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That’s how many times 
Susan Wright, a shy 

suburban mother of two, 
stabbed her husband in 

their bed before burying him 
in the backyard. In a wild 

trial that had all of Houston 
buzzing, she was convicted 

of murder and sent to prison. 
But what the jury didn’t 

know six years ago  
may soon set her free. 
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susan Wright, pho-

tographed at the 
hobby unit, in Marlin, 

on noveMber 23, 2009. 
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doesn’t deny killing 
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shoW nuMerous stab 
Wounds on the body; 

susan and Jeffrey 
With kaily (left) and 
bradly in an undated 

faMily photo.

s u s a n  w r i g h t , t h e  b l u e - e y e d  b u t c h e r  o f  t h e  h o u s t o n  s u b u r b s ,  i s  s t i l l  
a lovely young woman, still as polite and well-mannered as she was seven years ago, 
when she grabbed a knife, stabbed her husband at least 193 times, and buried him 
facedown in their backyard. ¶ “Hi,” she said softly as she walked into the visiting 
room of the Texas Department of Criminal Justice’s Hobby Unit, in Marlin, shaking 
my hand and ducking her head shyly. She was wearing dark-red Covergirl lipstick, 
which she keeps in a box for special occasions. She smelled nice too; just before my ar-
rival, she had taken a couple perfume samples from a fashion magazine she receives 
in the mail and rubbed them across her neck. Her hair, blond at the time of the murder, 
had returned to its natural auburn shade. It was still damp from the shower she had 
been allowed to take an hour earlier. She settled into a chair at a table and nervously 
began to smooth out the wrinkles in her white uniform. ¶ “How are you?” I asked.
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his body. neckties were knotted around his 
wrists, and a bathrobe sash was wrapped 
around one of his ankles. inside the house, 
blood was splattered throughout the master 
bedroom, including on the bed, the floors, the 
walls, the ceiling, and the ironing board.

investigators called Davis and asked if 
his client happened to be Jeffrey’s wife, su-
san, who was then 26 years old. yes, Davis 
replied, but she would not be speaking to 
them. she was in the psychiatric ward of ben 
taub general hospital, babbling to herself. 
she believed Jeffrey was roaming the hall-
ways, trying to find her so that he could beat 
her to death.

and thus began one of the most macabre 
murder cases in modern texas history, cul-
minating in a trial so lurid that Court tV 
broadcast it, gavel to gavel, across the coun-
try. Cbs’s weekly true-crime program, 48 
Hours Mystery, devoted an entire show to 
the wright killing; the obligatory pulp paper-
back, A Wife’s Revenge, was published about 
the case; and hollywood producers came 
sniffing around, hoping to turn the whole 
saga into a made-for-television movie.

as a study in courtroom sensationalism, 
the drama was indeed difficult to beat—“the 
most exciting trial, bar none, that i’ve ever 
watched, the kind of thing you think only 
happens on Law & Order,” recalled Jenna 
Jackson, a veteran 48 Hours producer who 
saw all the testimony. when wright took the 
witness stand, she tearfully told jurors one 
horrific tale after another about the abuse 
she had secretly endured during her five-
year marriage. beneath her husband’s con-
genial, backslapping persona, she testified, 
was a sadistic, drug-abusing brute who’d be-
littled and controlled her, kicked and punched 
her when she didn’t do what he wanted, and 
sexually assaulted her whenever he felt like 
it. on the evening of January 13, 2003, susan 
said, Jeffrey returned home from a boxing les-
son high on cocaine, tried to get bradly to box 
with him, popped him in the face with his fist, 

“oh, i have nothing to complain about,” she said. “i live in a dormitory area with other 
women, and i have a photo of my children on a wall next to my pillow. every morning i wake 
up and look at them.” For a moment, she stared at the floor and pressed her lips together. 
“Can you believe my son, bradly, has turned eleven, and my little Kaily is almost eight?”

bradly was only four and Kaily was not even two on January 18, 2003, when a law-
yer named neal Davis walked into the district attorney’s office and said that he repre-
sented a client who’d led him to believe that a body could be found at a small patio home 
in the heart of the white oak bend subdivision, in northwest harris County. he refused 
to give any additional details, claiming attorney-client privilege. when police officers 
arrived at the address, they discovered the nude body of 34-year-old Jeffrey wright, a 
220-pound carpet and flooring salesman. he was partially visible in his grave because 
the wright family’s dog had dug him up. Jeffrey had been stabbed all over the front of 
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right: neal davis 
represented 

Wright at her 
trial. beloW: 

brian Wice began 
filing appeals on 

Wright’s behalf 
in 2004, claiMing 

in part that davis 
had not provided 

adequate counsel.

and later attacked her after she told him he had 
to get help for his anger. he then ordered her to 
get into bed, where he raped her. afterward he 
left for a few moments. when he returned, he 
was holding a butcher knife. he waved it over 
her head, shouting, “Die, bitch!” 

