
[image: image]




[image: image]





Dedication

For all the victims of violence and the good people

who work hard to keep us safe.





Epigraph

You ended up with men who developed grudges. They became vengeful. Neither one would let it go.

—Sandra Harward
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Dear Readers:

When I began researching this book in late 2014, I was told that I would never get interviews with either Eric or Kim Williams. “They aren’t talking to anyone,” their gatekeeper told me. I wasn’t surprised. I’d already heard that Kim and Eric had turned down requests from major newspapers, along with 48 Hours and DatelineNBC.

I was pleased then when, days later, the woman e-mailed me: “Eric and Kim have both agreed.”

Over the next eighteen months, I had a series of in-person meetings with Eric and Kim, the couple at the center of three of the most notorious murders of this century. That access proved invaluable. Sections of the book where conversations between Eric and Kim are depicted are based on my interviews with Kim, testimony, and evidence presented at trial.

The result is In Plain Sight, a look behind the headlines at how the terror that mesmerized the world unfolded in Kaufman County, Texas, in the spring of 2013.

Kathryn Casey

2017





Prologue

The parking lot at the Terrell ISD Performing Arts Center gradually emptied after the memorial service. Throughout the event, officers guarded the entrances and exits, patrolled from the roof with binoculars and snipers’ rifles. But once the tributes ended and the guests departed, the sentries packed to leave. Only a few lingered, perhaps pondering the unlikely turn of events: The man they’d gathered to honor—a well-known prosecutor—had been mercilessly gunned down in broad daylight in the small city of Kaufman, Texas.

Who would do such a thing? Murdering an assistant DA declared war on law enforcement. In response, local, state, and national agencies flooded the town, including Texas Rangers, ATF, and FBI agents.

While investigators refused to disclose theories, intense nationwide coverage in newspapers and on TV proposed possibilities. Some pundits labeled the assassination the likely work of the powerful prison group dubbed the Aryan Brotherhood of Texas. Others noted similarities to executions of officials south of the border and speculated that the murder could be the work of the Mexican cartel.

While stragglers slowly pulled away from the parking lot, inside the building the nearly deserted auditorium remained set for the memorial service. A somber curtain hung behind the stage. Between two pillars bearing sprays of red-and-white flowers, a table held a framed photograph of the dead man, Mark Hasse, his brown hair combed to the side, wearing glasses and a crewneck sweater.

In the cavernous room, two men remained behind, seated side by side on the stage and dangling their legs over the edge. Mike McLelland, a round, bulky man in a dark suit, was Mark’s boss and Kaufman County’s district attorney. His thick salt-and-pepper hair combed back, his mustache nearing white, McLelland had a booming presence that commanded attention. An ex–army major, on that day he felt the anguish of losing one of his men. Earlier, he’d delivered an emotional eulogy, telling stories about Hasse, a man he considered a friend.

Now, however, McLelland practically whispered to Mike Burns, a district attorney from a nearby county. If others remained in the theater, McLelland didn’t want them to overhear.

“There are people trying to make names on this investigation,” Mike McLelland charged, bitterness resonating in his voice. Bringing up the headlines about drug cartels and prison gangs, the rotund DA looked at Burns with a resolute gaze. “This case is local. The killer is somebody bent on revenge.” For a moment he paused, perhaps considering what he’d say next. “This is somebody really close to home.”

Meanwhile, in a one-story brick house less than two miles from the murder scene, a dough-faced man with dimples, who looked younger than his forty-five years, smiled. On his computer, Eric Williams clicked between competing news reports of the memorial service. Perhaps he felt a swell of pride. More than a week had lapsed, and the massive law enforcement response hadn’t connected the dots. Hadn’t figured it out.

It appeared he’d pulled off the perfect murder.

Watching the memorial unfold on television, at times he chuckled. How he must have enjoyed that those investigating Hasse’s murder had veered off course. How superior he must have felt.

They all had much yet to understand: the most important thing—the killing wasn’t over.




Chapter 1

Growing up, Eric was the golden boy.

—Tera Williams Bellemare

Many believe the eyes are windows into the soul, but is there any way to truly look inside a heart? Perhaps the task becomes even more complicated when fantasy takes over. Such an incongruous combination: a happy disposition, an engaging smile, an almost childlike appearance, and festering wrath.

On the surface, little about Eric Williams’s upbringing appeared remarkable. For the most part, he could have been any boy raised in rural America, surrounded by loving parents, a younger sister, and a tight group of friends.

One of eleven children, Eric’s father, Jim, grew up in a family of sharecroppers in Alvin, Texas. “Jim was like the rest of us, he quit school to work. No one went to college,” said one of his sisters. At seventeen, Jim joined the marines and served as a machinist in Korea. Once home, he met Jessie Ruth Lyles at a square dance. After a brief courtship, they married, and in April 1967, their first child arrived three weeks early. For a middle name, Jessie Ruth dropped the final letter from her maiden name, and he became Eric Lyle Williams.

As a young child, Eric had his father’s wide smile. Following the style at the time, Jessie emulated the clothing Jackie Kennedy had favored for her baby boy, and sewed Eric John-John coveralls. Bright and inquisitive, Eric entertained himself, rarely crying for attention. “We’re not people given to a lot of emotion,” Jim said. “We don’t show a lot.”

Instead, the Williamses appeared strong and proud. Jessie Ruth had a matter-of-fact manner, and on those occasions when she became emotional, she squared her shoulders and forged on, fighting down her feelings. Describing her own family, she’d say, “Just good people who kept on working without expecting something from somebody.”

In their home, Jim and Jessie taught the importance of civic duty. They believed that those who didn’t vote relinquished their right to complain. They volunteered during elections and stressed the importance of military service. In stature a small man, just five-foot-seven and wiry, Jim relied on his marine training to gain a job in a lab that built instruments for student projects at Fort Worth’s Texas Christian University. On weekends, his beard carefully manicured, he dressed as a Confederate soldier to participate in Civil War reenactments.

Years later, one family story recounted how a young Eric disliked getting dirty. When playing, he refused to sit in the dirt. He didn’t like walking barefoot in the grass, and for a time insisted his mother dress him in all white. “Eric didn’t like breaking the rules,” said an aunt, who added that some of his cousins thought Eric kind of a “goody two-shoes.”

When Eric was four, the family home burned down. Jolted from sleep, Jim ran for their son while smoke filled the house. Lifting the sleeping child, he saw the imprint of Eric’s small body on the sheets, drawn as the fire’s soot settled around him.

Three years later in 1974, the Williams family bought a house on acreage outside Fort Worth, in the small town of Azle. In the barn and pastures, they kept horses, cows, sheep, chickens, and goats, and Eric adopted a black-and-white dog he named Sweetie. Jim and Jessie Ruth hadn’t planned more children, but they expected a girl. In anticipation, seven-year-old Eric carried a miniature plastic baby in his pocket, introducing it as his sister.

