool house
office in San Diego. We had met in the Washington Post
newsroom in 1980 and remained friends and colleagues. Between us we
have seventy-three years in the trenches pursuing what has been
variously called feature writing, narrative journalism, literary
journalism, creative nonfiction, narrative nonfiction, and intimate
journalism. Whatever the label, we’re talking about a journalism
rooted in scene, setting, characters, dialogue and point of
view.

Was it really possible that we were
witnessing the death rattle of our beloved calling?

Thankfully, the answer is no.

Even as the business of journalism
contracted, we kept hearing from people devoted to the literary
journalism form. A veteran of the Post, Rolling Stone
and Esquire, Mike continued to hear from college students,
alternative weekly and newspaper staffers, and magazine freelancers
who tracked him down for advice. At Illinois, Walt continued to
find a strong cadre of students who wanted to take his literary
journalism class. Bored with journalism’s daily diet of news and
superficial features, they yearned to do deeply human, complex,
textured stories written with personal flair and voice, as Mike and
Walt had yearned to do when they were kids. Around the country,
Walt’s book, Intimate Journalism, continued to be used
liberally in college classes.

Surprisingly, as it stands today, more
opportunities exist for young writers to study and learn the craft
of literary journalism than ever before. The country's fine
journalism schools and writing programs—many with respected
nonfiction writers on their faculties—continue to graduate talented
hopefuls. Niemanstoryboard.org, maintained by Harvard
University’s prestigious Nieman Foundation for Journalism, is
collecting fine narrative articles from newspapers and magazines
and conducting regular author interviews, giving sophisticated
guidance to aspiring narrative journalists nationwide. The
International Association for Literary Journalism Studies has
established the form as a subject for academic study and launched
annual conferences in exotic locales such as London, Paris and
Brussels. Literary Journalism has even taken off in Scandinavia,
Slovenia, Romania, Argentina, Spain and Belgium.

And a funny thing happened on the way to the
funeral for long-form journalism: The source of its supposed
demise—the Internet—may well turn out to save it by bringing an
unexpected renaissance of opportunity for practitioners and readers
alike. New websites such as Byliner.com,
Longform.org, Atavist.com, and LongStories.net
are collecting literary journalism from all around the world,
making it more easily available to readers than ever. Some of these
sites are taking on the role of traditional publications— assigning
original stories for pay. (And sharing the back-end profits with
the writers, who have to ante up their own expenses.) The
Huffington Post Web operation even won a Pulitzer Prize for
its 10-part series on wounded war veterans. The websites of
individual magazines are just a net search away. And eBooks give
anyone the ability to become a publisher. Just ask Mike. Next
Wave is being released as an eBook (with on-demand paper
publishing available) by The Sager Group, a boutique cooperative of
artists and writers who want more creative control over the
disposition of their work.

Given this dichotomy—an army of aspiring
young reporter-writers in contracting economic times—it has been
hard to know what to tell the hopeful. Weeklies, dailies, glossies,
book publishing: They’re all under duress. How does a young man or
woman begin to tell Mom and Dad, who are spending the cost of a
house on a college degree, that he or she wants to be a … literary
journalist?

As it happened, without consulting, we were
both giving the same advice.

Becoming a writer—any kind of writer—has
always been a long shot. It defies all cost-benefit analyses. You
have to be willing to hear no and keep going back. You often have
to do it on the side around your day job. There never has been a
defined career path for doing this kind of work—there’s no exit on
the occupational highway of life marked “Literary Journalist.” To
become one you have to want it more than anything. More than job
security or predictable career trajectory. More than always being
home for your partner’s birthdays. More than your fear of personal
bodily harm or the threat of arrest in some cases. More than great
wealth in almost all cases—although there’s always the small chance
that honest hard work will pay off with a lucrative book contract
or movie deal.

For all the uncertainties, there is beauty in
our writers’ meritocracy: Good work speaks for itself.

As they like to say in our field: Show it,
don’t tell it.

That’s what Next Wave does.

The stories here are the result of more than
a year of searching, reading, culling, and mild argument between
Walt and Mike, with the help of enthusiastic students from the
University of Illinois and Goucher College. Notices were posted on
nonfiction websites, writers nominated themselves and their peers.
Our student researchers pored through the last decade of National
Magazine Award, Pulitzer Prize and Society of Professional
Journalists feature award winners, as well as the Nieman Storyboard
collection. The stories come from glossy New York magazines, city
and regional magazines, and newspapers. Some are award winners;
others are secret gems that got little attention, except from other
writers. Some of these amazing stories seemingly tell
themselves—meaning that a good writer was crafty enough to get him
or herself out of the way. Some stories are what folks in the
country call a silk purse from a sow’s ear—stories that wouldn’t
exist without the artful execution of the writer.

We have collected only stories written
fundamentally in third person. Mike believes that deeply
first-person journalism is a different genre; Walt believes it less
so. Following the example of Walt’s previous anthology of first
person journalism, The Beholder’s Eye, we plan to collect a
second volume dedicated to the amazing first-person work of this
new generation, which is flourishing in this age of
self-confession. The other arbitrary factor in this effort is the
age limit—people under age forty in 2011, when we started
assembling the potential selectees. As a result, we missed the work
of some excellent literary journalists born a bit too soon. For
that we are sorry, but we had to cut it off somewhere. In the end,
our choices came down to taste—our taste. If we missed someone
deserving, we are sorry. It was nothing personal. But we do promise
that what we’ve chosen is some really amazing work.

It’s heartening that a few of the stories
included in this collection come from grubby old newspapers, where
the art of storytelling—and the medium itself—seems comatose. Yet
if you look around the country at the papers still working hard to
stay alive, many are moving toward more feature or news feature
coverage because they know they can’t compete with the breaking
news advantages of the Web. We hope so. Newspapers were our
training ground. We also believe quality storytelling is one of the
keys to newspaper survival. At the end of the daisy chain of cross
marketing and linking of brands, maybe the answer is this: Giving
people something beautifully enjoyable to read.

