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This story is dedicated to all the “Matts” out there who feel that Matt’s story is a reflection of their own struggle. Hope is out there and change is coming.




Foreword

JUDY SHEPARD AND I first spoke to each other in early 2006, when she called to say how much she admired the film  Brokeback Mountain. (I should confess that we have never met in person.) During that introductory conversation, we talked about other things, too, things like vicissitudes of motherhood, and the singular tragedy of losing a child, a tragedy we had both experienced. We spoke for only a short time, but Judy’s easy warmth and quiet strength made me feel as if I had known her for years. Before we said good-bye, Judy told me about her desire to write a book someday: a book about her son, Matthew.

I became aware of Matthew Shepard the evening of October 8, 1998, when my daughter Sara phoned from Laramie, Wyoming—she was attending the university there on a basketball scholarship—to tell me that a fellow student, a young man, had been discovered tied to a fence, unconscious and severely beaten, less than a half mile from where she lived at the  time. Once Sara learned that the young man, Matthew, was listed in critical condition at a nearby hospital, she decided to ask the university’s athletic director to hold a moment of silence for Matthew at the weekend football game. When the athletic director replied that questions had been raised about the nature of the attack and whether the victim was gay, Sara was adamant: Matthew was a University of Wyoming student who had been brutally attacked, and he deserved the unconditional support of the university and its student body.

I had already made plans to be in Laramie for Sara’s birthday, and so I arrived there Friday evening, October 9. We did our best to avoid the media frenzy in town. I attended Sara’s basketball practices and went with her to some of her classes. We had a leisurely picinic with Annie Proulx up on the Medicine Bow.

I remember that the moment of silence was held for Matthew before the University of Wyoming’s football on Saturday; I remember that Sara and I wept when we learned that Matthew had passed away.

 

A few weeks ago, Judy Shepard sent me an early manuscript of The Meaning of Matthew.

Her book is amazing. And so is she.

Diana Ossana March 20, 2009
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Author’s Note

MEMORIES CAN BE TRICKY. They are often influenced by an individual’s life experiences both before and after any event. I have tried to verify my memories with trial transcripts and other written materials as well as conversations with those involved in the memories themselves. There may be some things that are remembered differently by others, but I have put my truth on these pages.

 

You knew him as Matthew. To us he was Matt. I have tried to reconcile the two within these pages. It would be unfair to Matt if only Matthew’s story was told. Matt was so much more than “Matthew Shepard, the gay twenty-one-year-old University of Wyoming college student.” He had a family and countless friends. He had a life before the night he was tied to that fence.




CHAPTER One

IT’S OFTEN SAID that we see a white light before we die. I wonder if that is what Matt saw that last night of his consciousness or if the last thing he saw was Aaron McKinney’s hateful face.

A PHONE CALL WOKE me with a jolt at about 5:00 a.m. on Thursday, October 8, 1998. My husband, Dennis, and I were living in Dhahran, Saudi Arabia, where he worked as a construction safety manager. I assumed that the call was from my twenty-one-year-old son, Matt, who was living in Laramie and studying political science and international relations at the University of Wyoming. At that time of day, it was almost always him. Unlike our other family and friends in the States, who usually calculated the nine-hour time difference between Wyoming and Saudi Arabia before dialing, Matt always seemed to be living in the moment and wanted to share things with someone right now, regardless of what time it was anywhere else. Or maybe he thought it was just too much math to work out the difference.

Sometimes he’d telephone to talk about a new friend he’d just met at a coffee shop—Matt loved to bend a stranger’s ear over a cup of coffee. Other times he’d want to get my opinion on something in the news or alert me to a breaking story. “Did you hear what just happened to Princess Diana? She’s dead!” he’d blurted when I picked up the telephone a little more than a year before.

Not that I didn’t understand, and appreciate, the impulse. Matt and I were incredibly close; so much so that at times it seemed like we were feeding off each other’s energy. I always felt that the normal bond between mother and child was for some reason stronger between us—perhaps because we depended so much on each other for company when Matt was a colicky baby, when I was a fledgling parent and Dennis always seemed to be on the road for work.

Now that Matt was an adult and he and I were living continents and oceans away from each other, our conversations were shorter than I would have wished (at five dollars a minute they had to be) and more spread apart than they used to be. But when he did make those early morning or late-night calls, the joy I felt from hearing his voice more than made up for any resulting loss of sleep.

