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CHAPTER 1
 
In the little town of Ider, in DeKalb County, Alabama, the residents usually know all there is to know about their friends and neighbors. There aren’t that many secrets that remain a secret for long in most rural small towns in the South, and gossip isn’t considered an invasion of privacy or even bad manners. It is simply thought of as passing along interesting information.
 
Billy Junior Shaw, the owner of Shaw Saddlery, was an expert saddle maker and prominent businessman. He was a valued member of the community, known and liked very much throughout the area. When Karri Willoughby, one of his stepdaughters and a nurse, found him dead in his home on April 22, 2008, people were saddened but not completely surprised to hear of his passing. His wife, Lila “Susie” Shaw, had died only twenty-two days earlier, on April 1, and many of those who knew the couple assumed that his death might have been linked to his grief over her passing.
 
Karri Willoughby told the emergency personnel who responded to her distraught 911 call that she had stopped by to check on her stepfather on the way home from her job at the Chattanooga Surgery Center in Tennessee. She had found him inside his home, unresponsive.
 
During the customary investigation that followed Shaw’s passing, the coroner ruled that his unattended death had been caused by a heart attack. Family and friends believed that depression due to the loss of his wife had most likely been a contributing factor in Shaw’s sudden collapse. They took comfort in their faith that the two had been reunited again and were now resting beside one another in the Fuller Cemetery.
 
As was standard procedure in almost all unattended deaths, samples of Shaw’s blood and urine had been taken by the coroner and sent to the state forensic laboratory in Huntsville, Alabama, for testing. Results of the tests were not expected for quite some time, due to a huge backlog of cases at the laboratory. The test results would likely be routine, law enforcement assumed, confirming the coroner’s preliminary finding of a heart attack being the probable cause of Shaw’s death.
 
Over six months later, DeKalb County sheriff Jimmy Harris was shocked when he opened his mail one morning to find a most unexpected toxicology report from the Huntsville laboratory. An investigation into Shaw’s death was immediately started. Despite the death having initially been ruled a heart attack, Sheriff Harris and his investigators had just received confirmation from the forensic lab that Billy Junior Shaw had been murdered.

 



CHAPTER 2
 
Initially no one outside law enforcement and the district attorney’s office knew about the receipt of the unexpected results of the toxicology report, or why there was a sudden renewal of interest in the cause of Billy Shaw’s death. But as the authorities launched the investigation, information gradually leaked about the case. Whispered rumors about the circumstances of the death soon began to circulate in the community.
 
As those rumors gradually increased, they provided the sheriff with some surprising new information. It seemed that there were several stories making the rounds about one of Shaw’s two stepdaughters who had filed for bankruptcy more than once, and who had ongoing serious financial problems.
 
The authorities learned that prior to Shaw’s death, the woman had been caught on multiple occasions withdrawing funds from the bank account of her stepfather’s saddlery business. She also had been stealing the identity of her mother, applying for credit cards in her mother’s name, and taking money from her mother’s bank account by forging Mrs. Shaw’s name on several large checks.
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Billy Shaw’s exhumation was ordered after toxicology results revealed he had been injected with propofol.


 
This stepdaughter, Karri Willoughby, was, coincidentally, the same person who had reported that she had arrived at Billy Shaw’s home, found him unresponsive, and had placed the call to 911 for help. When making a statement during the initial investigation, the 911 operator had recalled advising Karri to begin CPR, continuing until the paramedics reached Shaw’s home.
 
But when questioned later, after the toxicology results were received, the paramedics who responded to Shaw’s residence on the day of his death remembered that they had thought it strange at the time that there was no indication that CPR had been performed on Shaw. They had assumed that since she was a nurse, CPR should have been the first thing that Karri would have done, but that was not the case.
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The casket, loaded and ready for transport to the Alabama Department of Forensic Sciences Laboratory at Huntsville.


 
The whispers about Billy Junior Shaw’s death were beginning to build in volume. When it became public knowledge that Sheriff Harris had obtained an exhumation order to remove Shaw’s body from his grave in the Fuller Cemetery, the rumors began to fly in earnest. Harris and his officers had been attempting to keep a tight lid on their reasons for the exhumation and the renewed homicide investigation, but speculation in the community ran wild. It was, after all, the first exhumation in DeKalb County for over thirty years.

 



CHAPTER 3
 
On May 13, 2009, more than a year after his burial, the remains of Billy Junior Shaw were removed from the Fuller Cemetery in Ider and taken to the forensic lab in Huntsville for a full autopsy. Harris remained very tight-lipped about the homicide investigation, telling the press that he did not know when to expect results from the autopsy. Additionally, he explained, at the time of Shaw’s death, his department had not been aware of the possibility of any foul play being involved. There had been no indication at the scene that caused any suspicion. Harris did say, however, that the sheriff’s department and the district attorney’s office had been working in cooperation on the case and hoped to make an arrest soon.
 
Only five days later, on Monday, May 18, Harris issued another statement, which indicated that his department’s activity on the case had been progressing faster than he had initially led the media to believe. An arrest could possibly be made that week, he said. Harris revealed that both a man and a woman had been interviewed at length by his department in connection with Shaw’s murder. They were both considered to be persons of interest in the case, he said, and his investigators were set to meet on Wednesday with District Attorney Mike O’Dell to plan further action toward the identification and subsequent prosecution of Shaw’s killer.
 
Matters, however, did not proceed as quickly as the authorities had hoped. Plans for an arrest in the case were put on hold for almost exactly another year, while information and evidence continued to pile up against the person whom law enforcement had focused in on and whom they now believed to be solely responsible for Shaw’s murder. Instead of an immediate arrest, the case was carefully solidified and then turned over to a grand jury.
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Billy Shaw’s coffin stands ready to be opened in the forensic laboratory so that a complete autopsy can be conducted.


 
When an indictment for capital murder was issued by the grand jury in May 2010, two years after Shaw’s death, Sheriff Harris issued a statement saying that it was an unfortunate, tragic situation, but he and his investigators and the district attorney (DA) would not have presented the case to the grand jury if they had not had conclusive evidence. They had, they believed, pinpointed the identity of the killer and had established both means and motive for Shaw’s death.
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Investigators carefully pumped out the Shaw septic tank to check for evidence that might have been flushed.
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Contents of the septic tank were transported and emptied into a holding tank to be sure no potential evidence had been overlooked.


 
In the indictment that the grand jury handed down, they stated that the person they believed to be responsible for murder had “caused the death” of Billy Junior Shaw “by lethal injection and did so for pecuniary or other valuable consideration.”
 
When Shaw’s stepdaughter Karri Denise Willoughby turned herself in at the DeKalb County Detention Center on Friday, May 14, following her indictment for the capital murder of her stepfather, she was placed under arrest and held without bail in the DeKalb County Jail. News of her arrest sent the Ider community into immediate turmoil, and it only increased as Sheriff Harris provided further details of her indictment, surrender, and arrest to the media.
 
The motive for the murder was financial, Harris said in his statement to the press. Karri was set to profit from Shaw’s death, he said, inheriting a large share of his estate. Harris said that Karri had been the person who initially reported Shaw’s death, claiming that she had found him unconscious in his home in the Cartersville community, north of Ider.
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Karri Denise Willoughby, a nurse who was Billy Shaw’s stepdaughter, turned herself in at the DeKalb County Sheriff’s Department after being indicted by a grand jury for his murder.


 
Emergency personnel from both the Ider Rescue Squad and the DeKalb Ambulance Service had responded to the scene, and Shaw had been pronounced dead by the DeKalb County coroner, Tom Wilson. Wilson’s initial findings were that Shaw had died of an apparent heart attack. However, Harris said, after discussions with District Attorney Mike O’Dell, Wilson “took measures at the scene, which later provided clues as to the cause of Mr. Shaw’s death,” referring to the blood and urine samples that were collected and sent to the Alabama Department of Forensic Sciences (ADFS) Laboratory at Huntsville.
 
Harris finally revealed to the media why the results of that initial analysis had resulted in the exhumation and autopsy. Those first results, he said, had shown that instead of a heart attack, Billy Junior Shaw had died of a lethal injection of propofol, the drug that caused the death of Michael Jackson, the “King of Pop,” at his California estate.

 



CHAPTER 4
 
Michael Jackson’s death occurred on June 25, 2009. When his doctor, Conrad Murray, was arrested in connection with Jackson’s death, many of the countless news items mentioned that it was the third-known case of death being caused by a lethal dose of propofol.
 
The first was a homicide case in Florida, when a twenty-four-year-old Gainesville woman, Michelle Herndon, was found dead in her home in 2005. Herndon had no history of drug abuse, according to her autopsy findings; and as soon as test results were revealed and her death was ruled a homicide due to an overdose of propofol, authorities began looking for those people who were in some way connected to Michelle Herndon and who could have had access to the drug. They soon found that a male acquaintance of hers, Oliver O’Quinn, a registered nurse, not only had that access, but he also had obtained propofol and other drugs during his time working at a surgical intensive care unit (ICU).
 
O’Quinn was charged with Herndon’s murder, and his 2008 conviction marked the first time that propofol had been acknowledged as a murder weapon.
 
The second documented propofol death was that of Billy Junior Shaw in 2008, and Michael Jackson’s highly publicized death in 2009 became the third in which the powerful hospital sedative was found to be the cause. In Jackson’s situation, it had been administered, supposedly as a sleep aid, by Conrad Murray at the Jackson estate, at the request of the pop singer. When Jackson was found unresponsive, he was rushed to the hospital, to no avail. Murray would be found guilty of involuntary manslaughter and responsible for Jackson’s death. Following a sensational trial, he was sent to prison for up to four years.
 
On October 28, 2013, with little fanfare, Conrad Murray walked out of jail thirteen minutes after midnight, a free man. He had served a little under two years, half his sentence, and was released for good behavior. He immediately petitioned for the return of his license to practice medicine in Texas and California.

 



CHAPTER 5
 
Karri Denise Willoughby was liked extremely well by a large number of steadfast, longtime friends and social media acquaintances. She was very active on Facebook and wrote her own blog, with long, detailed posts about her family life and activities, always with very heavy and frequent religious references. She had lots of followers, and she followed a long list of other bloggers who were, for the most part, young mothers who had a great deal in common with her.
 
Karri’s Internet presence had ramped up considerably immediately after the deaths of Billy Shaw and her mother, almost as though she was preparing her loyal followers to throw themselves wholeheartedly behind her with their almost fanatical support if she should be accused of Shaw’s murder. In everything she posted following his death, she regularly mentioned how much she missed her parents and how she was soldiering on through her grief to be strong for her children and husband.
 
She wrote poems to the Shaws and longed, she said, for the day she would be reunited with them in Heaven. In her post following the first Christmas after the deaths of Billy and Susie Shaw, Karri told how, as her family celebrated the birth of Jesus, it was through His grace, she said, that they had also found peace in the death of their loved ones.
 
Oh, how it thrills my soul to know that mom and Junior are singing in the Lord’s choir now, Karri wrote. She knew, she said, that they would not come back, even if they could, nor would she ask them to out of selfishness: [B]ut I so look forward to that meeting day in the air!
 
Karri followed with a poem she called “Dear Mom and Dad in Heaven,” in which she wrote about how much she wished she could sit and talk to her parents that day and tell them how much they were loved and missed. An angel had come and had taken their hands, Karri said, and told them their place was ready in Heaven: You had so much to live for, you had so much to do.... It still seemed impossible, that God was taking you.
 
Karri ended her poem by saying that though her parents had walked through Heaven’s gate, they were never far apart. Each time she and her family thought of them, they were right there, deep within their hearts.
 
Karri then wrote that she had prayed and cried out to God more since losing her parents than in her whole life combined.
 
It seems like this past year has been a roller-coaster of emotions, she wrote, adding that losing her mom and Junior still hurt her down to her soul every day. The holidays, she claimed, only made it worse.
 
All the estate stuff is still up in the air too, she added, almost as an afterthought.
 
Karri then allowed herself a little “poor me” time, combined with a dose of bragging about her busy life. She said that while she worked a full-time job, did her full-time wife and mother duties, went to most of the ball games her husband coached, taught Awana Clubs Puggles, helped teach fifth- and sixth-grade Sunday school, helped with the church youth group, did all her holiday shopping, and hosted her husband’s huge family Christmas, I will be praying for that sweet peace that Jesus promises. Adding that it was very sad that her kids no longer had grandparents to share in their milestones, she wrote, I do feel blessed that mom and Junior got to spoil my kids for even just a little while.
 
Karri then addressed those who regularly followed her blog, saying that those who knew her were aware that her family had to “say enough goodbyes this year,” which she said had been the hardest and most eye-opening time of her life. She missed her parents so much every day, she said, adding that it was very hard to explain to her three- and four-year-old children where Mawmaw and Pawpaw were.
 
Their loss, Karri said, had caused her to learn that God was “the great comforter.” And because of losing her parents, she now tried to let everyone in her life know how much she loved and appreciated them: For all you who have stood by me and supported me thus far, thank you! Your love and kindness and the grace of God has kept me from losing my sanity.

 



CHAPTER 6
 
Gradually, as time passed following Billy Shaw’s death, the possibility of impending troubles began to be very skillfully inserted into Karri’s writing, prepping her readers for things to come. A few months after the holidays, she wrote that she would have never thought that she would be a stay-at-home mom and homemaker: [B]ut I think I can do it! I must say it’s much harder than any paying job I’ve ever had!
 
There was no mention at that point as to why she was no longer working. Later, though, Karri went on to say that she was a little sad that she was not a nurse anymore, but with the way this whole healthcare thing is going, it might be a good thing I’m getting out now.
 
Apparently, however, it had not been her idea to get out of health care: However, I must say, it is really disheartening to know that a fifteen second mistake can erase almost ten years of excellent, untarnished nursing service.
 
She did not go into any detail about what the mistake was. Karri’s followers, at that time, were not aware of the possibility that her employers might have learned from law enforcement that their excellent employee with the untarnished reputation was under investigation for murder, committed with drugs stolen from her workplace. Fifteen seconds spent in that manner would be quite likely to end a nursing career, no matter how exemplary.
 
A check with the Tennessee Board of Nursing revealed that Karri’s license had been revoked at their March 2010 meeting. And in July 2010, the Alabama Board of Nursing noted in the records of that month’s meeting that Karri’s license had been voluntarily revoked. Neither board listed specific reasons for their actions.
 
 

 
 

 
 
A couple more months down the line, Karri wrote that she and her husband had decided to sell their house (before they lost it, she added in parentheses). The job market was not looking so good for her at that time, she said; and after Karri being out of work for several months, they felt they were going to have to make plans to move to something more affordable.
 