That’s what we hope we’ve done here. A poor
man who discovers a $1 million bill and his quest to have it
authenticated. The tragedy of a beloved pet chimp run amok. The sad
yet hopeful tale of a first-year teacher in an impoverished school.
The Florida woman who died in her house—and nobody noticed. The
confusing issues over the genetic sex of one of the world’s
greatest athletes. The minutes before and after the Washington,
D.C., subway crash that took nine lives. The prosecutor, caught in
a sting by Dateline’s “To Catch a Predator,” who takes his
own life. A father and his autistic son, enjoying a swim, swept out
to sea. The brilliant doctor who succumbed tragically to the
temptations of his own occupation. A woman who legally abandons her
child. An unthinkable crime in the French vineyard that produces
Burgundy’s finest wine. The last days of a mentally ill basketball
player alone in a distant land. The horse-track veterinarian who
ends the lives of beautiful creatures. The fortitude of a shrimp
boat captain trying to maintain his family’s long tradition in a
changing world. A reluctant high-school football player who died on
the practice field. A good woman who may have been wrongly
convicted of killing her adopted, troubled child. A wounded soldier
given a new skull. And profiles of movie critic Roger Ebert and pop
diva Britney Spears that offer rare and substantial glimpses behind
the curtain of celebrity.

The common denominators these stories share
are humanity, compassion and poignancy. They take us beyond
accepted wisdom and inside human experience in a way that often
feels like a movie, short story or novel—in a way that feels real.
They blend deep reporting of hard facts with the reporting of
sensation, emotion and, importantly, ambiguity. In a world where it
seems everybody has a strong opinion about everything, these
stories remind us to be humble about what we think we know. They
illustrate how literary journalism can unlock the inner workings of
human experience in ways that traditional news, investigative and
feature journalism can’t. As in all journalism, the work demands
literal, verifiable fact. That’s the heart of the craft, the start
of the art. Yet the form also honors the facts of human frailty and
failing, human emotion, struggle, hope, confusion, fear and wisdom.
It is factual storytelling with head, heart and soul. Like no other
form of journalism, it allows us to go behind the exterior world
around us and explore the interior of real lives in all their
complexity.

The journalists who do this work love it and
it shows: The deep time spent with real people, the weird places
they visit, the joy of practicing junkyard anthropology, the chance
to leave their own heads and enter the psyches of their subjects
and come away wiser, the time spent mastering the turning of a good
phrase or a nice simile, collecting the telling details others
miss, finding meaning in the jumble of facts, quotes and events
they have witnessed. As you will see when you read their personal
essays, they have a lot in common; though their styles are
different, their hearts are very much the same. One thing writers
agree about: we love to share our work. Especially with discerning
readers, people who love the form as much as we do. We write for
ourselves, dear readers, but we are nothing without you.

Walt Harrington and Mike Sager

 


 


 


Pamela Colloff
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Pamela Colloff is an executive editor at
Texas Monthly, and has been writing for the magazine since
1997. Her work has also appeared in the New Yorker and has
been anthologized in Best American Magazine Writing, Best
American Crime Reporting, and Best American Sports
Writing. Colloff has been a finalist for two National Magazine
Awards, first in 2001 for her article on school prayer, and again
in 2011 for her two-part series, “Innocence Lost” and “Innocence
Found,” on wrongly convicted death row inmate Anthony Graves.
“Innocence Lost” was credited with helping Graves win his freedom
after eighteen years behind bars. Colloff holds a bachelor’s degree
in English literature from Brown University and was raised in New
York City. She lives in Austin with her husband and their two
children.

 


Hannah and Andrew

 


What little is known about Andrew Burd’s
early life is contained in a slim Child Protective Services case
file that chronicles the boy’s descent into the child welfare
system. His mother was just sixteen, the file shows, when she gave
birth to him in Corpus Christi on July 28, 2002. She would later
admit, according to one report, “to using alcohol,
methamphetamines, cocaine and crack cocaine, LSD, marijuana,
cigarettes, and taking prescription Xanax.” His father was
seventeen and worked for a traveling carnival. CPS launched its
initial investigation into Andrew’s well-being shortly after his
first birthday, when his mother took him to a local hospital with a
broken arm. Four subsequent investigations were triggered by
reports of abuse or neglect, including one allegation that both his
mother and maternal grandmother were incapable of properly caring
for him because they used methamphetamines. When Andrew was
two-and-a-half years old, CPS determined that he was in “immediate
danger,” according to an affidavit, and he was put in foster care.
His mother’s and father’s parental rights were terminated soon
after he turned three.

If not for a Corpus Christi couple named
Larry and Hannah Overton, Andrew might have lingered in state
custody, shuffled from one foster home to another. The Overtons
already had four children, and Larry’s income—he installed
landscape lighting—was barely enough to make ends meet. But as
devoted Christians, their desire to adopt a foster child was rooted
in faith more than in practicality. Both Larry and Hannah had done
missionary work, and as a teenager, Hannah had spent holidays
volunteering at an orphanage across the border, in Reynosa, where
she had fed, bathed, and ministered to kids who had been living on
the streets. The experience had affected her deeply, and she told
Larry that she was willing to adopt a child with disabilities or an
older child who had been unable to find a permanent home. As a
former private-duty nurse, Hannah felt equipped to handle the
challenges of a foster child; she had spent several years caring
for special-needs children, some of whom were profoundly disabled.
In 2005 the Overtons began to pursue the idea seriously. They
considered adopting a nine-year-old girl who was deaf, but when,
after much prayer and deliberation, they decided to move forward
with the adoption, they learned that the girl had been placed with
another family.

Not long afterward, Larry and Hannah heard
about Andrew at their church, Calvary Chapel of the Coastlands,
which Andrew’s foster mother also attended. The non-denominational
church, on the south side of Corpus Christi, drew many young
evangelicals with its emphasis on a verse-by-verse understanding of
the Bible, and Larry and Hannah were well-regarded members. Larry
taught Sunday school, Hannah led a Bible study, and their children,
whom Hannah homeschooled, attended youth group and socialized with
other members’ kids. Andrew accompanied his foster mother to
services every Sunday, and with his thatch of blond hair and
beaming grin, he was hard to miss. He had a speech delay and spoke
haltingly, sometimes with a stutter, but every week, when his
Sunday school classmates went around in a circle to say their
prayer requests, he made the same wish aloud: that he would be
adopted. The Overtons’ daughters, four-year-old Isabel and
three-year-old Ally, reported back to their parents that the new
boy in their class needed a family. “Can Andrew be our brother?”
the girls pleaded.

