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on her black high heels and told the jury that
Wright had most likely lured her husband to
the bed and tied him to the posts, leading him
tothink they were going to engage in some sex-
ual game playing. To gethim even more aroused,
Siegler suggested, Wright had poured candle
wax on hisbody. Atthat point, Siegler declared,
Wrighthad pulled out herknife and turned that
bedroom “into atorture chamber.” The motive?
Accordingto Siegler, Wright wanted to cashin
his $200,0001life insurance policy. “All that bat-
tered wife abuse bull was just that,” Siegler pro-
claimed to the jurors. “It was bull!”

Inthemostastonishing moment of the trial,
Siegler, an attractive woman always stylishly
turned out, had the bloodstained bed from the
‘Wrights’bedroombroughtintothe courtroom. A
younger male prosecutor climbed ontothe mat-
tress and wastied tothe posts. Wearing a tight-
fitting Alberto Makali black pantsuit, Siegler
took offherhigh heels, straddled her colleague,
raised one of the actual knives that Wright had
usedtokillher husband, and reenacted the stab-
bings. (Her co-counsel didn’t participate inthe
reenactmentbecause his girlfriend didn’t want
Siegler writhing all over him.) The male pros-
ecutor began to have difficulty breathing, be-
cause he had just stuck alarge dip of snuffin
his mouth and needed to spit. He strained at
theligatures, which were cutting offthe circu-
lation to his hands. Meanwhile, a grim-faced
Siegler kept pretending to stab him.

The jurors needed only five hours to decide
Wright’s fate: Dismissing her claims of self-
defense, they convicted her of first-degree mur-
der and sentenced her to 25 years in prison.
“Justabouteveryonein Houstonbelieved Susan
Wrightwasamonster,” said Brian Wice, perhaps
the city’smost prominent criminal appellate at-
torney, who had watched some of the proceed-
ings. “Everyone believed that she was some real-
lifereincarnation of Sharon Stone fromthe first
reel of Basic Instinct. There was just one prob-
lem. Everyone had gotten it wrong.”

In November 2004 Wice began filing a se-
ries of appeals for Wright. Working pro bono,
heclaimed that shehad notreceived afairtrial.
Heargued that Siegler’sin-court reenactment
ofthe stabbings was “made-for-TV nonsense.”
(Before thetrial even ended, a Hollywood pro-
ducer had called ABC and pitched a one-hour
dramaseriesbased on Siegler, about a feisty fe-
male district attorney in Houston who uses un-
conventional methods to beat the good ol’ boy
Texas defense lawyers.)

Wice also went after Wright’s own attor-
neys, Neal Davis and Todd Ward, whom he de-
scribed as “two well-meaning, inexperienced,
ultimately overmatched lawyers.” He claimed
thatthey’dneglectedto|coNTINUED ONPAGE 138
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call various witnesses to the stand who could
haveverified Wright’s claims of abuse and that
they failed to call any domestic violence ex-
perts who could have explained that Wright
was suffering from whatis sometimes called
battered woman syndrome, acondition that
afflicts some women who have been victims
of prolonged abuse, leading them to believe
that their only reasonable course of action
is to kill their abusers. Most significantly,
Wice said, they didn’t call the psychologist
who had evaluated Wright after the crime
and found hertobein anear-psychotic state,
truly convinced that Jeffrey was alive and
wanted to kill her.

Inearly 2009, tothe amazement of the en-
tire Houstonlegal community, state district
judge Jim Wallace, who had presided over
the trial, ordered anew sentencing hearing.
He wrote that though no one disputed that
Wright had killed her husband, there was a
“wealth of mitigating evidence not presented
at the punishment stage that painted a dra-
matically different picture of [her] and her
moral blameworthiness.” The new evidence,
the judge added, could very well have led the
jurors to decide that Wright, who had never
before been convicted of a crime, had acted
asaresultofwhat statelaw calls “sudden pas-
sion” arising from an “adequate cause.” Such
adecision mayhaveresultedin aless severe
sentence, perhaps even probation.

This past October, in an even bigger sur-
prise, the usually prosecution-friendly Texas
Courtof Criminal Appeals upheld Wallace’s
decision by aunanimous vote. Wice, agarru-
lous attorney who is known for his ability to
come up with a sound bite for any occasion,
was rendered temporarily speechless. “The
highest criminal courtin the state was essen-
tially declaringthat the jurorshad never got-
tenachancetoseethereal Susan Wright,” he
later told me. “It was flat-out amazing.”

