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			Chapter 1

			None of it made any sense, absolutely none of it. Not when her sister Nancy tried to tell her on the telephone nor now that Linda Dulin was surrounded by two of her three sisters and her oldest niece, Lindsey, in the backyard of Linda’s comfortable home on a Sunday evening. Outside, the rolling hills surrounding Waco, Texas, were replete with beauty, bursting with bluebonnets, Indian paintbrush, and delicate white rain lilies. The days were growing longer, promising summer. Yet it felt like winter in Linda’s heart, cold and lonely. She couldn’t take any more pain. She’d suffered enough. And what her sisters were saying ... well, it had to stop. It was impossible, and Linda didn’t understand why the others couldn’t just see that.

			“I want you to drop it,” she ordered. “Just let it go.”

			At fifty-two, Linda was the oldest of the sisters, a lineup that ran from Linda, to Nancy, forty-nine, Kay, forty-seven, and Jennifer, thirty-seven. Nancy’s oldest daughter, Lindsey, twenty-six, was almost like another daughter to Linda. She knew they had come out of love, and that they were all trying to help, but that didn’t alter things. It was too late to change what had happened. Linda’s oldest child, her only daughter, Kari, had died, and there wasn’t anything any of them could do about it. They had to come to terms with what had happened; they had to move on with their lives. As impossible as that seemed, that was what Linda, her husband, Jim, and their son, Adam, were all trying to do, and they didn’t need anyone filling their minds with groundless suspicions.

			“Kari is dead,” Linda said. A purposeful woman with short, highlighted dark blond hair and expressively arched eyebrows, she pursed her lips as she sometimes did when standing before her students at McLennan Community College. With a doctorate in organizational communication, she was used to being listened to in a classroom. What she needed now was that same courtesy from her siblings. “There was nothing in Kari that made me think she would take her own life. But we have to accept this.”

			“Linda, you’re not listening,” Nancy protested. With shoulder-length dark brown hair and a steady gaze, Nancy might have been younger than Linda, but she was her match. All the women were strong individuals, and they’d grown up both protecting and competing with each other. They’d always been close, held together by a bond that transcended blood. Determined that Linda listen to their theory, Nancy refused to back down. “We don’t believe Kari killed herself.”

			“What’s the alternative?” Linda asked, her mind resting uncomfortably on the only conclusion. “If my daughter didn’t kill herself, what are you saying? That she was murdered?”

			The pause was uncomfortably long, as all the women looked at each other, wondering who should speak next.

			“Linda, you have to understand,” said Kay, her blond hair in a ponytail and her hands fisted on her lap. She knew this was agonizing, but somehow she had to make her oldest sister listen. Linda was the only one seated at the round patio table who believed that Kari had committed suicide, carried out by an overdose of sleeping pills mixed with alcohol. All the others had come to another conclusion, that Kari’s husband, Matt Baker, a Baptist minister, had committed the vilest of sins.

			The other women had an advantage over Linda. They’d understood for years that Matt Baker wasn’t the man he pretended to be. Far from being a man of God, Matt lived a double life, one in which he preyed on women.

			For those who didn’t know better, from the outside it appeared that Kari had the perfect marriage. Just thirty-one, she was a bright, funny, dynamic woman, an elementary-school teacher with shining blond hair cut short, a wide smile, and playful blue eyes. She and Matt had two precious little girls, Kensi, nine, and Grace, five. Another daughter, Kassidy, had died seven years earlier, and her death was the sorrow mentioned in the note found near Kari’s body. “I want to give Kassidy a hug. I need to feel her again,” it read.

			Yet this final missive, including the name at the bottom, was typed. Would Kari have done that? Would she have failed to mention Adam, her only sibling? Kay, Nancy, and Lindsey had discussed it all at length and agreed that the suicide note was a lie.

			Linda, however, wouldn’t budge. “Matt’s the father of my granddaughters, all we have left of Kari,” she said, her manner stern. “I want you to drop it. Understand?”

			The women nodded. “Okay,” Kay agreed. “It’s dropped.”

			Not long after, they hugged Linda at her front door and said good night. Yet after Linda retreated inside, the women congregated near their cars. “So what do we do?” Lindsey asked.

			Faith was important to the family, going back to their paternal grandfather, a Baptist minister. The youngest of the sisters, Jennifer, who’d returned home to Florida after the funeral, was married to a music minister. The idea that Matt, the pastor of a small, rural church, could commit murder wasn’t to be taken lightly. But they knew Kari. They knew that if it were one of them, she’d move heaven and earth to find justice.

			“Linda said to drop it,” Lindsey acknowledged. “So what do we do?”

			For a moment, no one spoke. Then, Kay said, “We’re not going to drop it. Not now. Not ever.”

			Later, many in Waco would call the three women gathered at their cars “the angels,” and Linda, who would eventually come to understand what kind of man her daughter had truly married, “Charlie.” This small band of women would join together to uncover the truth, solving the mystery of how Kari Dulin Baker died.

			Weeks after that backyard conference, Linda and Jim Dulin reluctantly accepted the heartbreaking truth, that their daughter had been murdered. Yet once they did, the fight had just begun. Their journey would be a long one, requiring the aid of many. Caught in the middle and never far from the Dulins’ thoughts were their two granddaughters, Kari’s beloved girls. In the end, every step would be a fight in a valiant struggle for justice.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 2

			“From the time she was little, Kari was bursting with life, and always something of a diva,” Linda says, a slight chuckle in her voice. “She, of course, fit in with the rest of us. We’re a family of she-rahs. All of us, a large, close, extended family. We love each other. We’d do anything for each other. And we all loved Kari.”