If you guys know anyone who is in the market for a house, tell them to give me a call, Karri wrote. She went on to say that although her husband, Jason, had always been so supportive and had never said anything negative, she knew it was hurting him to think of losing the house he had grown up in. Please pray for him, she asked her followers.
 
As more time passed, the façade of innocence Karri had been so carefully cultivating began to crack. Rumors were spreading following Billy Shaw’s exhumation and the subsequent murder investigation. Karri started to mention the possibility of upcoming trouble, being careful to use words and phrases that would reinforce the support of her friends. Her blog posts displayed her ability to manipulate her readers skillfully, keeping a tight grip on all those who believed in her innocence and who felt they had so much in common with her as a wife, mother, and faithful Christian.
 
We hear the possibility that there is some bad stuff coming down the pike, legally, for me, she wrote, asking for prayers for her future, and more importantly, my children’s future.
 
She couldn’t go into details, Karri wrote, but more than anything, I just want everybody to know that whatever happens, I know the truth, I’ve told the truth. She then complained that she wished that the authorities would focus on finding the truth instead of listening to lies from unreliable sources: Definitely, definitely unhappy days for me and Jason, we are trying to keep our kids sheltered from all of this.
 
Karri went on to reference several Bible verses dealing with remaining steadfast during times of tribulation: I may lose my worldly possessions, I may suffer, I may even lose my freedom, but I will never lose my faith, the Lord’s love, and the love of my husband and children.
 
She would be as Job, she said, standing through the pain, praying for those accusing her of wrongdoing, and she would be restored, if not in this life, she said, then in the next: No matter what happens on this earth, God will one day say to me, as he said to the woman in the Pharisee’s house, “Your faith has saved you; go in peace.”

 



CHAPTER 7
 
As time passed and the investigation heated up, Karri could no longer spend the majority of her blogging time pretending nothing was happening in regard to the Ider rumor mill and the fact that it was now running overtime about her possible responsibility for Billy Shaw’s death. She posted an unusually long blog entry that was primarily devoted to the impending arrival of the “bad stuff” she had earlier referred to, which was now “coming down the pike” at breakneck speed.
 
Karri knew the matter of Billy Shaw’s death was about to be presented to the grand jury and she was well aware of the overwhelming evidence of her guilt, and she seemed to believe that her army of supporters would actually be able to sway matters in her favor. She used that one last blog post as an attempt to cinch her hold on those faithful friends who believed in her with a devotion that bordered on fanaticism.
 
Saying that there had been so many rumors “started and spread” about her in the little town during the past few weeks, Karri admitted she couldn’t “begin to address them all.” She added that she couldn’t go into details, but just wanted to say they were “all lies”: I have been accused of something I would NEVER, EVER do for many reasons.
 
Karri elaborated that, first and foremost, she loved the Lord, and though she was a sinner, she would not and did not break a sacred Commandment. Second, she said, she loved her family more than anything on earth and would not do anything to hurt them or put them in jeopardy.
 
Anyone who really knows me knows the truth by now and I do not hold a grudge against those who have spread these rumors, she wrote. Karri added a thank-you to her pastor for his “message yesterday at church.” She then went on to say that all she asked was for people to speak to her personally before they spoke of things they “really have no idea about.” If they heard someone else speaking of things they knew nothing about, she requested that they please refer them to her.
 
Sorry to get into that, but I had to get that off my chest, she wrote.
 
Karri also said she wanted to say thanks to her family and friends: [They] have supported me through this mess. If it were not for you guys and the good Lord giving me strength, I think I would crumble into a million pieces.
 
Even through the sadness and confusion, she wrote, God had blessed her and her family far more than they deserved. She was grateful to get to spend time with her children, and to have gotten to do so much work at the church, all for Him, she said. Karri then asked for continuing prayers for her family and, strangely enough, for the church’s Vacation Bible School taking place that week: I hope that the Lord will claim some more victories in lives for HIM this week. May the Lord bless you all!
 
There was a great deal of response to that post from several of Karri’s close friends and most loyal supporters, her legion of “true believers,” as it were. A long string of comments appeared below the post, most coming within a day.
 
One woman wrote that there were no thanks needed. She would stand beside Karri, she said, a thousand times over. You are a precious person and the best of friends, and as you said, if anyone really knows you they would never even entertain the thought that these rumors could even be true.
 
Another friend said she admired and loved Karri so much, especially for “looking at this situation as a blessing in many ways.” That, the writer said, was something she was not sure she could do, but because of Karri’s “loving heart” and “kind nature,” Karri could “see the good in this.” The writer said she had learned so much from watching Karri set a great example as a friend and as a Christian. She prayed, she said, that God would continue to pour out His grace upon Karri and her family, and that He would give Karri renewed strength for the days ahead.
 
I love you and your family dearly, the writer said, thinking and praying for you all.
 
A third writer said she agreed with the others, saying she never, ever believed for one minute that Karri was guilty. She was not capable of doing such a thing, the woman said. Karri was a blessing, she claimed, and “such a sweet, sweet person.” She’d included Karri in her prayers, she continued, praying for her and her family. I cannot imagine the STRESS you’ve been under, she wrote. It’s great that you can see the good in all that you went through. Love you!
 
I think about you and your family a lot, another woman wrote. You have many many people that stand behind you and stand up for you, especially in this hard time. All those people, the writer said, knew the truth and knew Karri’s heart.
 
It was just one of the disadvantages of living in a small town: [E]veryone knows your business before you do, the woman continued. One day the truth would come out, she said, and the guilty would be punished.
 
It may not be in this life, but God knows, she wrote. It is obvious that God is living in you because I don’t know that I could handle it and still be as happy as you are.
 
These comments to Karri’s post were followed by a long string of other, shorter messages from supporters, all mentioning God, blessings, prayers, and unconditional belief in Karri’s strength of character, boundless faith, and shining examples of Christian virtue.
 
Those nasty rumors went right over my head, said one; another said what a blessing it was to be around Karri.
 
Through these last few months your life has been such a wonderful testimony to your faith!
 
As things turned out, this entry (and its responses) would be the last item that Karri posted on the blog site, except for a very short notice left a couple of weeks later that her blog was moving to another address and to please follow her there. When the faithful followed, however, there was nothing to be found at the new site, other than a title banner and a couple of photos of the children. Karri’s future writings would have to be posted on her behalf by others; they would now be coming by way of the DeKalb County Jail.
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Karri Willoughby spent two years in the DeKalb County Detention Center while she awaited her trial for Billy Shaw’s murder.



 



CHAPTER 8
 
After she was indicted, turned herself in, and was arrested and jailed for capital murder, a very public uproar began between Karri’s large number of supporters and a much smaller number of others in the community who were just as firmly convinced of her guilt. Arguments broke out between the two groups everywhere they met, from Internet message boards to grocery store aisles, with the two sides loudly proclaiming her guilt or innocence.
 
Friends and relatives became bitter adversaries because of their differing opinions on Karri’s situation. People who swore that they “knew for a fact” that Karri was innocent made long, fervent comments in letters to the editors of local newspapers. Other vocal writers challenged these opinionated believers, asking them what those facts were and where the information had come from. They demanded to know why this knowledge had not been presented to the authorities, if such facts actually existed.
 
One very dedicated group of supporters created a Facebook page, “Truth for Karri,” which was devoted to Karri’s innocence. It quickly gained in popularity with over thirteen hundred “likes” for the page, a number of followers that was much greater than the entire population of the town of Ider. Karri wrote poems and letters and sent them to her husband and friends, who then posted them on the Facebook site on an almost daily basis, keeping the page very active.
 
Karri wrote about her usual favorite topics, the same ones she had addressed in her blog, writing about everything from her undying devotion and abiding love for her husband, to items about her religious faith and belief that her innocence would be proved soon, to simple poems to her children professing her love for them. And above all, there were always constant and continual requests for prayer, and descriptions of her personal prayers, which seemed to be offered up on a perpetual basis.
 
All these postings, written with her customary manipulative skill, were interspersed with items from her many supporters rallying the troops to call for Karri’s freedom. A huge campaign was begun with the widespread placement of yard signs, so popular in the South during election season. But instead of promoting the candidacy of one public official or another, these signs, which sprouted up by the hundreds all over yards and roadsides throughout the area, proclaimed, TRUTH FOR KARRI.
 
Fund-raisers were held in the community to aid her husband, a teacher, and their two small children, and to assist with her legal defense. The war to prove Karri Willoughby’s innocence had begun in earnest. When one looked at Karri’s earlier Internet activity, it was evident that she had been preparing to use her faithful followers to provide public relations and support for herself for quite some time. Now that she had been charged and jailed, she was continuing to do so.
 
The main thing that all Karri’s support did, however, was to show the prosecutors and law enforcement working on the case that the easy part of their jobs would be proving Karri was guilty. The difficult task would be presenting the overwhelming amount of hard evidence against her that it would take to convince her fanatical followers that she was, indeed, guilty as charged.

 



CHAPTER 9
 
The defense attorney who was retained for Karri Willoughby was named Bruce Gardner. He was a very experienced criminal defense attorney from Huntsville and had served for eight years as assistant district attorney (ADA) in Madison County, Alabama. During that time, he prosecuted cases ranging from capital murder to misdemeanors. When he entered into private practice in 1989, he specialized in criminal defense.
 
His most high-profile case, prior to defending Willoughby, was that of Heather McGill, a young mother who was tried for murdering her three children by setting their home on fire. McGill was reviled by many and defended by few, almost the exact opposite of Karri’s situation. Gardner won a highly controversial acquittal for her, as well as for another of his clients, Walter Lamont Perry, who had also been accused of capital murder.
 
Gardner was assisted in Willoughby’s case by Robin Clem. Clem was a criminal defense attorney who, at the time, was working on several other high-profile cases with Gardner. Together, the two attorneys made up a strong team with an impressive record of success.
 
The defense was being met by a prosecution that was just as experienced and successful. Mike O’Dell, DeKalb County’s district attorney, had served as a prosecutor in the county since 1981 and had been district attorney since 1996. He had worked on a large number of capital murder cases and won many convictions in some of the most sensational cases tried in the area.
 
O’Dell was assisted by Deputy District Attorney Bob Johnston, who became an attorney in 1994 and served as ADA for ten years, starting in 1997. He became deputy district attorney (DDA) in 2007, and had assisted with three capital murder cases prior to the Willoughby case, all three of which had resulted in convictions.
 
While Karri’s legion of supporters loudly proclaimed her innocence, the prosecution was at work compiling the evidence against her. Meanwhile, the defense scrambled to present their client as a veritable angel, falsely accused by jealous and spiteful detractors. In various motions and at her bond hearing, her attorney Bruce Gardner had told the court that his client had “an outstanding reputation for personal integrity, honesty, and truthfulness.” He said his client had taken the propofol from the Chattanooga Surgery Center because Shaw had asked her to do so. Gardner claimed Shaw told his stepdaughter that he needed her help in subduing a bull that he was planning to sell, and claimed he had told her he wanted to use the drug to sedate it.
 
The prosecution contended that Karri had been taking money from her mother’s account and had stolen her identity, and that she had also written numerous large checks on the Shaw Saddlery account. After the thefts were discovered, steps were taken by both her mother and Billy Junior Shaw to prohibit Karri from having any further access to the accounts.
 
“After being denied further access to the victim’s money,” the prosecution said in its motion for bond denial, “the defendant procured lethal drugs illegally from her place of business in Tennessee. The victim died of an illegal injection of those drugs.”
 
The cause of the death had been lethal injection, and the manner of death was homicide, the prosecution said.
 
The state also said that Karri should continue to be held in jail without bond, since Alabama state law required that defendants in capital cases were not entitled to receive bond. Judge David Rains knew the law well and agreed with the prosecution; Karri Willoughby continued her stay in the DeKalb County Jail.

 



CHAPTER 10
 
At her arraignment hearing, Karri Willoughby entered a not guilty plea, as expected, and a discussion took place at that time between the defense, the prosecution, and the judge about the details of a trial. Since the court’s docket had already been set for the remainder of 2010, it would be the following year before the case could come to trial and Karri would continue to spend her time in the jail.
 
This upset the “Truth for Karri” legion and they sprang into frenzied action, with letters urging Judge Rains to grant Karri’s bail pouring into his office. Almost four hundred people signed an online petition asking that bail be granted in the case. There was this outpouring, despite the highly publicized fact that, in Alabama, the law required that bond was refused for anyone who was charged in a capital crime.
 
The Karri supporters were relentless, however; they demanded that an exception to the law must be made in her case. They claimed that there was absolutely no doubt in anyone’s mind that she was totally innocent, and so she should therefore be at home with her husband and two small children.
 
Start praying and writing letters to get her released on bond, ordered one supporter on a newspaper message board, adding, She has family that needs her at home, not locked away.
 
The writer again instructed Karri’s fans to write letters to the court asking for her to be released until her trial, when a jury “will have their say.” The writer also said there were others with motives and means, and that Shaw’s death could have been something other than a murder.
 
Don’t let her spend one more day in jail over accusations, the writer said, adding that someone had pushed for Karri to be arrested, and her supporters wanted to know how she became the suspect: [There was] so much more information out there that has not been looked at. Why yell murder when it could have so easily have been something else entirely?
 
The writer then pointed out that Shaw’s wife had recently died, and asked if anyone had spoken to family and friends to ask how he was dealing with her loss. The supporter also said that it had been mentioned that someone in Billy Shaw’s neighborhood had been seen running in a pasture and chasing a bull. Had the bull been checked for the drug? they wondered. Also, had Shaw said anything to anyone to give a hint of what was on his mind? People needed to speak up, said the writer, and get what they knew on record, calling or writing Karri’s lawyers if they had valuable information of any kind that might exonerate her.
 
For goodness sake, SPEAK UP NOW, the writer said, before this goes any further!
 
Despite all the entreaties for her release on bond, Judge Rains could not and did not waver in his rulings, and Karri remained in jail. Her trial was scheduled to take place in August 2011.
 
In the meantime, she was spending her time in jail writing to her supporters and getting better acquainted with some of the other inmates. Foremost among them was a man named Nathan Wilder, who was in jail while awaiting trial for the murder of his wife. The letters they exchanged during their incarceration would provide some of the most shocking materials in Karri’s case files.

 



CHAPTER 11
 
On one of her social media pages, Karri had described herself as a “richly blessed child of God” who fulfilled many roles in her day-to-day life. She said that she had been married to her highschool sweetheart for almost fourteen years and they had two children, a four-year-old daughter and a five-year-old son. She worked as a nurse by day, she said, but loved to sew and make hair bows.
 