A new jury could reconsider the sentence
asearlyasthis summer. Although the district
attorney’s office has not commented on the
ruling, Wice hopes that prosecutors will sim-
plydropthe sentencinghearing, consider the
time Wright has already served, and allow her
towalk out of prison. But the scenario is not
without its risks. Siegler, who is now in pri-
vate practice, told me she “cannot wait” fora
new jurytohearadditional evidence. “I espe-
ciallywantthatjury tohear what Susanreally
toldthe psychologist at the psychiatricward,”
she added. “They’re going to realize what a
cold-bloodedkiller she is.I promise you, this
time around, Susan Wright could very well
be going off to prison for aslong as she lives.”
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“ HEN I FIRST CAME HERE, I WOKE
upincoldsweats, thinking Jeffrey
was going to figure out a way to
getinhere,” Wright told me dur-
ingourvisitin November. “I know

you’ll never understand it, but I was sure he

was out there, just beyond the fences.” She
looked atawindow, her eyesfillingwith tears.

“Ittook me alongtimetounderstand thathe

was not coming back.”

‘What struck me about Wright during the
first few minutes we were together was her
timid, almost apologetic demeanor—the
kind of behavior one might expecttofindina
womanwhowould stay inanabusiverelation-
ship. When a small fly buzzed past my head,
sheleaned forward, swished it away with her
hand, and said, “Oh, I'm so sorry.” Atanother
pointinthe conversation, shelooked over at
aguard across the room and said nervously,
“IThope he’snot getting upset that we’re talk-
ing for solong.” Later, when she complained
abouthavingto “go through so much crap” in
hermarriage, sheimmediately apologized for
saying the word “crap.”

Icouldnothelp butwonderifshe was put-
ting on an act to impress me. In fact, Siegler
had warned me that Wright would attempt to
fool me with “all her battered woman’s talk.”
But Susan’solder sister, Cindy, who is an as-
sistant professor of psychology at the Uni-
versity of Houston-Downtown, insisted that
Susan was being herself. “Even growing up,
she was always less than confident,” Cindy
said. “She had trouble standing up for herself.
‘When she tried out for the drill team, some
of'the older girls said something mean that
made her cry. She felt so devastated that she
transferred to another school.”

Susan, Cindy, and their brother, Jim, were
raisedinanupper-middle-classhomeinthe
Championsareaof northwest Harris County.
Their mother was, in Cindy’s words, “the
quintessential stay-at-home momwho baked
meals from scratch,” and their father was a
prosperous mechanical engineer with atem-
per.Accordingtostatements Cindy and Susan
have made, he would go intorages and attack
theirmother; sometimeshebeatthe children
too. “Welearned towalk on eggshells,” Susan
told me. “We did our best to put on a smile
and make everythinglook normal. When he
got mad, we tried not to be seen. I thought
that’s what happened in every house. If you
had told me every husband didn’t yell at his
wife ormakeherfeellessthandirt,Iwouldn’t
have believed you.”

“Why didn’t you tell the jury any of this
whenyou testified?” T asked.

“I didn’t want to embarrass the family,”
she quietly said, clasping her hands together,

perhaps to keep me from noticing how they
were shaking. “Ilove my mother and father,
and I don’twantto embarrass them.” (Their
fatherisnowbedridden, suffering from lung
cancer. Their parents told 48 Hours that the
allegations of abuse were not true.)

Wright was an average student in high
school, making C’s in most of her classes.
She had a few boyfriends, and she told me
that she did what she could to please them.
“Ilooked for attention from boys,” she said
succinctly. When one boyfriend criticized
herlooks, she went on adiet, dropping nine-
teenpounds.Inhersenioryear,justafter she’'d
turned eighteen, she made a decision at the
encouragement of another boyfriend that
utterly baffled and disturbed her sister and
mother. She went to work as a dancer at a
topless bar called the Gold Cup in far north
Houston. After two months of dancing, she
quit, though she did stay on for several more
months as awaitress. “I thought Iwould like
the attention and maybe feel better about my-
self,” she said, “but I was never comfortable.
The money wasn’t worth it.”

