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Preface

Some names and identifying features have been changed
throughout this book. They include: Justin Walters, Eva
Taylor, Brent, Frank, Tracey Ryan, Jared Smyth, Amy Pack,
Michaela Sloan, Sammi Moore, Chris Collins, Louisa,
Larry, and Nicole Ford.



One

The clock tower had placidly watched over Austin from 230
feet above since 1937. It was so loved that the sight of its
vertical column soaring into a cloudless blue sky swelled
alumni with pride. Few disputed that the imposing tower
with its four twelve-foot faces rimmed in gold leaf was the
symbol of the University of Texas, or that UT was the uni-
versity Lone Star parents pushed their children to attend, the
institution that inspired high schoolers to crash for exams
and hoard birthday money in a college fund. For UT and
its tower were much more than a university and a building;
they were symbols of hope and the promise of a dream.

Yet the clock tower had another history as well, a much
darker one.

On August 1, 1966, a twenty-five-year-old architecture
student and ex-marine, Charles Joseph Whitman, climbed
the UT clock tower stairs lugging a cache of weapons. The
nightmare lasted eighty minutes. Before a police bullet found
its mark and ended the carnage, Whitman murdered sixteen,
including his wife and mother, and wounded thirty-one.

Fast-forward thirty-nine years to August 18, 2005. On
this day, yet another shocking tragedy unfolded in the clock
tower’s shadow.

On the university’s West Campus, a well-heeled neigh-
borhood of sororities, frat houses, and expensive student
housing, at 2529 Rio Grande, stood the Orange Tree, a
block-long, three-story condominium project, one of the
most prestigious on the campus. On the second floor, a
locked red door with the number 88 marked the condo
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leased by Colton Pitonyak. A National Merit Scholar finalist
who’d had the advantages of a prosperous upbringing, Pi-
tonyak was a former Catholic school kid, an altar boy who
spoke French and played the guitar and piano. When he left
Little Rock, Arkansas, four years earlier with a full aca-
demic scholarship to study finance at UT’s esteemed Mc-
Combs Business School, many believed he would one day
make his name as a Wall Street whiz kid.

This night would prove them wrong. Instead, Colton Pi-
tonyak’s legacy would be markedly more sinister. But then,
no one could have predicted the horror that waited behind
the door marked 88.

The heat that August was nearly unbearable, well into
the nineties. Summer in Austin could be blisteringly hot.
Yet a breeze ruffled the trees, and no one in the small group
gathered outside Colton Pitonyak’s apartment noticed the
sweltering weather.

They’d been there for hours: Sharon Cave; her tall,
sandy-haired accountant boyfriend, Jim Sedwick; and
Cave’s oldest daughter, Vanessa.

A petite woman with thick, dark blond hair, Cave stared
at the locked red door to unit 88. Her second child, twenty-
one-year-old Jennifer, was missing. No one had seen her in
nearly forty-eight hours, not since she had left a bar with Pi-
tonyak. When Sharon called his cell phone from her Corpus
Christi home, a surly Pitonyak refused to answer questions.

“Dude, I'm having pizza with my friend,” he replied.
“Don’t bother me.”

Worried, Cave and Sedwick rushed to Austin. Twenty-
five-year-old Vanessa came, too, driving in from Dallas.
They were all determined to find Jennifer, and their only
clue was Pitonyak. But they’d pounded over and over again
on his door, and no one answered. The afternoon wore on.
Sunset passed, leaving the sky cloaked in darkness, as lights
illuminated the somber tower. At the apartment marked 88,
Sharon, Jim, and Vanessa stood vigil, for what they weren’t
sure. All Sharon knew for certain was that she had to get
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into Pitonyak’s apartment. The answer to Jennifer’s disap-
pearance waited inside.

Like her mother, Vanessa, willowy with long, dark blond
hair, understood things she couldn’t explain. Sharon and all
three of her daughters were like that, so connected it was
a nearly psychic bond, an uncut spiritual umbilical cord
that bound them together. Deep within them, Vanessa and
Sharon unconsciously understood the importance of this
day. Something grave had taken place, and they sensed the
breaking of the tie that anchored them to Jennifer, the slip-
ping away of her presence in their lives.

At 10 p.M. the University of Texas clock tower’s carillon
rang, marking the hour, and for Sharon, Jim, and Vanessa,
time stood still. When it started again, Jim Sedwick crawled
through a window into Colton Pitonyak’s apartment, and
their lives changed, forever.