A church elder, who was himself an adoptive
parent, invited the Overtons to dinner one night and encouraged
them to consider bringing Andrew into their home. Andrew’s foster
mother, who had provided refuge to roughly three hundred children
over three decades, was also supportive. But others at Calvary
Chapel expressed their concern. The church’s pastor, Rod Carver,
and his wife, Noreen, had initially considered taking in Andrew but
ultimately decided he was more than they could handle. More
outspoken was Andrew’s Sunday school teacher, who sat Hannah and
Larry down and told them that he was a troubled kid. He hoarded
food and sometimes ate from the trash, she warned, and he threw
intense temper tantrums, which could be tamed only by holding and
rocking him. On several occasions his fits had grown so extreme
that she had resorted to asking a male parishioner to physically
remove him from the classroom until he could regain self-control.
“Think of your other children,” she urged the couple.

Yet if anyone was up to the task, most
everyone agreed, it was the Overtons, and Hannah in particular. She
was unflappable and unfailingly patient with children. Hannah
shrugged off the teacher’s warnings, certain that Andrew would
improve once he had the stability of a permanent home. “All he
needs is lots of love and attention,” she told Larry.

The Overtons moved forward with the adoption
process, and in the spring of 2006, they received word that Andrew
would be coming to live with them for a six-month trial period
before the adoption was finalized. In anticipation of his arrival,
Larry built a three-tiered bunk bed for Andrew and the two Overton
boys: Isaac, who was seven years old, and Sebastian, who was two.
Larry and Hannah knew that Andrew loved Spider-Man, so they made
sure to have all manner of Spider-Man-themed necessities for him:
sheets, pajamas, a toothbrush, a towel, a swimsuit, and even a
plate embossed with the superhero’s image.

Andrew spent his first night at the Overtons’
modest ranch-style house on Mother’s Day, when he was two months
shy of his fourth birthday, and he seemed to quickly grow attached
to his new family. He called Hannah and Larry “Mommy” and “Daddy,”
and he followed Larry everywhere he went, often stepping on Larry’s
heels as he trailed after him. At Sunday school, he became more
expressive, stringing words into sentences and holding hands with
his new sister Ally. “The Overtons are nurturing, loving, patient,
and very family-oriented,” an adoption supervisor noted in her
paperwork. “Andrew seems very happy in this home.”

Four months later, on October 2, 2006, Andrew
fell suddenly and acutely ill while he was alone with Hannah. Larry
hurried home to help, but Andrew, who had been vomiting, only grew
worse. The Overtons rushed him to a nearby urgent care clinic after
his breathing became labored and he stopped responding to their
questions, but by the time they arrived, he had fallen unconscious.
The following evening, Andrew was dead. The cause of death was
determined to be salt poisoning, an extremely rare occurrence that,
in children, results from either a child inadvertently ingesting
too much salt or a caretaker deliberately forcing the child to do
so. People who knew the Overtons were certain that Andrew’s
bewildering death was accidental. But law enforcement and emergency
medical personnel who treated Andrew thought otherwise. The
following week, Hannah—who had no history with CPS and no previous
arrests, and had never had so much as a parking ticket—was charged
with capital murder.

 


Before Hannah got married, when she was still
Hannah Saenz, she knew she wanted a large family—“at least six
kids,” she used to tell people. Standing just five feet tall, with
wide-set brown eyes, a girlish laugh, and a warm, easy manner,
Hannah was almost childlike herself. The daughter of a pastor and a
homemaker, she had grown up longing for the companionship and
boisterous energy of the big, churchgoing families she saw around
her. She had only one sibling, a brother who was seven years her
junior, and a father who was largely absent from her life.

Hannah’s father was the Reverend Bennie
Saenz, an evangelical preacher in Corpus Christi whose fall from
grace profoundly altered the course of her childhood. Hannah was
seven when Saenz was arrested in 1984 and charged with a singularly
horrific crime: the bludgeoning death of a sixteen-year-old girl
whose nude body was discovered at the water’s edge on Padre Island.
Until his arrest, Saenz had led a seemingly normal life: In
addition to leading his non-denominational congregation, he worked
as an office-machine mechanic while his wife, Lane, stayed home
with their two children. He delivered sermons to a small but
devoted following that met every Sunday, and during services he
also played guitar. (Larry’s parents, who were friends of the
Saenzes, were parishioners.) But Saenz’s account of his whereabouts
on the evening of the murder did not jibe with the evidence, and
blood that matched the victim’s type was discovered inside his van.
After a week-long trial, he was convicted of murder and sentenced
to twenty-three years in prison. The congregation quickly
dissolved. Hannah understood little of what had taken place except
that she, her mother, and her brother had to leave Corpus Christi
behind.

Lane and her children moved to the East Texas
town of Lindale, where a missionary organization, the Calvary
Commission, allowed them to live in a modest apartment on its
grounds free of charge. Lane earned her college degree and became
an elementary school teacher, while Hannah played with, and later
babysat, the children of missionaries who used the campus as a home
base between trips abroad. “She looked after dozens of children,
including my grandchildren, and in all the years she was here, I
can’t recall one negative thing being said about her,” the
commission’s founder, Joe Fauss, told me. “Kids loved her. She was
always smiling, always laughing.” As a teenager, she was captivated
by missionaries’ stories of serving in far-flung places, and she
began going on group mission trips herself, once venturing as far
as Romania. Every Easter and Christmas holiday was spent at the
Reynosa orphanage, whose wards were primarily the unwanted children
of prostitutes who worked the nearby red-light district. Though the
kids were in poor health, Hannah was unreserved in her affection.
She hugged them and let them climb onto her lap, often returning to
Lindale with head lice. “Some people love stray animals,”
remembered her mother, now remarried. “Hannah was always drawn to
stray people.”

When she was fifteen, Hannah returned to
Corpus Christi with her family to visit, and Larry, who had not
seen her since they were kids, was immediately smitten. Hannah was
less impressed, given that Larry—who, at sixteen, was an
enthusiastic fan of Christian punk rock—was sporting a nose ring
and a blue mohawk. Despite appearances, however, he was hardly a
reprobate. A committed Christian, he had gone on mission trips with
his family since he was a child, including a fourteen-month stint
in Papua New Guinea and several treks across Mexico. He didn’t
drink or smoke, and the bands he listened to sang about glorifying
God. He struck up a correspondence with Hannah, but she did not
warm up to him until their paths crossed again at a year-long
missionary training school outside Tyler, when she was nineteen and
he was a more clean-cut twenty. Hannah liked the tall,
serious-minded student who shared the same hopes she had of
creating a life centered on children and Christian outreach. They
wed a year later and moved to Corpus Christi. On their honeymoon,
they stopped at the orphanage in Reynosa, where Hannah wanted Larry
to meet some of the children she had told him so much about.