After graduating from high school, she took
some junior college classes, went to work
atahair salon, and in April 1997, on a trip to
Galveston with afriend, met Jeffrey. She was
20,and hewas 29. Hebroughther flowers and
took her to nice restaurants and nightclubs.
Notlong after they met, he told her he loved
her. “He was very sweet and very handsome,
withbeautiful brown eyes,” she said. “He met
my parents and told them abouthis dream of
someday owninghis own carpeting and floor-
ingbusiness. I thought he was wonderful.”

Ather trial Wright spent two days on the
witness stand trying to explain what hap-
pened next. In February 1998 she became
pregnant. According to Wright, Jeffrey told
herhewouldbe “okay” if she had an abortion.
‘Wrightworked atan orthodontist’s office and,
atJeffrey’srequest, gave her paycheckstohim.
Theymarriedin Octoberinabriefchurch cer-
emony. One monthlater, Bradly wasborn. At
thatpoint, said Wright, Jeffrey “became a to-
tally and completely different person.”

She said he angrily began calling her a “fat
ass” forhaving gained so much weight during
the pregnancy. He got even angrier,sheadded,
when she told him she had been diagnosed
with postpartum depression. Jeffrey wouldn’t
lethertakethe antidepressants adoctor had
prescribed. “He said itwasn’trocket science
whatwomen did,” Wright testified. “And that
Ineeded to suckitup and do myjob.”

Jeffrey wanted her to be a stay-at-home
mom—almostliterally. Wright said she could
make quick tripsto the grocery store and she
could visit her mother, but he allowed her to



be gone only for an hour and a half. One day,
she asked if'she could take courses atajunior
college. He refused. When she did visit the
campus one nighttotry toenrollin an Inter-
net course, Jeffrey was infuriated, accusing
her of going there to cheat on him and call-
ing her a “nasty whore.”

Wright said she had had no idea that Jef-
freyhad pleaded guilty in 1996 to afelony drug
possession charge and had been placed on
probation. But she began to worry about his
drug use: She said he smoked marijuana al-
mostevery afternoon when he gothome from
work. Sometimes, after getting high, he would
pick up Bradly, toss him in the air, and catch
him. When she told Jeffrey one night that she
was not comfortable with the way he played
with Bradly, “he told me thatIdidn’thave the
rightto tell him when or howhewould pick up
his son. And he came at me. He threw me up
against the wall and he shook me by my arms
ashard ashecould...and he began to punch
me inthe chest over and over again.”

Wrighttold the jurythatthe physical abuse
onlyescalated after they moved into their pa-
tio home, in April 1999. Anything would set
him off* if there was a problem with his pay-
check, ifacustomerupsethim, ifthe electric-
itybillsweretoohigh, ifthe house wasn’t spot-
less, if dinner was bad, if Bradly was tooloud.
And whenever Jeffrey got mad, she told the
jury, “he wanted to make somebody hurt.”

She said he hit or kicked her repeatedly
inthe chest, in the stomach, and in the back
and legs. When visits to his parents in Aus-
tindidn’tgo as smoothly ashe had hoped, he
would yell at her on the entire drive back to
Houston. “He would grab my shoulder and
throw me up against the window. He would
grab the back of my head and bash it against
the dashboard because it was my fault.” She
said that Jeffrey would even kick their sixty-
pound dog and occasionally throwhim across
theroom. (Some courtroom observers would
later morbidlyjokethatthathad tobetherea-
sonthe dogdugup Jeffrey’s body and gnawed
off part ofhishand: It wanted revenge.)

Wright said she didn’tinitially tell anyone
inher family she wasbeingbeaten. “I was em-
barrassed, and I feltlike it was myfault. Ifeltif
Icouldbe perfectenough and hewould always
behappy, then everything would be okay.” To
keep her neighbors from suspecting abuse,
sherarelywentout of the housewhenshehad
visible bruises on her body. Nor did she ever
consider goingtoadoctoror filingapolicere-
port. Shefeared thatif she did, Jeffrey would
only become more violent. When one of her
attorneys asked why she didn’t get adivorce,
shereplied, “He told me if I ever left him, he
was going to kill me. It’s not as simple as get-

tingadivorce. When someone hurtsyou that
bad and they tell you that they’re going to kill
you, youjust can’t get up and leave.”