Two

Bishop, Texas, lies thirty minutes by car south of Corpus
Christi and inland from the Gulf of Mexico, but it’s a world
away from the hubbub of the city. Surrounded by fields of
sorghum and cotton, the town grain elevator weighs the
bounty from the fields, determining the financial health of
the townsfolk. With a population that hovers just over three
thousand, it’s typical small-town America: a Dairy Queen
and a truck stop, schools and churches that form the core of
the community. The land is flat, the sky is big, and the hori-
zon a full 360 degrees. Relentlessly straight roads appear to
drop off the edge of the earth, and the local chemical plant
is a city of pipe, its smokestacks burning off residue in a
bright, hot, golden flame.

Jennifer Cave grew up in a quaint farmhouse, just outside
town, on land that shares a fence line with the legendary
King Ranch. Her parents, Charlie and Sharon, bought the
place and its five accompanying acres in 1983, a year after
they married. At the time, Charlie intended to fix it up, but,
as is the way with old houses, it seemed there was always
something left perpetually undone.

It was the second marriage for Sharon, a fun-loving
woman with a broad, high-wattage smile. She’d grown up
on a farm in nearby Alice, Texas, an oil town whose for-
tunes fluctuated with the price of a barrel of crude. During a
teenage rebellious streak, she ran away at eighteen and mar-
ried, giving birth to her oldest, Vanessa, in 1979. By then
that marriage was troubled. They divorced, and then she met
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and married Charlie, a tall, handsome man who earned his
living as a welder. He was a gregarious sort, the kind who’d
never met a stranger, yet she’d later label him “mistake
number two.”

Sharon was a warm woman, the kind who greets friends
with a hug and spends more time asking if others need any-
thing or are comfortable than worrying about herself. She
was that way with Charlie, believing she could somehow
make him a better husband and a better father. “I always had
a mission with Charlie,” she says, sadly. “When he wasn’t
drinking, he was outstanding. Charming and fun. But I was
always waiting for that other shoe to drop.”

Vanessa was closing in on five when Jennifer was born
on March 12, 1984. “She was a Gerber baby,” Sharon says,
with a chuckle. “Soft, and round, beautiful.” Jennifer had
red hair, her maternal grandfather’s piercing blue eyes, and
a generous helping of freckles. A year later, Lauren made
her appearance, followed quickly by Clayton.

From the beginning, Sharon was fascinated by her chil-
dren, in awe of them. “They were these perfect little crea-
tures,” she says, “and a constant source of amazement. I
used to watch them, just to see what they would do.”

Charlie named Jennifer his “Fuffa,” and she became his
sidekick. She was a tomboy, playing sports, fishing; an ac-
complished butterfly catcher, and a daddy’s girl. One year
when she was still quite young, Jen asked for a “pelican”
gun for Christmas. She meant a pellet gun, and her mistake
made Charlie laugh. “It was really like Sharon had two kids,
Vanessa and Lauren, and Jennifer and Clayton were mine,”
says Charlie. “Those two were a lot alike. They loved the
outdoors. Jennifer was my other boy.”

“Jennifer used to say that she and I were alike because
we both had really big hearts,” says Clayton, a thin young
man with shaggy brown hair and a thoughtful manner. “She
said that was something we inherited from our mom.”

Their parents were both musical. Charlie sang in a
country-and-western band, and Sharon played piano and
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sang at church. Jennifer wasn’t heir to those talents. “She
couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket,” says Sharon, with a
chuckle. “But even as a child, she loved music, and she
loved to dance.”

At times, Sharon told her girls that she was envious of
their sisterhood. She’d had two brothers but no sisters. “I’'m
so jealous that you have each other growing up,” she’d say.
“You don’t know how lucky you are.”

The four children were a handful; that was true. At home,
in an old shed behind the house, they raised pigs and partici-
pated in 4-H events. There were softball and soccer games,
dance classes and spelling bees, county fair baking and
sewing contests. “One minute they’d be ripping each other’s
hair out and the next they’d be hugging,” Sharon says with
a short laugh. Vanessa egged her siblings on, coaxing them
to perform ““all-star wrestling” on her bedroom floor. More
often than not, the three girls and baby brother, as they
called Clayton, played in the closet that connected Vanes-
sa’s bedroom with Jennifer and Lauren’s room, dubbed “the
little girls’ room.”