I love the Lord and my family more than anything in this world and beyond, she wrote. Court papers would show, however, that Karri’s family, despite her professed love for them, had been the victims of her identity theft and forgery schemes for quite some time, until they learned of her activities and cut off her access to their funds.
 
In the prosecution’s motion to deny bond, they pointed out that Karri had stolen her mother’s identity and had taken money from the saddlery—plus she stood to inherit a share of Shaw’s estate, which was estimated at around $300,000. At the bond hearing, the testimony of Karri’s husband, Jason, had confirmed that he and his wife had filed for bankruptcy in 2002. At the time of the hearing, they had been under Chapter 11 for three years because of their continuing financial problems.
 
Ongoing money troubles seemed to have been a constant for the couple for many years despite their careers, Jason as a teacher and Karri as a surgical nurse. Their debt was listed in court records as being in excess of $500,000 at the time of their second bankruptcy filing. No information was given, however, to explain how they had accumulated so much debt.
 
The supporters quickly addressed the money situation in their postings and letters to the editors of the local papers.
 
What is this about financial gain? one person asked, referring to the prosecution’s mention of the inheritance willed to Karri. It certainly isn’t in Karri’s hands, is it? Karri needed everyone’s prayers, and the writer pointed out: [S]o does her family. They will lose what little they have left trying to get the best legal defense they can; lawyers aren’t cheap.

 



CHAPTER 12
 
Many of those who were involved in Karri Willoughby’s case—the prosecutors, members of the media, and investigators—were amazed at the online attention that was being generated touting Karri’s innocence. If one looked back at her blog and Facebook activity, however, it became easy to see how that unconditional support had occurred.
 
Karri was a competent writer, and a master manipulator, who spent a great deal of time online, both before Shaw’s death, during the time prior to her arrest, and then later, by having friends post writings she had mailed to them from her jail cell. She knew exactly how to portray herself as a devoted mother, wife, and friend, and how to make other young mothers identify with her by telling them what they most wanted to hear. She wrote about birthdays, church dinners, youth group activities, her marriage and home life, and her children’s daily escapades. Her request for prayers was a constant and ongoing plea.
 
Karri had also written a great deal about her work as a nurse, but after she left her job at the Chattanooga Surgery Center in 2009, she began to write about her ensuing job search and at one point she believed that she was going to be hired at Baptist Medical Center DeKalb in Fort Payne, Alabama.
 
In mid-July 2009, after writing several times about how excited she was to be starting her new job, Karri wrote that she had just received a call from human resources at the hospital saying that she would not, after all, be going to work there because the economy had forced their CEO to put a freeze on hiring. Karri wrote that she had already been through her background check, drug test, and other employment preliminaries, and said she was utterly crushed to get the news only three days prior to the time she was due to be starting work.
 
After her arrest, there was some speculation that the hospital had somehow gotten wind during her background check that she had, for some time, been a person of interest in Shaw’s murder. That fact could have accounted for the sudden and unexpected last-minute hiring freeze.
 
Karri blogged that she had decided her bad luck was the Devil’s work, trying to kick her while she was down. She stated that she was immediately going to put in applications “all over Northeast Alabama and Chattanooga.” If none of those panned out, she would try Lowe’s and Walmart. The hospital job, she said, was evidently “not part of God’s plan” for her at the time and she believed that the situation would ultimately give her even more opportunities to prove her “love and devotion to Him.”
 
This particular post ended with a highly ironic sentence pointing out that Karri had almost forgotten that it was her thirty-second birthday that day:
 
[P]roud to say it, because the alternative to not having a birthday is well . . . you know . . . not so good!
 
An odd statement for her to make, as she had most likely put an end to any further birthdays her stepfather might have had.

 



CHAPTER 13
 
After blogging continually for such a long time, Karri’s posts had abruptly ended on March 18, 2010, two months prior to her arrest for murder. She was obviously well aware by that time that the grand jury was about to convene and that she would very likely be indicted for capital murder.
 
Her last post consisted of two sentences, the announcement that her blog had moved. But on going to the new address, there was nothing to be found except a blank page.
 
Instead of a personal blog, the Facebook site called “Truth for Karri” had quickly sprung up and had become the hub of information for all her supporters. Updates on the case against her were constantly posted, along with indignant denials of her guilt. Karri’s letters to her faithful followers, her poems, and her claims of innocence were sent to her husband and friends, who then placed them online for all her other friends and acquaintances to read, share, and comment on—and comment they did. They also used every opportunity to post comments on Internet and newspaper message boards and write letters to the editor every time a news item concerning the case was published. It was a masterfully planned and conducted publicity campaign.
 
Well I just have to say that I know her and believe in her one hundred percent, one person wrote, saying, She did not commit this crime.
 
Another person wrote a very long and detailed post about just exactly why such a large number of Ider’s citizens were such doggedly steadfast believers in Karri’s innocence: The fact of the matter is, we the community, her loved ones, her family and her friends, stand beside [Karri] and this is a horrible nightmare to us all.
 
The writer said that many of the townspeople had grown up with Karri, taking part with her in beauty pageants, band, cheerleading, athletics, church activities, and attending school for thirteen years, and then graduating high school with her.
 
We went on her family vacations with her, and she went on our vacations with us, the post said. If the readers had children, then the writer said he or she assumed that those children had friends whom they played with, spent the night with, and went to school with. These children had become a part of their lives and their families.
 
The post explained: This is how so many people say we know and love Karri. No one spends 24/7 with her, but that doesn’t stop so many of us from knowing her as well as you know your spouse or best friend. We WANT to believe Karri is innocent and that would be no different than if it were somebody you all know and love.
 
The writer continued, saying that if that made the town of Ider a bad place with uneducated, gullible people living there, at least it showed that they “loved their neighbor the way God wanted us to,” as the Bible instructed them: We are her sisters, her aunts, her cousins, her uncles, her husband, and most importantly, HER FRIENDS, and we love her and we will support her until this thing is over!
 
One person who was obviously a close friend of Karri’s, and was refusing to believe there was even a possibility of her guilt, wrote another very long post that attempted to cast doubt on the prosecution’s case. The writer claimed that there had been many other people who had access to Billy Junior Shaw the day of his death, both before and after his body was discovered. Just because the media was the only source of information on the case, they wrote, that did not make Karri guilty. The defense obviously had a lot of information they were keeping to themselves in order to exonerate Karri, they said.
 
The post also ranted about the money that figured so largely as the motive for murder.
 
This is really making me furious, the writer asserted, then pointed out that it was hard to steal money or commit identity theft if you’re a “partner in the company” and your name is placed upon “all the accounts as well”!
 
This lengthy defense of Karri was answered by an individual who made it clear that he or she did not share such certainty of Karri’s innocence.
 
If you know for a fact that she did not commit this crime, have you called the DA’s office and told them of the evidence you have? asked the writer, also asking the person if they had given any information about the alleged “other people” that needed to be investigated. Do you have ANY information, other than knowing Ms. Willoughby?
 
The writer also asked why anyone who was said to be a partner in a successful business would need to file bankruptcy two times in the past eight years.
 
I respect you for wanting to support your friend, the post continued, but someone needs to start presenting evidence to help Ms. Willoughby or she is never going to be home with her children any more.
 
The writer pointed out that a grand jury had already found that there was enough evidence for a capital murder charge, and it was highly unlikely that a regular jury would see things differently.
 
Another one of Karri’s most vocal defenders wrote at length about how they and many other people in small towns often ran errands for their friends and neighbors by taking those people’s charge cards and personal identification numbers (PINs) to the store for them and buying what they needed, saving their friends or neighbors a trip to the store. That did not constitute identity theft, the writer claimed, only lending a helping hand.
 
There is just so much in this case that can be explained by our small-town culture, the post concluded. We live in a town that has a population of around 800. (It was also a twenty-mile trip to the nearest Walmart.)
 
A skeptic on the other side of the debate answered, You better be careful; you appear to be incriminating yourself, and the poor fools for allowing you to do it.
 
The Karri supporter countered with more opinions on small-town life, saying that everyone in towns like Ider knew everyone else, and knew everything wrong that anyone had ever done. The poster also added that he or she could tell stories about the town’s finest citizens that “would make your hair crawl!” The writer went on to say that Karri Willoughby was one of the few people in the town about whom no one ever said anything bad.
 
We all know you can’t keep secrets in a small town. All you have to do is tell one person and the cat is out of the bag. I just think they got this all wrong! the defender wrote.
 
The skeptic answered, So you were aware that [the husband of] one of Karri’s main supporters was having an affair. Maybe she should spend more time focusing on HER family and not Karri’s. Just saying.

 



CHAPTER 14
 
While the controversy raged over Karri Willoughby’s indictment and arrest, her new best friend, the accused killer Nathan Wilder, was also being held in the DeKalb County Jail. Wilder, thirty, of Fort Payne, had been arrested for killing his wife, Elizabeth—the murder had occurred a short time before noon on December 10, 2009. Nathan had strangled his estranged wife with a belt, then called Fort Payne 911 and told the dispatcher that he and his wife had gotten into an argument that had escalated into a fight. He said that he had hurt her very badly and thought she was possibly dead.
 
A Fort Payne Police Department squad car, with two officers, happened to be in the immediate area and responded to the call within one minute. When they arrived at the scene, Nathan Wilder walked out onto the porch and surrendered to Detective Lieutenant Andy Hairston and Chief of Detectives Mike Grant.
 
“I think I have killed my wife,” he told them.
 
When the detectives entered the house, where Nathan Wilder was living alone, they found Elizabeth Wilder’s body lying on the bedroom floor. They also noted lots of obvious signs of a struggle having taken place. When personnel from the Fort Payne Fire Department and DeKalb Ambulance Service arrived and examined the body, they called for DeKalb County’s assistant coroner. Charles Williams arrived and pronounced Elizabeth Wilder dead at the scene. Arrangements were made for her body to be taken to the state forensic laboratory for an autopsy.
 
During the frenzied activity that took place while the authorities rushed to the scene of the crime following Nathan Wilder’s 911 call, a miscommunication between the Fort Payne Police Department and the Department of Human Resources resulted in a lockdown of Wills Valley Elementary School. One of the Wilder family members was believed to be at the school, and the ensuing lockdown was immediately ordered. The confusion was quickly cleared up and the lockdown lasted only a few minutes, according to officials.
 
Wilder and his wife were separated but still married, and he had no previous charges of domestic violence on his record. Within days of the murder, however, neighbors began reporting to the authorities, as well as to the media, that the couple had often been heard arguing. The investigators were told by those neighbors that there had definitely been some obvious issues of domestic violence between the Wilders.
 
A court advocate at the Marshall County Coalition Against Domestic Violence, located in the adjoining county, also reported that Elizabeth Wilder had been a client there on several occasions, looking for guidance and asking for help in dealing with her situation.
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Nathan Wilder, convicted of murdering his wife, was Karri Willoughby’s main love interest while they were both in the DeKalb County Jail waiting for their trials to begin.


 
When confrontations escalated to extreme physical violence, the court advocate said, “We start thinking what we could have done differently in this person’s life.”
 
Detective Grant said that if a domestic situation got to the point when it became actually physical, “Someone should be calling [the authorities], a neighbor, friend, whatever.”
 
After surrendering to the detectives, Wilder was taken to the DeKalb County Jail and charged with second-degree murder. He was booked in and held without bond on the orders of Judge David Rains. The couple’s two small children, who had been taken into the custody of the Department of Human Resources, were eventually turned over to their grandparents.
 
On Tuesday, January 18, 2011, Nathan Wilder entered a guilty plea to the murder of his wife. He initially had pled not guilty by reason of mental disease or defect, a plea that has seldom stood in Alabama courtrooms. And since he was quite obviously neither diseased nor defective, he and his attorney decided the best course of action for him would be to plead guilty, especially since he had admitted to the 911 operator and to the officers who showed up at his residence, within minutes following Elizabeth’s death, that he had killed his wife.
 
As part of his plea deal, Wilder was sentenced to serve twenty years in the state penitentiary, with eligibility for parole after fifteen years. Had he not entered the plea, his trial would have been due to start the next month, in February.

 



CHAPTER 15
 
Karri Willoughby had been initially set to go to trial in August 2011; in July, though, her attorneys requested a continuance. They told the court that one of their expert witnesses was expected to be absent on the August date. The defense lawyers said that the expert was essential to the presentation of their case. Judge David Rains granted their continuance, as requested, and Karri’s trial would now be scheduled to begin in February 2012.
 
Most of her supporters viewed this development as an opportunity to continue their relentless advocacy on her behalf. The yard signs and letter-writing campaign continued without diminishing. In fact, as the trial date neared and preparations began at the courthouse, the Karri legion considerably stepped up its activity. Letters and e-mails proclaiming her innocence flooded all the local and regional newspapers and television stations every time a news item about the upcoming trial appeared. In fact, all those news outlets made plans to cover the trial closely because of the intense and ever-increasing public interest in the case.
 
The Ider rumor mill had also stepped up its activity as time for the trial grew closer. When the case was being discussed at one of the local charity functions, one of the workers was heard to tell a group of friends, “Well, you know, there’s a lot that ain’t come out about it yet,” claiming she knew for an absolute fact that Karri’s defense was keeping a lot of the information in her favor a secret from the media. When the case finally got to court and all the cards were laid out on the table, the woman said, everyone would know that Karri was innocent.
 
The charity worker claimed that her information had come “directly” from a friend who was a friend of someone else’s who supposedly knew somebody who was close to the case, who had inside information that this individual knew “for a fact” was true.
 
“They said they knew that there had been some abuse that had gone on for a long time and that’s what caused it, that’s what they heard,” stated the woman, declining to spell out exactly what sort of abuse was being referred to, or who the abuser and victim were alleged to be.
 
As usual, speculation and conjecture were the order of the day, and anything that even hinted at the possibility of Karri’s guilt was automatically assumed to be a base, malicious lie. Conversely, anyone who didn’t support Karri wholeheartedly and without reservation was branded as godless, uncaring, coldhearted, and totally clueless.
 
Jason Willoughby posted a letter to Karri’s Facebook page on behalf of his wife, which brought a tear to the eye of many of her followers when she wrote, It’s been a year since I last got to hug or kiss my kids. Karri wrote that it was the cruelest torture anyone could inflict on me.
 
Later, when the requested postponement had been granted, she wrote that she “really just wanted to get on with it,” and that she wanted to get her and her family’s lives back to normal.
 