After Tera’s birth, however, he showed little interest in his sister, their grandmother later telling Tera that Eric seemed reluctant to touch her. “Eric was a lot like my parents. He never showed emotion. He wasn’t a loving brother,” she said. Still, he was a happy child, always smiling and appearing in a good mood.
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Eric with his parents at age six in 1973

Courtesy of Tera Bellemare

Beginning in those early years, Eric escaped into his imagination.

Ordered to clean the chicken coop, a seven-year-old Eric instead lay on his side in the barn reading. On the school bus, too, he habitually opened a book, ignoring the other children.

Yet he did make friends. “We were all nerds,” said Brad Pense, who met Eric in the fourth grade. Eric had the first computer in his group, a gift from his father. “He was always one of the smart kids, into technology. His people skills weren’t what he was known for,” said Pense. “He always seemed really calm. Eric never got angry . . . emotional. I can’t remember seeing Eric cry.”

In grade school, Eric attended Cub Scout meetings. Jessie Ruth described her son as diligent about scouting. “Part of it was he could be a leader. He really liked being a leader.”
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Eric at a Boy Scout camp in 1980

Evidence photo

Before long, an adolescent Eric graduated to Boy Scouts. Jim accompanied the boys on campouts, helping them earn merit badges. One January the director of the Fort Worth Zoo brought animals to hold. At summer camp, Eric took ten-mile hikes wearing a backpack, and cooked over campfires. Under the blue skies, they held outdoor church services. Always conscientious, Eric memorized the scout oath, promising to be courteous and kind, to do his duty to God and country, to keep physically strong, mentally awake, and morally straight.

At fourteen, in 1981, Eric made Eagle Scout, and his parents invited more than two hundred friends and family to the ceremony. “We were proud of him,” Jessie said. That day, Eric received a silver ring with a blue eagle and vowed to be trustworthy, loyal, brave, and reverent.

At Azle High, Eric played trumpet in the band and joined the math team. When they traveled to contests, the boys slept on the floor six or more in a hotel room. Eric’s parents filled with pride when the local newspaper reported his achievements.

Even then, he seemed slightly peculiar.

Unusual in most high schools but undoubtedly more so in small towns, Eric routinely carried a briefcase. Among his classmates, he cultivated an image of a smart kid, one who stood a bit apart on the school landscape. On a social level, one friend described Eric as aloof.

Yet despite what could have been considered oddities, Eric experienced a happy childhood. On weekends, over long summer days, he congregated with his circle of friends. Not the popular kids, Eric gravitated toward other bright students, many his counterparts on the math and science teams. The worst insult in the group was being called stupid. Said one parent, “If you wanted to put someone down, that’s what you would say.”
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Eric with his trumpet

Courtesy of Tera Bellemare

Surrounded by forests and fields, Eric and his friends shot BB guns at cans in the woods. When they did, smiling and appearing content, Eric rarely talked. Then, at the precise moment called for, he interjected a comment, a punch line, or a pithy observation. “It was perfect,” a friend said. “Eric was so funny. We’d all be laughing.”

More often they gathered at one of their homes. At times, they brought math problems, approaching them like fascinating puzzles. Other days, they spent hours in make-believe worlds, playing The Lord of the Rings or Star Trek. Dividing the yard into starships, they portrayed the characters. In their daydreams, they became Romulans, Klingons, captains of the Federation.

Their favorite pastime, however, was Dungeons & Dragons.

In Azle, a Bible-belt town, D&D remained controversial. Many questioned the wisdom of teenagers becoming absorbed in tales of witches and dragons, of heroes and rogues. But Eric and his peers felt drawn to their fictions. In the years before computers took over the role-playing game world, they organized their battles with paper, pencils, and dice. They took turns as the Dungeon Master who laid out the adventures, set up each grand crusade. Inventing voices and mannerisms, they transformed into courageous warriors and villains capable of great evil. As they played, they earned rewards, including knowledge and treasures.

At these pursuits, Eric excelled. “Everyone liked having Eric on their team,” one friend remarked. “He was good at strategic thinking. Eric was always good at planning.”

A youthful Eric enjoyed wearing uniforms and taking part in organizations with lofty goals; he read books that came alive in his imagination. Playing intricate games where heroes hatched schemes, he righted wrongs and in the process saved the world.

Yet in the real world, when he was not pretending to be a guardian of the universe, his sister saw Eric’s actions as troubling. “The truth is that Eric tormented me when I was a child,” Tera said. “On the surface, everything with Eric was by the book. But when our parents weren’t around, it was very different.”

On the farm, Eric seemed fascinated with guns, target shooting, and hunting small animals. Abandoned kittens and cats wandered onto the Williamses’ property, many climbing a tree near the house. Eric scrambled onto the roof with his rifle and shot the cats, watching their bleeding bodies fall to the ground. One day, he shot Tera’s pet cat through the eye, killing it.

Once in high school, Eric met Tamara “Tammy” Hobbs, who ran in his circle of friends and competed on the math team. Before long, Eric worked at Twin Points, the Hobbs family’s lake resort, with picnic tables and horseshoes, a playground, fishing, and swimming. From taking tickets to maintenance, over time he became an ad hoc assistant manager, enforcing park rules, including one that banned cussing. “I always felt safe with Eric,” said Tammy. “He wouldn’t let bad things happen or would stop the bad things from happening.”
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Eric with his date in high school

Evidence photo

While some like Tammy viewed Eric as upstanding, others noted cracks in his veneer. One friend objected as Eric sped down country roads, coasted through stop signs. The friend classified such behavior as lawbreaking. “It’s only illegal if you get caught,” Eric responded.

It seemed that Eric, the rule enforcer, didn’t necessarily view laws as applying to him.

Tera, too, described encounters that strayed from her brother’s wholesome Eagle Scout persona. “Eric looked like a normal kid, but he never was,” she said. “All Eric ever really wanted to do was play Dungeons & Dragons. It was like he was disconnected, not just from the family, but the world.”

If Eric already displayed bizarre behavior, it’s unlikely anyone would have guessed at his high school graduation, where he blended into the crowd in his long forest green robe. That auspicious day, the keynote speaker voiced a ubiquitous sentiment at such occasions, that the graduates use what they’d learned to “fly like eagles.”

Briefly out of high school, Eric ran a private investigation service with a friend, not a particularly serious pursuit. As expected, in the fall of 1985, he instead enrolled where his father worked, in Fort Worth’s Texas Christian University, a stately campus of red-roofed buildings.