During the day, Sharon worked in the bookkeeping de-
partment at the Celanese plant just outside Bishop. When
school wasn’t in session, the children stayed with Sharon’s
parents on the farm in Alice. Their grandmother, Myrtle
Custer, a woman with pin-straight bearing and cropped
snow-white hair, sewed the girls wide-skirted and puff-
sleeved dresses, and in pictures their cheeks were rosy and
their smiles innocent. Jennifer and Lauren were so close,
sharing the same bedroom, hugging and talking constantly,
heads always together, that, although they were fourteen
months apart, the whole family began to think of them as
almost twins.

Yet the two youngest sisters were very different. Lauren
was outgoing, afraid to talk to no one, quick to make friends.
In contrast, Jennifer was a shy, quiet girl. While her sisters
could form a head of steam and boil over, she rarely com-
plained. Jennifer didn’t cry when she needed stitches just



A Descent Into Hell 7

above her eye at two. When she fractured her elbow, she
said nothing. Sharon wouldn’t have guessed if she hadn’t
heard Jennifer moaning in her sleep.

Even before Jennifer began school, Sharon understood
that her second daughter was “scary smart.” All the chil-
dren attended Bishop’s public schools; high school, middle
school, and elementary strung side-by-side on a long block
of beige brick buildings and playgrounds. Vanessa, Lauren,
and Clayton had to study. Jennifer picked everything up
easily. A voracious reader, she consumed the books in the
school library and had a nearly photographic memory. Yet
her intelligence never translated to self-confidence. By
school age, she wore glasses, and later came braces. She
hated her freckles. Sharon tried to reassure her. “I told Jen-
nifer that she had them because she was so special. That her
freckles were spots where the angels kissed her before she
came down from heaven,” she says.

Still, Jennifer grew up self-conscious and withdrawn. At
school, she sat with Lauren and her circle of friends at lunch
and sought them out on the playground during recess. “I
made the friends, and Jennifer and I shared them,” Lauren
remembers. When Jennifer moved up with her class to
middle school, she circulated back to the elementary school
whenever possible to be with Lauren. After school, they
walked home together, sometimes with Jennifer lagging
behind Lauren and her friends, reading a book.

When they read the series The Babysitters’ Club, Jen-
nifer, Lauren, and Janna Thornberry, Lauren’s best friend,
tried to decide which of the characters in the book they most
resembled. They all knew without discussion that Jennifer,
or Jen as they sometimes called her by then, was their “Mary
Anne,” the shy, sweet bookworm. “Jen had this gentle sar-
casm,” says Janna. “She could be so funny, and she always
got the joke. But when someone didn’t understand, she
never ridiculed them. Instead, she explained why the rest of
us were laughing.”

Life in small towns seems to move slower, and Bishop
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was a safe place to grow up, comforting and friendly. “Ev-
erybody knows everybody,” Sharon says. “And everybody’s
in bed by nine.”

The summers were long and spent at the beach in Corpus
or swimming in their grandparents’ pool, and the pranks
for the most part harmless, like toilet-papering houses
and, in high school, sabotaging another class’s homecom-
ing float. Jennifer played volleyball, basketball, and tennis,
and worked on student council. From elementary school on,
both Lauren and Jennifer were cheerleaders.

At football games, they wore their green and gold uni-
forms with “Badgers” across the front, jumping high in the
air, waving their pompoms and urging their school team to a
win. With two girls on the squad, Sharon was the cheerlead-
ing mom who coordinated snacks and drinks. In church, she
ran the kitchen. There, Jennifer learned the Lord’s Prayer,
and Psalm 23, her favorite, which begins, “The Lord is my
shepherd.”

In 1992, when she was eight, Jennifer’s 222-pound black-
and-white Poland hog, Spot, won reserve grand champion
at the Nueces County livestock show. That year in Sunday
school, Jennifer wrote down what she wanted God to do for
her. She asked for a new job for her father, that her grand-
parents were kept safe on a trip, and wishes for everyone
else in the family, but nothing for herself.

“That was just Jennifer,” said Sharon. “She always
thought first about others.”