She said she did make one attemptto move
out,inthe summer of 1999, after Jeffrey had
beaten her and then forced hertoapologize for
the attack. When he left for work, she called
Cindy, who soon arrived ina U-Haul with her
husband. Theypacked up Susan’sand Bradly’s
thingsand drovetothehome of Susanand Cin-
dy’s parents. The next morning, Jeffrey called
Susan and told her amoving van would soon
be pullingupin front ofthe house and that she
needed to putall of her belongingsinthe van
and return home. Otherwise, he would kill
either her or Bradly. She did as she was told.

Susan became pregnant again, in Decem-
ber 2000, but she said she miscarried after
Jeffrey kicked her in the stomach. (She said
hewouldn’tlether gotothehospital because
he didn’t have enough money.) She became
pregnantathird time and gave birth to Kaily
in December 2001. Afterward, she said, she
went through another bout of postpartum
depression, which seemed to make Jeffrey
angrierthan ever. He also began to see other
women through an Internet dating service,
and he ended up giving Susan herpes. “He
told meif Iwas abetter wifehe wouldn’tneed
other women,” she said.

By the fall of 2002, she told the jury, Jeffrey
had changed jobs and wasn’t making much
money. His behavior became even more er-
ratic. Onenight, she said, he drunkenly stum-
bled into the house and urinated on Kaily’s
bed. Hebought an air rifle, which he told his
wife he needed in ordertokeep the familyin
line, and later hit her with it. On another oc-
casion, he threw bricks at her in the back-
yard. On New Year’s Day 2003, he told Su-
san, “Happy fucking New Year, bitch. That
will be yourlast.”

Two weeks later, on the night of January
13,2003, he came home from his boxingles-
son and punched Bradly in the face so hard
thatthe child fell back into alove seat. When
Bradlybegan whimpering, Jeffrey called him
asissy. And that’s when all hell broke loose.

HE FIRST PROBLEM FOR THE JURORS
wasthatthere was almostnotestimony
corroborating anything Wright had
said. Oneneighborhad said thathe saw
Jeffrey angrily grab Susan’s arm sev-
eraltimes. A couple friendstestified that they
hadnoticed ablack halfcircleunderhereye,
but they said she quickly explained it away,
claimingthat Bradlyhad accidentally hither
with a toy. One of Wright’s best friends, Ja-
mie Darr-Hall, said that Wright seemed ter-
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rified of Jeffrey: She would always cut short
their afternoons at the park, frantically say-
ingshehadto gethomeintimetocookdinner
for Jeffrey to avoid risking his wrath. Darr-
Hall acknowledged, however, that only once
did Wright mention that Jeffrey had hit her,
after an argument the two of them had had
onhis birthday.

When Wright’s mother took the stand, she
said that she had seen several bruises and
black eyes. She added poignantly, “I have
heard her cry outin pain when I tried to hug
her because her back was hurt so bad.” But
like the others, she could not provide any in-
dependentevidence, such asamedical report,
that Wright was a battered wife.

Meanwhile, Siegler had various friendsand
co-workers of Jeffrey’s testify that he was a
“sreat guy” who’d “do anything for you.” One
friend described Jeffrey and Susan’s mar-
riage as “very happy.” Jeffrey’s boss said the
Wrights were “a Leave It to Beaver family.”
Jeffrey himself, he added, was “stable” and
“churchgoing” and “avery proud father.” Yes,
acouple guys said they knew Jeffrey used to
have problems with drugs, butall that was in
thepast. His getting married, one friend said,
“changed hislife...for the positive.”

Siegler then turned the tables on Wright,
badgering her in cross-examination about
hertwo-month stintas atopless dancer and
suggesting that she was a sexual sadist who
loved to practice bondage and tease her hus-
band with candle wax. “What did you say to
him to get him undressed, to get him nude,
to get him up on the bed?” Siegler snarled.
“And what did you say to him as you tied up
hishandssotighttheretothebed asyoumade
love to him, Mrs. Wright?”

Siegler wasjust getting started. She nearly
laughed outloud over Wright’s claim that she
was able to grab the knife, knee Jeffrey in
the groin, and then push him off of her. “You
managed to stab a guy who outweighs you by
one hundred pounds and who was so much
strongerthanyou?” she sarcastically drawled.
“And when you stabbed him the 56th or the
89th time or the 158th time, was your arm
getting tired?”