At TCU, Eric’s talents brought a chemistry scholarship. By then, he appeared a slight young man, standing about five-foot-ten. Despite his choice of a science major, those who knew Eric understood something else appealed more to him. “The paramilitary stuff really got him going,” said a friend. “From the beginning, that’s what Eric was into.”

Building on his interests, Eric joined ROTC, the Reserve Officers’ Training Corps, and talked of a military career. This, too, wasn’t surprising since not only had his father served in Korea, but Eric came from a military family. Nearly all of his mother’s male relatives enlisted in the armed services, and every year the Lyles family marked Armistice Day with a get-together honoring his grandfather’s service in World War I.
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Eric in his 1985 high school graduation photo

Evidence photo

Still, soldiering seemed an odd fit for Eric, who’d grown into a quiet, quirky young man with deep dimples and a sideways smile. Pedantic at times, he appeared particularly proud of not his physical strength, but what he and others saw as his exceptional intellect.

One ROTC friend gave Eric a nickname, “Tennessee Tuxedo.” Like Eric, the cartoon character, a penguin in a fedora and a tie, had a superior mind, and the friend saw the moniker as representative of Eric’s analytical skills and calm determination. In the cartoon, the penguin often pledged, “Tennessee Tuxedo will not fail!”

By his second year at TCU, Eric wore yet another uniform. At the time as a chemistry major he took theoretical calculus, but then he decided “that the real purpose of college was to finish.” Opting for a “less stringent” degree program, he changed his major to criminal justice. Two years after enrolling in the university, Eric added introduction to law enforcement and pistol marksmanship, and legal aspects of criminal justice to his schedule.

In ROTC, Eric also focused on law enforcement, taking classes to become a military policeman. In his evaluation, an instructor described Eric as a model candidate. “His dedication, integrity, loyalty and military bearing are an asset to the . . . program.”
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Eric in his ROTC uniform (left) swearing in another recruit

Evidence photo

Academically Eric’s future, too, looked bright. At TCU, he held a B average, and in spring 1989, his final semester, he made the dean’s list. That year his supervisors continued to praise his ROTC performance. The chief of the military police issued a certificate that cited Eric’s “special trust and confidence in the valor, patriotism, fidelity.”

After graduating from TCU with a bachelor’s in criminal justice that May, Eric traveled to army camp in Fort Riley, Kansas. In June, he received a diploma from the army’s MP school, his name on the commandant’s list. On his evaluation his superiors called Eric a “hard-charging individual who definitely knows what it takes to be an MP.”

Eric’s desired military career, however, failed to materialize.

That year marked a nationwide reduction in forces, and, unlike many of his friends, Eric wasn’t offered a slot in the regular army. One friend thought Eric was passed over because he didn’t appear passionate. “He never looked really gung-ho,” the man recalled. “Eric was always kind of nonchalant, and that was the way he struck me about the army. Actually, I didn’t think he cared. But when he didn’t get in, he was really disappointed.”

Instead, Eric entered the Individual Ready Reserve as a lieutenant, where he could be called up if needed, and his dream of a career army officer’s life came to a screeching stop. It must have seemed an odd turn for someone so many predicted would achieve great success. “I’m sure he was disappointed,” his father said. “Eric just wasn’t one to show it.”

A future in the military abruptly erased with his criminal justice degree Eric applied for a police officer’s job in a Fort Worth suburb called White Settlement. There, coworkers struck by his youthful appearance and his shyness nicknamed him “Opie,” after the boy played by Ron Howard in the Andy Griffith TV series.

In White Settlement, too, however, all didn’t go well.

As Eric would later explain it, he enrolled to take a class, but the police chief refused to give him the time off. Once he’d been told no, Eric simply called in sick. Someone reported it to the chief, who called Eric in and asked why he’d ignored orders. Eight months into his stint with the department, Eric flatly said, “Because I want to.”

“Well, then you’re fired,” the chief responded. It struck the man as odd that even while being sacked, Eric never looked upset.

Soon after, he signed on with Springtown PD, a much smaller city half an hour northwest of his last employer. A good friend, Paul Lilly, worked as an officer in the department and recommended Eric to the chief, James Lyons.

In truth, Lyons had mixed feelings about hiring Eric Williams. They had history. Lyons had been on the board that interviewed Eric a decade earlier, when he applied to become an Eagle Scout. For years, Lyons had screened Eagle applicants, and he routinely included a question without a good answer, one to trip the boys up. Lyons wanted to see how they reacted. But when Lyons asked Eric his trick question, Eric had an unusual response. “Eric stared at me until I thought my eyelids would bleed. He had a dead look in his eyes. It gave me a really strange feeling. I thought, that boy’s got issues. Something’s not right.”

When he considered hiring Eric as a police officer, Lyons worried about how Eric would interact with the public. “He struck me as manipulative,” Lyons said. “I convinced myself I was probably wrong about Eric.”

Then late one night, Lyons received a call from his dispatcher, who said the department’s computer system had been hacked, someone accessing the third—the most secure—level. The next morning, the man showed Lyons computer footprints proving Eric had “monkeyed around” in the system. On closer examination, it appeared Eric had changed the log to indicate he had patrolled the streets, when Lyons suspected Eric had actually been at a topless bar.

“The biggest concerns for me are truth and trust,” Lyons said when he called Eric into his office. “Did you access the computer system’s third level last night?”

“No,” Eric said. After seeing the records documenting the breach, he still denied it.

“I looked in that boy’s eyes and they were just dead, just like that experience I had with him in Eagle Scouts,” said Lyons. “And he had a smirk on his face. I told him, ‘Eric, I’m going to have to let you go.’”

At twenty-four years of age, Eric had already failed three times. First, he’d been passed over by the army and then fired by two police departments. Perhaps that motivated Eric, because days later he offered Lyons a gift, a police radio, and asked for his job back. “That hits the bribe button,” Lyons said. “Under no circumstances will I rehire you.”

At that, Eric turned and left the police station.

Looking back, Lyons thought Eric’s actions made no sense. In the older man’s opinion, Eric had to have intentionally left the footprints in the computer system. “He was obviously really computer savvy to be able to hack in, and he could have erased the evidence,” said Lyons. “I thought he’d left it on purpose. He wanted us to know how smart he was.”

In November 1993, at the age of twenty-six, Eric moved with his good friend Paul Lilly to Kaufman County, forty minutes southeast of Dallas, where Lilly had a job with the sheriff’s office. In size slightly smaller than Rhode Island, Kaufman was poorer than its neighboring counties, and more rural. With Lilly, Eric rented a small house in Terrell, with sixteen thousand residents, the county’s largest city. His law enforcement career stalled, Eric reassessed his future and began studying for the LSAT, the law school entrance exam.