			On August 13, 1974, Kari Lynn was born not among the rolling hills of Central Texas but surrounded by mountains in Salt Lake City. At the time Linda was married to Scott, and they were both students at the University of Utah. It was there one horrible afternoon, when Kari was still a baby, that Linda received the tragic news that her husband had died in a motorcycle accident. “It was hard,” she says. “Kari was so small, she didn’t even remember Scott.”

			Leaving the mountains behind, Linda relocated to Waco, Texas, to attend Baylor University, where one of her younger sisters, Kay, was a student. As a child, Linda, her father an army colonel, had lived across the globe, everywhere from Okinawa to Berlin. “I was kind of a military brat,” she says. “Growing up, I don’t remember ever living anywhere more than three years.” But by the midseventies, much of the Dodson family had settled in and around the bucolic hills surrounding Waco, a city of 126,000 situated an hour’s drive south of Dallas.

			Those unfamiliar with the Central Texas landscape, the tent of bright blue sky, the rich green forests, the grazing cattle, the wildflowers in the spring, and the bright reds and golds of fall, can be unprepared for its beauty. Without the pollution and congestion of Houston, Dallas, or even Austin, the air is clear, and days seem longer. Waco is a place where family values and the belief that a handshake can seal a deal are the norm. Manners still matter in this part of the world. People nod at each other on the streets and wave when they drive by. Mothers teach their sons to hold doors open, and their daughters to say, “Thank you.”

			In the heart of the Bible Belt, Central Texas is God-fearing country, a place where faith runs as deep as love of family and country, seemingly in the very land. As far back as history extends, the hills around Waco have been considered sacred. Early Spanish explorers christened the river that runs through the city Rio de los Brazos de Dios, the river of the arms of God.

			Baptists call Waco “Jerusalem on the Brazos.” Churches dominate the landscape. Drive down one street and pass an imposing stone-and-brick structure with pillars; take a turn and pass a white clapboard cottage-size church. Both are likely to have slender steeples reaching toward the heavens. The majority are Baptist, busy places on Sunday mornings and Wednesday and Sunday evenings, when their congregations gather to sing, praise, study the Bible, and pray. The result is that in Waco, “God bless” is heard often, accompanied by a smile and a nodding of the head. Grace murmured before a meal in a restaurant is common enough to warrant little notice.

			Unfortunately, even in Jerusalem on the Brazos, evil is far from a stranger. As in any part of the United States, anywhere in the world, anger, greed, or jealousy sometimes tears back the peaceful façade and men and women do their worst. At times it twists the very values that promise to help man transcend human limitations. In such cases, those who promise redemption instead bring betrayal and tragedy.

			The most famous example in this part of Texas is the one with which many identify Waco’s very name. No matter that the city is actually named after the Huaco or Hueco, a tribe of Native Americans that once lived on the land that became the city’s downtown. Instead, Waco, Texas, is synonymous with fifty days in 1993, when a man who claimed to be a great prophet, David Koresh, and his cultish Branch Davidians held the combined forces of the ATF and the FBI at bay, until the compound erupted into a fireball that claimed the lives of Koresh and seventy-five others, including twenty-one children.

			For some, Koresh became a martyr to individual rights, yet to many he was simply another false prophet, one who abused children and indulged in polygamy, claiming at least one spiritual bride when she was just thirteen.

			Yet, belief in God promises not violence but peace, a call to a greater good. If some masquerade as true believers for their own purposes, to manipulate and even violate others, it’s surely not God’s sin but their own.

			In Linda’s family, faith ran deep through the generations. “My father’s dad and brother were Baptist ministers,” she says. “I don’t remember a time when faith wasn’t important to our family. We raised our children going to church as a family. And we live long lives. Kari knew her maternal great-grandmother, who lived until her nineties and played the organ at church. Faith is part of who we are.”

			Surrounded by this conservative Christian city, Baylor is the largest of all Baptist universities, begun while Texas was still a republic. The imposing university with its parklike campus is Waco’s epicenter of education, an institution held in high regard.

			After her husband’s death, Linda moved into an apartment with the third of the Dodson sisters, Kay, and enrolled at Baylor, intent on completing her undergraduate degree in communications. “It was a good time in many ways. We had fun together,” says Nancy, who visited often. “But it was a rough time for Linda. I remember Kari as this little sprite of a kid with thick blond hair. Just a ball of fire. Linda was never much for doing hair, so Kari would run to me with a brush, and I’d sit on the floor and fix her hair. She’d talk and talk. Even then, Kari was full of life.”

			At times, Kari was so funny that there was little more to do than laugh. She loved the family dog, a stray cocker mix that showed up one morning and never left. “She was this goofy kid,” Linda would say rather proudly. One of Linda’s favorite memories was Kari’s second birthday, when apparently the toddler decided that since it was a celebration on her behalf, she was exempt from the usual rules. Linda, who wore glasses and contacts, remembers Kari proudly running into the room, hands on hips to tell her, “I ate your tontacts (contacts)!”

			“I knew they wouldn’t hurt her, and I laughed so hard,” Linda says. “She was just this little pistol.”

			Even at four, Kari loved to belt out a tune, especially church hymns. When the family congregated or friends dropped over, Kari entertained with a song, putting her whole tiny body into it. “Kari was always Kari, a force to be reckoned with,” says Kay.

			After Scott died, Linda went to counseling for a time, seeking advice as she worked through her grief. “I never thought it was good to hold things in,” she says. “Our family is like that. We aren’t afraid to ask for help when we need it.”

			While attending Baylor, Linda studied hard and concentrated on raising her daughter. In the mornings, she dropped Kari at the imposing First Baptist Church, with its tall white pillars and arched windows, for day care. Between classes, Kay and Linda crossed paths often on Baylor’s pristine campus, with its redbrick Georgian architecture, windows trimmed in cream, pillars and domes.