“i threw my hands up, then i grabbed the knife, 
and i started kicking him with my right knee,” 
wright testified to the riveted, standing-room-
only crowd. “his grasp on the knife loosened just 
a little bit and i got it from him.” she said she 
first stabbed him in the neck, and then she kept  
stabbing him, because “i knew the second that 
i stopped that he was going to kill me.”

at one point during wright’s frenzy, bradly 
knocked on the bedroom door. Despite the fact 
that she had already stabbed Jeffrey multiple 
times, she was convinced that he was going to 
get up and come after her. so wright said she 
tied her husband’s right arm to the bed with a 
necktie before hiding the knife and walking 
bradly back to his room. then she got another 
knife from the kitchen, thinking Jeffrey might 
have found the first one. “i knew he was going to 
kill me,” she said. “and i was so scared because i 
didn’t want to die. i started stabbing him again.” 
she said she began stabbing his legs for all the 
times he’d kicked her, and she stabbed his pe-
nis “for all the times that he made me have sex 
and i didn’t want to.” 

Finally, she testified, she cut the tie connect-
ing his hand to the bedpost and pulled him off the 
bed. his shoulder hit the nightstand, spilling the 
wax from a red candle Jeffrey had lit earlier that 
evening onto his body. she brought a dolly into 
the bedroom, propped him on it, used another 
necktie to fasten his left hand to the dolly, and 
used the sash of her bathrobe to secure his feet. 
then she rolled Jeffrey outside to a hole that he 
had dug months earlier to install a fountain. she 
crammed his six-foot-two-inch body into it and 
covered him with dirt. but, she insisted, she still 
believed her husband was alive. she said she sat 
on the sofa for the rest of the night with the knife 
in her hands, “and i watched for Jeff to get up, 
because i was afraid the second i went to sleep 
he was going to get up and come after me again.” 

over and over, wright told the jury that on the 
night of the killing, she had experienced some 
sort of mental breakdown, which lasted for days. 
she explained that the reason she didn’t ini-
tially tell anyone about what she had done was 
because “my brain still wouldn’t accept it. he 
was still alive and i was scared of him.” it wasn’t 
until saturday morning, five days after the kill-
ing, that she began to realize that “something 
horrible had happened.”

Five-foot-four-inch Kelly siegler, the fierc-
est prosecutor in the harris County district at-
torney’s office, was having none of it. she rose 



on her black high heels and told the jury that 
wright had most likely lured her husband to 
the bed and tied him to the posts, leading him 
to think they were going to engage in some sex-
ual game playing. to get him even more aroused, 
siegler suggested, wright had poured candle 
wax on his body. at that point, siegler declared, 
wright had pulled out her knife and turned that 
bedroom “into a torture chamber.” the motive? 
according to siegler, wright wanted to cash in 
his $200,000 life insurance policy. “all that bat-
tered wife abuse bull was just that,” siegler pro-
claimed to the jurors. “it was bull!”

in the most astonishing moment of the trial, 
siegler, an attractive woman always stylishly 
turned out, had the bloodstained bed from the 
wrights’ bedroom brought into the courtroom. a 
younger male prosecutor climbed onto the mat-
tress and was tied to the posts. wearing a tight-
fitting alberto Makali black pantsuit, siegler 
took off her high heels, straddled her colleague, 
raised one of the actual knives that wright had 
used to kill her husband, and reenacted the stab-
bings. (her co-counsel didn’t participate in the 
reenactment because his girlfriend didn’t want 
siegler writhing all over him.) the male pros-
ecutor began to have difficulty breathing, be-
cause he had just stuck a large dip of snuff in 
his mouth and needed to spit. he strained at 
the ligatures, which were cutting off the circu-
lation to his hands. Meanwhile, a grim-faced 
siegler kept pretending to stab him.

the jurors needed only five hours to decide 
wright’s fate: Dismissing her claims of self- 
defense, they convicted her of first-degree mur-
der and sentenced her to 25 years in prison. 
“Just about everyone in houston believed susan 
wright was a monster,” said brian wice, perhaps 
the city’s most prominent criminal appellate at-
torney, who had watched some of the proceed-
ings. “everyone believed that she was some real-
life reincarnation of sharon stone from the first 
reel of Basic Instinct. there was just one prob-
lem. everyone had gotten it wrong.”

in november 2004 wice began filing a se-
ries of appeals for wright. working pro bono, 
he claimed that she had not received a fair trial. 
he argued that siegler’s in-court reenactment 
of the stabbings was “made-for-tV nonsense.” 
(before the trial even ended, a hollywood pro-
ducer had called abC and pitched a one-hour 
drama series based on siegler, about a feisty fe-
male district attorney in houston who uses un-
conventional methods to beat the good ol’ boy 
texas defense lawyers.) 