Despite appearances from the outside, in a community
as small as Bishop, many understood that all wasn’t idyl-
lic at the Caves’ charming farmhouse on the outskirts of
town. “Everyone knew how Charlie was when he drank,”
says Sharon. Alcohol had the power to change her jovial
husband. He stormed through the house, raging at Sharon,
while the four children hid in their play closet, the one be-
tween the girls’ bedrooms. At times, one or more of the chil-
dren, especially Jennifer or Clayton, emerged to plead with
their father to stop his rampage. “He’d shout at them and tell
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them to shut up,” Sharon says. “And it would go on, some-
times all night.”

Vanessa comforted her younger siblings, while they tried
not to hear the turmoil that tore through their wood-frame
house. “It was like clockwork, before, during, or after any
holiday,” says Sharon. “I was always a nervous wreck, wait-
ing for it to happen.”

The next morning, the old Charlie apologized, begging
Sharon’s forgiveness. For many years, she gave it. Too long,
Vanessa thought. “Mom let it go on much longer than it
should have,” she says.

It was confusing for all the children. They loved the
sober, happy Charlie. “My dad’s a big man, and he always
made us feel like little girls when we were with him,” says
Lauren. “He made us feel protected, even though he did
some bad things.”

With so much tension in the house, it’s not surprising
that Jennifer was fascinated by another little girl growing up
in a farmhouse. She watched The Wizard of Oz so often, she
wore out the tape. Perhaps she dreamed that she, too, could
escape to a beautiful wonderland, one without her father’s
angry rages. Through it all, Jennifer and Clayton were the
ones who stayed close to their father. While Vanessa and
Lauren turned away from Charlie, Jennifer played peace-
maker, attempting to calm his outbursts.

“Jennifer was never judgmental. She never wanted to
make anyone feel bad or out of place,” says Thornberry.
“She was the type of person who never got into a lot of
drama. She didn’t see things as the end of the world.”

For the most part, the Caves had a normal life, “except
when Charlie was on a tear,” Sharon would say years later.
Despite all Sharon had been through, she stayed with Char-
lie. “I’d convinced myself I could save Charlie from him-
self. We went to counseling, and I thought inside there was
a really good person worth saving. But I could see what it
was doing to the kids. In the end, he came home drunk one
time too often.”
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The afternoon the marriage ended, the Thursday before
Easter vacation, Charlie arrived home late. Sharon watched
the minutes tick off the clock, knowing that when her hus-
band returned he would not be the easygoing Charlie she’d
fallen in love with. She was right. He was in a foul mood.
Drunk and angry, he threw everything from the refrigerator
against the floor and walls, and the girls and Clayton again
spent the night in the closet, banding together for support. “I
wasn’t an angel, either. I had a temper,” Sharon said. “But
this couldn’t continue.”

In the morning, the thirteenth Good Friday of their mar-
riage, Sharon told Charlie, “I’m taking the children for their
Easter photos and shopping. When I get back, I expect you
to be gone.”

“For how long?” Charlie asked.

“From now on,” Sharon replied.

Charlie didn’t argue. “I think he knew he’d kicked that
dog one too many times,” Sharon says. “By the time I got
out of that marriage, it was a wonder I could walk upright,
that I had any self-esteem left.”

Looking back, Charlie wouldn’t peg the demise of the
marriage on his drinking. “We just couldn’t get along,” he
says. “It didn’t work, and we went our separate ways.”

After the divorce, all the children except Vanessa, whose
father was Sharon’s first husband, were ordered to visit
Charlie. Lauren didn’t want to go. Throughout their young
lives, Lauren had been the strong one, but it was Jennifer
who took her sister under her wing. She led the way, putting
her arm around her younger sister and saying, “It’ll be okay,
Lauren. We’ll be all right.”

Of the girls, only Jennifer made it a point to visit Char-
lie. She didn’t hold a grudge for the turmoil and pain he’d
caused in their family. “That just wasn’t Jennifer,” says Van-
essa. “She never stayed angry at anyone. She never gave up
on anyone. She absolutely refused to.”

After the divorce, Sharon and her young brood moved
into a small house in town, but life continued, at first, rel-
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atively unchanged. In junior high, Jennifer and Lauren
begged Sharon for a dog, a dachshund like one of their
friends had. When they found a small brown dachshund on
the way home from school and no one came to claim it, Jen-
nifer called it “a gift from God,” and they named the little
bundle Ginger. From that point on, Ginger went everywhere
with Sharon and the children.