			It was yet another calamity that brought a young man named Jim Dulin into Linda’s life. That Christmas break, 1977, a fire erupted in Linda and Kay’s apartment, and they lost nearly everything. A tall, avuncular fellow with glasses, Jim, was a friend of their neighbors, and he offered his pickup to transport the little they had left. Before long, Linda was dating the Texas State Technical College grad, a member of the National Guard who worked for the Department of Defense at nearby North Fort Hood.

			“I’d never met a finer man,” Linda said years later. Jim was particularly good with Kari, loving and kind. Soon after Linda and Jim married on June 9, 1979, he adopted Kari. And before long, they moved to Gatesville, forty-five minutes southwest by car from Waco, near Jim’s job. Linda taught high-school journalism, coached drama and debate. In 1980, the family expanded when Linda gave birth to a son whom they named Adam. Big sister Kari adored her baby brother. Where she was petite and blond, Linda describes Adam as “a giant, round baby, with big brown eyes ... Kari treated him like a doll ... carrying him around.”

			A happy baby, Adam loved it when his big sister lavished him with attention, and Linda would always smile remembering those early days before, as might have been expected, Kari grew weary of Adam’s hanging around when her friends came for sleepovers, Kari screaming, “Mommmm, make Adam leave us alone.”

			The years passed, and Linda continued teaching and getting her education, working on a master’s degree. Kari did well in school, played T-ball and took dance classes, and wore her blond hair in curls with a thick fringe of bangs.

			Jill Valentine, who met Kari in first grade, would remember her friend as “full of joy and laughter. She never seemed to be afraid of anything.” That fearlessness came through in fourth grade, when Jill, Kari, and a friend danced for the school, pretending to be robots. “Kari could never get through the dance without laughing,” Jill would later remember. “She wasn’t embarrassed; she just thought it was hysterical.”

			Her friend was also forgiving. In fact, Kari seemed incapable of holding a grudge. The one time she and Jill got into an argument that erupted into a fight, it lasted a full ten seconds. “Then,” Jill remembers, “we were hugging.”

			As Linda’s and Jim’s lives were grounded in their faith, so was their daughter’s. Summers meant Latham Springs, a Baptist camp in Aquilla, Texas, where Kari relished the outdoors, swimming, and campfires. At church, she thrived on being involved. One year, Kari and Jill raised funds for missionaries. “We took groceries to homeless shelters,” Jill remembers. “Whatever came up, Kari was there, full of ideas and wanting to help.”

			One of Jill’s favorite pastimes was simply hanging out at her best friend’s house. “Linda was funny, with a sarcastic sense of humor,” Jill says. “And Jim was a quiet, kind, nurturing man. I loved being there. They were always on the go.”

			A matter-of-fact woman who doesn’t mince words, Linda admits that at times her sense of humor can be a bit biting. “I understand that I can come on rather strong,” she says with a shrug. “Some people don’t like that. And they may not like me, but I’m okay with that. I work hard not to be hurtful to people, but I try to be honest.”

			In many ways, Kari was like her mother, outspoken and not letting things that distressed her ride. “Sometimes, Kari lost her temper,” Jill remembers. “But the thing was, she was always fair. And if it turned out she was wrong, she’d apologize. She was smart and funny, and none of us doubted that she would succeed in life.”

			Yet as the years passed, Linda watched her children grow and thought that she could envision them as adults. Despite Kari’s boldness, Linda knew that their daughter would remain close. Adam, on the other hand, had a bit of the wanderlust in him. “I knew that our son would travel, but Kari would always stay near,” Linda says.

			It seemed no matter what the activity, Kari invested herself into it. That pattern held at thirteen when she had her first boyfriend, and he left her for another girl. Convinced it was the end of the world, Kari threw herself on the floor and bellowed, “But I love him!”

			Composing herself so she wouldn’t laugh, Linda comforted her daughter, explaining that she was young, her life just beginning, and there was time ahead for love.

			In eighth grade, Kari played basketball on the junior-high team, wearing a black-and-white uniform with number 33, her hair tied in a yellow bow. Then, in ninth grade, she became a cheerleader. As she came of age, Kari grew into a bright, funny girl, with a slightly heart-shaped face and luminous blue eyes. Rarely did she go unnoticed, and in high school, she appeared center court at the fairgrounds, holding long-stemmed roses and wearing a sash that read: HEART O’ TEXAS SWEETHEART.

			When the Dulins returned to Waco for visits, which they did often, there were big family get-togethers. As her sisters had children, Linda’s family grew, and in high school, Kari spent summers babysitting Kay’s children, teaching them to swim, shouting at them from the side of the pool: “You can do it! You can do it!”

			Of Kari’s cousins, it was Lindsey, Nancy’s oldest, that Kari was the closest to. A cute girl with light brown hair, Lindsey was five years younger. As kids, they jumped up and down on Lindsey’s bed singing, “Hey, Mickey, You’re so fine!” When Kari could drive, Lindsey was as excited as her cousin. The two girls rode around Waco with all the windows down, listening to Vanilla Ice blaring on the radio.

			In the end, though, it wasn’t family but a job that brought Linda and Jim back to Waco. Linda had earned her master’s and was working on her doctorate when she began teaching communication studies at Waco’s McLennan Community College, a position that came with long hours coaching the speech team. Jim didn’t want his wife commuting, and in 1993, after fourteen years in Gatesville, the Dulin family bought a home on a quiet suburban street lined by trees. Adam enrolled at the local junior high school, and Kari, a sophomore, entered Waco Christian High School.

			As it often is, changing schools as a teenager can be difficult. Kari’s saving grace would be her belief that if she confronted people, if she was honest and told them what she thought, they’d understand. It worked at least once, when a girl decided that the new kid in school was an easy target. Instead of becoming angry, Kari simply said, “You’re a very bad person, and what you’re doing hurts me.” At that Kari walked away and, remarkably, the teasing stopped.