Asfor Wright's remarks that she kept stab-
bing Jeffrey in a sheer panic, convinced he
was goingto getup and come after her, Siegler
snapped, “And in this state of sheer panicthat
youwerein...youwere able to stopwhenyou
heard thatknock atthe door, get off of Jeff, an-
swerthe door, grab Bradly, walkhim down the
hall, puthim back in hisroom, shut the door,
gogetanotherknife, goback intothebedroom,
and start stabbing some more. Isthatright?”

And Siegler simply made mincemeat of
Wright’'snumerous statementsthatshewasin
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a“fog”inthe days after thekilling, so trauma-
tized thatshe didn’tknowwhat she was doing.
Siegler claimed that Wright knew exactly what
she was doing—attempting to cover up the
murder. Siegler noted that afew days afterthe
killing, Wright had shown up at a constable’s
officeto ask for aprotective order against Jef-
frey. (Shehad told the constable that her hus-
bandhad beaten her and Bradly and then left,
and she was worried about what would hap-
penwhen he returned.) Why, Siegler asked,
didn’tshejustgoahead and admitthatshehad
stabbed himto death in self-defense? Was she
trying to send police down arabbit trail with
herrequestforaprotective order, hoping they
would think Jeffrey had disappeared?

Wright, however, kept insisting that she
was still unable to fathom that her husband
wasreally dead. “I couldn’teven begin to han-
dlethatinmyhead,” she told Siegler. “There
isnowaythat mybrain was even processing
that. To me it was real, that Jeffrey had left
right after we had argued.”

But Siegler also noted that while Wright’s
children stayed at Cindy’s home, Wright
rippedup partsofthebloody carpet, attempted
to get rid of other bloodstains on the floor
with bleach, dragged the blood-soaked mat-
tresstothebackyard, and painted the blood-
spattered walls. Wright said she cleaned the
house onlybecause she believed Jeffrey was
still alive. “Thad to clean the house,” she tes-
tified. “It was dirty. And Jeff was already go-
ingtobe so angry when he came home thatI
had to make the house perfect sohe wouldn’t
be angrier at me.”

Well, Siegler asked, why did she drive to a
nursery and buy several bags of topsoil, which
she poured over Jeffrey’s grave to keep him
covered? “I thought that I had to weigh him
downbecause Iwas afraid he was goingto get
up,” Wright said. “And I knew that when he
gotup he was going to be very angry.”

Siegler simply shook her head in disgust.
“And one ofthose days inyourlucid moments,
when you weren’t in the fog, what were you
goingtodowithyour husbandlayingtherein
your patio where you were raising your chil-
dren? Dighimup again someday and put him
somewhere else?”

In her closing arguments, Siegler told the
jurors that Wright’s story was nothing more
than “an insult to your intelligence.” Even
worse,she declared, were Wright'sattemptsto
say she hadkilled Jeffrey in self-defense. “Re-
ally?” Siegler thundered. “Self-defense would
have been, once she got him tied up, running
out the door for all she was worth with her
babies.” Siegler pointed at Wright and called
her a “red-handed, confirmed, documented
liar. And she’sagoodliar. And she’sagood ac-

tress. And don’tyou forget that for aminute.”

RIAN WICE HAD SAT THROUGH MUCH

of the Wright trial as part of his sec-

ondjob. He provides commentary for a

Houston television station abouthigh-

profiletrials, and he found himselfout-
raged by Siegler’s portrayal of Wright and
whathe called “her blatant attempts to mis-
lead the jury with myths, misconceptions,
and stereotypes aboutbattered women.” But
he was almost as concerned about the way
Wright’s defense had handled the case. Af-
ter her conviction, he persuaded her and her
family to lethim file her appeal.

Wice quickly learned that ten months be-
fore the trial, a detective from the Harris
County Sheriff’s Office had taken a sworn
statement from Misty McMichael, who is
now married to former University of Texas
and Chicago Bears football star Steve McMi-
chael. In1989 she worked as a stripper atthe
Colorado Bar and Grill, in Houston. There,
shetold the detective, she met Jeffrey Wright,
whom she called a “big-time spender.” They
began dating and soon were engaged.