I want my parents to be able to rest in peace, she wrote.

 



CHAPTER 16
 
In January 2012, the month prior to the scheduled start of the trial, one development provided some encouragement to Karri’s host of fans. The office of the DA had earlier filed a motion stating that its prosecutors would not be seeking the death penalty against Karri Willoughby, saying that it had “undertaken an evaluation of the aggravating and mitigating circumstances” of the case: [We have] determined that the proper sentence upon conviction of the defendant for capital murder is life imprisonment without parole.
 
This information had not been widely publicized until the trial date was nearing, and it came as very good news to many of the faithful, who feared there might be a very slight possibility that Karri would unjustly be found guilty. There were many others, however, who thought little of the development, since they believed wholeheartedly that the trial would prove to exonerate their beloved, innocent friend.
 
As time drew near for Karri’s trial to start finally, the defense and the prosecution met in Judge David Rains’s courtroom for a status hearing to iron out the details of the trial in several areas. Since it would be such a high-profile trial, there were things that would need to be agreed on ahead of time, like rules and requirements for witnesses, seating in the courtroom, and, most important, selection of the jury.
 
Judge Rains told the attorneys that the case would require a much larger-than-usual jury pool due to the extensive publicity that the case had received. He said that due to the families involved being so well-known within the county, the number of jurors summoned for duty would have to be larger than what was usually needed for a trial.
 
Both sides of the case agreed that the trial would probably last around two weeks, once a jury was struck, and they and the judge addressed several other topics of courtroom business that might be dealt with before the trial in order to avoid any unnecessary delays once the proceedings started.
 
After the status hearing concluded, Judge Rains began preparing a lengthy memo for the media explaining the changes in courthouse security and trial proceedings. Because of the intense publicity the case had generated since Billy Junior Shaw’s death in April 2008, the judge had put in place some strict rules for anyone who might be hoping to attend the trial.
 
Jury selection would start at 9:00 A.M. on Monday, February 6, with the identity of all prospective jurors to be verified by courthouse security and given “juror” buttons. They were then to be given a lengthy questionnaire and sent to the second-floor courtroom to complete the paperwork. Security guards outside the courtroom would only admit jurors, court staff, and those who would be actively participating in the trial. Everyone else would be sent to the third-floor courtroom, instead.
 
Members of the media would not be permitted in the second-floor courtroom during jury selection until it was determined whether or not there would be enough room to seat all the jury pool. Rains said that reserved seating for the media would be allowed as it became available in an assigned seating area that had been planned to minimize the possibility of distraction to the potential jurors.
 
In his memo, Rains wrote: The press will be allowed to tweet from the courtroom, and a sketch artist has been given permission to be present during the trial, provided there is no material distraction.
 
The Fort Payne Times-Journal, the newspaper that had carried the most comprehensive coverage of the case from its start, planned to have its primary reporter, Lindsay Slater, on hand throughout the trial to send live updates from the courtroom via its Twitter and Facebook accounts. The reporter’s accounts would begin with Monday’s first activity throughout the jury selection process and on into the trial itself, expected to start on Wednesday. Slater was acknowledged as one of the most knowledgeable media representatives who had followed the case, and her coverage would be key for the many Karri supporters who would not be able to squeeze into the courtroom for the trial.
 
Judge Rains also stipulated that there would be no use of audio or video equipment or still photography in the courtroom and in the lobby outside. He said that non-flash photos could be taken in the first-floor lobby, and filming would be allowed outside the courthouse. Rains also placed restrictions on the movements of spectators, press, and family members, who could only enter or leave the courtroom during recesses while the trial was in progress. A deputy would be stationed at the courtroom door and tasked with strictly enforcing the judge’s rules.
 
Judge Rains and the security team were determined that these measures were going to be tightly adhered to by all attendees. There were much larger, more emotionally volatile groups of people expected to be on hand for this trial than the usual number of spectators. The judge was anticipating the arrival of people who had every intention of being in the courtroom, or at least being present in or outside the courthouse, to see their idol pronounced innocent. Courthouse security expected to have their hands full with members of the Karri legion for the next couple of weeks.

 



CHAPTER 17
 
As far as overall security measures at the DeKalb County Courthouse during Karri’s trial, Leland Chandler, a security officer deputy, told the media that there would be increased measures put in place during the coming trial to ensure the safety of courthouse personnel, as well as the public.
 
“We’ll be doing basically what we do on a daily basis, but at a heightened level,” he said. “With cases like this, emotions can be high, and we never know what could happen.”
 
Chandler went on to explain to the media that the courthouse had recently been equipped with new and improved metal detectors. Not only did these sound an alarm when metal was sensed, but they also had a bank of light bars down the front that would indicate to the officers where the metal was located. This new equipment had already proven its worth by eliminating some of the problems previously caused by false alarms created by belt buckles, hair barrettes, and even metal eyelets in shoes and boots.
 
Chandler pointed out the signs posted prominently at the courthouse entrance that advised visitors of the things that were not permitted to be brought inside. Keys, chemical sprays, knives, screwdrivers, scissors, and anything else that could be used as a weapon were forbidden, as were the giant safety pins that people sometimes used as key chains. Anyone carrying any of the prohibited items would be sent back to their cars, Chandler said.
 
Courthouse security was not sure how busy it would be during the trial, Chandler stressed, but people visiting the courthouse for the trial would certainly not be happy if there was a waiting line and they had to lose their place in it because of being sent back to their vehicles to leave contraband items.
 
“So we’re asking everyone to cooperate and not bring those things with them,” Chandler said. “We will work to expedite the process so people can get where they need to go.”

 



CHAPTER 18
 
More than a hundred DeKalb County citizens had answered their summons for jury duty. The questionnaires they filled out had helped greatly in winnowing down the number of jurors to a final total of fifteen, both the prosecution and defense agreed. The questionnaires provided almost all the preliminary information needed by both sides, it was agreed, and the pool was divided into panels of twenty-five for further and more detailed questioning in the courtroom. The attorneys on both sides had several points they wanted to cover with each of the potential jurors.
 
The first, and arguably the most important, of those points concerned the amount of media coverage of the case that the members of the jury had been exposed to. In each group, there were several hands raised by people who claimed they had heard nothing about the case.
 
Of the others who indicated that they had seen or heard things in the media, they were asked if they thought they could remain impartial, putting any preconceived notions of Karri Willoughby’s guilt or innocence out of their minds. Most of them said they felt they could be fair in their judgments, but some said they had relationships with members of the families or with law enforcement personnel. These folks said they were not sure they could remain impartial. They were excused from duty then.
 
Also excused were several other potential jurors who claimed hardship by way of illness or other conflicts. Then the attorneys addressed a second question, which asked, Regardless of what the law says, should a person who is accused of a crime be required to prove his or her innocence?
 
Gardner said that he feared many of the people had misunderstood the question when filling out their paperwork because of the number of them who had indicated they agreed.
 
Gardner told them that the state had to prove its case, saying that the burden of proof never fell on his client.
 
“She doesn’t have to prove her innocence or disprove any of the state’s evidence,” he told them.
 
DDA Bob Johnston brought up the question of faith, asking if their religious convictions would hinder their ability to pass judgment in the case. He pointed out that in the Bible, it said to judge not, lest you be judged.
 
“When it comes time to reach a verdict,” he asked, “would your faith hinder you in being able to make a decision?”
 
No hands were raised.
 
Next to be addressed was the meaning of the phrase “beyond a reasonable doubt.” Johnston asked the potential jurors if they believed in the term, and only one of the people asked for a definition of “beyond a reasonable doubt.”
 
Johnston answered that the twelve jurors and three alternates who were the final selections would be receiving detailed instructions from Judge Rains containing the specific laws they were to follow during the trial and deliberations. The legal definition of “beyond a reasonable doubt” would be covered there, he said.
 
At the end of the day, sixteen members of the jury pool had been dismissed, and Judge Rains called for a one-hour recess before the attorneys began striking their final choices from the jury list.

 



CHAPTER 19
 
On the following morning, the crowd gathering at the courthouse was every bit as large as expected. Most of the people lining up, hoping for a seat in the courtroom, were women in their twenties and thirties. The press section was filled to capacity, too. There was an air of excitement, with so many of Karri’s friends gathered with the happy expectation of seeing her finally acquitted and restored to her loved ones.
 
The trial was scheduled to begin at nine o’clock in the morning, and Karri Willoughby walked into the courtroom right on time, along with her attorneys and the prosecution. At the sight of so many of her supporters, she was all-smiles, but Karri’s smile only lasted for a minute. Then she turned around and looked back at her well-wishers, mouthing, “I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” Her supporters did not understand, and sat there, perplexed, wondering what was about to happen.
 
Then Judge Rains asked the defense to rise, and the Karri legion got a shock that rocked them to the core.
 
A veteran reporter was running a bit late getting upstairs to the courtroom, due to the lack of parking around the building, and was waiting for the elevator in the courthouse lobby when the stairwell doors suddenly burst open. Two young men ran headlong through the lobby and out the front doors. They were television reporters from stations in Huntsville and Chattanooga, running for their satellite trucks at breakneck speed.
 
Then a rumbling noise sounded in the stairwell as a large group of dozens of women came rushing downstairs. As they began to pour through the stairwell door, the reporter saw that they were some of Karri’s closest friends and most staunch supporters. They were in tears, sobbing as they ran out of the building, obviously highly upset and looking completely devastated.
 
“What is it? What happened?” the reporter asked. One of the last women to come down the stairs finally turned and answered.
 
“She pled guilty,” the woman sobbed as she hurried out of the courthouse.
 
Five minutes before the trial was set to start, the prosecution had received a signed plea deal in which Karri entered a guilty plea of murder, a Class A felony. Before accepting her plea, however, Judge Rains had several questions to ask, the first being whether or not she had been threatened in any way or offered any sort of reward. She answered she had not. Then the judge asked Karri if she realized that, by pleading guilty, she gave up any future right to an appeal. She replied yes.
 
“Are you pleading guilty because you are, in fact, guilty, and doing so of your own accord?” the judge asked.
 
“Yes,” Karri answered.
 
Judge Rains then asked if she wanted to say anything before a judgment was made, and, surprisingly, she did not. For once, Karri Willoughby had no words.

 



CHAPTER 20
 
Before his final acceptance of the plea, Judge Rains asked DA Mike O’Dell to present some evidence to support the state’s case against Karri Willoughby. It was too bad that so many of Karri’s faithful supporters had fled the courtroom in tears prior to the presentation of the evidence that had been compiled against her. However, finally hearing the truth might have been too much for them after Karri’s bombshell guilty plea had shaken them to the core.
 
O’Dell presented a portion of the state’s evidence concerning the autopsy results by going into detail about the drugs that were shown to have been found in Billy Shaw’s body. There were three drugs present, according to the autopsy; in addition to the propofol, there were also Norcuron and pseudoephedrine. Norcuron is a drug commonly used in lethal-injection executions to paralyze the respiratory muscles and cause breathing to stop. Pseudoephedrine is a common drug available over the counter to relieve nasal congestion.
 
O’Dell told the judge that Karri, who worked as a training nurse at the Chattanooga Surgery Center, had admitted taking the drugs from the center’s education drug box.
 
“She trained others on how to use the drugs and what they did,” O’Dell said. “She was the sole custodian of that box, which contained the drugs that were found in Mr. Shaw. She had unrestricted access to those drugs.”
 
O’Dell said that Karri took the drugs and left work around 3:30 P.M., going straight to Shaw’s house, where she injected him at two single injection sites. She then left, waited about an hour for him to succumb, and then went back to the house and cleaned up the evidence of what actually had happened. She next placed her distraught call to 911.
 
When the injection sites were noticed and commented on, Karri claimed that Shaw had recently had blood work done. A check of all the medical facilities and offices in DeKalb and Jackson Counties, Alabama, and Dade County, Georgia, showed that Shaw had not been treated anywhere since January 2008. No claims had been filed for blood work with his insurance company.
 
The prosecution continued, providing Judge Rains with enough similar evidence of Karri’s means, motive, and manner of causing Shaw’s death to satisfy his request, with much more that would be released later. The judge accepted the plea deal and passed sentence. Karri would spend twenty years in the state penitentiary, and would have to serve at least 85 percent of her sentence before being eligible for parole.
 
Her defense attorney Bruce Gardner asked the judge if Karri would be allowed to have a visit with her children before being transferred to prison. The prosecution and the sheriff both agreed that she could. A special area would be set up at the jail for the visit, the sheriff said, and Karri would get to see her little son and daughter for a short time before leaving the DeKalb County Jail on her way to the state penitentiary.

 



CHAPTER 21
 
Defense attorney Bruce Gardner spoke with the media about the guilty plea following the court session, saying that he and his assistant, attorney Robin Clem, had talked with Karri about all the possibilities involved with a trial, and it had been her decision to enter the guilty plea. That decision, he said, was probably for the best. They had built a solid case, he said, and felt that there was at least a 50 percent chance of winning, but Karri’s decision was more than likely in her best interest.
 
Gardner said there was no doubt that Karri had taken the drugs from her workplace, and no question that she delivered the drugs to Shaw. He had no reason not to believe Karri’s statements, he said, but acknowledged that they might be called into question. The defense would have offered compelling evidence, he said, based on the theory offered by his expert witness of how Shaw had died.
 
O’Dell told the press that the prosecution was receptive to a deal, but said that they were not expecting to receive it that morning, five minutes before walking into the courtroom. The state had been fully prepared to go ahead with the trial, but he said the prosecution was relieved to bring the case to a successful conclusion.
 
“It’s been a very difficult time for everyone involved. We were satisfied with the deal, and Mr. Shaw’s family was satisfied with the deal,” he said. Many of Karri’s supporters had said his office and the sheriff’s department were “out to get her, but that was not the case. We had no ill will toward her. It was a search for justice and truth. This brings closure to the Shaw family and the community. I also know there is disappointment with those who have supported her.”
 
“Disappointment” was hardly the word for the emotions that Karri’s loyal friends and followers were feeling as they left court. The woman they had believed, whom they had defended and had sworn that they had 100 percent faith in, had pulled the rug out from under them in an instant. They felt that they had been totally betrayed, used, and lied to.
 
There were still quite a few of her followers in complete denial, however, loudly claiming that there had to be some reason for her to enter a guilty plea, other than actually being guilty. But most of the Karri legion was left bewildered, shocked, and confused, not understanding what had happened or why.

 



CHAPTER 22
 
District Attorney Mike O’Dell addressed the media following Karri’s shocking admission of guilt, telling them that if there was one thing he had learned over the course of the investigation into Billy Junior Shaw’s death, it was how much Shaw had loved his stepdaughters.
 