wice also went after wright’s own attor-
neys, neal Davis and todd ward, whom he de-
scribed as “two well-meaning, inexperienced, 
ultimately overmatched lawyers.” he claimed 
that they’d neglected to 
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above: kelly 
siegler prosecuted 
the case, calling 
Wright a “good 
liar” Who Wanted 
to cash in Jeffrey’s 
life insurance 
policy. left: in 
one of the trial’s 
Most astonishing 
MoMents, siegler 
reenacted the 
criMe While using 
the Wrights’ 
bloodstained bed.
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call various witnesses to the stand who could 
have verified wright’s claims of abuse and that 
they failed to call any domestic violence ex-
perts who could have explained that wright 
was suffering from what is sometimes called 
battered woman syndrome, a condition that 
afflicts some women who have been victims 
of prolonged abuse, leading them to believe 
that their only reasonable course of action 
is to kill their abusers. Most significantly, 
wice said, they didn’t call the psychologist 
who had evaluated wright after the crime 
and found her to be in a near-psychotic state, 
truly convinced that Jeffrey was alive and 
wanted to kill her.

in early 2009, to the amazement of the en-
tire houston legal community, state district 
judge Jim wallace, who had presided over 
the trial, ordered a new sentencing hearing. 
he wrote that though no one disputed that 
wright had killed her husband, there was a 
“wealth of mitigating evidence not presented 
at the punishment stage that painted a dra-
matically different picture of [her] and her 
moral blameworthiness.” the new evidence, 
the judge added, could very well have led the 
jurors to decide that wright, who had never 
before been convicted of a crime, had acted 
as a result of what state law calls “sudden pas-
sion” arising from an “adequate cause.” such 
a decision may have resulted in a less severe 
sentence, perhaps even probation.

this past october, in an even bigger sur-
prise, the usually prosecution-friendly texas 
Court of Criminal appeals upheld wallace’s 
decision by a unanimous vote. wice, a garru-
lous attorney who is known for his ability to 
come up with a sound bite for any occasion, 
was rendered temporarily speechless. “the 
highest criminal court in the state was essen-
tially declaring that the jurors had never got-
ten a chance to see the real susan wright,” he 
later told me. “it was flat-out amazing.”

a new jury could reconsider the sentence 
as early as this summer. although the district 
attorney’s office has not commented on the 
ruling, wice hopes that prosecutors will sim-
ply drop the sentencing hearing, consider the 
time wright has already served, and allow her 
to walk out of prison. but the scenario is not 
without its risks. siegler, who is now in pri-
vate practice, told me she “cannot wait” for a 
new jury to hear additional evidence. “i espe-
cially want that jury to hear what susan really 
told the psychologist at the psychiatric ward,” 
she added. “they’re going to realize what a 
cold-blooded killer she is. i promise you, this 
time around, susan wright could very well 
be going off to prison for as long as she lives.”

h e n  i  f i r s t  c a m e  h e r e, i  w o k e 
up in cold sweats, thinking Jeffrey 
was going to figure out a way to 
get in here,” wright told me dur-
ing our visit in november. “i know 

you’ll never understand it, but i was sure he 
was out there, just beyond the fences.” she 
looked at a window, her eyes filling with tears. 
“it took me a long time to understand that he 
was not coming back.”

what struck me about wright during the 
first few minutes we were together was her 
timid, almost apologetic demeanor—the 
kind of behavior one might expect to find in a 
woman who would stay in an abusive relation-
ship. when a small fly buzzed past my head, 
she leaned forward, swished it away with her 
hand, and said, “oh, i’m so sorry.” at another 
point in the conversation, she looked over at 
a guard across the room and said nervously, 
“i hope he’s not getting upset that we’re talk-
ing for so long.” Later, when she complained 
about having to “go through so much crap” in 
her marriage, she immediately apologized for 
saying the word “crap.”

i could not help but wonder if she was put-
ting on an act to impress me. in fact, siegler 
had warned me that wright would attempt to 
fool me with “all her battered woman’s talk.” 
but susan’s older sister, Cindy, who is an as-
sistant professor of psychology at the Uni-
versity of houston-Downtown, insisted that 
susan was being herself. “even growing up, 
she was always less than confident,” Cindy 
said. “she had trouble standing up for herself. 
when she tried out for the drill team, some 
of the older girls said something mean that 
made her cry. she felt so devastated that she 
transferred to another school.”

susan, Cindy, and their brother, Jim, were 
raised in an upper-middle-class home in the 
Champions area of northwest harris County. 
their mother was, in Cindy’s words, “the 
quintessential stay-at-home mom who baked 
meals from scratch,” and their father was a 
prosperous mechanical engineer with a tem-
per. according to statements Cindy and susan 
have made, he would go into rages and attack 
their mother; sometimes he beat the children 
too. “we learned to walk on eggshells,” susan 
told me. “we did our best to put on a smile 
and make everything look normal. when he 
got mad, we tried not to be seen. i thought 
that’s what happened in every house. if you 
had told me every husband didn’t yell at his 
wife or make her feel less than dirt, i wouldn’t 
have believed you.”

“why didn’t you tell the jury any of this 
when you testified?” i asked.