But the phone call that Thursday morning wasn’t from Matt. It was about him. When the man on the other end of the line announced who he was, an emergency room doctor from Ivinson Memorial Hospital in Laramie, I went numb.  I don’t remember what he said, or what I did next. I’m not sure whether it was the ringing phone or my subsequent gasp that startled the still-sleeping Dennis. Whatever it was that woke him, Dennis took the phone from me and then, after a seemingly endless silence, made a noise—a sort of helpless and mournful groan—that I’d never heard before and haven’t heard since. Coming as it did from my husband, a man whose reserved manner is as typically masculine and western as his Wrangler jeans and cowboy boots, the moan confirmed my worst fears.

Matt had been attacked. He had sustained injuries to his head that were so critical his chances for survival were nearly impossible.

“In fact,” Dr. Cantway told Dennis, “Matt’s wounds are so severe that he had to be transported forty miles south of Laramie, to a hospital in Fort Collins, Colorado, that was better equipped to deal with head injuries.”

As short as the call was—not more than five minutes—it was long enough, not only to turn our world upside down, but to send it spinning forever in the opposite direction. As I remember it, neither Dennis nor I had much to say to the doctor—or to each other. But we were dizzy with questions: Who? Where? Why? What? And most important, how was Matt? But Dr. Cantway couldn’t answer anything we asked—other than to say that things didn’t look good and that the only piece of information the police had found so far was Matt’s  University of Wyoming ID card. Thankfully, that card led them to his emergency contact, Matt’s godmother, who worked as a nurse at Ivinson and had our contact information. The hospital called us immediately after getting our Saudi Arabian telephone number.

The rest of that morning was a blur. I do remember thinking, “If I come apart now, I’m never going to make it.” Dennis and I were in shock and sort of went into autopilot, knowing there were things we needed to accomplish before we could give in to our fears.

Like all parents, our first instinct was to run to our son’s side. Unfortunately, we happened to be eight thousand miles away. The flight to Denver, by way of Amsterdam and Minneapolis, didn’t leave for nineteen hours. To add to the already surreal situation, we still had to deal with the bureaucracy of Saudi Arabia and get the proper documentation to leave. Dennis and I were forced to wait almost an entire day before we could even begin our trip to be with Matt. We used that time to call a few relatives in the States to let them know what was happening and to make sure Matt wouldn’t be alone in Fort Collins. None of us knew what we’d find or would have to do once we reached Colorado.

As Dennis and I rushed around in a daze—packing our bags and preparing paperwork rather than staring at the slow-moving clock—I did everything I could to stay hopeful. Dennis and I only had limited information about the extent of  Matt’s injuries, and absolutely no information about the circumstances surrounding his attack. We knew he was critically injured and that his hold on life was tenuous, at best. Still, our highest hope at that point was for Matt’s complete recovery. Our most basic, and perhaps most realistic, hope was that he would hold on to life until we could be with him, by his side.

During the nineteen hours that Dennis and I waited in Dhahran, we were in constant contact with Ivinson Hospital and then Poudre Valley Hospital. But in all that time, there was very little they could tell us about what had happened to Matt. Although the medical staff knew Matt had been attacked—his injuries were too severe to suggest anything else—nobody could explain who had done this to my son or why. When it came down to it, I knew that no amount of speculation on my part would help answer any of the thousands of questions that were already overwhelming me. Even if I could find answers, I knew that none would ease the panic or the excruciating pain welling up at the root of my soul. No answer could help Matt, who was hanging on to life with every ounce of his incredible strength. So as our plane finally took off, for the first leg of our long flight, I gripped Dennis’s hand and tried to force myself to think of better times.




CHAPTER Two

THINKING OF BETTER TIMES, for me, included going all the way back to my teenage years in Glenrock, Wyoming, a quiet town about twenty miles east of Casper along Highway 25. Glenrock’s the kind of place parents think is great for raising children, and, at the same time, the kind of place kids can’t wait to escape as soon as they’re old enough to do so. It’s a tiny town—only about fifteen hundred people lived there when I was growing up, and there are maybe an additional eight hundred residents today. According to local legend, Glenrock is where Wyoming’s first Christmas was celebrated—at a Pony Express station back in 1859. But beyond that one holy night, Glenrock was just the kind of place where nothing ever seemed to happen.