Misty said she moved with Jeffrey to Aus-
tin, where he stayed with his parents and she
livedinasmall apartment. Initially, she said,
he was charming. But he eventually became
abusive, especially after he had been drink-
ing. Misty said at firsthe verbally abused her,
thenhethrewher downthe apartment’s spiral
staircase. Hebackhanded heracrossthe face.
And in one particularly violent episode at a
bar, he swiped at a glass on the table, break-
ing it and sending a shard into Misty’s chin.
Shefiled a police report, and Jeffrey was ar-
rested for assault with bodily injury. Misty
later explained to Wice that she asked po-
lice to drop the charges because she feared
that Jeffrey would do something worse to
her after he got out of jail. But even after that
episode, Jeffrey continued to abuse her, and
when he would leave her at night to go out
and, she suspected, meet other women, he’d
lock herinside the apartment. Finally, Misty
said, she escaped and fled to Houston. Jeffrey
eventually found her, butby then shehad an-
other boyfriend, and she said Jeffrey didn’t
bother her again.

Misty appeared to be a woman who could
corroborate Wright’s claims of abuse—one
who, in Wice’s words, showed Jeffrey to be “a
serial abuser with a Jekyll-Hyde personality.”
But Wright’s original defense attorneyslater
claimed that they hadn’tbeen able to contact
Misty. (“Ididn’tknowwhat she would say on
the stand, since she did not return my calls
after Ileft numerous messages,” Davis said
inahearingrelated to Wright’s appeal.) They



also admitted that they were worried the jury
would notbelieve Misty because of what Da-
visdescribed asher “questionable character,”
includingallegations of druguse. Wice, how-
ever, said he gother on the phone without any
trouble. “Sure, she had baggage,” he said, “but
that should nothave prevented the jury from
hearing her story.”

ICE WAS EQUALLY FLABBERGASTED
that Wright’s attorneys had not
called a single expert on domestic
violencetothe stand whomighthave
been able to explain to the jury ex-

actly what had led Susan to commit such an
unfathomable act of violence. When most
people read about a woman killing her abu-
sive husband, the first question they usually
ask is, Why did the woman not just pick up
andleave? Did shereallyfeel that trapped? Or
did all the trauma she had been forced to en-
dure send herspiralinginto somesortof men-
tal breakdown? Did her mind simply short-
circuit because of the violence, not un-
like that of a soldier who suffers from post-
traumatic stress disorder?

Researchersare still debating exactly what
happens. Butagrowing body of evidence sug-
gests that at least some women in such situ-
ations become practically frozen with fear.
They lose almost all sense of self-esteem,
thinking that if they only behave a certain
way, they can bring peace to their marriages.
Terrified about further angering their hus-
bands, they often don’t tell anyone about what
theyare enduring, including members of their
own family, and they wait until bruises have
cleared to get amedical checkup.

But as the abuse continues, the women
become more and more distraught. In rare
instances, something happens to a woman
that is so frightening—perhaps she or one
ofher children receives a particularly bru-
tal beating—that she suddenly lashes out,
convinced that her only logical option is to
kill her abuser. When Wice sent the trial
transcripts to Toby Myers, a Houston social
workerwho specializesin familyviolence is-
sues, and Shelby Moore, a Harvard-educated
professor at Houston’s South Texas College of
Lawwho haswritten extensivelyinlaw jour-
nals on battered women and crime, both of
them said that Wright clearly believed that
she was committing areasonable actto save
herselfand her children. In her affidavit, My-
ers called Wright “a classic example” of abat-
tered wife, who lived “in a state of constant,
anticipatory terror” of Jeffrey.

Davissaidthathe didn'twantto overwhelm
thejury with too much experttestimony. “You
know, there’s only so much psychobabble

ajury can handle,” he said. His co-counsel,
Ward, added that he was notimpressed with
experts. “There are experts onhowtosharpen
apencil,”hesaid. “Battered woman syndrome,
to me, was notrocket science.”

Wice claimed that the young lawyers
could not have been more mistaken. Across
the United States, he noted, appellate courts
have consistently held that expert testimony
is necessary to defend battered women who
kill their husbands. Though such testimony
rarely leads to acquittals, it does give juries a
chancetounderstand such women—and per-
haps sentence them to less time in prison or
recommend probation.

Indeed, Wice declared, without such tes-
timony inthe Wright case, Siegler was given
“free rein” to perpetuate myths about se-
verely abused women, such as her frequent
statements that Wright could have grabbed
her children and left Jeffrey whenever she
wanted. “Attempting to defend this kind of
case without abattered woman expertislike
doing Hamlet without Hamlet,” Wice said.