Needing to cover living expenses, however, he applied for jobs. Soon word filtered to Judge Glen Ashworth, who presided over Kaufman County’s only district court, the Eighty-sixth, that a bright young man had just relocated to the area. From a mutual friend, Ashworth heard about Eric’s degree from TCU, his years in ROTC, that he was an Eagle Scout and a licensed police officer. The timing presented an opportunity, as Ashworth’s court coordinator had recently died of cancer. The judge contacted Eric, who drove twenty minutes south to the county seat, the small, quaint city of Kaufman, to meet with the judge in his office behind his courtroom.

Home to fewer than seven thousand, the city of Kaufman had a rustic feel. “It’s such a small town, everyone knows everyone,” said a local attorney. “I think of it as my Mayberry.”

Dominating the town square stood the aging courthouse. Many such Texas institutions were grand, impressive marble and stone structures, some with Victorian flourishes. Instead, the one on Washington Street was a plain, boxy structure built in 1956. If once considered modern architecture, by the time Eric arrived, it merely looked tired. Its only saving grace: large oaks buffered it from trucks rumbling by and offered shade during blistering summers.

The old storefronts that ringed the characterless building, their windows tinted to shut out the strong rays of the sun, looked as unremarkable, many redbrick with large windows, housing a smattering of retail stores and law offices. Only a few structures in Kaufman’s unimposing downtown displayed any true flavor: a bank building converted to a restaurant, the old Greenslade drug building with its flat canopy, and a small event center.
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The Kaufman County Courthouse

Kathryn Casey

Although only forty minutes southeast of Dallas, Kaufman felt a world away, a place locked in the past.

When Eric drove into Kaufman, his surroundings may have reminded him of his hometown, Azle. To enter through the courthouse’s main door, he passed a Civil War monument topped by a Confederate soldier holding a rifle. On one side it read: “Honor to their memory, glory to their cause, and peace to their ashes.”

That day, Eric’s interview went well. As they talked, Ashworth asked the young man about his plans for the future, and Eric told the judge that he’d begun studying for the law school entrance exam. Impressed, a few days later the judge contacted Eric and hired him.
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Downtown Kaufman storefronts

Kathryn Casey


Chapter 2

Ashworth set Eric up in the county. He made Eric who he was.

—Sandra Harward

For those who work inside, small-town courthouses become second families made up of the staff and lawyers, the regulars who circulate through, crossing paths. Many stop to talk, inquire about each other’s lives and health, compare notes on the latest gossip and local events.

A dozen years on the bench, Judge Glen Monroe Ashworth presided over the county’s only state-level court and wielded substantial power. His family influential in the area for generations, some called Ashworth “the king of Kaufman County.” With penetrating blue eyes and an intimidating scowl, the judge ruled with an iron hand. Ashworth came down hard on those who wasted his time. He knew the law, and he expected the attorneys to know it as well. “He was a good judge, but I’d seen him make attorneys cry,” said Sandra Harward, who practiced law in the area.

In March 1994, Eric began working for Judge Ashworth in his offices on the courthouse’s second floor, reached by entering the building’s main entrance and traveling up a rattling old elevator or a flight of well-worn steps. Near the battered door to the district attorney’s office, the judge’s chamber connected to his courtroom through a private door. As court coordinator, Eric followed the judge throughout the day, circulating from a desk outside Ashworth’s office to one at the head of the courtroom at the judge’s right hand.

From his first days as caretaker to one of the county’s most important men, Eric, too, exercised considerable power.

His duties varied; Eric managed Ashworth’s schedule, worked with lawyers filing motions, and set trial dates. Mornings, he monitored the courtroom, called the docket, and watched over hearings and plea bargains. Evenings, Eric had the judge’s calendar organized and desk cleared. Before long, word circulated about the new court coordinator. Eric impressed many of those he met with his intellect, and they often found him amusing with his quirky smile.

Others felt uncomfortable around him. “Eric was strange,” said one lawyer. “If it hadn’t been for the judge, Eric was wallpaper. He seemed to always be listening, but he was painfully quiet. At the same time, he looked amused, as if he considered himself superior.”

Yet only Ashworth’s impressions mattered, and Eric appeared efficient, loyal, and discreet, important qualities for someone privy to the interworkings of such an influential office. “No can do,” Eric said one day when an attorney stopped in to talk to the judge. Then she listened and heard Ashworth dressing down someone in his chambers. Wearing a grin, Eric shrugged, as if indicating the situation lay beyond his control.

Once home, Eric studied for the LSAT. His dedication paid off. “I scored a 163 out of a maximum of 170,” he said.

Life quickly fell into place for Eric in Kaufman. Not long after he hired Eric, Ashworth suggested Eric register as an unpaid reserve officer with the district attorney’s office. Once he did, Eric had an official badge that enabled him to wear a holster with a .38 caliber pistol into the courthouse and courtroom. For years, Ashworth lunched with the county surveyor. Soon after Eric arrived, Ashworth suggested he join them, and the three men became regulars at restaurants catering to the downtown crowd.

Later others recalled one particular event, however, and wondered if Ashworth should have realized his clerk wasn’t the young man he appeared. The first summer Eric worked at the courthouse, he attended a court coordinators’ conference. There he met his counterpart in Coryell County, a woman with a twelve-year-old son, one in the middle of a divorce. Petite and pretty, Janice Gray began dating Eric the following month. They saw each other off and on and talked on the phone often, until she met someone with whom she envisioned a future.

At that point, Gray called Eric to end the relationship. She thought he took it well. Eric called once or twice after that, including the week before that summer’s conference in Huntsville. He seemed friendly, and she didn’t worry, but when she arrived at the hotel, he waited in the lobby. “Do you want to get something to eat later?” he asked.

“I don’t think that would be a good idea,” she answered. “I already made plans.”

“I have something I want to give your son,” Eric said. With that, he reached down and pulled a pistol out of an ankle holster, holding it up to show it to her.

“It’s nice,” she said, but ignored the offer. Moments later, she turned away to talk to others walking through the door.

That evening, Eric appeared again. In a sports bar where she socialized with friends, he suddenly tapped her on the shoulder, taking Gray by surprise. She hadn’t told Eric where she was going. “Could you step back a little? I’d like to talk to you for a minute,” he said.

They walked a short distance off from the others and chatted casually for a few minutes, before she said, “I’m going to go back and join my friends.”

Ever so calmly, Eric said, “I have a gun. If you walk away, I’ll use it. I don’t have anything to lose.”

Petrified by fear, Gray began softly crying. Perhaps her body language alerted her friends, two of whom walked over. “Come with us,” one said, and they escorted her away.

Moments later, Eric had disappeared.

Returning to her hotel, Gray called the conference coordinator, who notified police. They listened to her account and posted a guard outside her hotel room while they looked for Eric. The next morning, they explained that they’d been unable to find him and that they assumed he’d returned to Kaufman. But when an officer walked her to the conference, Gray opened the door and saw Eric seated in the meeting room as if nothing had happened.