“This was a man who took in those little girls as his own,” providing for them and loving them, “and one of those betrayed him. Now there are children without a father and children without a grandfather.”
 
Karri had laid the case out for herself, O’Dell said, because she loved to talk and the investigators had been able to disprove every statement she made. When asked about rumors that Shaw had used the drugs Karri took from her job to kill himself, O’Dell said that many people had thought Shaw was depressed and suicidal because of his wife’s death three weeks earlier.
 
“We talked to people who had spoken to him in the days before his death,” O’Dell said. “At one point, he was out mowing the lawn. He was planning to go fishing and offered to plow up a garden for a friend.”
 
Shaw had also remained active in his saddle business—and as far as the claims that were made about the drugs being taken for use in subduing a bull, O’Dell said there was no bull. Propofol could not be used to sedate a bull, “and if you can get close enough to inject a bull with a needle, you could just throw a rope around its neck.”
 
O’Dell also disclosed that the state’s expert witness would have been Dr. Steven Shafer, the premier authority on propofol who had testified for the prosecution at Conrad Murray’s trial and conviction in the death of Michael Jackson. Shafer had initially said he did not want to be a part of the prosecution, O’Dell said, because he had just finished with the media circus that was the Jackson trial.
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Karri Willoughby claimed that Billy Shaw asked her for propofol to tranquilize this bull prior to selling it.


 
“We sent him our materials and he reviewed them for four weeks,” O’Dell said, “then he issued a report.” The report, O’Dell said, “would have knocked your socks off.”
 
The conclusions in the report were dramatic and on point, he said, and Shafer had offered to testify for the prosecution without pay because he wanted to help them find the truth. Shafer’s report completely ruled out the possibility that Shaw’s death had been a suicide, saying there was no way Shaw could have done it himself.
 
 

 
 

 
 
Bruce Gardner said that the defense would have offered the jury another theory of how Shaw had died. It would have been based on their own expert witness’s opinion as to what the cause of Shaw’s death had been.
 
“He’d been embalmed and in the ground for a year before anyone did an autopsy,” Gardner said. “That changes things. We would have said that they couldn’t have claimed that the acute propofol intoxication was the sole cause of death.”
 
The defense would have produced testimony through their expert, he said, that the state could not make that call without considering the pseudoephedrine, postmortem redistribution throughout the body. Gardner said he would have asked Shafer about his knowledge of postmortem redistribution. Gardner claimed that when the body dies, a substance like propofol or other toxic substances would redistribute and perhaps leak out.
 
“Postmortem blood is not the same as what’s pumping through your body right now,” Gardner said. He also pointed out that Shafer admitted that in his laboratory findings, he dealt only with plasma.
 
“Our attack would have been to contest every assumption he made,” Gardner said, “by saying the forensic numbers weren’t reliable and arguing the amount of propofol Mr. Shaw was given.”
 
His presentation in court would have probably started by acknowledging that Shafer probably knew as much or more than anyone else in the field about the use of propofol on living people, Gardner said. However, he added, Shafer’s report was not pertinent to the matter of Shaw’s death, saying that he felt Shafer had little, if any, experience in forensic pathology.
 
“He had no experience in postmortem toxicology,” Gardner said. The studies Shafer mentioned in his report were all very interesting, he said, but testing live patients in a clinical environment was irrelevant to Shaw’s case. The testing had nothing to do with what could be expected to be found in a person who had been dead and embalmed and in the ground for over a year.
 
Gardner also said that Shafer had assumed that the results obtained by testing done in the Pennsylvania laboratory, which had been hired by the state to determine the amount of propofol in Shaw’s body, had been accurate, and that wasn’t necessarily the case.
 
“Part of our defense would have been to cast doubt on the accuracy of the amounts of propofol in Mr. Shaw’s body,” Gardner said.
 
It was obvious that Gardner and his team had worked long and hard on Karri’s defense, and would have liked the opportunity to present their case in court. But when Karri made the decision to enter a guilty plea, her attorneys had to concede that their client was, more than likely, guilty. Their work on her behalf to prove otherwise would be to no avail. She seemed to have reached the decision that she would fare much better by entering the plea than if a jury had heard her case. She knew what the “Truth for Karri” actually was, and the time for lies and manipulations had clearly run out. Karri had evidently decided that her best bet was to cut her losses.

 



CHAPTER 23
 
Dr. Shafer’s report would have been extremely hard to discount in front of a jury. When it was released as a part of the case files, it left little doubt as to exactly what the cause and manner of Billy Shaw’s death had been. Shafer said that because of the amount of propofol in Shaw’s body and due to it being found in his urine, there was no doubt that he had been alive at the time the drug was administered.
 
If Shaw had been dead at the time the propofol was injected into his arm, Shafer said, there would have been none of the drug in his urine because his circulation would have been stopped and the propofol would have remained in his arm vein. Shafer also said he believed the Norcuron had been given to Shaw orally. He outlined what he thought had likely been the steps taken to cause Shaw’s death.
 
“I believe the first event was the administration of a combination of Norcuron and pseudoephedrine,” Shafer stated, “with the expectation of death from paralysis, and falsely implying death from pseudoephedrine overdose.” However, he said, because of the delayed onset of the Norcuron, “it was necessary to subdue Mr. Shaw, who had some residual strength.”
 
Shafer said Shaw was then given an injection of Anectine into an arm vein, which left him paralyzed within a minute. Then, he said, Shaw was given the injection of propofol in the opposite arm vein.
 
“Because of his emphysema, and the effects of the Norcuron and Anectine,” Shafer said, “Mr. Shaw’s lungs had little oxygen at the time of the propofol injection.” The result was circulatory arrest within five minutes of the injection, Shafer continued.
 
Shafer said that the claim that the drugs had been obtained for use in subduing a bull was quickly discounted.
 
“The explanation by Ms. Willoughby that propofol, Anectine, and Norcuron were provided to Mr. Shaw for veterinary purposes is rejected. There is no documented use of these drugs for that purpose,” Shafer said, citing The Merck Veterinary Manual.

 



CHAPTER 24
 
Four days after Karri Willoughby’s court appearance and her bombshell guilty plea, her disillusioned friends and followers would get yet another tremendous shock when the state released its discovery evidence as a matter of public record. The media quickly descended on the files, which had become available for viewing at the courthouse.
 
When the contents of the files were detailed on television news reports and newspaper articles, Karri was revealed as being drastically different than the loyal wife and dedicated Christian that she had carefully portrayed herself to be. When the truth about her activities while in jail was exposed, the shock wave that resulted would be far more hurtful to most of her admirers than even her confession to murder had been. After all, many of them still believed that she must have had some reason for entering the guilty plea—and surely she didn’t actually commit murder.
 
As soon as the evidence files had been made public, Times-Journal reporter Lindsay Slater immediately set about reviewing them in detail, especially the letters Karri had written while in jail. The letters to her husband, Jason, were as could be expected, telling him how much she loved him and their children and how much she was looking forward to seeing him when she got out of jail. But there were other letters—to other men—some of which bordered on outright pornographic. This was especially true of her correspondence with her fellow jail inmate Nathan Wilder, who had murdered his wife and was waiting for his day in court.
 
The faithful Christian wife spoke of her adoration of Wilder and her plans for their future. She was going to “officially” marry him when they got out of jail, she said, writing that she loved him beyond her wildest hopes and dreams, and calling him “sweetheart.”
 
You and the kids are everything to me, she wrote. Only God comes before y’all.
 
These statements astounded her friends, probably the few members of her family who still supported her, and her faithful and long-suffering husband, Jason. But what came next was even more shocking.
 
 

 
 

 
 
A four-page letter detailing Karri’s sexual fantasies about Nathan Wilder was so graphic that newspapers were unable to report on it, other than saying that Karri titled the episode “Freak Nasty Dream.” After that venture into pornographic writing, the letter followed up with further professions of her great love for Wilder. Ironically, Karri wrote that she didn’t ever want Nathan to worry about her love and faithfulness to him.
 
You’re the best thing that ever happened to me besides my kids, she claimed, adding that she trusted him and his judgment and was looking to him as the head of their household now and would follow his counsel.
 
You and God are my strong towers, baby, she professed, continuing by telling Wilder he was her rock, her shelter when she was weak, her counselor, her love, her husband.
 
I love you for all you are and for all you are becoming, she wrote, adding that, [your love] fills me up and sets me free from all the hurt that I’ve been holding onto for so long.
 
She was so fortunate to have Wilder in her life: So blessed to have you love me. You are an amazing man, Nathan Wilder! All my love is yours! Thank you, baby, for loving me like you do!
 
One might think that this long, long letter had reached its conclusion, but Karri continued on, writing as enthusiastically as she had earlier, when she was blogging. She wrote down the lyrics of a song by Evanescence called “Broken,” which she evidently thought had special significance to her relationship with Wilder. Then she called him “my love,” and described her thoughts and dreams of their future together: [It was] what gets me through these long, hard days. Our souls and spirits are already intertwined, and one day our bodies will be also.
 
Karri then wrote one of her poems for her lover, telling him, I’m not a poet, but I wanted to express to you that I want you and need you every hour of every day. My heart beats for yours.
 
She loved Wilder, she said, not for what he could give her, but for the very essence of who he was, saying she couldn’t wait to cradle his face in her hands and kiss him.
 
I love you and give you all I have within me, my sweet love, she wrote. I am forever yours.

 



CHAPTER 25
 
Despite her declarations of undying love and faithfulness to Nathan Wilder, Karri evidently had enough time on her hands while in jail to cultivate another relationship simultaneously. It is not known whether she was writing to a fellow inmate or to one of the jail staff. No name was found in that letter, but it contained some telling hints as to Karri’s true nature.
 
In that letter, Karri told the unknown object of her affection that she wanted them to have a beach wedding, make love every night, and bring their families together.
 
I want to be your wife, she wrote. I love you. I am in love with you. Doesn’t that matter to you? I’ve already sent you two other letters with no response.
 
Whoever this mystery lover might have been, it was probably one of his better decisions not to have responded to Karri’s entreaties, otherwise his identity would have been plastered throughout the case files for all the world to see.
 
Karri didn’t just spend her time writing to Nathan Wilder and the mystery man. There were well over a dozen letters in the evidence file to other people, including Nathan Wilder’s mother, Karri’s family members, and her children. There were also letters to her husband, although from the amount of time Karri was spending on her jailhouse romances, it would seem there was little time left over for Jason Willoughby.
 
Nonetheless, she managed to squeeze in a little correspondence to him. She wrote to him about missing Christmas with him and the children and how she wished she could be with them. She told him about how her visiting privileges had been revoked because of her refusal to cut her hair. She talked about how much she missed being there for the children, saying she couldn’t imagine being away from them while they were growing up.
 
I want to be there for them as their mother, she penned.
 
Karri knew, however, that it was looking less and less likely that would be the case, despite her massive public relations campaign waged online and on the roadsides of north DeKalb County. Shortly before she shocked the courtroom with her surprise guilty plea, she wrote to Jason that she wanted to win the trial: I should win it because I’m innocent, but I don’t think it’s going to go my way. She said Billy Dalton, her brother-in-law, was going to lie, and Kim, his wife and her sister, was going to say that Karri stole their mother’s identity.
 
And Nancy is going to say mother was upset at the bank, she wrote, admitting that she did sign out the drugs that were in her stepfather’s system.
 
I have no alibi, she revealed, and who is going to believe I was really taking a nap on the side of the Interstate? Plus, she said, she had two bankruptcies before she was thirty: [A]nd now this sex letter. Let’s face it, it doesn’t look good.
 
Through it all, even presumably through the mention of the sex letter, which she undoubtedly had tried to convince Jason was a fake, Karri always professed her innocence on every opportunity.
 
If I go down, I go down fighting and clinging to that truth, she wrote.

 



CHAPTER 26
 
Karri’s blogs and Facebook postings always hyped her deep and abiding love and faithfulness to her husband, saying how blessed she was to have Jason for her husband and as the father of their children.
 
He is not perfect, she wrote, but he is perfect for our family.
 
He was more than she could ever ask for and much more than she deserved, she said, but God had somehow brought them together and guided them every step of the way through their marriage, blessing them with two beautiful children.
 
I love him with all my heart, she wrote. My soul is for Jesus, but Jason has the rest of me! Karri said she didn’t tell him often enough how much she appreciated him and everything he did for their family: I don’t know what we would do without him.
 
Karri went on to say that Jason had “more than honored” the vows they took almost fourteen years earlier. She wrote that in sickness and in health, in good times and bad . . . he has honored me all the days of our marriage.
 
He was a Christian role model for the children, Karri wrote of her husband, saying that Jason loved the children, but he was a disciplinarian when it was needed.
 
I can’t say enough good things about him, I am truly a blessed woman. Thank you God for bringing Jason and I together, and thank you Jason for being the man you are, Karri committed to paper.
 
It would seem that Jason would surely begin to doubt his wife’s professions of abiding and undying love and faithfulness when the jailhouse love letters were made public. With Karri writing to one man about their beach wedding and making love every night, while at the same time writing sexually explicit letters to Nathan Wilder about her desire to be his wife “officially” and claiming to love him beyond her wildest hopes and dreams, where did Jason Willoughby fit into her plans?
 
In one of her letters to her husband, Karri wrote that it was Christmas night, foggy and drizzling rain, and how she wished she could be snuggling on the couch with Jason, watching the children playing with their new toys.
 
There’s nowhere on earth I’d rather be, she wrote, than cuddled up in your arms.
 
Unless, perhaps, she could have been cuddled up in the arms of Nathan Wilder or her other unidentified jailhouse crush. To one of those two prospective lovers, she wrote, Well, they just popped my door so I’m gonna go now. Baby, I love you so much and I’m so happy I got to see you today. You’re always in my thoughts and dreams. Hugs and kisses. I love you.
 
The letters that had been posted on Karri’s Facebook page were a far cry from the ones that ended up in the evidence files and published in the newspapers. While her followers were reading about her undying love and devotion to her husband, Karri, at the same time, was writing to her fellow inmates about how excited she was at the prospect of leaving Jason and having a future together with both Nathan and her mystery man after leaving jail.
 
Perhaps Jason Willoughby was the only person who really knew the truth about his wife’s dark side and was aware of the extent of all her lies and manipulations. Or maybe, on the other hand, like so many hundreds of people, her betrayals and admission of guilt had come as a complete shock to him. Maybe she’d had him thoroughly fooled into believing all the things she had told him for almost fourteen years. At any rate, the façade of the devoted Christian wife had crumbled to the ground.