0 WICE, THE MOST GLARING MISTAKE
the defenselawyers made wastheirre-
fusal to call Dr. Jerome Brown. After
Davishad Wright admitted to the psy-
chiatric ward of Ben Taub, he asked

Brown, alongtime Houston clinical psychol-
ogist who has testified extensively for both
the prosecution and the defense in a vari-
ety of criminal cases, to examine her. Wright
wouldn’t make eye contact with Brown. She
sighed and broke into tears. “Her overall pre-
sentation had a distinctly dreamy, drifting,
unfocused quality that clearly suggested that
shewas ‘somewhereelse,”” Brown later said.
‘Whenshedid talk, she spokeinaflatvoice and
seemed to be in what Brown called a “disso-
ciated” state, “asif she wasup in the airlook-
ing down on herself, talking about things she
was doing.”

‘When Brown began to ask about Jeffrey,
shebecameterrified, tellinghim thather hus-
band was looking for her and her children.
She wept as she talked about the way he had
punched and kicked her. She mentioned how
she tried to “go away” in her mind on those
occasions when he would rape her. Jeffrey
“had embedded himselfin her psyche ina
way that made him bigger than life,” Brown
said. “He was very, very powerful and very,
very threatening.”

Gently, Brown asked her about the night
she killed Jeffrey. According to Brown’s
notes, Wright talked about the way Jeffrey
had shouted at her and shaken her after she
told him he needed help and howhe’d forced

TEXASMONTHLY.COM qQ'JrU.qu 2010 | 141



hertohave sex. Then Wright told him Jeffrey
wentto sleep. It was only after he was asleep,
she said, that she went tothe kitchen, grabbed
aknife, and started stabbing him.

Wright told Brown the same story amonth
later. Brown assumed he would be testifying
athertrial, and he planned to tell the jury that
Wright, essentially, had snapped. “I think she
hadbeen abletotolerate the abuse aslongas
Jeffrey directed it on her,” Brown told me.
“But when the abuse started spilling over to
Bradly, shelostit. Onthe night she stabbed her
husband, she had somekind of mental break.
And she stayed that way for days, probably
weeks. I don’t want to say she became com-
pletely psychotic, but she drifted in and out
ofreality. She didn’t have any real idea what
she was doing, or why.”

But the day before jury selection, Davis
called Brown and said he had just read his
notes. He informed Brown that Wright had
never told him or Ward about Jeffrey’s fall-
ing asleep. She had told them a story about
Jeffrey’s wielding aknife and shouting, “Die,
bitch!” Davis told Brown he would notbe tes-
tifying. He and Ward wanted to go with her
second version of events, which obviously
gave them a chance to make a better argu-
ment that she faced “imminent harm” and
killed Jeffrey in self-defense.

Brown replied that he could explain to a
jury the discrepancy in Wright'’s stories. He
said that when he was seeingher, in the weeks
immediately after the killing, she was still so
traumatized that she was unable torecall ev-
erythingthathad happened. Maybe, he con-
jectured, her mind could not yet handle the
scene of Jeffrey’s trying to stab her. But grad-
ually, astime passed, more details cameback
to her. What happened to her was not much
different from a case of someone who suf-
fered severe sexual abuse as a child but who
didn’t have any memories of the abuse until
years later. Brown said that Wright’s telling
one story about the killing and then telling
another “was notunreasonable” from a psy-
chological standpoint.

But Davis said presenting both the stories
attrialwould be a “deal breaker.” And aslong
ashe didn’t call Brown to the stand, the psy-
chologist’s conversation with Wright would
remain privileged and Siegler would never
find out aboutit. “To this day I wouldn’thave
called [Brown] athertrial,” Davis said. Butin
the process, helost the only qualified expert
who had sat down with Wright and who was
preparedtotell ajury that shewasnotacold-
blooded killer.

“Basically, Susan had been left to fend for
herself;” Wice said. “She didn’thave achance
in hell of winning at her very own trial.”
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T THE HOBBY UNIT, WRIGHT IS KNOWN
as a prison Martha Stewart. Using
snacks from the vending machines,
she can create a version of a cheese-
cake and a Snickerdoodle pie. She’s

finally getting to take some college classes—
she’s making A’sin algebra, history, and psy-
chology—and sheisreading Beth Moore Bible
studies that Cindy mails to her. In November
Wright spenta Saturday morningin the pris-
on’s dayroom, watching television and tak-
ingnote of commercialsthatadvertised kids’
toys. She sent Cindy alist of the items she had
seen, askingifany of them might make good
Christmas gifts for her children. Bradly and
Kaily are now living with Jeffrey’s brother,
and they have no contact whatsoever with
their mother, whose parental rights were ter-
minated after her conviction. “I don’t think
they know where I am or if I'm even alive,”
said Wright. “But I still like the idea of act-
inglike their mother, evenifitis never going
to happen.” She tried to smile, and then she
puther face in her hands and wept.