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

perhaps to keep me from noticing how they 
were shaking. “i love my mother and father, 
and i don’t want to embarrass them.” (their 
father is now bedridden, suffering from lung 
cancer. their parents told 48 Hours that the 
allegations of abuse were not true.) 

wright was an average student in high 
school, making C’s in most of her classes. 
she had a few boyfriends, and she told me 
that she did what she could to please them. 
“i looked for attention from boys,” she said 
succinctly. when one boyfriend criticized 
her looks, she went on a diet, dropping nine-
teen pounds. in her senior year, just after she’d 
turned eighteen, she made a decision at the 
encouragement of another boyfriend that 
utterly baffled and disturbed her sister and 
mother. she went to work as a dancer at a 
topless bar called the gold Cup in far north 
houston. after two months of dancing, she 
quit, though she did stay on for several more 
months as a waitress. “i thought i would like 
the attention and maybe feel better about my-
self,” she said, “but i was never comfortable. 
the money wasn’t worth it.”

after graduating from high school, she took 
some junior college classes, went to work 
at a hair salon, and in april 1997, on a trip to 
galveston with a friend, met Jeffrey. she was 
20, and he was 29. he brought her flowers and 
took her to nice restaurants and nightclubs. 
not long after they met, he told her he loved 
her. “he was very sweet and very handsome, 
with beautiful brown eyes,” she said. “he met 
my parents and told them about his dream of 
someday owning his own carpeting and floor-
ing business. i thought he was wonderful.”

at her trial wright spent two days on the 
witness stand trying to explain what hap-
pened next. in February 1998 she became 
pregnant. according to wright, Jeffrey told 
her he would be “okay” if she had an abortion. 
wright worked at an orthodontist’s office and, 
at Jeffrey’s request, gave her paychecks to him. 
they married in october in a brief church cer-
emony. one month later, bradly was born. at 
that point, said wright, Jeffrey “became a to-
tally and completely different person.” 

she said he angrily began calling her a “fat 
ass” for having gained so much weight during 
the pregnancy. he got even angrier, she added, 
when she told him she had been diagnosed 
with postpartum depression. Jeffrey wouldn’t 
let her take the antidepressants a doctor had 
prescribed. “he said it wasn’t rocket science 
what women did,” wright testified. “and that 
i needed to suck it up and do my job.”

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

193
C O N T I N U E D  F R O M  PA G E  1 0 5



t e x a s m o n t h l y . c o m  February 2010 | 139

ting a divorce. when someone hurts you that 
bad and they tell you that they’re going to kill 
you, you just can’t get up and leave.”

she said she did make one attempt to move 
out, in the summer of 1999, after Jeffrey had 
beaten her and then forced her to apologize for 
the attack. when he left for work, she called 
Cindy, who soon arrived in a U-haul with her 
husband. they packed up susan’s and bradly’s 
things and drove to the home of susan and Cin-
dy’s parents. the next morning, Jeffrey called 
susan and told her a moving van would soon 
be pulling up in front of the house and that she 
needed to put all of her belongings in the van 
and return home. otherwise, he would kill 
either her or bradly. she did as she was told.

susan became pregnant again, in Decem-
ber 2000, but she said she miscarried after 
Jeffrey kicked her in the stomach. (she said 
he wouldn’t let her go to the hospital because 
he didn’t have enough money.) she became 
pregnant a third time and gave birth to Kaily 
in December 2001. afterward, she said, she 
went through another bout of postpartum 
depression, which seemed to make Jeffrey 
angrier than ever. he also began to see other 
women through an internet dating service, 
and he ended up giving susan herpes. “he 
told me if i was a better wife he wouldn’t need 
other women,” she said.

by the fall of 2002, she told the jury, Jeffrey 
had changed jobs and wasn’t making much 
money. his behavior became even more er-
ratic. one night, she said, he drunkenly stum-
bled into the house and urinated on Kaily’s 
bed. he bought an air rifle, which he told his 
wife he needed in order to keep the family in 
line, and later hit her with it. on another oc-
casion, he threw bricks at her in the back-
yard. on new year’s Day 2003, he told su-
san, “happy fucking new year, bitch. that 
will be your last.” 

two weeks later, on the night of January 
13, 2003, he came home from his boxing les-
son and punched bradly in the face so hard 
that the child fell back into a love seat. when 
bradly began whimpering, Jeffrey called him 
a sissy. and that’s when all hell broke loose.

h e  f i r s t  p r o b l e m  f o r  t h e  j u r o r s 
was that there was almost no testimony 
corroborating anything wright had 
said. one neighbor had said that he saw 
Jeffrey angrily grab susan’s arm sev-

eral times. a couple friends testified that they 
had noticed a black half circle under her eye, 
but they said she quickly explained it away, 
claiming that bradly had accidentally hit her 
with a toy. one of wright’s best friends, Ja-
mie Darr-hall, said that wright seemed ter-

be gone only for an hour and a half. one day, 
she asked if she could take courses at a junior 
college. he refused. when she did visit the 
campus one night to try to enroll in an inter-
net course, Jeffrey was infuriated, accusing 
her of going there to cheat on him and call-
ing her a “nasty whore.”

wright said she had had no idea that Jef-
frey had pleaded guilty in 1996 to a felony drug 
possession charge and had been placed on 
probation. but she began to worry about his 
drug use: she said he smoked marijuana al-
most every afternoon when he got home from 
work. sometimes, after getting high, he would 
pick up bradly, toss him in the air, and catch 
him. when she told Jeffrey one night that she 
was not comfortable with the way he played 
with bradly, “he told me that i didn’t have the 
right to tell him when or how he would pick up 
his son. and he came at me. he threw me up 
against the wall and he shook me by my arms 
as hard as he could . . . and he began to punch 
me in the chest over and over again.”