			Cute and popular, in her senior year at Waco Christian, Kari had a boyfriend, but it was a surprise when Jim rushed their daughter to the emergency room on November 5, 1992, doubled over with pain. He thought Kari was having an appendicitis attack, but she was pregnant. She was bleeding and cramping, and on the chart the doctor who estimated the pregnancy at seven and a half weeks noted: “likely impending miscarriage.”

			“Remember, your daughter is eighteen,” the physician told Jim.

			When Jim entered the room, Kari sobbed, “Please don’t think I’m a slut.”

			“I don’t think that. I would never think that,” Jim said, and he held her as she cried.

			In the days that followed, Kari miscarried. Upset by all that had happened, Kari turned to her mother for strength. They were so close that Linda could feel her daughter’s pain. She knew how embarrassed, hurt, and upset Kari was. To put it in perspective, Linda said: “No matter what happens, your dad and I are here for you. We love you. Grow and learn from this experience.”

			In her high-school graduation photo, Kari has a slight smile and engaging blue eyes. At the ceremony, she wore a red gown with a white collar, her hair in blond curls. Life lay ahead, and Linda and Jim had no doubt that Kari was ready to grab it with both hands.

			Yet there was one issue that Kari seemed to need to look back on before she moved ahead. With college looming, Kari asked about her biological father, who’d died so young. Linda sent Kari to a counselor, where she could talk freely. “I knew that my daughter might not feel comfortable telling me everything, that she’d worry that she would hurt my feelings,” says Linda. “I wanted her to have a safe place where she could say anything.”

			It was a brief exercise, only two sessions, and in the end the counselor suggested Kari write Scott a letter, to say good-bye to a father she couldn’t remember. Kari did and afterward appeared ready to go on with her life.

			That fall, in 1993, Kari left Waco for Lubbock, where she enrolled in Texas Tech, intending to major in family studies. It was there that she met Melody Mabry, another freshman, when they both pledged Pi Beta Phi sorority. “Kari was a hugger,” Melody remembers. “Not an uptight sorority girl.”

			When the other girls talked about being homesick, Kari was the one who comforted them. In some ways, she didn’t quite fit in. Most of the other girls had long, straight hair, but Kari still wore hers curly and cut short. And she had a style of her own, one that allowed her to stand her ground the night her sorority sisters asked if she was really wearing those red jeans to a party? “Yup,” she answered, and she did.

			“Kari walked with her shoulders back, with confidence,” Melody would recount. “It was obvious that she’d been raised to be her own person. But she was hard on herself, always trying to be a better person.”

			As the year progressed, Kari would come to believe that Tech wasn’t the school for her. There were too many parties and temptations, and Kari told friends that she wanted to get her life back on track. That spring, she told Linda she wanted to stay home and attend college in Waco. “I really want to teach,” she said. “I’d like to work with kids, get my master’s like you did.”

			It seemed that Kari was thinking a lot about the future and preparing for her life. There was something else she told her parents. Kari had a plan, and a big part of it was finding the right man. As it was in her parents’ home, Kari wanted faith to be the center of the family she’d one day build. “I want a good Christian guy for a husband,” she said.

			Before long, she’d believe she’d found the perfect man to build that life around. In June 1994, Kari began working at Waco’s First Baptist Church, where as a toddler she’d gone to day care. As a lifeguard at the church youth camp, she met a seemingly affable young man from Kerrville, Texas, Matt Baker. On the surface, they had a lot in common, and in no time Kari Lynn Dulin was in love.

			“Love is blind, and lovers cannot see,” Shakespeare wrote in The Merchant of Venice. Many examples, famous and not, prove his words true. How many have looked back after the haze of passion has worn off and found they didn’t know those to whom they’d given their hearts?

			To the world, Matt Baker appeared the epitome of the “good Christian boy” Kari said she wanted. But was he really?

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 3

			“The last person in the world I would have predicted would ever get in any kind of trouble was Matt Baker,” says someone who went through school with the future minister. “He just wasn’t the kind. The Matt I knew was always trying to help others. That he could do anything to hurt anyone? Not possible.”

			It wasn’t just Matt but the entire Baker family that many in Kerrville saw as above reproach. Considered staunch Baptists, Matt’s parents, Oscar and Barbara, were community mainstays, regular churchgoers, and the kind of people who pitched in when needed. To the outside world it appeared that Matt’s life, from youth on, revolved around the principles Christianity teaches. “The Bakers I knew were the first ones to raise their hands when there was a job to be done,” says Theron Hawkins, M.D., a retired urologist and friend, who met the family through Kerrville’s Trinity Baptist Church. “I’ve never known a finer family, one more involved in the community. Why, I can’t say enough about the family, or Matt for that matter. He always struck me as a fine young man.”

			“The Bakers went to three services a week,” says Jeanne Lehrman, an old friend. “They were involved in all the activities. You won’t find finer Christians than the Bakers.”

			In Kerrville, Trinity Baptist is a low-slung, beige brick complex on Jackson Road. The church itself has a steeply pitched roof and a tower rising into a spire. There are Texans who never worry about seeing the world. For them, the Hill Country, the rugged terrain west of Austin, is as close to heaven as one can get on God’s good earth. In Kerrville the hills are jagged, the ground thin layers of soil over rock, and the scenery spectacular.

			Named after James Kerr, a major in the Texas Revolution, Kerrville rests on I-10, a little more than two hundred miles southwest of Waco and an hour from San Antonio. A city of some twenty thousand residents, it’s a prosperous place, one where wealthy Texans buy second homes, a destination for those searching for a picturesque setting to retire. The result is that in the midnineties, the Wall Street Journal described Kerrville as one of the wealthiest small towns in America.