Before they started a family, Hannah worked
as a private-duty nurse for disabled children, and her longest
assignment—with a four-year-old named Michael Subialdea—became as
absorbing to her as her time in Reynosa. Michael, who had been born
prematurely, was severely impaired; he had cerebral palsy, was
blind, and could not walk or talk. Rather than let him remain in
his wheelchair most of the day, as previous caretakers had done,
Hannah kept him moving; she took him into his family’s pool to
stretch and used massage to loosen his contracted muscles. He felt
at ease around her; his favorite thing to do was sit on her lap and
rest his mouth on her cheek, and she gladly obliged. “She had a way
with Michael that even my wife and I didn’t completely understand,”
his father, Richard, told me. He recalled how Michael used to chew
on his fingers, a chronic problem that left his skin bloody and
raw. Richard and his wife had tried all sorts of tactics to deter
him: redirecting his attention, putting gloves on him, even
restraining his hands. Only Hannah had been able to break through.
“When Michael put his fingers in his mouth, she would call his name
softly—there was no anger in her voice—and he would smile and
slowly slide his fingers out,” Richard said. “We were in awe.”

Hannah went into labor with her first child,
Isaac, at the Subialdeas’ house, and though she had planned to come
back to work after her son’s birth, she found the separation from
him too wrenching. She left nursing behind, channeling her energy
instead into raising the large family she had always wanted. “I’m a
pretty easygoing guy, but I remember thinking, ‘Six kids?’ ” Larry
told me. “Hannah was sure I would eventually come around. I
figured, ‘Well, we’ve got to start with one, so let’s see how far
we get.’ ” Isabel, and then Ally, followed. Each pregnancy felt
extraordinarily fortunate; after Isaac, Hannah had suffered two
miscarriages and been advised that she might not be able to have
more children. But after the girls, the Overtons conceived their
fourth child, Sebastian. Early in the pregnancy, Hannah and Larry
were informed that the boy would likely have Down syndrome. They
declined to do any further chromosomal testing and turned to prayer
instead. “If he had Down’s, that was the blessing that God had
chosen to give us,” Larry said. Not until Sebastian was born did
doctors discover that his only impairment was a hole in his heart,
which healed on its own.

Two years later, the Overtons learned that
their adoption application had been approved and that Andrew would
be joining their family. They also discovered that Hannah was
pregnant again. Just as she had hoped, they would have six
children. It was, Hannah and Larry would later remember, one of the
happiest times in their lives.

 


At first, the transition with Andrew went
smoothly. He seemed to enjoy having brothers and sisters to play
with, and the Overton kids—especially the girls, who doted on
him—were enthralled by the new arrival. Although he hung back when
his siblings embraced their parents in group hugs, Larry and Hannah
learned that if they asked Andrew to join in, he would do so
enthusiastically, throwing his arms around them. Whenever he got
scared—and there was a long list of things that petrified him, from
swimming to large crowds to the sound of balloons popping—the
Overtons worked to help him overcome his fears, reassuring him that
they loved him and that he was in safe surroundings. “I can do all
things through Christ who strengthens me,” Hannah would remind him,
quoting Philippians.

Andrew’s standard answer whenever he was
asked to perform a simple task was “Sorry, I can’t,” but Hannah was
heartened one day that summer when he deviated from the script.
“Sorry, I—” he began, when she asked him to put on his shoes. Then
he corrected himself. Reaching for his shoes, he announced, “I can
do all things.” Larry remembered, “We felt like we were really
making headway with him.”

Although the adoption agency that had worked
with CPS to find Andrew a home had described him as
“developmentally on target” except for his speech delay, Larry and
Hannah observed otherwise. He acted more like a toddler than a
preschooler, they noted; if he wanted an object, he pointed to it
and grunted. At four, he spent most of his time playing with
Sebastian, who was two, rather than Ally, who was his own age, and
his motor skills lagged far behind those of his peers. He moved
unsteadily, and he was so clumsy that Hannah had him wear a life
jacket whenever he splashed around in their inflatable kiddie pool.
Most striking to the Overtons, and to their neighbors and friends,
was his preoccupation with eating. Regardless of how much food he
consumed, he complained that he was hungry. If he was denied a
second or third helping, he would routinely throw a tantrum or get
down on his hands and knees to scavenge the floor for crumbs. Larry
and Hannah caught him trying to eat cat food, crayons, toothpaste,
glow sticks, tufts of carpeting—anything he could get his hands on.
When they took him along on errands, they had to keep him from
eating the old gum and cigarette butts he found on the ground.

Yet the Overtons were not too concerned. In
the classes they had been required to take by CPS to become
adoptive parents, they had been warned that foster children often
hoarded food and were more likely to have eating disorders. And
given that abuse and neglect during the first year of life can
profoundly affect behavioral development, they were not surprised
that Andrew was different. “We had been told to expect a lot of the
things we were seeing with Andrew,” Larry told me. His foster
mother had taken him to a pediatrician for an adoption screening
shortly before he had come to live with them, and the checkup had
raised no red flags. “We truly thought his obsession with food was
a behavioral issue, not a medical one,” Larry said. “We thought
that he would stop turning to food for comfort when he learned that
he could trust us.” To try and curtail Andrew’s compulsive eating,
they put him in time-outs, though to little effect. Other couples
they knew who had adopted foster children assured them that their
kids had outgrown similar eating issues, and the Overtons assumed
that, with time, Andrew would outgrow his as well.

Andrew’s behavior worsened that September,
after the family was involved in a car accident. The Overtons were
returning from a visit to the obstetrician’s office, where they had
brought the children to find out whether the baby they were
expecting was a boy or a girl. The mood in the car was giddy; the
kids were excitedly discussing the news that they would have a baby
sister when Larry, distracted, ran a stop sign and collided with
another car. The passenger side of their old Ford van was not
equipped with an air bag, and Hannah, who had pulled down her seat
belt so she could turn to talk to the kids, was jolted forward, her
face hitting the dashboard. Afterward, she instinctively looked
back to check on the children, not realizing that her face was
covered in blood. In the midst of the chaos that followed, no one
recognized how distressed Andrew was by the sight of Hannah’s
bloodied face. Hannah and the girls, who complained of feeling
achy, were taken to the hospital in an ambulance while Larry’s
parents picked up the rest of the family and, after dropping Larry
off at the hospital, took the boys to a nearby Whataburger.
Throughout the meal, Andrew repeatedly asked, “Is my mom okay?” He
also kept requesting more food.