“He’s in there,” she said.

Gray waited in the restroom while the officer pulled Eric out of the conference. After they left for the police station, Gray went into the conference. Later that afternoon, she stopped at the Huntsville Police Department to file a full report.

Recalling that day, Eric scoffed at the notion that anyone worried about his intentions. “They spoke to me, but they did nothing. The police weren’t concerned.”

In contrast, police told Gray that the local DA talked to Kaufman’s DA, and that Judge Ashworth had taken responsibility for Eric. “The judge promised Williams won’t bother you,” an officer told her. “We’ll hold the report, and if he does, let us know and we’ll file the charges.”

Janice Gray agreed and never heard from Eric Williams again.

Back in Kaufman, Eric returned to work at the courthouse as if nothing had happened. That fall, he officially put down roots and bought his first house, a tan brick one-story about a mile from the courthouse on Anthony Street.

Months later in the fall of 1995 at the age of twenty-eight, Eric Williams began law school at Texas Wesleyan in Fort Worth. From Kaufman, he had a two-hour commute. As long as he finished his work, Eric had Ashworth’s permission to leave at three every day. As Eric continued to better his life, many in Kaufman believed Ashworth saw himself as a father figure to Eric. At the courthouse, lawyers and members of the staff predicted Eric would one day follow in Ashworth’s footsteps, get his law license and eventually a judgeship.

As the months passed, the closeness between the two men grew. Ashworth gave Eric a key to his house, so that he could care for the judge’s pets when he traveled. Then Judge Ashworth told Eric that he had put him in his will. Nearly every day they continued to go out for lunch. After the county surveyor died, his son took his place, and one of the local attorneys joined them, Becky Calabria, who along with her husband had an office across the street from the courthouse.

Two years after arriving, Eric Williams had powerful friends in Kaufman.

Still, at times Eric did say odd things, like one day when he interjected: “If I ever decided to go out, I’d take a bunch of people with me.” The group of courthouse friends seated with him fell silent and stared, puzzled by the statement. Later someone mentioned that Charles Whitman, who in 1966 shot forty-nine people, killing sixteen, by shooting from the University of Texas clock tower, was an Eagle Scout like Eric. In response, one of those listening wondered if Eric would one day shoot from the roof of the Kaufman courthouse.

Still, Eric seemed like such a benign young man, no one took it seriously.

Instead, over the years, Eric forged strong ties with many in Kaufman. For the most part, they grew to think of him in fond terms. They liked his slight eccentricities and quiet manner, and thought of him as an odd but amusing friend. When he smiled, he had a boyish look. Gradually, he became accepted as one of them.

By the mid-nineties Eric’s career had taken an upward trajectory. Soon he’d be an attorney, with social position and the prospect of increased prosperity. He lacked only the right person to share his success. Then one day in 1996, three years after he arrived in Kaufman, Eric posted on an Internet message board and a woman named Kim Johnson read it. Something about that post appealed to her. The man sounded funny and smart, and she admired both qualities. Kim keyed in a response, and before long, Eric Williams had a partner.



Chapter 3

There were a lot of things about Eric I found out later. I thought I knew him. It turned out that I was wrong.

—Kim Williams

Sometimes couples inspire each other, fostering relationships in which they motivate each other to do things they would never have done alone, the potential outcome great good. Other times they play off each other’s insecurities and egos; they build poisoned liaisons, urging the other to the vilest of evils. For yet others events spin out of control for one when a partner takes the reins and leads them to the depths of hell.

For Kim Johnson, Eric Williams became that person.

“I grew up in Dallas,” Kim said, her soft Texas drawl punctuated by a slight lilt and a narrowing of pale blue eyes. A petite woman, she had an expressive flair for the dramatic, and a tendency to occasionally flash a sardonic smile.

From the outside Kim appeared to have a respectable, middle-class upbringing. Born in France, her mother, Lucienne, moved to New York. On a trip to Dallas, she met Kim’s father, Donald Johnson. They had two children, the first a son, Jamie, followed in September 1966 by Kim. An army reservist, Don made a good living as the owner of an elevator repair company.

Yet, Kim insists, all wasn’t entirely as it seemed: “My dad was kind of ornery. It was common knowledge in our neighborhood. He was brutal. I used to hide in the closet or under the pool table.”

In school, Kim earned good grades. In ninth grade, she marched with the band. In high school, blond and blue-eyed with big Texas hair, she danced on the drill team, performing during half-time. “I had to run the boys off from her,” said her brother, Jamie. “Kim was kind of a prima donna, and the boys liked her. She never gave my parents problems.”

Kim did, however, have a shadowy side. For two years, during ninth and tenth grade, Kim hid from friends and family that she battled bulimia. “It was a sort of self-punishment for being the one my dad didn’t beat,” she said. Her senior year in high school, she stopped purging and never did it again.

In Skyline High School, Kim dated Michael Gregg, and he described her as spunky, someone who knew her mind. “They called us Barbie and Ken, because Kim had a tiny figure and was pretty like a Barbie doll,” he said. They solved word scrambles on Kim’s front porch, went to AC/DC concerts, and drank root beer floats at the local drive-in. “I wanted more, but Kim didn’t. We were friends,” he said. “And I was protective of Kim. I cared about her.”

When she graduated in 1985, Kim attended junior college before enrolling in Dallas’s premier school, Southern Methodist University. Majoring in English, she planned to enroll in law school. In the end, none of that happened.

First, she dropped out of SMU, when she decided law school wasn’t in her future. At the time, she worked for an attorney, and what she saw in his office convinced her that she wasn’t cut out for a legal career. “I’m not much of a debater. I don’t like confrontation. Lawyers are often in confrontational situations. That wasn’t for me.”

Instead, Kim enrolled in the University of Texas in Arlington, preparing to teach. About that time, she took a summer receptionist’s job in a doctor’s office. When she liked it, she dropped out of college. “Kim worked hard, and she was fun,” said the doctor’s wife. “She had big Texas hair and taught line dancing at our son’s bar mitzvah. All those soft-spoken Jewish people dancing and laughing.”

At the office, Kim giggled a lot. A Cowboys fan, she pinned a photo of quarterback Troy Aikman on a wall. Each morning, she made copies of the newspaper crossword and competed with the doctor’s wife to finish first. Routinely, Kim took small things and turned them into amusing breaks in the day. When a catalogue arrived with photos of male models in scrubs, Kim offered the others chocolates and suggested, “Okay, let’s see which guy is the best-looking.”
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Kim at the bar mitzvah

Working at the doctor’s office, Kim bought a house not far from her parents’ home. At times, the doctor and his wife suggested Kim finish her degree, but she never seemed interested. Then in 1993, when Kim was twenty-seven, they noticed that she snapped at the patients. Kim seemed unhappy. “It had gotten to the point where people irritated Kim,” said the doctor’s wife. “The job wasn’t a good fit for her. She kept getting moodier.”