			Yet few places are as serene as they first seem. The rugged, thickly forested landscape around Kerrville makes a good place to hide. For years, no one noticed, for instance, what was going on in the nearby settlement of Mountain Home. It was there, in 1984, that federal, state, and local lawmen converged on what became known as the Texas Slave Ranch, a thirty-five-hundred-acre spread where hitchhikers were allegedly forced into slavery. During the day, they dug ditches and built fences; at night they carved religious trinkets bearing the phrase “Jesus Loves You.” After one man escaped, the rancher, his son, and one of the ranch hands were convicted of conspiracy to commit aggravated kidnapping.

			It was marriage that brought Matt’s mother, Barbara, to Kerrville.

			As she would describe it, she came from hostile roots, the unwanted illegitimate daughter of a mother who repeatedly attempted to abort the pregnancy. “She never wanted me, and she let me know that. I was an oil-field kid,” Barbara would say. “I went to fifteen different grade schools, never really knew a home.”

			Her bitterness still evident many decades later, Barbara, a short, stocky woman with a thick cap of pin-straight, salt-and-pepper hair, would have little flattering to say about her mother. The picture she drew was of a cold woman, one who demanded much but gave little. “I grew up knowing that if I got a ninety-nine, it was why didn’t you get one hundred,” she’d say. “I worked hard to get my mother’s blessing, but she never gave it to me.”

			It was her brother who’d stopped their constant moving, and the one who brought Barbara to her faith. “After my mother married and had my brother, we settled down. Then my mother decided that my brother needed to go to church,” Barbara says, her frown curling ever downward. “When I was twelve, she told me to find us a church. So I visited some, and when I went to the Baptist church, that felt good to me. So I told my mother we were going to be Baptists.”

			At the time she met her future husband, Barbara lived in Odessa, running an ice-cream/hamburger parlor. “Oscar grew up in Kerrville and was still living there, farming other people’s land, baling and harvesting,” she said. After they married in 1967, she relocated to Kerrville. Matthew Dee Baker was born on September 7, 1971, their second child. Their daughter, Stacie June, was nineteen months old at the time. “There was never a bond with my mother, and even as a child I realized I was in this world by myself,” Barbara says, her face grim. “That’s not the way I would raise my children.”

			When Matt was one year old, the family moved into a large, rambling two-story, wood-frame house with a wide front porch on Earl Garrett Street, where Barbara and Oscar became house parents of a group home, part of a chain of Dallas-based orphanages and foster homes, the Buckner Baptist Benevolences. From July 1974 through June 1981, the Bakers oversaw the care of up to ten foster children at a time plus their two biological children. “In all, over that ten years, we had about fifty foster kids,” Barbara would later explain. “I was just a mom, and ten was the perfect number.”

			The home was coed, and the children all ages. Some children lived in the home for the Bakers’ entire tenure there while others came and went. Some returned to their families while others were adopted. When one left, another arrived. Some suffered from handicaps, others were troubled, while still others simply had the misfortune of not having parents able to care for them. The majority of the foster children were boys, and they bunked in two upstairs bedrooms, along with Matt. Downstairs, the girls, including Stacie, slept in a bedroom that shared a bath with her parents’ bedroom.

			Looking back, Barbara described fostering as an idyllic experience for her own children, saying that Matt learned to live with children of different races and backgrounds. And from early on, she’d contend that her son was special. “He had a God-given talent with the children,” she’d say, maintaining that at the young age of six, Matt, a diminutive boy with shaggy brown hair and denim blue eyes, counseled the other children. “Even then, Matt had leadership qualities.”

			Describing his own childhood, Matt would say: “I learned Christian love. We were all brothers and sisters. Sometimes the foster kids had been abused, and the kids would show up with black eyes. But when they were in our house, they were family.”

			In her portrayal of her son’s early years, Barbara describes Matt as a boy who loved school, his home, his paper route, climbing trees, and playing word games. “He was an all-around nice kid. Never got in any trouble,” concurs Hawkins. “Or if he did, I never heard about it.”

			Why did the Bakers stop foster parenting in 1981? “Because we owed our own, natural-born kids some normal life,” says Barbara. “With the foster kids, we had runaways, attempted suicides, sometimes the police knocking on the door.”

			From the foster home, the Bakers moved into a trailer planted on a lot outside Kerrville, on a meandering street made up of a patchwork of houses nestled against the hills and into the brush. Over the years, the trailer would settle and appear crooked from the street, as if the foundation needed work. Matt would later describe his sister, Stacie, as more like his father, a quiet person. “I’m like my mom,” he’d insist. “More outgoing.”

			Unlike in some other Christian churches, Baptists often aren’t christened as babies but only when they are old enough to individually accept Jesus. Matt apparently reached that milestone early. “I was baptized at Trinity Baptist in Kerrville when I was six,” he would say, with pride. “We attended Sunday school, sang in the choir, and went on mission trips.”

			The journeys took them into Mexico and deep into the Valley, the expanse of Texas along the Rio Grande, where the Bakers joined with others to build schools and churches, staffing clinics and teaching Bible studies. “It depended on what that particular community needed,” says Dr. Hawkins. “Oscar couldn’t always go because they couldn’t afford for him to take off work, but Barbara and the children went.”

			In Kerrville’s Tivy High School, Matt was a scrawny kid with a cap of bushy brown hair combed down over his forehead. He played the tuba and French horn in the band, enjoyed sports, and worked as a student trainer with the basketball team under the supervision of a teacher who had majored in athletic training at Baylor. Although Matt talked of going to the University of Texas in Austin, it was then that he decided he’d head to Waco and follow in his mentor’s footsteps.