Hannah, who was left with whiplash and a
severely swollen jaw, spent the next several weeks immobilized by a
neck brace, mostly confined to bed. Financially, the accident had
come at a precarious time; Larry had recently purchased his boss’s
landscape lighting business, and he needed to put in long hours
just to make ends meet. Relatives, neighbors, and members of the
Overtons’ church pitched in to look after the kids during Hannah’s
recovery, but the revolving door of caregivers proved to be
difficult for Andrew, who began acting out on a scale they had not
seen before. He picked at mosquito bites on his body incessantly,
prompting Larry to put socks on his hands; still, Andrew would not
stop scratching and eventually developed a staph infection on his
arm. His tantrums grew longer and more extreme, and he often banged
his head against the floor. Sometimes he cried inconsolably for
hours.

Overwhelmed, the Overtons sought guidance in
prayer. Fellow church member Anita Miotti remembers them telling
her and her husband, Rich, that they were struggling. “They said
Andrew was going through a very difficult time,” she said. “They
asked us, ‘Can you pray that we have discernment and wisdom in
helping him through this?’ ”

Andrew’s preoccupation with eating
intensified, and he began getting out of bed at night to forage for
food in the kitchen. Hoping to show him that his behavior was
self-destructive, Larry told Andrew one morning that he could have
as much as he wanted for breakfast. “I knew it would probably make
him sick, but I wanted him to understand why we were setting
limits,” Larry explained. At Andrew’s request, he made a plate of
sausage and more than a dozen eggs, all of which the boy eagerly
devoured. Andrew continued eating until he threw up. Then he asked
for more.

Perplexed, Larry installed a baby monitor
equipped with a video camera in the boys’ room so that he and
Hannah could observe if Andrew was wandering into the kitchen at
night. It was while watching the monitor that Hannah saw him trying
to eat part of his foam mattress and paint off the wall. She
reported Andrew’s unusual eating habits to his adoption supervisor
when she visited the Overton home on September 25. The supervisor
suggested that Andrew might have an eating disorder called pica,
which is characterized by a desire to consume things that have no
nutritional value, and she recommended that he be evaluated by a
specialist if his behavior continued.

That Sunday, October 1, Larry took the other
kids to church while Hannah devoted some extra attention to Andrew.
Before the family returned home, Andrew asked if he could have
lunch, and Hannah told him that he needed to wait; Larry was
bringing them something to eat, she explained, and he would be back
in a few minutes. Andrew flew into a rage. He defecated on the
floor of his bedroom, then smeared feces on the bed, the dresser,
and the walls.

Larry attempted to restore order upon his
return, putting Andrew’s soiled sheets in the garbage and hosing
off the boy and his foam mattress in the backyard. While Larry
tried to scrub down the bedroom, Andrew pulled his sheets out of
the trash several times, despite repeated warnings not to do so.
Losing his patience, Larry took the sheets to the family’s fire pit
and burned them. “Not the brightest thing to do,” Larry conceded.
“But I was frustrated. The sheets were filthy, and he was getting
poop everywhere. I made sure that he saw that we had an identical
set of Spider-Man sheets so he would calm down.”

That evening Larry laid a sleeping bag on top
of Andrew’s plywood bed frame, where, he told the boy, he would
have to spend the night while his mattress finished drying. The
three oldest Overton children had gone to their aunt’s house to see
their cousins, who were visiting from out of town, and Andrew grew
increasingly agitated and restless, throwing a tantrum at three
o’clock in the morning. “Before we ever tried to adopt, we had been
warned that this was going to be difficult, that this was not going
to be the Little Orphan Annie story,” Larry told me. “We
were having a hard time, but we knew it was going to pass. We were
in it for the long haul.”

 


Larry left for work the following morning,
and Hannah, who was still in considerable pain from the car
accident, gave Andrew and Sebastian breakfast before bringing them
into bed with her to watch cartoons. Exhausted from the previous
night, she briefly dozed off, then awoke to discover that Andrew
had slipped out of the room. She found him standing on a stool in
the pantry, near the baking ingredients, having pulled something
off the shelf. She could not recall later what, exactly, he had
been holding in his hand.

According to Hannah, Andrew once again asked
for an early lunch, and once again, when she told him that he would
have to wait, he defecated and smeared feces across the floor.
Hannah managed to clean him up, but when she reiterated that he
would have to wait until lunchtime to eat, he defecated on the
floor again. Finally she relented, heating up what she had on hand:
leftover vegetable-beef soup flavored with Zatarain’s Creole
Seasoning. Shortly after noon, Larry picked her and the boys up and
took them to a McDonald’s drive-thru, and then the chiropractor,
before returning to work. (Andrew was told that he could not have
any food at McDonald’s, since he had already eaten.) When Andrew
complained of being hungry that afternoon, Hannah gave him more of
the leftover soup. When she refused to give him a second helping,
he threw a tantrum and shouted, “I hate you!” Finally, Hannah
resorted to sprinkling some Zatarain’s into a sippy cup of water,
hoping that the taste alone would appease him. After drinking a
little, he threw another tantrum that continued unabated for twenty
minutes.

Then, abruptly, Andrew grew quiet and
stumbled to the floor. “Mommy, I’m cold,” he said, and threw up.
Shortly afterward, at three-thirty, Hannah called Larry and asked
him to come home since Andrew was vomiting and she needed his help.
The boy’s symptoms that afternoon—vomiting, chills, and
lethargy—initially suggested to the Overtons that he had a routine
ailment, like a stomach bug. But as the afternoon wore on, his
symptoms grew troubling; his breathing became congested, and he
became less and less responsive. Just after five o’clock, the
Overtons put him in their car and rushed him to a nearby urgent
care clinic. A block away from the clinic, as they waited at a red
light, Andrew stopped breathing. Frantic, Hannah began
administering CPR in the backseat. At the clinic, she continued
giving him mouth-to-mouth and chest compressions until paramedics
took over, but the four-year-old lay motionless. He soon lapsed
into a coma.