wright told the jury that the physical abuse 
only escalated after they moved into their pa-
tio home, in april 1999. anything would set 
him off: if there was a problem with his pay-
check, if a customer upset him, if the electric-
ity bills were too high, if the house wasn’t spot-
less, if dinner was bad, if bradly was too loud. 
and whenever Jeffrey got mad, she told the 
jury, “he wanted to make somebody hurt.”

she said he hit or kicked her repeatedly 
in the chest, in the stomach, and in the back 
and legs. when visits to his parents in aus-
tin didn’t go as smoothly as he had hoped, he 
would yell at her on the entire drive back to 
houston. “he would grab my shoulder and 
throw me up against the window. he would 
grab the back of my head and bash it against 
the dashboard because it was my fault.” she 
said that Jeffrey would even kick their sixty-
pound dog and occasionally throw him across 
the room. (some courtroom observers would 
later morbidly joke that that had to be the rea-
son the dog dug up Jeffrey’s body and gnawed 
off part of his hand: it wanted revenge.)

wright said she didn’t initially tell anyone 
in her family she was being beaten. “i was em-
barrassed, and i felt like it was my fault. i felt if 
i could be perfect enough and he would always 
be happy, then everything would be okay.” to 
keep her neighbors from suspecting abuse, 
she rarely went out of the house when she had 
visible bruises on her body. nor did she ever 
consider going to a doctor or filing a police re-
port. she feared that if she did, Jeffrey would 
only become more violent. when one of her 
attorneys asked why she didn’t get a divorce, 
she replied, “he told me if i ever left him, he 
was going to kill me. it’s not as simple as get-



140 | February 2010 t e x a s m o n t h l y . c o m

rified of Jeffrey: she would always cut short 
their afternoons at the park, frantically say-
ing she had to get home in time to cook dinner 
for Jeffrey to avoid risking his wrath. Darr-
hall acknowledged, however, that only once 
did wright mention that Jeffrey had hit her, 
after an argument the two of them had had 
on his birthday.   

when wright’s mother took the stand, she 
said that she had seen several bruises and 
black eyes. she added poignantly, “i have 
heard her cry out in pain when i tried to hug 
her because her back was hurt so bad.” but 
like the others, she could not provide any in-
dependent evidence, such as a medical report, 
that wright was a battered wife.

Meanwhile, siegler had various friends and 
co-workers of Jeffrey’s testify that he was a 
“great guy” who’d “do anything for you.” one 
friend described Jeffrey and susan’s mar-
riage as “very happy.” Jeffrey’s boss said the 
wrights were “a Leave It to Beaver family.” 
Jeffrey himself, he added, was “stable” and 
“churchgoing” and “a very proud father.” yes, 
a couple guys said they knew Jeffrey used to 
have problems with drugs, but all that was in 
the past. his getting married, one friend said, 
“changed his life . . . for the positive.” 

siegler then turned the tables on wright, 
badgering her in cross-examination about 
her two-month stint as a topless dancer and 
suggesting that she was a sexual sadist who 
loved to practice bondage and tease her hus-
band with candle wax. “what did you say to 
him to get him undressed, to get him nude, 
to get him up on the bed?” siegler snarled. 
“and what did you say to him as you tied up 
his hands so tight there to the bed as you made 
love to him, Mrs. wright?” 

siegler was just getting started. she nearly 
laughed out loud over wright’s claim that she 
was able to grab the knife, knee Jeffrey in 
the groin, and then push him off of her. “you 
managed to stab a guy who outweighs you by 
one hundred pounds and who was so much 
stronger than you?” she sarcastically drawled. 
“and when you stabbed him the 56th or the 
89th time or the 158th time, was your arm 
getting tired?”

as for wright’s remarks that she kept stab-
bing Jeffrey in a sheer panic, convinced he 
was going to get up and come after her, siegler 
snapped, “and in this state of sheer panic that 
you were in . . . you were able to stop when you 
heard that knock at the door, get off of Jeff, an-
swer the door, grab bradly, walk him down the 
hall, put him back in his room, shut the door, 
go get another knife, go back into the bedroom, 
and start stabbing some more. is that right?” 

and siegler simply made mincemeat of 
wright’s numerous statements that she was in 

a “fog” in the days after the killing, so trauma-
tized that she didn’t know what she was doing. 
siegler claimed that wright knew exactly what 
she was doing—attempting to cover up the 
murder. siegler noted that a few days after the 
killing, wright had shown up at a constable’s 
office to ask for a protective order against Jef-
frey. (she had told the constable that her hus-
band had beaten her and bradly and then left, 
and she was worried about what would hap-
pen when he returned.) why, siegler asked, 
didn’t she just go ahead and admit that she had 
stabbed him to death in self-defense? was she 
trying to send police down a rabbit trail with 
her request for a protective order, hoping they 
would think Jeffrey had disappeared?