After taking a break to think through what she wanted to do, Kim quit. Soon after, the doctor heard that she had taken another job, this time as a clerk at a hospital.

Three years after she left her job at the doctor’s office, in 1996, Kim signed up for a free thirty-day account with Prodigy, an early Internet service. One evening, she logged onto a message board for individuals in search of friends. A post caught her eye. In a short bio, Eric talked about his courthouse job and described himself as a law student. Something about the tenor of the post appealed to Kim, and she thought that Eric sounded lonely. “I replied, said, ‘I’ll be your friend.’ I didn’t expect to meet him. Then I discovered that he lived only forty miles away from me.”

For months, they communicated through e-mails. At one point, he asked for her phone number, but Kim refused. He sent his, but she didn’t call. Finally, she met him at a restaurant. “I could tell from the e-mails that he had a brain, and that appealed to me.” She saw him as “someone I could talk to.”

At the restaurant, Kim immediately liked Eric, whom she judged as more intelligent than men she’d dated in the past. While she enjoyed being with him, at first she didn’t envision the relationship as romantic. “I didn’t feel like we connected that way. He thought so, but I didn’t.”

“We had the same goals,” Eric said. When he described Kim, he referenced intellect, twice: “She was smart, well-read, capable of intelligent discussion, funny and pretty.”

On dates, Kim did much of the talking, and slowly she decided Eric had traits that fit her better than those of her previous boyfriends. “Usually they were good-looking but not a lot else,” she said. “Eric looked kind of like a preacher or a Bible salesman, but in his own way, he was cute.”

That Thanksgiving, Kim invited Eric and his family to her house. Tera brought her six-month-old daughter. As she watched, Tera thought Kim appeared uncomfortable holding the baby, as if she didn’t know what to do with her. “I thought Kim seemed like kind of a bimbo,” Tera said. “I didn’t like that Eric got involved with her.”

Eric’s mother used the word “different” to describe how Kim struck her. “She didn’t seem like Eric’s type of person.” In fact, she saw Kim with her big blond hair as flighty, and overly proud. Yet she understood why Kim caught her son’s attentions. “She was a very attractive girl.”

The impressions better on the other side, Kim’s dad, Don Johnson, enjoyed talking with Eric about law enforcement. Although working and going to school, Eric maintained his commission with the DA’s office and in his spare time continued to pursue higher credentials, earning an advanced police officer certificate.

Once Eric mentioned Kim, his friends at the courthouse noticed a difference in him. Eric seemed more outgoing and engaged, and they thought she had a good effect on him. Some worried that he met Kim on the Internet, but he seemed happy.

All went well, and the relationship deepened. Then, not long after they began dating, Eric lost weight. He seemed tired and inordinately thirsty. Kim consulted a doctor, who suggested Eric have his blood sugar tested. The test showed that Eric had Type 1 diabetes. Unable to regulate his blood sugar, Eric didn’t do well with insulin shots, and his doctor installed a small pump he wore on his belt.

Months later when his enrollment came up for renewal in the Individual Ready Reserve, Eric discharged. With his diabetes, he wouldn’t ever be called up. “There was no point,” he said.

The following year Kim and Eric grew closer, Eric becoming ever more attentive. One night, thinking little of it, Kim told him over the phone that she had plans to meet a friend. Although Kim never mentioned where she was going, Eric walked in the bar moments after she arrived. Apparently, he’d followed her. “There you are,” he said, as if nothing odd had just happened.

“I just thought he was being protective,” Kim said. “The following me thing, everything, it just seemed like he loved me.”

Once he met Kim, Eric saw less of his own family, and his relationship with his sister continued to be strained. In January 1998, their grandmother died, and he drove Tera to the funeral at what seemed like one hundred miles per hour down narrow country roads. When a police officer pulled him over and asked for his license, Eric flashed his badge from the DA’s office. Instead of getting a ticket, Eric asked for an escort. Agreeing, the man drove ahead, his lights flashing and siren blaring. “I figured Eric assumed he was above the law,” Tera said.

The following spring, Eric and Kim celebrated their engagement at a party thrown by his courthouse friends. They fed each other cake, and Judge Ashworth, along with the others who attended, toasted the young couple.
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Kim and Eric at their engagement party

Evidence photo

Still, they kept their plans quiet from their families. Eric acquired a tux, and Kim a wedding gown. They bought plane tickets, and Kim put her beloved Pomeranian, Penny, in a carrier and took her with them to Las Vegas.

On May 13, 1998, two years after they met, Eric Williams and Kim Johnson wed. Without family or friends, they had a traditional ceremony at the Little Chapel of the Flowers. Kim wore a lace gown, with a bow on the bustle and a keyhole opening in the back covered in a pearl fringe. Eric couldn’t have looked prouder as they lit a unity candle, pledging to love and honor each other until death. “We did it up right,” said Kim, smiling as she remembered that day.

When they returned to Texas, they formally joined their lives. Kim sold her house and moved into Eric’s on Anthony Street, taking a job at Kaufman’s Texas Health Presbyterian Hospital as a quality assurance clerk. Less than a mile away at the courthouse, Eric placed Kim’s photo on his desk. At times, he held it up and said to the lawyers who stopped in, “Isn’t my wife beautiful?” And she was.
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Eric and Kim on their wedding day

Courtesy of Tera Bellemare

“Eric wasn’t hot, but Kim was,” said a friend. “And he was very much in love. For the first time since I’d known him, he looked truly happy.”

Life had treated Eric well. Law school graduation loomed only a year away. In love, he undoubtedly expected decades ahead with an attractive, healthy young wife. They talked of children and a family. Instead, their lives took a fateful turn.

Just nine months after their whirlwind Las Vegas wedding, a bruise on Kim’s left upper thigh hardened. A biopsy diagnosed rheumatoid arthritis, a potentially debilitating autoimmune disorder. To ease her pain, her doctor prescribed a narcotic painkiller, Vicodin. “Eric was supportive,” she said. “I thought, this isn’t good. I was scared. But I thought we’d be all right. Nothing would change. Sure I was sick, but the future looked good.”

At that point, Eric appeared to admire Judge Ashworth, and the two men had a strong relationship. Once they were married, Eric and Kim attended the judge’s annual Super Bowl party. He invited them for steaks, and one year for Thanksgiving dinner. At home, Eric talked to Kim often of Ashworth in laudatory terms, regaling her with stories about the tight fist the judge held on the courtroom. Impressed by the power Ashworth wielded, Eric seemed proud of their association.