 


The next morning, Corpus Christi police
detective Michael Hess paid a visit to Kathi Haller, the Overtons’
next-door neighbor, who knew the family well. Like Hannah, Haller
homeschooled her children, and the two mothers split teaching
duties; the Haller children went to the Overton home for
instruction for part of the day and vice versa. The families shared
an unofficial open-door policy, and when Andrew had begun acting up
the previous afternoon, Hannah had called Haller for help, asking
if she could look after Sebastian for a little while. Then, as
always, Hannah had been composed, despite the strain she was under.
“We had known each other for ten years, and I don’t think I’d ever
seen her mad,” Haller told me.

Hess, who investigated child abuse cases for
the police force’s family violence unit, had a very different
impression of Hannah. The detective had been alerted to Andrew’s
grave condition when the boy was transported to a nearby hospital
the previous afternoon and, as was protocol, had begun looking into
the circumstances surrounding the boy’s unusual and rapid decline.
Haller, who took notes documenting her conversation with Hess and
later testified about it under oath, recalled the detective’s
certainty that Hannah had tried to kill Andrew. According to
Haller, he told her, “Look, she’s pregnant and she has all these
kids, but it was just too much for her. So she had to find a way
out.” (Hess did not respond to interview requests for this article
but has previously denied Haller’s version of events.) Haller was
stunned by the accusation. “I kept denying that Hannah could do
such a thing,” she told me. “Hannah would never harm a child.” Even
setting aside her loyalty to her friend, the detective’s theory
made no sense to her. “Andrew’s adoption hadn’t been finalized,”
Haller said. “If Hannah had been looking for a ‘way out,’ she would
have called the adoption agency and told them that she and Larry
couldn’t go through with it.” Hess was unmoved. Before he left,
Haller recalled his saying, “You might want to prepare for the
media.”

Hess’ suspicions had developed the previous
evening during an interview with Hannah, who had consented to talk
to him without an attorney present. The medical staff at Driscoll
Children’s Hospital had determined that Andrew had nearly twice the
normal level of sodium in his blood—a highly abnormal finding—as
well as bleeding in the brain, and as Hess questioned her, he tried
to ascertain what had happened. But Hannah, who was bewildered by
Andrew’s condition, had no ready answers. Impatient to return to
the boy’s bedside, she gave a hurried, disjointed account of the
day that omitted critical details, such as how she had found Andrew
in the pantry unattended, and she made only fleeting mention of his
unusual eating habits. Hess became exasperated. “I don’t see what
caused the trauma to the brain,” he said. “I don’t see what caused
the high salt content. That’s what I’m trying to get you to tell
me.” With no obvious explanations to consider, he focused his
attention on Hannah. “Did you at any time strike him?” Hess asked.
“Push him?” Throughout the interrogation, which spanned more than
two hours, Hannah insisted that she had never harmed Andrew.

Hannah did describe how she and Larry had at
first tried to treat the boy’s symptoms themselves, often
volunteering more information than the detective had asked for.
When Andrew started “breathing funny,” she told Hess, she had
administered asthma medication with a nebulizer, hoping to open up
his airways. And when he became “less responsive,” she had pulled
out her old EMT books to assess what was wrong. Larry had also
tried to rouse him by giving him a warm bath. “I wasn’t thinking,
obviously, or I would have just taken him to the hospital,” Hannah
told the detective. She had studied years earlier to be an EMT, she
explained, and although she had never worked as a paramedic, she
had felt confident in her training. “I was just trying to fix it—to
do anything I could to fix my baby,” she said. When Andrew’s
condition worsened, she and Larry had debated whether to call 911
or to go to the nearby urgent care clinic, a concern because Andrew
lacked health insurance. (CPS had not yet sent them his Social
Security card, which they needed to get him insured.) She and Larry
were under tremendous financial strain, she admitted, but she
stressed that they had rushed for help as soon as they realized how
critical Andrew’s condition was.

Hess remained skeptical of Hannah’s account.
“It should be noted that during the entire conversation, Hannah
Overton showed almost no emotion,” he later wrote in his police
report. In the context of a criminal investigation, the calm that
she had always exhibited in the midst of crisis was suddenly a
liability—an indication, perhaps, that she was cold-blooded enough
to have killed a child.

A pediatric critical care specialist who
treated Andrew at Driscoll, Alexandre Rotta, grew equally troubled.
EMS records show that the boy was admitted with no more than a
bruised knee and sores on his right elbow, but during his
hospitalization, other significant black-and-blue marks emerged—in
particular, on his trunk and nose. EMTs and hospital staff had
vigorously poked and prodded the boy as they attempted to revive
him, first at the clinic, then in an ambulance, then at Christus
Spohn Hospital, where he was initially taken, and finally at
Driscoll, where he was transferred to the intensive care unit. CPR
had also been performed for an extended period by Hannah and later
by medical personnel, who had squeezed the boy’s nose and
administered chest compressions for thirty-five minutes. But Rotta
was alarmed by his overall appearance. “This was not a child that
came into the office looking well, with a story of, you know, ‘He’s
just a tomboy, and he falls and hits himself,’ ” Rotta would later
testify. “This is a child that came in (to the emergency room) in
cardiopulmonary arrest and was dying. So it is the context and the
totality of the injuries that worried me … I was convinced that we
were in the presence of a crime.”

Within hours of Andrew’s arrival at the
hospital, the Overtons’ home had been searched, and soon more facts
seemed to bolster the notion of abuse. There was Andrew’s bed—just
a bare piece of plywood, with no mattress—and a “security camera,”
as the baby monitor was later called at trial, trained on it. There
were the charred remnants of his Spider-Man sheets in the fire pit.
And then there was the abnormally high sodium level, coupled with
Hannah’s account of feeding him Creole seasoning after he had
misbehaved. Taken together, the disparate details formed a
disturbing picture. It did not matter that Haller, who had seen
Andrew in the days leading up to his hospitalization and who was
frequently in the Overton home, had never observed any suspicious
bruises or indications of abuse. In the eyes of law enforcement,
Hannah and Larry were not grieving parents but perpetrators of an
appalling crime. As Andrew’s condition deteriorated, CPS barred the
Overtons from visiting their son. They were not allowed to be at
Andrew’s bedside on the evening of October 3, when he experienced
massive organ failure. He died at 9:30 p.m.