wright, however, kept insisting that she 
was still unable to fathom that her husband 
was really dead. “i couldn’t even begin to han-
dle that in my head,” she told siegler. “there 
is no way that my brain was even processing 
that. to me it was real, that Jeffrey had left 
right after we had argued.”

but siegler also noted that while wright’s 
children stayed at Cindy’s home, wright 
ripped up parts of the bloody carpet, attempted 
to get rid of other bloodstains on the floor 
with bleach, dragged the blood-soaked mat-
tress to the backyard, and painted the blood- 
spattered walls. wright said she cleaned the 
house only because she believed Jeffrey was 
still alive. “i had to clean the house,” she tes-
tified. “it was dirty. and Jeff was already go-
ing to be so angry when he came home that i 
had to make the house perfect so he wouldn’t 
be angrier at me.” 

well, siegler asked, why did she drive to a 
nursery and buy several bags of topsoil, which 
she poured over Jeffrey’s grave to keep him 
covered? “i thought that i had to weigh him 
down because i was afraid he was going to get 
up,” wright said. “and i knew that when he 
got up he was going to be very angry.” 

siegler simply shook her head in disgust. 
“and one of those days in your lucid moments, 
when you weren’t in the fog, what were you 
going to do with your husband laying there in 
your patio where you were raising your chil-
dren? Dig him up again someday and put him 
somewhere else?”

in her closing arguments, siegler told the 
jurors that wright’s story was nothing more 
than “an insult to your intelligence.” even 
worse, she declared, were wright’s attempts to 
say she had killed Jeffrey in self-defense. “re-
ally?” siegler thundered. “self-defense would 
have been, once she got him tied up, running 
out the door for all she was worth with her 
babies.” siegler pointed at wright and called 
her a “red-handed, confirmed, documented 
liar. and she’s a good liar. and she’s a good ac-

tress. and don’t you forget that for a minute.”

r i a n  w i c e  h a d  s a t  t h r o u g h  m u c h 
of the wright trial as part of his sec-
ond job. he provides commentary for a 
houston television station about high-
profile trials, and he found himself out-

raged by siegler’s portrayal of wright and 
what he called “her blatant attempts to mis-
lead the jury with myths, misconceptions, 
and stereotypes about battered women.” but 
he was almost as concerned about the way 
wright’s defense had handled the case. af-
ter her conviction, he persuaded her and her 
family to let him file her appeal.

wice quickly learned that ten months be-
fore the trial, a detective from the harris 
County sheriff ’s office had taken a sworn 
statement from Misty McMichael, who is 
now married to former University of texas 
and Chicago bears football star steve McMi-
chael. in 1989 she worked as a stripper at the 
Colorado bar and grill, in houston. there, 
she told the detective, she met Jeffrey wright, 
whom she called a “big-time spender.” they 
began dating and soon were engaged. 

Misty said she moved with Jeffrey to aus-
tin, where he stayed with his parents and she 
lived in a small apartment. initially, she said, 
he was charming. but he eventually became 
abusive, especially after he had been drink-
ing. Misty said at first he verbally abused her, 
then he threw her down the apartment’s spiral 
staircase. he backhanded her across the face. 
and in one particularly violent episode at a 
bar, he swiped at a glass on the table, break-
ing it and sending a shard into Misty’s chin. 
she filed a police report, and Jeffrey was ar-
rested for assault with bodily injury. Misty 
later explained to wice that she asked po-
lice to drop the charges because she feared 
that Jeffrey would do something worse to 
her after he got out of jail. but even after that 
episode, Jeffrey continued to abuse her, and 
when he would leave her at night to go out 
and, she suspected, meet other women, he’d 
lock her inside the apartment. Finally, Misty 
said, she escaped and fled to houston. Jeffrey 
eventually found her, but by then she had an-
other boyfriend, and she said Jeffrey didn’t 
bother her again.

Misty appeared to be a woman who could 
corroborate wright’s claims of abuse—one 
who, in wice’s words, showed Jeffrey to be “a 
serial abuser with a Jekyll-hyde personality.” 
but wright’s original defense attorneys later 
claimed that they hadn’t been able to contact 
Misty. (“i didn’t know what she would say on 
the stand, since she did not return my calls 
after i left numerous messages,” Davis said 
in a hearing related to wright’s appeal.) they 
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a jury can handle,” he said. his co-counsel, 
ward, added that he was not impressed with 
experts. “there are experts on how to sharpen 
a pencil,” he said. “battered woman syndrome, 
to me, was not rocket science.” 