			“Matt was a good kid. He tutored some of the other kids,” says a classmate. “He made good grades. I don’t remember anyone’s not liking Matt.”

			But there were some who were struck by something else about Barbara and her son, an unusual similarity. “I don’t know how to describe it except that you never saw either one of them show any emotion,” says one of Matt’s friends growing up. “Barbara was always pretty dour. And Matt was like that, too, kind of expressionless.”

			In high school, Matt had a couple of steady girlfriends, but his friends say he wasn’t one of those boys who “went gaga over the girls.” After school and on weekends, he worked with his father, who’d become a handyman, hiring out to do painting, carpentry, mowing grass, whatever work he could find. “From the time I was a kid, I was out working with him,” Matt would say. “He taught me a lot.”

			Those who knew Matt wouldn’t be surprised that he’d become a pastor, yet it wasn’t something they would have predicted, either. “He never struck me as churchy,” says an old friend. “He wasn’t quoting scripture all the time or anything.”

			Yet Matt would say that he felt the calling early on. “It happened gradually,” he says, recounting how in his sophomore year in high school, he attended a youth retreat where “I put my intentions on record, announcing that I would dedicate my future to preaching the gospel. It was basically, ‘God, I’m here. Take me where you want me to go.’ ”

			Looking back, Barbara would describe her son as exceptional in every way, so well behaved that while parents around the globe are forced to sometimes take their children to task, she’d insist that was never the case with her son. “I can honestly say I can’t remember ever punishing Matt,” she said, her face blank, as if looking for a memory of some transgression and not remembering any, even a slight one calling for any type of reprimand. “That’s hard to believe, I know, but it’s true.”

			In the spring of 1990, Matt graduated from Tivy High with a partial scholarship waiting for him at Baylor, where he planned to major in church recreation and athletic training. In Waco, he moved into a dorm and went to class, earning good grades. “His intention was to become a youth minister,” Barbara would say,

			But was the Baker family as squeaky-clean as Barbara described it? Was it as grounded in church and doing the right thing, as many thought?

			In August 1990, Matt left Kerrville and moved to Waco to enter Baylor. One month later, on September 10, Barbara Baker was ticketed in Kerrville on a shoplifting charge, an item less than $20. The woman with the stoic bearing who spoke of God and held her head high was fined $169.50. Was it a onetime mistake? An aberration? It was a minor transgression, after all, and isn’t everyone entitled to one slip? Later, she’d peg the cause on empty-nest syndrome.

			Three years later, in 1993, however, Kerr County records would show that it happened again, on June 13, another theft charge, this time a more serious class B misdemeanor for which Barbara was fined $287 and given deferred adjudication. If these run-ins with the law revealed a different side of the staunch churchwoman Barbara professed to be, allegations waited in the future that cast shadows on much, much more, especially what went inside that house on Earl Garrett, the foster home during those seven years when the Bakers were houseparents.

			What about Matt? Before long, he, too, would reveal another side, not that of the admired young man with his eye on the ministry, someone dedicated to helping others, but that of a sexual predator.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 4

			Kari Dulin hadn’t entered Baylor yet in 1990 when Matt Baker arrived on campus. While known for its majors in business, law, music, philosophy, and science, the heart of the institution is its emphasis on theology. It’s a rarefied atmosphere, a religiously based, Ivy-League-feeling school. Thick-trunked oaks line the campus, and roses bloom in front of the library. “It’s a different atmosphere than a lot of colleges,” says one student. “You don’t see torn-up jeans and sloppy T-shirts much. Students are judged by not only how wealthy their parents are but how devout the student appears to be.”

			That fall, Matt entered as a student majoring in church recreation and specializing in athletic training, preparing to one day work for a church as a youth counselor. As such, he took general classes plus theology. Still the sports aficionado he was as a boy, Matt worked as a trainer with the school’s football team, the Baylor Bears, at the time a member of the later defunct Southwest Conference. Home games were played in the aging Floyd Casey Stadium, located blocks off the main campus and seating some fifty thousand fans.

			In the Bears’ locker room, before the games, the players pounded their chests and slapped their helmets, getting into the zone. Then they prayed, as befitting warriors representing a university dedicated to faith. At such moments, Matt’s eyes closed, and he clasped his hands, appearing in tune with the God they worshipped. “Matt always struck me as truly pious,” says one team member. “He seemed to be a genuine kind of guy, dedicated to the faith.”

			As that year progressed, however, there were incidents that, perhaps, should have raised flags. “We thought of Matt as a phenomenal Christian, but we did hear rumors, things like that he tried to kiss women at some of the parties,” says another player, one who wrote off Matt’s indiscretions as merely youthful hubris. “To me, it was just a college thing. Even ministerial students, even those at Baylor, get horny.”

			Before the games, Matt and the other trainers wrapped ankles and refurbished helmets with gold spray paint, repairing scuff marks. “Matt always did what he was supposed to do,” says one of the other trainers. “He helped the players, bringing ice for injuries, doing what Mike Sims, the head athletic trainer, told him to do. Everybody knew Matt was a good Christian. In the devotionals before the games, he was always reverent.”

			Despite the rumors about his behavior at parties, Matt went through his first year without major incident. It wasn’t until mid-December 1991, during finals week, halfway through his sophomore year, that the allegations turned serious. The young woman was Lora Wilson, a pretty young coed with short blond hair, a freshman majoring in premed. Living on campus, Wilson shared a dorm room with one of Billy Graham’s granddaughters. A year behind Matt, Lora met him while they were both participating in the athletic-training program. It hadn’t been an easy year for Lora, but then it wasn’t for many of the freshmen. Like some sororities and fraternities, the athletic-training students had a tradition of hazing.