My family had been in town for years before I was born, in 1952. My dad, Frances Peck, was the town postmaster, and my mom, Vera, was one of his three employees. Since Glenrock wasn’t big enough to have home postal delivery, everybody in  town had to go to the post office to pick up their mail. As a result, my parents knew everyone and everything, which also meant they knew every little thing I was ever up to.

I wasn’t really a wild child; though once I was in high school I did attend my fair share of keggers along the Platte River, on the north side of town. For the most part, my after-school activities centered on the traditionally tame activities of student government, National Honor Society, pep squad, and Job’s Daughters. You pretty much have to be involved in everything when your graduating class is only twenty-seven strong and the entire high school population is one hundred.

When I wasn’t at school, I spent a lot of time alone at home. Because my sister and brother, Kay and Jim, were fifteen and sixteen years older than me, I always felt like I was an only child. My mom was thirty-nine when I was born, and my dad was forty-four, making me the proverbial menopause baby. There was never any question in my mind that my folks loved me, but by the time I was born they had their own social lives very well established. When they weren’t at the post office, Mom and Dad always seemed to be at a function, either social or civic. I suppose I would have been considered a latch-key kid if it weren’t for the fact that nobody in Glenrock ever locked their front door. Maybe that’s why I live so much in my head today. Sometimes I find it very difficult and, at times, incredibly uncomfortable to express my feelings or show my emotions, whether it’s to a roomful of strangers or a handful  of friends. I don’t want sympathy or pity, and I definitely don’t like drawing attention to myself. So, as much as I can help it, I usually wait until no one else is around before I allow myself to think about anything that might make me cry. Soul-searching, heartbreaking memories, and my grief are all very private affairs for me.

 

THERE’S NO DENYING that my friends and I lived a simple life in Glenrock when we were growing up. When it came right down to it, I don’t think we were expected to do much more than graduate from high school, maybe go to college, get married, and then live in Glenrock for the rest of our lives. Despite that simplicity—or perhaps because of it—my hometown still represents everything I’ve grown to love about Wyoming. The people there were honest, straightforward, and without any pretense whatsoever. Growing up there meant that I was surrounded by a level of acceptance that’s hard to find in a larger city—whether it’s Cheyenne or Chicago, Denver or New York. I think that’s because in small towns you can’t help but know everyone else around you. And while you might not always agree with all your neighbors, or even fully understand their eccentricities, you accept them as integral parts of your community.

Glenrock also represents everything I miss about Wyoming when I’m away. Sure, the winters are brutal—I don’t think I’ll ever get nostalgic about scraping ice off the windshield as the harshest wind in the Lower 48 freezes my face and hands. But after those winds die down and the sun finally shines—whether it’s in spring, summer, fall, or winter—I’ve never seen a brighter, bluer sky. Sometimes when I’m trapped in a canyon of skyscrapers or stuck on the employee compound in Saudi Arabia, I comfort myself with memories of the Wyoming sky—the big sky—and how, when I’m home, no matter where I stand I can almost always see the blue meet the horizon.

However, by the time my high school graduation came around I was like every other eighteen-year-old in town, itching to get away from my parents and dying to see the outside world. I couldn’t wait to get out of Glenrock.

I didn’t get very far though. I’d been accepted to several out-of-state colleges, but none of those offers came with scholarship money. We couldn’t afford to pay for anything more expensive than in-state tuition, so I enrolled at the University of Wyoming in Laramie. It’s only about two and a half hours southwest of Glenrock, but I was definitely a world away from everything I knew.

When I started classes, I thought I wanted to be a pharmacist, but then I realized that pharmacy school required a five-year commitment and that was more than I was willing to give. So I ended up just taking courses that caught my interest, mostly in history and literature. When it came time to declare my major, I worked with my adviser to mold one that would  best fit that course load. I ended up majoring in education, with an emphasis in high school social studies.

I’d been on campus for a little more than a year before I first noticed Dennis Shepard, a recent graduate from the College of Education and a member of the Phi Delta Theta fraternity, where I was a Little Sister. He lived forty-five miles away, in Cheyenne, where he was working in the newly established Wyoming Occupational Health and Safety Department, but he drove to Laramie almost every weekend to party with his fraternity brothers.