In spring 1999, Eric’s family, Kim’s parents, Judge Ashworth, and others from the courthouse attended Eric’s law school graduation. On that day, the judge looked pleased with his young protégé. At a small party, Eric gave Ashworth a plaque. It thanked the judge for his support, and for inspiring Eric to pursue his degree.

In July Eric took the state bar exam. While he awaited results, he prepared to become a lawyer, leaving his job as court coordinator to sign on with Calabria & Calabria, a well-known husband-and-wife law practice directly across the street from the courthouse. Eric had known Becky Calabria, a regular in Judge Ashworth’s daily lunch bunch, for years.

All went as planned, and in November Eric became licensed to practice law in the state of Texas. Despite his diabetes and Kim’s illness, which on a bad day made her walk with an unsteady gait, their futures looked bright. That Christmas, Kim’s father dressed as Santa, and Eric’s parents, Tera, and her family all went to Kim and Eric’s home. Kim loved the holidays, and she had a big tree, and decorations spread over the house, covering it like frosting on a cake.

As the new millennium began, Eric and Kim appeared a devoted young couple, poised to live their dreams. Eric had worked hard and had become a lawyer. Once licensed, he registered at the courthouse to get appointments. To his benefit, Eric had an advantage any young attorney would covet: a close friendship with the judge handing out the assignments, Ashworth.
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Kim and Eric at Christmas

Courtesy of Tera Bellemare

Eric worked hard and his calendar gradually filled with clients. Each day he showed up in Judge Ashworth’s court meticulously dressed, his hair carefully combed. As the cases came in, the judge called out attorney’s names, including Eric’s. Diligent, he made his deadlines, and more appointments followed. At times, Eric represented indigent defense clients, those who stood charged with a crime and didn’t have money to hire a lawyer. On other days, Ashworth assigned CPS (Child Protective Services) cases, appointing Eric as guardian ad litem to represent children in custody battles and neglect or abuse cases.

His work flourishing and life opening up for them, Eric and Kim went out socially with local lawyers and their spouses. At such gatherings, they laughed and seemed content. Yet the others weren’t always sure how to take Kim, because, like Eric, she sometimes said odd things. Although she usually sounded sweet and caring, at times she laced her comments with biting sarcasm. Some found Kim funny, but others walked away troubled.

One night at a party, a clutch of women compared pastimes they enjoyed with their husbands. A few mentioned travel or watching movies. Later one of those at the party said something curious happened. When it was her turn, Kim smiled and said: “Sometimes Eric and I like to sit around at night and plan the perfect murder.”

At the courthouse, Eric and Judge Ashworth continued to be close, the judge advising Eric on his career. In the beginning, Eric took a range of court-appointed cases, but as his caseload built, he had ever more clients. After the first year, he went to Judge Ashworth and explained, “I need to make a decision soon, how I specialize.”

They talked it over, and Eric came to the conclusion that he’d prefer concentrating on the CPS cases.

Eric liked the CPS work. Overall, he felt that he had more influence representing the children. In the criminal cases he most often negotiated a plea bargain. “With CPS work, I could help plan what would happen. I had a better sense of my work being valued.”

The CPS cases also came with substantial power. As a guardian ad litem, Eric offered opinions that carried weight on what happened within families, where children would be placed, even whether a parent or grandparent should be given visitation.

Perhaps a downside, family law often proved emotional. Parents sometimes lost custody and children were often caught in the middle, so it wasn’t surprising that while some liked Eric and thought well of his efforts, others saw him as biased and even cruel. “Eric had a lot of influence and he played favorites,” said one mother whose daughter had Eric as her ad litem. “He sided with my husband, and it cost my daughter dearly.”

At home in the evenings, Kim and Eric’s conversations revolved around his work. When he talked of representing the children, Kim viewed Eric as a hero. Working at the hospital, she sometimes heard of abused children admitted for care. In one case a mother claimed a baby fell off a bed, but couldn’t explain other broken bones on the X-rays. Representing the child, Eric assessed the suitability of relatives who fought for custody. “I’m going to recommend the grandparents get the baby,” he told Kim when she asked what would happen. As Kim listened, he described the details of the case, and she thought her husband genuinely cared.

If the families involved sometimes questioned Eric’s motives, Kim never did. “I always thought Eric saw himself as a champion to the kids. I saw him that way, too.”

At first, Eric continued to work under Becky Calabria’s umbrella, but his job with the firm ended in a dispute over his earnings. With CPS appointments flowing in, Eric brought in a substantial amount of money. Calabria expected a percentage would go to the firm. Instead, Eric pocketed it. They discussed the issue, Eric later describing it as a misunderstanding. Perhaps he realized that with his career humming along, he didn’t need the firm.

In downtown Kaufman, Eric Williams rented an office on the courthouse square, at 107 N. Jackson Street, from a friend, Taryn Davis. A lawyer, Davis had an office next door, and outside they put a brown plaque edged in white with Eric’s name in gold above the one bearing hers. The weathered brown wood-sided building had a leaded glass Texas Lone Star on the door.

[image: image]

The front of Eric’s law office on N. Jackson Street

Kathryn Casey

In a room just inside the front door, Eric had a receptionist’s desk, and he hired a secretary. But as time went on, he sublet the front to a bail bondsman. From that point forward, clients walked a long hallway before reaching his conference room, reception area, and office.

Although the office appeared modest, Eric, into computers since high school, when he was the first in his circle to own a desktop, brought in all the latest gadgets. “One thing about Eric was that he always had his office blinged out with high-tech toys,” said a friend. “He was proud of being ahead of the curve.”

Something else in his office attested to his special abilities. While in law school, Eric discovered that his high score on the entrance exam qualified him to join Mensa, a society for those who scored in the ninety-eighth percentile or above on standardized intelligence tests. Always proud of his intellect, Eric paid for a lifetime membership and hung a Mensa certificate on his wall next to his diplomas. At conspicuous places on shelves, he placed Mensa books, leading one lawyer to assume Eric wanted those who walked into his office to understand his brilliance.

Most days, Judge Ashworth walked over to collect Eric from his law office for lunch. His former boss, Becky Calabria, and Greg Sjerven, the county surveyor, joined them. “Everybody in the lunch group was smart,” said one attorney. “But Eric was the one with the Mensa certificate.”

While Eric’s career flourished, the bad news about Kim’s health kept coming. Her mouth parched, eyes chronically dry, her doctor diagnosed Sjogren’s Syndrome, a condition that inhibits the body from producing moisture. Ninety percent of Sjogren’s sufferers were women, and half of those had rheumatoid arthritis. When her Sjogren’s kicked in, Kim’s arthritis worsened, and her doctor wrote more prescriptions for narcotics.

Looking back, it seemed that her illness took a toll on the marriage, and Eric changed.