Now Wrightis left to wonder if anew jury
will feel sympathy for her after considering
the additional testimony and possibly give
heralighter sentence that would allow her to
be released on parole. Members of Jeffrey’s
family are hoping thatthe exact opposite will
happen, that she will get sentenced to life. “I
consider her some type of animal,” Jeffrey’s
father, Ron, told 48 Hours.

Siegler also wants the jury to hit Wright
with a tougher sentence. She has alot in-
vested in what happens: This was, after all,
the casethat made her famous. (People maga-
zine evenran alaudatory story after the trial
thatwas titled “Drama Queen.”) But she has
her own deeply personal reasons as well.
When Siegler decided to run for district at-
torney in 2008 (she narrowly lost in a run-
off), she mentioned to the Houston Chron-
icle that she had watched her own mother
beingbeaten by her stepfather. When I asked
herrecentlyifthat experience had anything
to do with her adamant belief that Wright
was not a battered woman, she replied, “Of
course all of that made all of the difference
in the world. You don’tlive through a child-
hood of watching your mom be abused and
know that feeling of complete helplessness
and not be affected.”

Butsheadded, “The evidence of itall—the
bruises, the one time we called law enforce-
mentand theydid nothing, thelittle bitwe told
our friends, thelittle bit that they witnessed,
the visits to the doctor, the arguments both
public and private—allin spite of our effortsto
keepitsecret, were still there. Susan Wright
had no evidence of any of that. I looked for it

as hard as I ever looked for evidence of any
defendant’s guilt or innocence.”

Siegler insists that the new information
that has emerged during Wright’s appeals
only confirms her belief that Wright is an
impostor. “Anyone who’s followed this case
knows thatthe story she told Dr. Brown about
stabbing Jeffrey while he was sleepingisthe
true story and the ‘Die, bitch!” story was noth-
ing more than a sick, pathetic lie,” she said,
hervoicerising.

I asked Siegler if she truly believed that
Wright had stabbed her husband 193 times
forameasly $200,000in life insurance. “Oh,
Idon’t think anyone will ever figure out Su-
san Wright’s entire motive or understand the
depth of her anger,” she replied. “I do think
she was angry that she and Jeff had a very
dysfunctional marriage.Ialsothink she was
angrywith her father,and maybe she was an-
gry about other parts of her own past. Her
anger consumed her. But, please, she didn’t
do what she did because she was a battered
woman. We looked and looked for just one
piece of evidence that proved she was being
abused—apolice report, a hospital record, a
statementto CPS[Child Protective Services],
something. There was nothing.”

When1told Wright what Siegler had said,
she stared at the floor for several seconds.
“Do you know that I sit here in this prison
every day, asking myself why I didn’t, just
once, go talk to a police officer or go to one
ofthose shelters—or why I didn’t stay at my
parents’ after Cindy moved me out of the
house? Do you know how many times I've
asked God forjustone chancetodoitall over
again so that none of this would have hap-
pened? But I was so scared back then. I just
got, well, paralyzed.”

“Behonest with me,” I said. “Why did you
tell Dr. Brown that story aboutkilling Jeffrey
when he was sleeping?”

“I'veracked mybrain, butIdon’tremember
telling Dr. Brown anythinglike that,” Wright
said. “I barely remember talking to him at
all. I think two or three months passed be-
fore everything began coming back—Jeffrey
with the knife and little sweet Bradly knock-
ing onthe door.”

There was a silence, and Wright glanced
acrosstheroom atthe prison guard, whowas
pacingback and forth. She gave me an apolo-
geticlook. “Ithink he’sready for metoleave,”
she said. “And I better not upset him.” She
stood up and took a step to the door, but then
turned to say one more thing. “If my appeal
doesn’tworkout,and I don’tgettogohome,I
wantyoutotell everyone I'll be okay. Atleast
T'llbesafe.” She smiled at me. “Isn’tit strange
thatIThad to come to prison to feel safe?” ¥