 



CHAPTER 27
 
When Karri Willoughby left the DeKalb County Jail en route to Julia Tutwiler Prison for Women, the scene at the jail reminded some observers of a celebrity walking the red carpet instead of a convicted murderer walking to a transport vehicle. Karri signed autographs, waved and smiled broadly at the bystanders and the media waiting for her to make her appearance, and even handed out autographed pictures to some of the jail staff before leaving.
 
“She thinks she’s some kind of a star,” one of the jailers remarked as Karri made her way out of the building.
 
Karri had a few words for those gathered outside to watch her leave for prison.
 
“Just want my community to take care of my husband and children,” she said, evidently not realizing that her legion of thirteen hundred loyal fans had shrunk to near nonexistence overnight following her shocking admission of guilt. It was unlikely that her community had much interest in continuing to support her or blindly do her bidding. They were, for the most part, deeply hurt and disillusioned. Only a few remained in denial, steadfastly refusing to accept the real truth from Karri, even when they’d heard it spoken by her in court.

 



CHAPTER 28
 
The activity on the “Truth for Karri” Facebook page took a drastic downturn following her shocking courtroom admission of guilt. It was only a short time until the page disappeared entirely. There was apparently a lot of “I told you so” being doled out by those who had believed Karri to be guilty from the start. Her remaining friends and supporters just didn’t want to hear it or admit to themselves that there was even the slightest possibility that it could be true. They continued to make their opinions known, loudly and often, at every possible opportunity.
 
Others, who had accepted the facts and no longer were in denial, had been badly hurt and highly disillusioned by the shocking turn of events in the courtroom. For the most part, they were staying quiet, lying low, and licking their wounds.
 
One person wrote in the comments section of a newspaper’s website that they had been following many of the posts left by Karri’s friends who remained adamant about her innocence, and said that they had formed an opinion about those supporters based on what they had said in their continuing posts.
 
Those friends, the writer had come to believe, were “the hateful, holier-than-thou bunch.” They were spreading thoughts and opinions that were obviously “their interpretation of what is going on,” and not the facts as had been provided by the prosecution’s case files and the court records, which had been made public.
 
I think that a lot of people are going to be gravely disappointed that their loyalty has been so misplaced, the writer emphasized.
 
Another writer put it a little less tactfully: Where’s all the truth 4 Karri stuff that Ider was so fired up about? The writer went on to say they guessed everyone “got lockjaw” when she pled guilty. The writer ended by proclaiming, The truth will set you free!
 
The defection of so many of her true believers must have come as a surprise to Karri. She had worked long and hard to get as many people lined up in her corner as possible. Right before the trial was scheduled to start, she had posted a letter to her supporters on the soon-to-be-defunct “Truth for Karri” page.
 
Thank you everyone for your many prayers and letters, she wrote. She added that the DA would probably be “cussing” her by “this time next week.” Karri said she was feeling the love from all around her, and she felt happier at that time than she had for a long time, even with all the turmoil she was experiencing in her life.
 
God is so good, He gives me relief when I think I can’t take any more, she wrote, telling her followers that they were the best friends anyone could ever ask for. If I can ever do anything for any one of you, all you have to do is ask.
 
Karri went on to say that she loved her friends “from the depths of my soul.” She wrote, [Y]our support means more to me than I will ever be able to tell you.
 
It is likely that even as Karri was composing this letter, skillfully designed to bolster the support of her followers, she was also planning the guilty plea she would present in a few short days.

 



CHAPTER 29
 
Another shock came for Karri’s friends after the trial, when the case files revealed what the prosecution stated that they believed to be Karri’s motive for the murder of Billy Shaw. Many of her supporters knew, to a certain degree and even by Karri’s own admission in several of her blog posts, that she and Jason were having financial difficulties. There was no way, however, that they could have imagined just to what degree those money problems had mushroomed during the months prior to the deaths of Billy and Lila Shaw.
 
The court files revealed the prosecution’s belief that Karri’s entire life had been built around what they referred to as “selfish greed,” which had motivated her to murder Billy Shaw. She had siphoned money from the Shaw Saddlery accounts, her mother’s accounts, and from the accounts of Shaw himself for years. When her embezzling and identity theft schemes were discovered, and all access to their funds was finally, completely cut off, she killed her stepfather for the money she stood to inherit upon his death.
 
Earlier in the investigation, statements from Jason Willoughby had confirmed that he and Karri had filed for bankruptcy two times within a five-year period, with debt that amounted to more than $500,000. One of Karri’s statements said that they had always had money trouble, but were having “pretty bad money trouble” right before Lila Shaw’s death.
 
In addition to the staggering bankruptcy total, during a five-month period from mid August to late December 2007, a total of $21,551.47 in bad checks were written and signed by Karri. Many had been given to several types of businesses, but a large number of them had been written for cash.
 
Along with her out-of-control check writing, the investigators learned that Karri had also applied for three credit cards in her mother’s name during that time. The applications were all submitted in the name of Lila Shaw; but on all three forms, Karri had listed her own home address as the billing address for the accounts. One of the credit cards was soon declined, but Karri continued to try to use it several times, even after realizing that it would no longer be accepted.
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
In September 2007, during the height of the bad checks and credit card scams, Karri began attempting another method to take money from her parents and the business. Shaw Saddlery, LLC, did all its banking business in nearby Trenton, Georgia, at the Bank of Dade. Karri was a signatory on the account, which was considered to be a family business. She went to the bank and made arrangements for all bad checks written by her on her personal account to be charged back to the Shaw Saddlery account. Before long, she had siphoned over $2,000 from the business to cover her bouncing checks.
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Shaw Saddlery, Billy Shaw’s very successful business, produced handmade saddles prized for their quality.


 
Karri’s mother had not been aware that Karri had arranged for the charge backs. So, when Lila received a copy of the most recent charge back—for nearly $1,000—and realized what was being done, she went to the bank to put an immediate stop to things. Incredibly, while Lila was at the bank plugging the leak that was draining money from the business, Karri was on the Internet, trying to set up online banking for the account. Thanks to Lila’s timely intervention, the bank stopped that online attempt.
 
That action didn’t stop Karri’s continuing use of the business account, however. On April 1, 2008, Billy Shaw decided he’d had enough. It was evidently easier for him to revise his banking arrangements than to confront the daughter whom he loved, and whose financial escapades he had tried to overlook. He went to the Bank of Dade and closed his LLC account, changing the business account instead to a sole proprietorship and effectively removing Karri from the business. The new account was opened with $20,000, money that Karri could no longer touch.
 
Financial matters lost all their importance to Billy Shaw later that day, though. It was the day that his wife, Lila “Susie” Shaw, passed away. Money became the last thing on Billy’s mind.

 



CHAPTER 30
 
All of the Shaws’ friends and relatives were grief-stricken by Lila’s sudden death. That was evidently not the case with Karri, however. The very next day, on April 2, she pulled up to the drive-through window at the bank and presented the teller with a check that appeared to have been signed by Lila Shaw in the amount of $2,000.
 
Karri’s big mistake was picking a bank teller who not only knew Karri, but also was aware of the account changes under way and had also learned that Lila Shaw had died the day before. The bank called Billy Shaw to ask him if he was aware of the check and if he had given permission for it to be cashed. He was naturally very upset to have this situation occur on the day following his wife’s death; he refused to authorize the check.
 
On the next day, April 3, Billy Shaw was back at the bank finalizing the transfer of all his accounts into ones that Karri could not access. As her bad luck would have it, while he was present at the bank, Karri attempted to use one of the credit cards she had obtained in her mother’s name to charge $1,800 to Billy Shaw’s Chase account.
 
Perhaps because he was distraught and in mourning for his wife, or perhaps because he loved Karri and did not feel like dealing with her financial shenanigans at a time when his wife was about to be laid to rest, Billy Shaw allowed Karri’s transaction to go through.
 
On April 4, Billy Shaw returned to the bank and this time he brought along Kim Dalton, Karri’s older sister. The final paperwork had been completed, with Karri’s name completely deleted from all of the accounts, and Kim was now the person who would be authorized to sign for access to Billy’s personal and business funds. There was no longer any way Karri could gain access to any of the family funds; she had been completely and finally cut off.
 
This information must have been kept from Karri at the time. On April 11, Karri tried, once more, to pass a check on the old Shaw Saddlery account, and it was refused. This must have come as quite a surprise to her, since she had been draining funds from the account successfully for such a long time. This would be the last time that Karri would ever attempt to gain access to the Shaw Saddlery funds. She now knew that trying any further to get money from any of the accounts would be fruitless.
 
Some money had been left in the Shaw Saddlery account in case there was a need to cover any legitimate checks that might come in. However, on April 17, Billy Shaw transferred the last of the funds from the old account into the new one.
 
This would be the last banking transaction he would ever make. On April 22, Karri stopped by his house on her way home from work, supposedly to check on him. Her real mission that day, however, was to end his life so she could get her hands on her inheritance.
 
The prosecution’s theory as to why Karri killed her stepfather had much to do with her being cut completely off from any access to the family’s money. Perhaps a greater motive for murder, however, was the fact that Billy Shaw had made a will in 1998 outlining the division of his estate, which at the time of his death was estimated to be over $400,000. It was to be equally split three ways, with Karri getting one of the shares.
 
That amount might not have made much of a dent in the bankruptcies, the bad checks, and what was evidently Karri’s out-of-control spending, but she was overwhelmed by her boundless greed. After days of careful plotting, Karri felt that she had come up with what she believed would be a foolproof plan to get her hands on the money from Shaw’s estate.
 
District Attorney Mike O’Dell said that Karri’s scheme could probably have been successful if blood and urine samples had not been taken when Billy Shaw had been found following what the authorities believed had been a routine unattended death. He speculated that it could have been “the perfect crime,” and said, “We were one sample away from letting it slip away. Her admitting to taking the drugs was the last piece of the puzzle.”
 
O’Dell added that the prosecution, thanks to the hard work of his investigative team, headed by Investigator Wade Hill, had been able to disprove every single claim that Karri had made in her own defense. O’Dell stressed that Karri “loved to talk” and eventually had provided his investigators with all the information that they needed to complete their case against her successfully.

 



CHAPTER 31
 
Bruce Gardner, Karri’s defense attorney, grudgingly acknowledged that there was no doubt that Karri had taken drugs from her workplace at the Chattanooga Surgery Center, and there was also no doubt that she had then carried the drugs to Billy Shaw’s residence. He himself had no doubt of Karri’s explanation of what had happened on the day Shaw died, he claimed. However, Gardner also admitted that he could understand how her version of the events that led to Shaw’s death could possibly have looked suspicious to the authorities.
 
The defense was prepared to present the jury with a different scenario as to how Billy Shaw had died, Gardner said, and it would have been based on the opinion of the defense’s expert witness about what the actual cause of Shaw’s death had been. Gardner pointed out that Shaw had been embalmed and buried for a year before the autopsy had taken place, which he claimed had changed many things.
 
“We would have said that they couldn’t claim that the acute propofol intoxication was the sole cause of his death,” Gardner said. He said the defense was prepared to present evidence, through their expert witness, that the cause of death could be disputed because of the postmortem pseudoephedrine redistribution throughout Shaw’s body.
 
Gardner also claimed that he was prepared to show that in spite of the serious money conflicts taking place within the family, Karri’s parents had remained on good terms with her, leaving her in place on the board of directors of the saddlery even after they had begun to realize she was taking large amounts of money. However, he admitted that there was probably some strain in their relationships because of the financial problems, and acknowledged that “there was a time when Mr. Shaw got fed up with it.”
 
Gardner said that it would be “pointless to deny there was friction there,” but he said that it was nothing that would have ended the relationship between Karri and her stepfather. He said there were people who could have testified for the defense that Karri and Billy Shaw were still on good terms with one another at the time of Shaw’s death.
 
Unfortunately for Karri’s defense team, their hard work on her behalf had come to nothing when their client stood in court apologizing to her shocked followers before admitting to the judge that she was guilty of murder. Once the guilty plea had been entered, all the claims of a cordial relationship between the victim and the confessed murderer were for naught.

 



CHAPTER 32
 
When Karri Willoughby left the DeKalb County Jail on her way to Julia Tutwiler Prison for Women in Wetumpka, Alabama, she left like a departing celebrity. She exited, smiling, waving, signing autographs, and presenting some of the jail staff with signed photos of herself. It is likely she did not realize what a different world she was en route to, on her way to a place acknowledged as being one of the worst prisons in the country, notorious for its conditions and repeatedly investigated by several federal entities.
 
When the U. S. Department of Justice (DOJ) investigated conditions at the Alabama prison, their findings were reported in January 2014 to Governor Robert Bentley in a shocking thirty-six-page letter stating that the prisoners at Tutwiler “universally fear for their safety,” and saying that the facility had a “history” of “unabated staff-on-prisoner sexual abuses and harassment.”
 
The report stated that the prisoners lived in a sexualized environment and were subjected to repeated and open sexual behavior, with sexual abuse taking place between prisoners and prison staff, a New Year’s strip show that had been assisted by staff to take place, verbal sexual harassment and profanity, and viewing of prisoners showering and using the bathroom by both male and female staff.
 
These conditions, the Department of Justice stated in their report, violated the prisoners’ Eighth Amendment right to be protected from harm. Then the DOJ stated its intent to expand its investigation to include other issues in question at Tutwiler, including medical and mental-health care for prisoners.
 
In 2012, the Equal Justice Initiative (EJI), a private, nonprofit organization, reported a litany of problems at the facility. Kim Thomas, the Alabama Department of Corrections (ADOC) commissioner, claimed efforts had been under way since that time to correct problems noted in that report. Thomas claimed she did not think the conditions at Tutwiler were unconstitutional, but she did not respond to any of the specifics named by the DOJ report.
 
“I think they are off-base in their findings,” she said, “but I don’t want to respond to any one part of the findings.”
 
Thomas said the Tutwiler administration would look “very carefully” at the contents of the report, and said that she looked forward to working with the DOJ “to understand the valid complaints that they raise and hopefully finding resolution without the necessity of imposing some court action.”
 
Bryan Stevenson, the executive director of the Equal Justice Initiative, said he found the report to be troubling and felt that quick action by the state was imperative, calling the DOJ report a “serious indictment of the conditions of confinement that exist at the Julia Tutwiler Prison for Women.
 
“I think it’s a very thorough and troubling set of findings that ought to warrant a very significant response from the governor and the department to immediately remediate these very serious problems at Tutwiler.”