From the beginning, they’d talked of children. Since Eric appeared passionate about his young clients, Kim thought he would be a good father. But one evening he announced that he “didn’t want to bring a child into this shitty world.”

Shocked, Kim asked, “What if I get pregnant?”

“You would either have it taken care of, or I would divorce you,” he answered.

With that, Eric walked from the room. That night Kim went to bed hurt and angry, and the next morning, Eric acted as if nothing had happened.

Christmas came, and Eric seemed different in another way. In the past, he’d willingly helped Kim decorate. Suddenly, to her surprise, he proclaimed that he’d never liked the holiday and didn’t want to spend it with family.

Her situation ever-changing, Kim continued to work at the hospital, until her rheumatoid arthritis left her feeling unsteady on her feet at work. Three years into their marriage, she quit and applied for disability, something Eric had pushed her to do since her diagnosis. After two attempts, the government approved Kim’s claim. From that point forward, she received $1,300 monthly payments. “Then I was disabled.”

Life slowed. On bad days, Kim took heavy doses of painkillers and remained in bed. On better days, she drove to Eric’s office to cover the reception desk and answer phone calls.

Meanwhile, money flowed in from Eric’s court appoints, and that year, 2001, Kim and Eric purchased a 2,882-square-foot, three-bedroom house, a mile and a half from the courthouse and Eric’s office. At 1600 Overlook, the one-story in the Wellington Park subdivision had a three-car garage. Making Kaufman seem like an even smaller world, Judge Ashworth’s cousin had developed the area, in a section the locals nicknamed “Snob Hill,” and the Williamses’ home had once belonged to the judge’s aunt. A field ran behind the house, and Judge Ashworth lived in a house on acreage on the other side.
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Eric and Kim’s home on Overlook

Kathryn Casey

Along with the new house, Eric indulged his interests. At the courthouse, he showed off firearms, turning them in his hands, letting others hold them to appreciate their weight and balance. When he and Kim married, she had a revolver, and Eric had ten or so handguns and rifles. She didn’t know the number grew, but within Kaufman’s law community, word spread that in his office on the town square, Eric had a closet arsenal. Yet few thought much of it. “This is Texas,” said one Kaufman attorney. “We all have guns.”

That year, Eric also bought a black Sport Trac, a small pickup with an extended cab. And for Kim’s birthday in September, she bought a Trans Am in the final year Pontiac made them. Nearly daily, delivery services dropped off boxes from Amazon and eBay. At their house as in his office, Eric installed high-tech toys. Laptops covered the white-countered kitchen bar, and in the evenings Eric and Kim played games or surfed the net. When purchases didn’t work out, Eric discarded them in closets. Kim complained that he wasted money, but Eric didn’t seem to care.

In ways, the tension grew. “Eric didn’t ask my opinion on anything,” Kim said. “By the time he talked to me, he already knew what he was going to do and how he was going to do it.”

In 2002, Ashworth, a Democrat, faced reelection, and Kaufman County had changed, more voters turning conservative. A white-haired, grandfatherly looking attorney named Howard Tygrett, a Republican, registered to run against Ashworth. At that point, Eric’s mentor announced his retirement, and Eric’s world began to shift.



Chapter 4

Everything Eric did he thought through and considered the possibilities. Everything he said to anyone served a purpose. It was all part of his plan.

—Kim Williams

Ironically, rather than a loss, Judge Ashworth’s retirement turned into a financial boon for Eric Williams.

In January 2003, Howard Tygrett took over as the judge in the Eighty-sixth District Court. Whatever the judge’s reasoning, he began paying higher fees to the attorneys appointed to handle the county’s indigent defense and CPS work. “It started to climb almost as soon as Tygrett took office,” said a former county official. “People were suddenly making a lot of money.”

Looking back, some would say that by then Eric, who’d been in Kaufman for nine years, had been accepted into the courthouse fold, and that Tygrett began giving Eric the bulk of the CPS work. “Kaufman is really a good-old-boy network, and Eric had become one of the good old boys,” said a local lawyer. “Most of us thought of him as one of us. And the judges saw him as the CPS guy, the one who handled those cases.”

To some, it seemed, Eric received more than his share. “It was a really unusual situation,” said Sandra Harward, a lawyer who worked for the state and specialized in such cases. “I’d never seen it in any other county, where one attorney got so much of the CPS work.”

Not long after, something odd happened. Working as a visiting judge, Ashworth circulated to different courthouses. One day in Kaufman, he saw Eric filling out paperwork. When he looked closer, Ashworth realized Eric had a stack of county pay vouchers, the to-be-filled-out sections empty, waiting to be completed with details of hours worked on court-appointed cases. Although largely blank, the vouchers had already been signed by Judge Tygrett. Disappointed, Ashworth reprimanded Eric, suggesting that he shouldn’t be filing bills without oversight.

That night, late at night, Eric sent Ashworth an angry e-mail, instructing him to mind his own business and warning that he didn’t want to see him anymore. The judge replied that he’d always think of Eric as a friend, and the following morning Eric responded by asking if they could “forget last night’s conversation.”

The judge agreed, and on days Ashworth worked in Kaufman, their lunch schedule went on unchanged. Yet the criticism wasn’t forgotten. From that point forward, Eric fumed about Ashworth, describing his old boss as “a prissy prima donna.”

As she listened, Kim realized Eric collected grievances. Over the years she’d heard him rage about clients and lawyers, family members who fell out of his favor. To her, Eric seemed incapable of forgiving any perceived offense. “He let things stew,” she said. “It just festered.”

Making Eric’s position even more enviable, the CPS appointments had another benefit. Over time, his large number of cases earned Eric a reputation as a family law expert. That led to referrals from other attorneys
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Praise for In Plain Sight

“I love Kathryn Casey—always smart, always scary, and always pitch-perfect on Texas true-crime.”

—Ron Franscell, bestselling author of The Darkest Night and Morgue: A Life in Death

“Going deeper than anyone has before, Kathryn Casey transforms solid research on the Texas prosecutor murders into a deft and  compelling crime narrative. In the style of Ann Rule, she honors the victims, while also building a fully-realized villain. Bristling with intrigue, In Plain Sight takes us into the minds of justice officials who must identify and catch the person targeting them before more of them are killed.”

—Katherine Ramsland, bestselling author of Confession of a Serial Killer: The Untold Story of Dennis Rader, the BTK Killer

“In Plain Sight, Kathryn Casey’s exploration of a small-town good citizen turned vengeful killer, is told with such creeping suspense that it reads like a crime novel. But the fact that it’s real makes it far more chilling, a vivid and even horrifying exploration of the making of a murderer.”

—Deborah Blum, Pulitzer Prize–winning author of The Poisoner’s Handbook: Murder and the Birth of Forensic Medicine in Jazz-Age New York
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