What first struck me about Dennis was that he looked just like my movie idol, Steve McQueen. Hello? Who wouldn’t notice a guy who looked like that? But as striking as I thought he was, I never considered Dennis much more than a passing fancy. He seemed stuck-up—and all the girls in my dorm said he was a player, a “love ’em and leave ’em” kind of guy. I had no interest in anybody like that—no matter how much he looked like a movie star.

At Christmas, though, the guys at Phi Delta Theta were throwing a party that I didn’t want to attend without a date. So when a common friend of Dennis’s and mine offered to set us up for the party, I was more than willing to go along with his plan. When my girlfriends heard what I was up to, they repeated the same warnings they’d shared when I first saw Dennis on campus: “Don’t date him, he’s a cheat,” and “That guy breaks all the girls’ hearts.” That’s probably why I went into  the evening with absolutely no expectations. I thought that I’d get to go to the party of the season with an undeniably handsome guy on my arm; if he turned out to be a complete jerk and we never spoke to each other again, so be it.

But as the night progressed, it became more and more evident how wrong my girlfriends had been about this handsome man. Although Dennis came across as a bit stoic at first (perhaps that’s why I thought he was stuck-up), he ended up being funny, charming, and quite the gentleman. At the end of the night, when he took me home, the guy I thought I’d have to fight off didn’t even try to kiss me good night. That alone was very impressive.

I can’t speak for Dennis, but I never dated anybody else after that night. We were engaged nine months later, when he proposed to me while I was washing dishes, which is more romantic than it sounds. We were married eight months after that, on May 5, 1973, at St. Matthew’s Episcopal Cathedral in Laramie.

If the only thing you knew about Dennis was that he was born in Scottsbluff, Nebraska, a city of about fifteen thousand residents, located just east of the Wyoming border, you might assume that he and I had similar upbringings. But while I was the youngest of three children, Dennis was the oldest of five. While my parents were married for sixty-two years, Dennis’s folks divorced when he was a young boy. While I spent the whole of my first eighteen years in Glenrock, Dennis moved dozens of times and lived in several states (Nebraska, Oklahoma, California, Idaho twice, and Wyoming three times) before he left home to attend college in Laramie.

Those moves started early as Dennis’s father, Harry, a World War II veteran, went where work was available. When Dennis’s folks divorced, Harry took custody of the five kids. Since Harry, a union millwright, was always working, much of the care for the family fell first to Harry’s sister and her family and then, later, to Dennis. As a result, Dennis seemed to grow up too quickly himself.

When Dennis was about twelve or thirteen, his father married Ruth Stahla, who had actually gone to grade school with Harry in western Nebraska. I firmly believe Ruth saved the Shepard family. She put structure back into everyone’s life and, by convincing Harry to finally settle in Cheyenne, put a stop to the family’s constant moves back and forth across the western half of the United States.

After graduating from Cheyenne’s East High School in 1967, Dennis spent summers working in the Montana oil fields, in the Wyoming trona mines, and on construction projects to pay for tuition, books, and housing. During the school year, he worked in the university cafeteria and his fraternity kitchen for meals and additional money to supplement his college loans and summer wages. Dennis always claimed that his parents spied on him because “care packages” of food and some small amounts of money seemed to show up when he needed them the most, usually near the end of the month.  Immediately upon earning his bachelor’s degree in 1972, Dennis took a job with the state’s Occupational Safety and Health Administration that required him to be away from home 75 percent of the time. He hasn’t slowed down since.

Our courtship was quick, but one of the many things Dennis and I had a chance to talk through before getting married was whether we wanted children. The consensus was that we didn’t. This wasn’t because either of us was actually opposed to having kids. As I remember it, we both just kind of bought into the theory of the day: There were already too many children in the world, and between Vietnam and the ever-present threat of nuclear war it seemed like only a crazy person would want to add to that number. So I was a little surprised, but not at all disappointed, when after two years of marriage Dennis came home from work one day, put his arms around me, and announced, “I’m twenty-eight now, and if we’re going to have a family, I think we better get started.” I went off the pill immediately and was pregnant within a few months.

It was a surprisingly easy pregnancy, too. I gained forty-five pounds, which was a lot for my five-foot three-inch frame, but I was lucky and never suffered from morning sickness. Eight months in, I felt so good that I accompanied Dennis and his folks on their annual two-week elk and moose hunting trip to Big Piney, on the western side of Wyoming. I didn’t actually hunt—I happily hung around camp, fished for brook trout, and helped out with the cooking instead.
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