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

indeed, wice declared, without such tes-
timony in the wright case, siegler was given 
“free rein” to perpetuate myths about se-
verely abused women, such as her frequent 
statements that wright could have grabbed 
her children and left Jeffrey whenever she 
wanted. “attempting to defend this kind of 
case without a battered woman expert is like 
doing Hamlet without hamlet,” wice said. 

o  w i c e, t h e  m o s t  g l a r i n g  m i s t a k e 
the defense lawyers made was their re-
fusal to call Dr. Jerome brown. after 
Davis had wright admitted to the psy-
chiatric ward of ben taub, he asked 

brown, a longtime houston clinical psychol-
ogist who has testified extensively for both 
the prosecution and the defense in a vari-
ety of criminal cases, to examine her. wright 
wouldn’t make eye contact with brown. she 
sighed and broke into tears. “her overall pre-
sentation had a distinctly dreamy, drifting, 
unfocused quality that clearly suggested that 
she was ‘somewhere else,’ ” brown later said. 
when she did talk, she spoke in a flat voice and 
seemed to be in what brown called a “disso-
ciated” state, “as if she was up in the air look-
ing down on herself, talking about things she 
was doing.”

when brown began to ask about Jeffrey, 
she became terrified, telling him that her hus-
band was looking for her and her children. 
she wept as she talked about the way he had 
punched and kicked her. she mentioned how 
she tried to “go away” in her mind on those 
occasions when he would rape her. Jeffrey 
“had embedded himself in her psyche in a 
way that made him bigger than life,” brown 
said. “he was very, very powerful and very, 
very threatening.” 

gently, brown asked her about the night 
she killed Jeffrey. according to brown’s 
notes, wright talked about the way Jeffrey 
had shouted at her and shaken her after she 
told him he needed help and how he’d forced 

also admitted that they were worried the jury 
would not believe Misty because of what Da-
vis described as her “questionable character,” 
including allegations of drug use. wice, how-
ever, said he got her on the phone without any 
trouble. “sure, she had baggage,” he said, “but 
that should not have prevented the jury from 
hearing her story.”

i c e w a s e q u a l l y f l a b b e r g a s t e d 
that wright’s attorneys had not 
called a single expert on domestic 
violence to the stand who might have 
been able to explain to the jury ex-

actly what had led susan to commit such an 
unfathomable act of violence. when most 
people read about a woman killing her abu-
sive husband, the first question they usually 
ask is, why did the woman not just pick up 
and leave? Did she really feel that trapped? or 
did all the trauma she had been forced to en-
dure send her spiraling into some sort of men-
tal breakdown? Did her mind simply short- 
circuit because of the violence, not un-
like that of a soldier who suffers from post- 
traumatic stress disorder?

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

but as the abuse continues, the women 
become more and more distraught. in rare 
instances, something happens to a woman 
that is so frightening—perhaps she or one 
of her children receives a particularly bru-
tal beating—that she suddenly lashes out, 
convinced that her only logical option is to 
kill her abuser. when wice sent the trial 
transcripts to toby Myers, a houston social 
worker who specializes in family violence is-
sues, and shelby Moore, a harvard-educated 
professor at houston’s south texas College of 
Law who has written extensively in law jour-
nals on battered women and crime, both of 
them said that wright clearly believed that 
she was committing a reasonable act to save 
herself and her children. in her affidavit, My-
ers called wright “a classic example” of a bat-
tered wife, who lived “in a state of constant, 
anticipatory terror” of Jeffrey. 

Davis said that he didn’t want to overwhelm 
the jury with too much expert testimony. “you 
know, there’s only so much psychobabble 
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her to have sex. then wright told him Jeffrey 
went to sleep. it was only after he was asleep, 
she said, that she went to the kitchen, grabbed 
a knife, and started stabbing him.

wright told brown the same story a month 
later. brown assumed he would be testifying 
at her trial, and he planned to tell the jury that 
wright, essentially, had snapped. “i think she 
had been able to tolerate the abuse as long as 
Jeffrey directed it on her,” brown told me. 
“but when the abuse started spilling over to 
bradly, she lost it. on the night she stabbed her 
husband, she had some kind of mental break. 
and she stayed that way for days, probably 
weeks. i don’t want to say she became com-
pletely psychotic, but she drifted in and out 
of reality. she didn’t have any real idea what 
she was doing, or why.”

but the day before jury selection, Davis 
called brown and said he had just read his 
notes. he informed brown that wright had 
never told him or ward about Jeffrey’s fall-
ing asleep. she had told them a story about 
Jeffrey’s wielding a knife and shouting, “Die, 
bitch!” Davis told brown he would not be tes-
tifying. he and ward wanted to go with her 
second version of events, which obviously 
gave them a chance to make a better argu-
ment that she faced “imminent harm” and 
killed Jeffrey in self-defense. 

brown replied that he could explain to a 
jury the discrepancy in wright’s stories. he 
said that when he was seeing her, in the weeks 
immediately after the killing, she was still so 
traumatized that she was unable to recall ev-
erything that had happened. Maybe, he con-
jectured, her mind could not yet handle the 
scene of Jeffrey’s trying to stab her. but grad-
ually, as time passed, more details came back 
to her. what happened to her was not much 
different from a case of someone who suf-
fered severe sexual abuse as a child but who 
didn’t have any memories of the abuse until 
years later. brown said that wright’s telling 
one story about the killing and then telling 
another “was not unreasonable” from a psy-
chological standpoint. 

but Davis said presenting both the stories 
at trial would be a “deal breaker.” and as long 
as he didn’t call brown to the stand, the psy-
chologist’s conversation with wright would 
remain privileged and siegler would never 
find out about it. “to this day i wouldn’t have 
called [brown] at her trial,” Davis said. but in 
the process, he lost the only qualified expert 
who had sat down with wright and who was 
prepared to tell a jury that she was not a cold-
blooded killer. 