 



CHAPTER 33
 
When the EJI findings were reported in 2012, they had asked the DOJ to conduct an investigation and a report was issued by the National Institute of Corrections, a part of the DOJ. A team had been sent to Tutwiler at that time and found numerous instances of abuse of inmates by staff, as well as problems with the way inmate complaints were handled.
 
Kim Thomas claimed that her administration was not being given enough credit for the work that she said was being done to correct the problems listed in the reports. Thomas said she was surprised that the agencies were giving so much credence to what she considered to be unfounded allegations.
 
The DOJ investigators had spent four days at Tutwiler in April 2013 and conducted interviews of dozens of prisoners, as well as staff. They reviewed incident reports, disciplinary reports, and investigative reports, as well as 233 letters from current Tutwiler prisoners about a variety of complaints.
 
As a result of the investigation, the DOJ released what they called a “number of factual determinations” about the conditions at Tutwiler, saying that for nearly two decades, the Tutwiler staff had sexually abused and harassed inmates with no fear of disciplinary action. Staff members had raped, sodomized, fondled, and coerced prisoners to engage in oral sex, the report said. Prison officials discouraged inmates from reporting such abuse, placing them in segregation if they complained. Thomas claimed this practice had since been stopped.
 
Prison authorities did not adequately investigate the inmates’ claims of sexual abuse and harassment, the report said, and stated that allegations had been verified by paternity tests, lie detector examinations, and statements by other prisoners. A set of measures was included in the report, which the DOJ called minimal remedial measures. This included complying with the Prison Rape Elimination Act, which is a federal law, and making sure that appropriate investigations took place when prisoners complained of sexual abuse or other misconduct. The report also said it was necessary to recruit more female corrections officers to work at the prison.
 
Alabama Department of Corrections spokesman Brian Corbett said efforts had already been put into place to recruit female officers, and said other remedial measures were also under way. The agency had worked hard to implement the recommendations in the EJI’s 2012 report, Commissioner Thomas said, including proper training for prison staff in managing female inmates and installation of additional security cameras in the prison.
 
“We’ve never downplayed the importance of these concerns,” Thomas added, saying that the ADOC had been actively addressing the issues from the very beginning.
 
“I’m going to do everything within my power, with the resources that are allocated to us,” the commissioner said, “to make sure that we afford the best living conditions and the best environment for our female offenders.”
 
It was apparent, however, that despite the claims of reform, conditions at Tutwiler were a far cry from those at the DeKalb County Jail. Inmate Karri Willoughby was in for a very rude awakening when she became a resident of the state prison system.

 



CHAPTER 34
 
Julia Tutwiler Prison for Women is housed in a facility that has changed little from its 1940s original construction. It was built to house four hundred inmates; currently the number is over nine hundred. Inmates say the buildings are cold and drafty in winter, sweltering in summer, and beset with bugs that the inmates try to swat as they crawl on the floor and up the walls. Medical facilities are reported to be substandard, and until recently, HIV-positive inmates had been kept in isolation for years.
 
When new inmates, like Karri, arrive at the prison, they are given a physical and dental exam and are interviewed and given psychological testing. Mental-health specialists use those tests to determine what the inmate’s classification, counseling needs, and job assignments will be.
 
The Alabama Department of Corrections female inmate handbook says that all inmates are supposed to have access to health care services while at Tutwiler to meet “serious medical, dental, and mental-health care needs,” but a nurse who worked in the infirmary while she was an inmate at the prison told of women who had undergone surgical procedures being denied pain medication and getting sent back to their dorms before they were ready. Other inmates had complained of painful dental work being done without sufficient Novocain prior to drilling or pulling teeth.
 
One inmate wrote a very interesting account of how to get along in Tutwiler. According to her, some of the inmates were okay; some were terrible: Some are in for life and they don’t give a damn, and some are institutionalized and it’s all they know. Newcomers would be able to tell who’s who, and whether or not they were someone they would want or need to associate with.
 
If not, just stay to yourself, she said. There was absolutely no privacy—but you might as well accept that, she wrote.
 
As far as sex acts between inmates or between inmates and guards: You may see some of it going on in the showers and stuff but just mind your own business and you’ll be okay.
 
The writer listed the toiletries that were issued to the inmates each month: six rolls of toilet paper, two bars of state soap, thirty sanitary pads, and a tube of state toothpaste. A razor was also allowed, but it had to be turned in each month in order to get a new one. Other items could be bought through the store, if the inmate had family that provided limited amounts of store credit, or if they worked in the sewing plant, where they could make a few cents per hour sewing prison and jail uniforms for Tutwiler and other facilities throughout the state.
 
The writer finished by saying it was lonely and it was hot. There were no air conditioners; there were only floor fans that had to be rotated every four hours.
 
The days can be as short or as long as you want, she wrote. Mostly just follow the rules, mind your own business, don’t be too soft-hearted or generous; inmates will take advantage of you very quickly. Learn to say “no” nicely, and keep to yourself.

 



CHAPTER 35
 
By the time that Karri Willoughby donned the coarse, baggy white shirt and pants of a Tutwiler inmate and was assigned to a dorm, some conditions had begun to improve slightly and several of the recommendations had at least been started. The installation of surveillance cameras was the most obvious improvement. Incredibly, there had been only three cameras in the entire prison prior to the investigative reports, a situation that was unacceptable.
 
The plan was eventually to have more than three hundred cameras in place throughout the prison, and many have already been installed in the dining hall, main hall, dormitories, and several other common areas. The cameras would help to eliminate blind spots and provide evidence during investigations. The Tutwiler camera installation project would also serve as a model for other state prisons, and policies were being put into place for management of the cameras and training of employees who would be using the system.
 
After a shower renovation project was completed, privacy doors were installed in the shower rooms that allowed more privacy for the prisoners while still maintaining security requirements.
 
A new infirmary and receiving unit was planned, with completion set for October 2015. It is set to have sixty receiving beds, twenty-four infirmary beds, and health care providing dental services, dialysis, hospice care, and four negative pressure cells for infectious diseases. A controversial HIV-POSITIVE isolation dorm at the prison had already been shut down.
 
Additional recreational space had been planned, but not yet implemented. Several areas within the prison were being used for recreational areas; and if the crowding is alleviated, prison officials say that one of the dorms may be repurposed for recreation.
 
More female corrections officers are being recruited, and several have already been hired. Showers are being stopped fifteen minutes prior to a walk-through head count, to prevent inmates from being viewed by guards during showers or using the toilet.
 
Despite the reforms that were getting under way, food quality in the prison remained an issue. One inmate, who worked in the kitchen, reported that some boxes that came in containing dry beans and peas were marked “unfit for human consumption” and were riddled with worms. Women would dump their trays of food into the trash when they were served the wormy vegetables. The kitchen worker also claimed that donations of fresh fruits and vegetables went to staff members’ homes instead of being prepared and served to the inmates.
 
“The staff would go through all that stuff and take what they wanted first,” the inmate claimed. “If there was anything left, somebody might get it.”
 
Another woman, a worker in the infirmary, said that although she admitted that prison was not meant to be a pleasant experience, she believed that the inmates at Tutwiler deserved much better than they had gotten for so many decades. They were not meant to have to worry constantly about guards watching them in the showers or on the toilets, or coughing for days without getting medical attention.
 
“They’re paying for their crimes,” the woman said. “It’s not meant to be the Hilton, but you still shouldn’t have to take a freezing cold shower in the dead of winter, be able to have more than one blanket, be able to eat something besides food that’s not even fit to make dog food out of.”

 



CHAPTER 36
 
There were pages of rules and regulations in the official handbook for female inmates issued by the ADOC. If Karri Willoughby’s behavior in the DeKalb County Jail was any indication, she was likely to be very dissatisfied with some of them. For example, while Karri was in the jail, she had been threatened with loss of visitation for refusing to cut her hair. It was longer than shoulder-length when she left the jail en route to Tutwiler, but things would be very different there.
 
Inmate’s hair must be well-groomed, the handbook said. Hair must be worn in proper style for health, identification and security reasons. Hair length must not reach beyond the collar of uniform shirt. You are not allowed to change your hair color except to let it return to its natural color. Inmates are not allowed to shave their heads.
 
The regulations on hair length were not likely to sit well with Karri, with little variation of styles possible. There would also be only the most basic toiletries and hair products available. Name brands would be a thing of the past.
 
Necessary toilet articles will be supplied at institutions or you can purchase items from the canteen so that you can maintain a neat and clean appearance, the handbook stated.
 
Your outer clothing will be exchanged on a regular basis as established in each institution. Clean shirts and trousers will be issued in exchange for your dirty ones. When your shoes need replacing, make your request to the supervisor on duty. All clothing is marked with indelible markings. When your job makes it necessary for you to wear special types of additional clothing, it will be marked and assigned to you, the handbook outlined.
 
Another regulation that was likely to be vexing to Karri was the state policy on Internet presence for inmates: You are not allowed to participate in any form of social media (Twitter, Facebook, etc.) while incarcerated in any ADOC facility.
 
And given Karri’s fondness for banking matters: You are not allowed to possess a credit card, debit card or prepaid card. You are not allowed to transfer or direct the transfer of funds to other inmates. Funds outside your [personal canteen account] must be administered by someone outside the institution that you have given power of attorney.
 
Medical information was given to all incoming inmates, but the amount and quality of health care likely varied from one institution to another. According to the handbook, During the new arrival medical, dental and mental health intake process at the ADOC reception institution (Tutwiler is the state’s reception institution for all female prisoners regardless of their later assignment), you will be provided an ADOC health, dental, and mental health services in greater detail. Items such as how to file a health services grievance or grievance appeal form if necessary, how to request routine sick call services, chronic care clinics conducted, periodic physical examinations completed, etc.
 
One of the most galling regulations for Karri might well have been the fact that she would not be allowed to communicate with Nathan Wilder, her love interest from the DeKalb County Jail. Wilder is currently serving a twenty-year sentence at the Limestone Correctional Facility in northwest Alabama, and letters back and forth in the jail had been one of Karri’s favorite avocations. That was not to be permitted in Tutwiler:
 
You are not allowed to write to or receive correspondence from other state, county, city or federal inmates or former inmates and/or probationers or parolees under ADOC supervision unless prior written approval has been received from the wardens /directors who have custody/supervision of the inmate.

 



CHAPTER 37
 
Visitation could very well be another sore point for Karri.
 
Rules for visiting the prison were very strict, and it is a very long drive from Ider to Wetumpka. Whether or not Jason Willoughby would bring the children such a long distance to visit their mother in the dismal atmosphere of Tutwiler remained to be seen.
 
Prisoners were allowed visits only from those people they had named on their visitation list: eight adults and eight minor children. For each child, the inmate would have to complete a “Request for Minor Children to Visit” form. Only four adults and four children could visit on each occasion, and children would have to be accompanied by an approved immediate family member on the active visitation list. Visitors must submit to a search, and vehicles entering the prison grounds would also be subject to being searched.
 
Special visits are allowed for immediate family members not on the visitation list but who live over five hundred miles from the prison. One special visit is allowed every six months if approved by the warden.
 
It remained to be seen if Jason Willoughby would be willing for his children to make the long trip to Wetumpka to visit their mother inside the prison, but there were programs available that might prove beneficial for Karri. Of course, that is, if she maintained a good conduct record and cooperated with the prison officials.
 
In 1987, Church Women United, the Alabama Prison Project, the Alabama Department of Corrections, and an array of dedicated volunteers designed and established a project to help incarcerated women have relationships with their children. The group had discovered that many of the women in prison never saw their children because the guardians were unwilling or unable to bring them to the prison.
 
The group established a network of churches across the state that provided drivers and vans to pick up children and drive them to Wetumpka each month so they could have a three-hour visit with their mothers in the prison chapel. The program has been a success, with over a hundred children spending time with their mothers each month.
 
The Aid to Inmate Mothers (AIM) program also offers classes for education and rehabilitation, which includes Parenting Education, Life Skills, Anger Management, Domestic Violence Education, Rape Survivors Groups, Job Readiness, HIV Prevention Education, and Women’s Health Education.
 
One of AIM’s most popular programs is also one of their newest and most successful. The Storybook Project gives inmates the opportunity to record themselves reading a bedtime story to their children, which is then mailed out to them. This provides an additional way of connecting mothers and children.
 
AIM also provides a service they call Project Reconnect, a reentry program to assist inmates who leave the prison. It provides clothing and hygiene articles and job search assistance, as well as other social services, to help inmates who are being released to transition from prison life and adjust to life in the community.
 
AIM has also opened a group home, called the AIM Service Center, which provides living space for ten women being released from custody. It affords the women a structured environment and case management to help them as they transition back into the community.
 
It would be quite some time before Karri Willoughby would need to be concerned about returning to the free world, since her release date is set for May 6, 2030. It is unlikely she will be leaving prison any sooner than that, since Billy Shaw’s family has vowed to do everything possible to see to it that she will serve her entire sentence with no parole. But in the meantime, some of the programs that will be available to her during her incarceration may help her to lead a more productive life.

 



CHAPTER 38
 
Karri Willoughby’s transfer from the DeKalb County Jail to Tutwiler Prison for Women had taken place without incident, once Karri had made her red-carpet-like walk from her cell to the transport vehicle, but her time in the spotlight was far from over.
 
Within a couple of months following her confession of murder, her sister, Kim Dalton, decided to make sure that there was no possible way that Karri could find a way to wrangle any financial profits from the death of Billy Shaw. Kim retained two highly capable attorneys from Fort Payne—Robert Wilson and Nikki Scott—and filed a lawsuit against Karri in the circuit court of DeKalb County asking for punitive damages, saying that Karri’s wrongful actions had caused Shaw’s death.
 
The lawsuit (for $10 million, plus court costs) was filed against Karri and several other unnamed defendants to make sure that they would never profit from Shaw’s death. It sought to prevent Karri from making any kind of money, listing such potential vehicles as: movie, book, magazine article, radio presentation, television presentation, live entertainment of any kind, or from the expression of her thoughts, feelings, opinions or emotions regarding such crime.
 
According to state law, any such profits made by the perpetrator of a crime would have to be paid to the Alabama Board of Adjustment, which would then deposit the funds in an escrow account for the victims of the crime. Failure to pay all such money to the Board of Adjustment on behalf of the victims would result in the perpetrator being charged with a felony, and sentenced to from one to ten years in prison and a fine equal to the amount of the money earned that had not been given to the Board of Adjustment as required by law.
 
The unnamed defendants, designated as Defendants A through E, were: [people who] participated in or were accomplices in the murder of Billy Shaw and whose correct legal names are not known at this time, but will be supplemented when ascertained.
 