			As Lora would later describe it, the initiation began at the team doctor’s home, where the freshmen were ordered to pretend to be water sprinklers while singing popular songs, such as George Strait’s “Ocean Front Property.” In the Baylor version, Strait didn’t have oceanfront property in Arizona but Waco. Yet that was only fun. The real hazing took place in the stadium during practice and on Thursday nights before home games. It was there that freshmen worked until after midnight, told to clean toilets and baseboards with toothbrushes and sweep the Astroturf with a broom.

			Although Wilson felt as if overall Matt Baker barely noticed her, he was the one who ordered her not to wear gloves while cleaning the toilets and urinals. After she suffered bleach burns on her hands, “I told him to clean the urinal himself and walked out.” What that defiance won her was heckling. If she balked, the upperclassmen threatened to have her kicked off the squad. For a while, Wilson did as told, but then she’d had enough. “I got smart when they were attempting to scare me with some treatment or other as I was vacuuming the coach’s office,” she’d say later. “I looked at them, two senior women with a crowd of about ten behind them, and told them that they had absolutely no authority over me. And unless Mike Sims or the assistant head trainer had a problem with me, there was nothing they could say or do to make me do anything else.”

			With that, Wilson turned off the vacuum and left it standing in the room as she walked off. On the way out the door, she heard one junior man whisper, “You’re gonna get it now.”

			“Whatever,” Wilson said, with a shrug.

			Was Matt put up to what happened next? Wilson would never know.

			One afternoon during finals week, Wilson was again ordered to clean urinals in the visitors’ locker room, to prepare the stadium for high-school playoffs scheduled for the coming weekend. Because it was outside the normal practice hours, much of the stadium was locked. Although she was supposed to have someone with her, she’d ended up alone. As she walked outside the stadium to get to the old training room, Matt offered to help, falling into step behind her. Surprised since it was unusual for an upperclassman, or even a sophomore, to help the freshmen, she agreed. But as they walked, Matt began acting oddly, like an adolescent, poking her from behind with a broom.

			“Stop it,” she told him, but he didn’t. He kept jabbing at her, and she continued telling him to cut it out, until he finally stopped when she reached the doors to the old locker room. Lora thought little of it rather than being annoyed.

			Once in the locker room, she told Matt she’d clean the bathroom if he’d work on the rest. He agreed, and she left to get to work. Moments later, while bending over cleaning a stall, she realized that Matt stood directly behind her. Later, all she would remember was that he moved in quickly, pinning her arms behind her back and forcing himself against her, attempting to kiss her. Frightened, she struggled.

			“What if I was Brian?” he said, referring to her boyfriend at the time.

			“You’re not!” Mustering all her strength, she pushed away. “Stop!”

			Ignoring her cries, Matt lunged at her, again attempting to kiss her. Her heart pounding, she again shouted for him to stop, but he persisted, picking her up in a bear hug and putting her down on the sink. He then forced her legs open and stood between them, pushing against her while trying to kiss her. Lora used her only weapon, biting his shoulder. Startled, he let go long enough for her to jump off the sink and run.

			In the main locker room, Matt caught up, coming at her from behind, wrestling her over to a bench, where he pulled her on top of him, again pushing her thighs apart. Although not a large man, he overpowered her, managing to use one hand to hold her arms behind her back, while he fondled her.

			Wilson screamed, but he ignored her, minutes passing.

			“Then he suddenly released me. He looked at me, and said, ‘I’m done,’ ” she’d say years later.

			As if nothing had happened, Matt walked from the room, leaving Wilson shaking and stunned. Her hands trembling, she started cleaning again, as if determined to finish what she’d begun. She’d later explain, “I think I was in shock.”

			Tears streaming down her cheeks, she ran from the room only to make a wrong turn and find the doors locked. Unable to return to the north-end-zone complex where the other students were working, a sobbing Lora called her mother from a pay phone under the stands.

			“Find Mike Sims and tell him what happened,” Lora’s mother told her.

			Agreeing that she’d find the head trainer, Lora pounded on the locked doors, but no one answered. Her body shivering, she was forced to walk around the outside of the stadium to get to an open gate. As she passed one coach, the man asked why she was crying. “Did you fail one of your exams?” he wanted to know.

			Lora shook her head, then, in tearful gasps, told him what had happened.

			“Find Mike Sims and tell him. We won’t stand for this behavior,” the coach said.

			Wilson continued on, searching, but finally gave up. She couldn’t find Mike Sims. Instead, she left a note on his desk, asking him to call her at her dorm. Tears streaking her face, Lora left the complex and went to her dorm room, where her mother had said she’d meet her.

			When her parents arrived, they accompanied Lora back to the stadium to meet with Sims. Once Lora explained what had happened, Matt was called into Sims’s office. “Matt admitted what he’d done, but he said he didn’t realize he was hurting me,” she said. But there was no doubt that Lora had attempted to fight him off, attested to by the bite mark on his shoulder.

			“This will be taken care of,” Sims assured her, saying she didn’t need to involve the police. Lora and her parents agreed to let the university handle the situation. Lora would later say that she vividly remembered Sims then turning to Matt and warning, “You understand you will have to be disciplined for this, right?”

			“Yes,” Matt said.

			Lora’s father returned home, but her mother stayed through the night in Lora’s dorm room. Lora had a restless night, reliving the attack. She woke her mother off and on, crying. One thing kept going through her mind: That day her sweats had been dirty, and she’d dressed nicer than usual. Was that why Matt Baker had assaulted her? Had she attracted his attention? Her mother assured her that she’d done nothing to provoke the attack. “She told me that it wasn’t my fault,” Lora would say later.