 


The death of a child—particularly a sudden,
unexplained death in which abuse is suspected—evokes strong
emotions, even among seasoned investigators, doctors, forensics
experts, and prosecutors. A more thorough investigation would have
uncovered ample evidence to suggest that Andrew had an undiagnosed
eating disorder, raising the possibility that he had
unintentionally consumed too much salt on his own. But law
enforcement officials are accustomed to handling child abuse cases,
not medical mysteries, and salt poisoning is rare enough that most
emergency room doctors will never encounter a case during their
careers. Against the backdrop of possible abuse, authorities wasted
little time. Larry was charged with injury to a child for failing
to get Andrew timely medical attention. The onus for the boy’s
death fell on Hannah, who was charged with capital murder.

The state’s case would be predicated in part
on the findings of Ray Fernandez, the Nueces County medical
examiner, who ruled Andrew’s death to be a homicide. Fernandez
determined that the boy had died as a result of acute sodium
toxicity, with “blunt force head trauma” as a contributing factor.
That Andrew had sustained a head injury was based on the presence
of a half-inch area of hemorrhaging under the scalp. There was no
evidence of external bleeding or injuries to Andrew’s head,
however, and at a pre-trial hearing, Fernandez conceded that the
hemorrhaging could have been related to elevated sodium in the
blood. State district judge Jose Longoria, who would oversee
Hannah’s trial the following fall, would later rule Fernandez’s
finding of blunt force trauma to be inadmissible because it was not
based on sufficient data or reliable methodology. Nevertheless, the
idea that Andrew had sustained a head injury propelled the case
forward, further casting Hannah as an abuser.

That perception would throw her other
children into the investigation as well. During a wide-ranging
interview with a social worker to determine if he had ever been
abused, Isaac mentioned that he and his siblings had been given
pepper, which he described as “spicy stuff,” as a punishment for
lying. (A former pastor of Hannah’s had advocated reprimanding
children when they were dishonest by putting a single red pepper
flake on their tongues.) Given that Hannah was suspected of
poisoning Andrew with Creole seasoning, the suggestion that the
Overtons had used pepper to discipline their children raised
immediate concerns. On October 3, while Andrew was still
hospitalized, the agency removed Isaac, Isabel, Ally, and Sebastian
from their parents’ custody, placing them in two separate foster
homes in Beeville, sixty miles away. The following day, family
court judge Carl Lewis awarded temporary custody to Hannah’s mother
and stepfather. Larry and Hannah were granted supervised visits.
Once reunited with their children—who were terrified by the
ordeal—Larry and Hannah had to break the awful news to them about
Andrew. Weeping, they told the children that their brother had gone
to be with Jesus.

A funeral for Andrew followed at Seaside
Memorial Park, alongside Corpus Christi Bay, at which Pastor Rod
Carver officiated. He and Noreen had recently lost their own son,
who had been stillborn, making his grief particularly acute. As he
grasped for the right words to convey the depth of pain a parent
feels over the loss of a child, he noticed a row of unfamiliar
faces. “Hess and a group of CPS workers were standing in the back
with dark glasses on, their arms crossed, scowls on their faces,”
Carver said. “That was the most uncomfortable service I have ever
done. It was very tense. By that point, Hannah had completely
broken down emotionally.”

Corpus Christi’s introduction to Hannah came
the following week, when she and Larry were arrested and led past a
bank of TV cameras outside the Nueces County jail. News reports
that followed, prominently featuring their grim-faced mug shots,
cast the Overton home as a house of horrors. (“More shocking
details on abuse suffered by four-year-old before death,” began one
breathless report.) Veteran defense attorney John Gilmore, whom the
Overtons had retained using funds raised by their church, was
stunned to learn of the arrests from reporters, who called asking
for comment. “Channel Three, Channel Six, Channel Ten, the
Caller-Times—they all knew ahead of time,” Gilmore said.
“Hess had given me his word that he would tell me if and when
warrants were going to be issued, so that Hannah and Larry could
turn themselves in.” Instead, law enforcement officials had
apprehended the Overtons by making a felony traffic stop, a
practice usually reserved for suspects believed to be armed and
dangerous. With guns drawn, police officers had surrounded Hannah
and Larry’s car as they returned from an errand, forcing them to
the ground and handcuffing them. “It was like they were arresting
Bonnie and Clyde,” Gilmore said.

The media coverage of the case stirred
widespread outrage. The Corpus Christi Caller-Times’
online comments section filled with the vitriol of readers, some of
whom called for Hannah to receive the death penalty. (“You can just
tell by looking at her how evil she is,” one wrote.) Fueling the
public’s antipathy was an affidavit written by a CPS child abuse
investigator named Jesse Garcia, who claimed that Hannah had
admitted to forcing Andrew to drink two cupfuls of “chili with
water” and quoted her as saying that she then “beat the shit out of
him.” Garcia never produced any documentation or witnesses to
corroborate his claim, and internal police memos show that law
enforcement officials doubted the veracity of his story. Hess
disavowed Garcia’s account at a court hearing regarding the Overton
children, and prosecutors never entered Garcia’s affidavit into
evidence or called him to testify at Hannah’s trial. (He was
subsequently fired by CPS after having three car accidents on the
job in less than six months.) But the damage was done: that Hannah
had confessed to force-feeding Andrew and beating him was repeated,
uncorrected, on the local news.

Even more devastating to Hannah were the
actions that CPS took that January. Days after she gave birth to
her daughter Emma, CPS took the newborn into protective custody. At
a subsequent family court hearing, in which Hannah’s civil attorney
argued that she should be given access to the infant so that she
could continue nursing her, Judge Lewis returned Emma to her
parents, but with conditions. The Overtons had to remain at the
Carvers’ home, where they had been staying to avoid the camera
crews that were camped out on their own doorstep, and they were
never to be left alone with the baby. Hannah—who had already lost a
child and was now living apart from her four older ones—was in a
fragile state of mind. “There were days I had to remind her to eat,
to brush her teeth, to get out of bed,” Noreen told me.

The Carvers, like most members of Calvary
Chapel, never doubted her innocence. “Knowing Hannah, it was
inconceivable that she would ever hurt a child,” said Noreen.
Hannah’s supporters included a young churchgoer named Dawn
Werkhoven, who had lived with the Overtons the year leading up to
Andrew’s death. Hannah and Larry had taken her in after her
marriage ended in divorce, giving her their extra bedroom while she
got back on her feet. “I never saw Hannah be anything but patient
and loving with all the kids,” the now-married mother of two told
me. Being in the Overtons’ home had afforded Werkhoven an intimate
view of the family. Her bedroom was just a few feet away from the
children’s rooms, which were always open; their doors had been
removed so that the kids could easily come and go as they pleased.
The children liked to hang out in her room and talk to her,
particularly Andrew, who always visited her for an extra hug before
bedtime. “If anything had been wrong, I would have known it,” she
insisted. “Would I really have stayed with a family that would
abuse a child?”