Kim said there was no greed involved in her decision to file the lawsuit, and said that she realized that there would not be any kind of monetary settlement. She only wanted to make sure that there was no way Karri could make any sort of profit from her stepfather’s murder. Kim had learned, she said, of a phone call that had been recorded at the county jail in which Karri and Jason had talked about which actors they would like to play them in a movie about the crime. This was enough to convince Kim that if Karri had the opportunity to cash in on Shaw’s murder in any way, she’d jump at the chance. That, Kim said, was why she had decided to go ahead and file the lawsuit.
 
“There is no money there, and there will never be any money there,” Kim said. “I don’t want any money. I want my mother and stepdad’s estate to be taken care of in a way that would be pleasing to them.”
 
Kim said that she wanted to be sure that Karri’s part of the estate would revert to her two children when they became old enough to deal responsibly with their inheritance.

 



CHAPTER 39
 
Karri, even from her cell at Tutwiler, did not let the initiation of her sister’s lawsuit pass without putting up a fight. She struck back with a vengeance, taking the opportunity to use her response to the lawsuit to hurt Billy Shaw’s already-distraught family yet again. When her response to the complaint was filed at the circuit court clerk’s office, Karri made some incredible allegations against the stepfather she had admitted to killing—accusations that once again rocked the Ider community and set the rumors flying.
 
Karri claimed in the response that her motives for the murder had never been driven by money, but said that the murder had taken place as a means of protecting herself and her daughter from Billy Shaw, who had threatened them, she said.
 
“Billy Shaw was not the only victim,” she asserted, “and Kimberly Dalton is attempting to exploit his death.”
 
Karri alleged that she was suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder due to sexual molestation and abuse she had suffered at the hands of her stepfather, and claimed, “Kimberly Dalton is well aware of this abuse, and has never shown any sisterly love or concern for me or my family.”
 
Karri went on to say that Kim had chosen instead to try to intimidate and threaten her with the lawsuit, which she said was nothing more than “a public attempt to further belittle me and disparage my character in an attempt to bolster her own and her husband’s own public reputations.”
 
These accusations naturally caused yet another public uproar by Karri’s remaining faithful followers—few that there were—and they seized on them as the very excuse they had been wishing and hoping for, a justification for Karri’s confession of murder that they could grasp on to.
 
When Billy Shaw’s autopsy results had sparked the full-scale investigation into his death, Karri cleverly had planted the seeds of her outrageous claim of abuse with a few of her friends. She knew that she could rely on them to spread rumors on her behalf if the need should arise, claiming they had heard her mention abuse and molestation in the past. No specifics were ever given; it was only the most vague hints. But that was enough for Karri’s followers to grab hold of and run with it. Karri was at the center of Ider’s gossip mill yet again.

 



CHAPTER 40
 
Billy Shaw’s surviving loved ones naturally were appalled and hurt by Karri’s claims of sexual abuse, for there had never been even the slightest hint of such a terrible accusation in the past. There was quite the opposite, in fact. It had been very obvious to everyone who knew him that Shaw doted on his grandchildren, and he had always loved and cared for his stepchildren as though they were his own.
 
Kim Dalton said that Karri had never before mentioned to her having been either molested or sexually abused. Kim said that the first time she had heard of such allegations was when the investigation started, following the sheriff’s receipt of the autopsy results. Billy and Lila Shaw had always been very regular babysitters for Kim and Karri’s children, spending lots of time with their grandchildren, usually several times a week. If Karri feared for her little daughter’s safety, why, then, did she leave the child so often with the man who, she said, had molested and threatened her?
 
[image: Illustration]
 
The names of Billy and Lila Shaw’s daughters were engraved on their parents’ tombstone before Karri Willoughby was exposed as Billy’s murderer.


 
“She never talked to me about any allegations of abuse,” Kim Dalton said of her sister. Kim said she had no reason to believe any of the vague rumors about molestation and abuse that had begun to spread, especially after Karri turned herself in following the grand jury’s indictment of her for Billy Shaw’s murder. It seemed almost too convenient that such a monstrous accusation would be made against the deceased Billy Shaw, especially at a time when Karri’s followers were searching for justification for her behavior, just in case she was actually to be found guilty.
 
At first, Kim had not doubted her sister’s story about what she said had happened on the day when Karri claimed that she had stopped at their stepfather’s house and found him dead. Like everyone else, Kim assumed that the coroner’s ruling of an accidental death from a heart attack was accurate. But bit by bit, as time passed, she began having second thoughts about Karri’s story of how she had found her stepfather unresponsive on that final day.
 
When they both attended a spring football jamboree at the Sylvania High School stadium one evening, shortly after Billy Shaw had died, the two sisters talked about his death. Karri told Kim that she had taken the drugs from the surgery center and had given them to Billy, “and she said she hoped he hadn’t done something to himself,” Kim said. “That was the turning point to where I became suspicious of her, and that the story would not be what she said.”
 
Kim said that she began to look more closely at all the evidence and soon decided that there were a great many unanswered questions and contradictory facts.
 
“I didn’t want to believe that she would do something like this,” Kim said. “She’s my sister, and because she’s so much younger than me, I helped raise her.” When she and Billy Dalton were married, Kim said, Karri had spent a lot of time with the two of them.
 
Kim said she and her family had been left with very mixed emotions—from the time Karri turned herself in, following her grand jury indictment, until she entered her shocking guilty plea.
 
“There was family, church community, and people we live with who started picking sides,” Kim said. “We saw two-faced people and the ones who came out and made me out to be the bad guy.” They even had accused Kim’s husband, Billy, she said. “We went from being ignored to being attacked.”
 
Karri’s friends and followers began to suggest that Billy Dalton, a well-known and respected businessman who was the owner and operator of Corner Stone Funeral Chapel & Crematory, was the one responsible for Billy Junior Shaw’s death. This gossip circulated despite the fact that there was never one shred of evidence of any kind to that effect. More of Karri’s carefully planted seeds, no doubt, sprouting thanks to her true believers.
 
Billy Dalton said it hurt him deeply to see and hear the things that were being said about him by people who he had thought were his family and friends. He acknowledged that it was easy to see how so many people had gotten caught up in the “campaign of popularity” that swept throughout the community on the Internet and the placing of all the hundreds of yard signs.
 
“Many wanted to believe that she was innocent so much that they would look for anyone to blame to keep from hearing or seeing the facts,” Billy Dalton said.
 
Kim Dalton said that even though she still loved her sister, “I’m disappointed at the decisions she’s made, and I’m angry that her decisions have had such negative fallout.” Those decisions, Kim said, had affected their whole family forever.
 
“I don’t know if any of this can ever be reconciled,” Kim said. “She took away my stepdad, and she took away the only grandfather that my children will ever know on my side of the family.”

 



CHAPTER 41
 
In the days after Billy Shaw’s death, Karri Willoughby had gone to great pains to write blog posts that would portray her the way she wanted all her friends to see her, just in case her “perfect crime” didn’t work out the way she had planned so carefully. She wrote so many heartfelt poems and reminiscences about her parents—with prayer, love, and longing heavily emphasized—and her many followers hung on her every word. They believed her when she talked of how brokenhearted she was over Billy Shaw’s tragic death, never suspecting that they were deliberately being told what they wanted to hear, by the person who was responsible for that tragic death. In fact, they grew hostile and downright aggressive at the mere mention that Karri might be guilty. Karri was extremely skillful at planning for the future and writing things that would bolster her image of innocence. However, in the matter of the alleged abuse and sexual molestation, her blogging was ultimately her undoing. She wrote one blog post around a year following Shaw’s death, and she relied heavily on dramatics to make her point.
 
Junior, why did you go? she wrote. I’m so angry at you! You left me when I needed you most. Karri said she had barely begun to process the thought of losing her mother, and then Shaw was gone, too.
 
Why did you call ME that day? Why did I have to find you? Did you mean for me to find you that way? she typed.
 
Then, amazingly, Karri wrote that having to do CPR on Junior still haunted her: I can’t get that image of you out of my head.
 
This, despite the fact that she had never performed CPR on her stepfather, even though the 911 operator had suggested it. Karri knew, however, that she should claim to have done so. She was carefully covering her tracks, just in case the EMTs who responded to the 911 call should happen to notice that she had not tried to revive Shaw. As it turned out, they did notice, and they reported it to the investigators.
 
Karri continued to write, saying she knew Billy had missed her mother more than life itself: [B]ut could you not stay for me, for my kids? She said that she might not have had his DNA, but he was her dad: You got your life right a long time ago, and I outgrew my bratty teenage years; we were as close as any father and daughter. Why did my love not outweigh losing momma?
 
Karri wrote that she still waited to hear Billy’s voice on the other end of the phone, still expected to hear him come driving up in his truck to see the children, but she knew that he wasn’t there, and he wasn’t coming.
 
What do I do with that? Karri asked. Her son asked about Billy all the time, she said. They all missed him. Her heart was already broken: losing you too just about drove me over the edge of insanity, she claimed. But watching him mourn for her mother, Karri said, was harder than dealing with her own grief. She didn’t know how or why, she said. [B]ut I know you are with mom now and that’s exactly where you always wanted to be, she wrote.
 
Then, another skillfully planted sentence:
 
Junior’s side of the family sure was making things hard on Karri and her sister at that time, she said, so if you or God can, can you please send them a signal to lay off!
 
She told Junior that she loved him, asked him to keep taking good care of her mother, writing, and I’ll see you one day soon. Your Daughter Now and Forever, Karri.

 



CHAPTER 42
 
At the time Karri wrote and posted the blog expressing her anguish at losing Billy Shaw, she must not have thought out the possibility of perhaps needing to accuse him of molestation at some point in the future. When the post was located on the Internet and subsequently published in the newspaper following her claim that she and her young daughter had been “threatened” by her stepfather, it caused her to lose even more of her remaining followers.
 
They seemed to find it hard to believe she would write a post of that nature if she had actually been sexually assaulted in the past. Many people found it highly distasteful that she would have written and posted such a letter a year after she had intentionally killed her stepfather. Karri’s dramatics had caught up with her, and her accusations of sexual misconduct by Billy Shaw were falling on deaf ears.

 



CHAPTER 43
 
After Karri was transferred to Julia Tutwiler Prison for Women, there were a lot of adjustments that had to be made in the lives of Jason Willoughby and his two young children. Karri’s scandalous crime and jailhouse romances could easily have destroyed Jason’s career. In many small Southern towns, teachers and ministers are the two professions that are held to the highest standards of ethics and morals. Oftentimes just a hint of scandal was enough to cause teaching contracts not to be renewed. But throughout the chaos his wife wreaked on her family, Jason had conducted himself in such a way that his own reputation remained virtually undamaged despite Karri’s shocking crime and her scandalous behavior in the DeKalb County Jail.
 
At first, Jason had stood behind his wife 100 percent, using his Facebook page to rally the troops in support of his wife. He had joined Facebook in November 2009, and had made only a couple of posts prior to Karri’s arrest on Friday, May 14, 2010. The day after she turned herself in, however, he put up a post thanking everyone for all the prayers and support.
 
Hopefully the truth will be made known quickly, he wrote. If you would like to help you can write a letter to the honorable Judge of the Circuit Court in support of Karri and requesting that bail be set in her case; get the letter to me and our attorney will present them at the hearing.
 
On May 18, he posted that there were many hardcopy petitions floating around to be presented at a bond hearing for Karri, but here is an electronic one that you can sign if you can’t get your signature on a paper copy, he wrote. It’s VERY quick and easy! Please take a moment and “sign.”
 
This was followed by a link to a website called ipetitions.com.
 
On May 23, Jason posted again, asking his friends to remember to keep them in their “prayers during this difficult time,” and to pray for the judge to set a hearing date soon.
 
Karri is in good spirits considering everything, he said. Pray that the truth will be made known soon.
 
And in a final post about Karri on May 30, he wrote, Thank you for all the prayers and support. Hopefully Karri will be home soon. Pray that the judge will set a reasonable bond so that she can be home while we prepare for a trial where I know she will be found innocent.
 
Following that post, there were no others concerning Karri. There were occasional photos of the children on holidays and winning awards at school, but no further mention was made of their mother.
 
Jason Willoughby somehow managed to maintain his professional and personal life and keep his children living in as normal an environment as possible, healthy and happy, seeming to be relatively unharmed despite the chaos their mother had created in their lives. His teaching and coaching continued as before, and he kept on being considered a respected member of the community. Considering the extent of the damage Karri had caused to so many, it was remarkable that Jason Willoughby was still able to hold his head up, protect his children, and maintain the career he had worked so long to build.
 
One of the more recent posts on Jason’s page showed that he was also rebuilding his personal life; he listed himself as currently being “in a relationship” with a young woman he described as “awesome,” and thanked her for her help with family activities and holidays. Other recent posts were concerned with sports tryouts, practices, and other details of everyday school athletics. Jason Willoughby was evidently moving ahead, taking good care of his children, and living his life without the emotional burden of his faithless, sociopathic wife.
 
 

 
 

 
 
Karri Willoughby, in the meantime, would have to content herself with memories of her life before prison, and could only long for her jailhouse love interest, Nathan Wilder. She wouldn’t be able to spend hours composing long letters to him, which had amounted to hard-core pornography.
 
There was no communication allowed between them, and his release date from prison was around three and a half years later than hers. His time would be completed on December 8, 2034, and it is doubtful the two would be allowed to contact one another after release, since both would continue to be classified as convicted felons.
 
[image: Illustration]
 
Billy Shaw and his wife, Lila, rest in peace together.


 
In the infamous “Freak Nasty Dream” letter, composed seventy-two days before her trial was scheduled to start, Karri wrote, I’m scared, Nathan, I’m really scared. She was fearful despite her attorney’s assurance that everything would be fine.
 
Would Karri be able to cultivate a group of followers in prison as she had done so successfully in the community and on social media? That still remains to be seen. The inmates at Tutwiler were unlikely to be so easily fooled as the legion of women who so eagerly sought to obtain truth and justice for Karri, believing everything they were told and assuming that things were always as they seemed.
 
The Karri Willoughby they thought they knew so well had never really existed. The real Karri now sits on a bunk in a sweltering dorm, remembering how her life used to be, surrounded by hundreds of women who won’t be so easily conned.
 
Perhaps Karri will remember her parents, who rest, side by side, in Ider’s Fuller Cemetery, their graves marked by a granite monument engraved with two Western saddles flanking the name SHAW. Or maybe she’ll think of her children, growing up without grandparents or a mother, because her own coldhearted greed led her to murder the stepfather who loved her.
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