			The next morning, Lora Wilson woke up in her dorm room, terrified. She looked at her watch, the one with a green dot sticker on it, the athletic insignia that represented leadership and identified her as a trainer. She began furiously scratching at it, attempting to wipe it away. Her mother found Lora on the bathroom floor manically working on the watch. “I have to get this off,” she told her. “I can’t do this anymore!”

			Her mother said, “Lora, we’re going home.”

			In the days that followed, Lora’s mother attempted to convince her to go for counseling, but she refused. Going over and over in her mind what had happened, Lora couldn’t figure out what to call what Matt had done to her.

			As the Christmas holidays ended, the Bears’ bowl game was coming up on New Year’s Eve day—the Copper Bowl in Arizona, where Baylor would play the Indiana Hoosiers. Lora wanted to go. “I’d worked hard, and I’d earned it,” she’d say. Mike Sims had told her that she didn’t need to attend the practices, but Lora felt the need to go to at least one, to see if she could be around the other trainers, how it would feel. That first day back at the final practice before the bowl game, Lora saw the other students watching her and whispering. Some accused her of making up stories, and others scoffed at her for being upset about something as minor as being poked by a broom, the story that Matt had apparently told the others. After more giggling and taunts, Lora found one of the assistant athletic trainers and told him that she couldn’t stay and that she wouldn’t be attending the bowl game.

			In the end, the Bears lost the Copper Bowl 24 to 0 to Indiana, and when Lora returned to the campus after Christmas break, she quickly came to the decision that she’d lost as well. When she reported for work at the stadium, Matt was there, and it appeared his only punishment was to be confined to the training room to work with the players. “That was something that usually only the seniors were able to do,” Lora says. “It wasn’t a punishment. It was more of a promotion.”

			For Lora, the effects of Matt Baker’s attack lingered. She dropped out of athletic training and left Baylor before the semester ended. Months later, she was asked to put her recollection of the events in writing for Matt’s file. She did so. At the time, she was told there’d been another episode with Matt. “They said that Matt had been banned from extracurricular activities and could only attend classes,” she’d say. The Baylor authorities she spoke with told her that if Matt stepped outside the lines again, he’d be forced to leave.

			Departing Waco and Baylor, however, didn’t end Lora’s suffering. For years after, she endured nightmares in which it happened all over again: Matt’s pinning her down, she unable to move as he fondled her. And afterward, the other student trainers laughing and taunting, failing to support her. Such nights, Lora woke up terrified, tears filling her eyes.

			Were there any ramifications for Matt? He would later say that when he registered for the spring semester, his paperwork was blocked until he presented himself at the dean’s office, where the allegations brought by Lora were discussed. In the story he told his mother and others over the coming years, Matt would deny Wilson’s version of the events, instead saying she became hysterical for some unknown reason when the lights went out unexpectedly in the locker room. “They told me not to worry about it,” he’d say. “They said they knew I hadn’t done anything wrong.”

			Had the Baylor authorities simply dropped the matter? The university and Mike Sims would later refuse comment, so there would be nothing by which to judge their actions but the results. The undeniable consequence of the attack was that no one at Baylor filed a police report with Waco PD, and Matt Baker was allowed to continue at the university.

			Perhaps it would have been expected that Matt would have learned from what he’d done, but then, he’d apparently suffered no punishment, so why should he change his ways? If Baylor had taken action, made sure that he was charged with a crime, Matt might have been held accountable. But they didn’t, and he wasn’t, and the following January, just weeks after Baker’s attack on Lora Wilson, he was home in Kerrville. It was there that he struck up an old friendship with Dina Ahrens, a high-school girlfriend.

			“Matt had dated Dina off and on,” Barbara Baker would later say. “I always thought she was a nice girl, but I didn’t know her all that well.”

			At a get-together, Dina and Matt saw each other again. She was still in high school, a senior at Tivy, where Barbara Baker worked as an aide. That evening, they were at a party with high-school friends. Dina knew nothing about the Baylor incident when he flirted with her. “It was a cat-and-mouse game,” she’d say later, “Rekindling the old flame.”

			After the party, he followed her to her parents’ house. “Heavy petting,” she’d say. “Things were getting very physical.”

			While they’d been boyfriend and girlfriend in high school, Dina would later testify about what happened that night as different than in the past. “He was more aggressive with me,” she’d say. “He was ... relentless.”

			It took all her physical strength to keep her clothes on. Why did Baker finally stop? According to Ahrens, it was only because he heard her mother at the door.

			Looking back, Barbara would scoff at both of the young women’s accounts of her son’s actions, the perfect son she’d never had to discipline. The incident with Ahrens, she said, was simply Matt getting “maybe a little too aggressive, but what teenage boy doesn’t?”

			As for Lora Wilson, Barbara insisted that the woman was lying. Even as the list of women charging her son with improper behavior would grow, Barbara remained steadfast in her son’s defense, blaming not Matt but the women who made the allegations.

			Meanwhile, all continued to go well for Matt Baker. His grades were good, and the month after Wilson accused him of assault, no one from the university apparently protested when Matt was given a highly coveted position, an internship in the recreation department at the First Baptist Church of Waco, the premier church in the city, one tightly tied to Baylor. Perhaps they didn’t realize or maybe didn’t care that at the church Matt’s duties would include working in the recreation center and at the summer youth camp, often around young, vulnerable women.

			The man who hired him, Jake Roberts, was one of Matt’s teachers at Baylor, an instructor in church recreation who also worked at First Baptist. Roberts would later say he knew nothing of the charges Lora Wilson had made against his young student. “When it came to church recreation, Matt seemed to know what he was doing, and he was a hard worker and a good student,” says Roberts. “He didn’t seem girl crazy. I had no reason to doubt him. If I’d known about what had happened at Baylor with that girl, I wouldn’t have hired him. Absolutely not. But I didn’t. No one told me.”
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