 


The most unsettling aspect of The State of
Texas v. Hannah Ruth Overton, which got under way in August
2007, was how effectively a woman who had spent most of her life as
a do-gooder could be recast as a monster. The particulars of her
crime, as sketched out by the prosecution, were vague; assistant
district attorney Sandra Eastwood, a passionate child advocate,
conceded in opening arguments that she was not sure how Hannah had
made Andrew eat so much salt. “We don’t know precisely how she got
it down Andrew, but we know that he was very, very obedient,”
Eastwood told the jury, standing before the TV news cameras that
Judge Longoria had allowed inside the courtroom. “And we do have
some evidence of bruising to his nose (which could indicate) his
nostrils were squeezed and he was made to drink it.”

Over the course of the three-week-long trial,
Eastwood sought to convince jurors that a mother with no history of
violence or mental illness had force-fed her child to death—a
scenario that each prosecution witness helped, incrementally, to
suggest was possible. Patricia Gonzalez, a nurse at the urgent care
clinic, told the jury that Hannah had not behaved like a
panic-stricken parent and had “had a smile on her face” as she
performed CPR on the boy. Another nurse, Dina Zapata, remembered
Hannah smirking as she tried to resuscitate him. Both women’s
accounts were problematic; Gonzalez had never made a statement to
police and was testifying from memory after nearly a year’s worth
of negative media coverage, while Zapata had failed to mention
anything about Hannah smirking when she wrote her initial report
about the incident. Yet the image they conjured—of a woman grinning
at the sight of a comatose four-year-old—was devastating. Gemma
Mitchell, a phlebotomist, recalled overhearing Hannah tell medical
staff that Andrew had stopped breathing after he was “punished.” No
one could corroborate her story, and under cross-examination, she
admitted that she had never told anyone this fact until taking the
stand. Still, the overall impression was a damning one.

Other witnesses testified that they had
detected signs of abuse. One paramedic recounted how he had seen
two sores on Andrew “that looked to me like cigarette burns because
they were round.” Another paramedic also believed the sores were
cigarette burns, though he admitted he had only looked at them
“from a distance.” Fernandez, the medical examiner, said he had
observed “burn-like scarring” on Andrew’s arm that had likely been
caused by “contact with a hot surface.” But neither Larry nor
Hannah smoked. Not until shortly before closing arguments did
jurors hear from the defense’s expert witness, a Harvard-educated
pathologist and assistant medical examiner in San Francisco, Judy
Melinek, who offered her opinion that the sores were consistent
with mosquito bites that had been scratched and picked at.

The prosecution’s most persuasive testimony
came from Rotta, the pediatric critical care specialist who had
originally expressed concern that Andrew had been mistreated. “A
comment someone made was that it appeared that this child had been
in a fight with a porcupine,” the physician stated. “There were so
many bruises and scratches that it would be difficult to describe
them all.” Rotta allowed that the appearance of Andrew’s body may
have been due in part to the fact that he was coagulopathic, or not
able to clot blood properly, a condition that occurs after a person
has gone into cardiac arrest and can cause excessive bleeding and
bruising. But he was adamant that the boy’s death had not been
accidental. Andrew had never been diagnosed with pica, Rotta
reminded jurors. “We have a child that was well until that
afternoon, that had behavioral issues, that was having temper
tantrums, that was then given something . . . probably to punish
his behavior, that then goes into cardiorespiratory arrest.”

Rotta stopped short of describing the manner
in which he believed Andrew had been made to eat a lethal amount of
salt—a dose that, after analyzing Andrew’s blood, he determined
would have consisted of twenty-three teaspoons of Zatarain’s Creole
Seasoning or six teaspoons of salt. The physician only said that
the scratch marks he had noticed on the boy’s neck had been caused,
he believed, by another person. The marks “could be consistent with
many things, including a fight, an altercation, someone trying to
hold this child’s neck forcefully,” he said.

Andrew’s former foster mother, Sharon Hamil,
who was devastated by the boy’s death, testified that Andrew had
not exhibited significant developmental or behavioral problems,
aside from his speech delay, during the time that he lived with
her—a characterization that was rebutted by numerous members of
Calvary Chapel later in the trial but that cast Hannah’s
credibility into doubt. “He was always happy,” Hamil testified. She
believed that Andrew’s eating habits were not the stuff of
pathology but those of a growing boy. “Andrew liked to eat every
day, all day, any time,” she said.

By the time Hannah took the stand, jurors
appeared to have made up their minds. Several crossed their arms;
others looked away. By that point, they had already been shown
numerous photos of Andrew’s small, bruised body postmortem. They
had also watched the video of Hess questioning Hannah, during which
she described calling a paramedic friend in Oklahoma for guidance
when the boy’s condition deteriorated, and even using her camera’s
flash to check if his pupils were reactive, but never calling for
an ambulance. Sitting in the courtroom, she tried to explain how
she had failed to recognize that Andrew’s condition was
life-threatening. “I realized that it was something serious … a few
minutes before we actually took him in,” she testified. Until then,
she said, Andrew “was doing nothing that my other kids hadn’t done
with the flu … There wasn’t anything that I thought was dangerously
wrong with him at that point. I didn’t realize the seriousness of
the situation.” Eastwood questioned how Andrew had come to have
scratches on his neck. “Could it be that you held his nose, held
his neck, and made him drink this horrible concoction?” the
prosecutor challenged her during a withering cross-examination.
“Absolutely not,” Hannah shot back.

Despite Eastwood’s zeal, there were still
basic questions that the prosecution could not explain. How had
Hannah, who was six months pregnant and recovering from whiplash,
managed to overpower Andrew? How had she known how much salt would
kill him? And how had she forced him to choke down the lethal
slurry through a sippy cup—a drinking container that is, by design,
able to release its contents only when sucked on? Yet according to
the unusual wording of the jury charge, jurors had to believe just
one of two scenarios to find Hannah guilty: that she deliberately
made Andrew ingest a lethal amount of salt or that she purposely
neglected to get timely medical attention, knowing that this would
kill him. In other words, if the jury could not agree conclusively
that she had poisoned Andrew, it could still rule that she was
guilty of capital murder
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