“basically, susan had been left to fend for 
herself,” wice said. “she didn’t have a chance 
in hell of winning at her very own trial.”

t t h e h obb y u n i t, w r i g ht i s k n ow n  
as a prison Martha stewart. Using 
snacks from the vending machines, 
she can create a version of a cheese-
cake and a snickerdoodle pie. she’s 

finally getting to take some college classes—
she’s making a’s in algebra, history, and psy-
chology—and she is reading beth Moore bible 
studies that Cindy mails to her. in november 
wright spent a saturday morning in the pris-
on’s dayroom, watching television and tak-
ing note of commercials that advertised kids’ 
toys. she sent Cindy a list of the items she had 
seen, asking if any of them might make good 
Christmas gifts for her children. bradly and 
Kaily are now living with Jeffrey’s brother, 
and they have no contact whatsoever with 
their mother, whose parental rights were ter-
minated after her conviction. “i don’t think 
they know where i am or if i’m even alive,” 
said wright. “but i still like the idea of act-
ing like their mother, even if it is never going 
to happen.” she tried to smile, and then she 
put her face in her hands and wept.

now wright is left to wonder if a new jury 
will feel sympathy for her after considering 
the additional testimony and possibly give 
her a lighter sentence that would allow her to 
be released on parole. Members of Jeffrey’s 
family are hoping that the exact opposite will 
happen, that she will get sentenced to life. “i 
consider her some type of animal,” Jeffrey’s 
father, ron, told 48 Hours. 

siegler also wants the jury to hit wright 
with a tougher sentence. she has a lot in-
vested in what happens: this was, after all, 
the case that made her famous. (People maga-
zine even ran a laudatory story after the trial 
that was titled “Drama Queen.”) but she has 
her own deeply personal reasons as well. 
when siegler decided to run for district at-
torney in 2008 (she narrowly lost in a run-
off ), she mentioned to the Houston Chron-
icle that she had watched her own mother 
being beaten by her stepfather. when i asked 
her recently if that experience had anything 
to do with her adamant belief that wright 
was not a battered woman, she replied, “of 
course all of that made all of the difference 
in the world. you don’t live through a child-
hood of watching your mom be abused and 
know that feeling of complete helplessness 
and not be affected.”

but she added, “the evidence of it all—the 
bruises, the one time we called law enforce-
ment and they did nothing, the little bit we told 
our friends, the little bit that they witnessed, 
the visits to the doctor, the arguments both 
public and private—all in spite of our efforts to 
keep it secret, were still there. susan wright 
had no evidence of any of that. i looked for it 

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

siegler insists that the new information 
that has emerged during wright’s appeals 
only confirms her belief that wright is an 
impostor. “anyone who’s followed this case 
knows that the story she told Dr. brown about 
stabbing Jeffrey while he was sleeping is the 
true story and the ‘Die, bitch!’ story was noth-
ing more than a sick, pathetic lie,” she said, 
her voice rising. 

i asked siegler if she truly believed that 
wright had stabbed her husband 193 times 
for a measly $200,000 in life insurance. “oh, 
i don’t think anyone will ever figure out su-
san wright’s entire motive or understand the 
depth of her anger,” she replied. “i do think 
she was angry that she and Jeff had a very 
dysfunctional marriage. i also think she was 
angry with her father, and maybe she was an-
gry about other parts of her own past. her 
anger consumed her. but, please, she didn’t 
do what she did because she was a battered 
woman. we looked and looked for just one 
piece of evidence that proved she was being 
abused—a police report, a hospital record, a 
statement to Cps [Child protective services], 
something. there was nothing.”

when i told wright what siegler had said, 
she stared at the floor for several seconds. 
“Do you know that i sit here in this prison 
every day, asking myself why i didn’t, just 
once, go talk to a police officer or go to one 
of those shelters—or why i didn’t stay at my 
parents’ after Cindy moved me out of the 
house? Do you know how many times i’ve 
asked god for just one chance to do it all over 
again so that none of this would have hap-
pened? but i was so scared back then. i just 
got, well, paralyzed.”

“be honest with me,” i said. “why did you 
tell Dr. brown that story about killing Jeffrey 
when he was sleeping?”

“i’ve racked my brain, but i don’t remember 
telling Dr. brown anything like that,” wright 
said. “i barely remember talking to him at 
all. i think two or three months passed be-
fore everything began coming back—Jeffrey 
with the knife and little sweet bradly knock-
ing on the door.”

there was a silence, and wright glanced 
across the room at the prison guard, who was 
pacing back and forth. she gave me an apolo-
getic look. “i think he’s ready for me to leave,” 
she said. “and i better not upset him.” she 
stood up and took a step to the door, but then 
turned to say one more thing. “if my appeal 
doesn’t work out, and i don’t get to go home, i 
want you to tell everyone i’ll be okay. at least 
i’ll be safe.” she smiled at me. “isn’t it strange 
that i had to come to prison to feel safe?” T