At times, Sharon loaded the four children and Ginger
in the car, windows down, radio turned up, and barreled
down the long, empty country roads, while they sang along
to Aerosmith or Fleetwood Mac. “I had so much fun with
them,” Sharon says. “They were the center of my life.”

In junior high, hiding behind her glasses, braces, and
freckles, Jennifer still thought of herself as awkward and
unattractive, even though her hair was a rich red and her
eyes startling blue under thick lashes.

Despite her shyness, Jennifer had her place in the town.
She loved children and became one of Bishop’s most
sought-after babysitters. One year, she read The Diary of
Anne Frank over and over, studying the Holocaust, deeply
touched by the suffering. At times, Sharon worried that her
middle daughter cared too much about others. The friends
Jen brought home from school were most often new kids
or children like her, those who felt as if they didn’t fit in.
Sharon began to think of them as “Jennifer’s strays.”

Charlie was around, but not as much, and the children
leaned on their mother. She cooked dinners for a houseful of
kids before football games and took them to a friend’s con-
dominium in Corpus on the beach in the summers. Although
growing up quickly, Jennifer must have felt caught between
her two sisters, Vanessa the natural beauty and Lauren the
cute, fun, outgoing one.

It was in junior high that Jennifer began to change. First,
her owlish, big-framed glasses were replaced by contact
lenses, showing off her extraordinary blue eyes. That year
in her gold and forest-green cheerleading outfit, Jennifer
jumped a little higher. She appeared to finally be opening
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up to the world. She still loved the outdoors, but the tomboy
was giving way to an attractive young girl. A new Jennifer
was emerging.

“I don’t know if Jennifer ever really understood how
pretty she was,” says Sharon. “I think deep inside she was
always that shy, freckle-faced kid, the one who just wanted
everything to be all right and for people to get along. Maybe
it was because she never really believed in herself that . . .”



Three

Parenthood is a dance of sorts. Mothers and fathers carry
into their child-rearing years the baggage of their own up-
bringings, their strengths and weaknesses, their biological
and emotional temperaments. Children are mysteries, crea-
tures to be nurtured, loved, worried and prayed over. Yet too
often, for good reasons as well as bad, parents misstep. Try
as they may, there are rarely easy answers. What works with
one child, doesn’t with another. And when lives spin out of
control and collide, they can throw a family into turmoil.

“Mom always did everything she could for us to make
things good,” Lauren says. “But we were rambunctious kids.”

The first to hit her difficult years was, not surprisingly,
the oldest. Vanessa was beautiful and popular, and the entire
family adored her. Perhaps especially Jennifer, who saw her
older sister as what every girl coming of age strives to be:
exciting and vibrant, independent and confident.

A stunning girl with the figure of a model, the kind who
turns heads when she walks into a room, Vanessa was in high
school the year Charlie and Sharon divorced. Her senior
year, she was homecoming queen, and that year she had her
first serious boyfriend, a teenager Sharon didn’t care for.
The tension in the house escalated, they argued, and Van-
essa left home and moved in with her boyfriend’s family.
Sharon wanted her home. “Mom was up nearly every night,
crying,” says Lauren. “I’d never seen her so upset.”

The other three children took to their mother’s bed,
hoping to comfort her. “Vanessa was a wild child at that
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point,” says Sharon. “For a while, she put me through hell.”

The crisis ended when, the teenage romance over, Van-
essa crawled unannounced through the window one night
and into her bedroom. In the morning, Sharon found her
oldest daughter asleep in her own bed. For at least a little
while, the family was whole again.

When Vanessa left Bishop for Blinn College, in College
Station, Texas, the craziness escalated. Not unlike many
college students, she focused not on her studies but on what
made her feel good at the time, and Sharon responded with
“tough love,” coming down hard on her. “I told her she
could do so much with her life,” Sharon says. “She had to
pull it together.”

It would be a difficult few years, ones filled with sleep-
less nights and emotional arguments, but eventually Van-
essa did just that. She moved to Dallas, where she finished
college, earning a degree in communications and landing a
job as a marketing coordinator. “I was so proud of her. We
all were,” Sharon says. “She’s one tough little cookie. She
hung in there and made it all work.”

Meanwhile in Bishop, Jennifer remained a shy high
school student. Her excitement revolved around basketball
games, cheerleading, reading, and the outdoors, everything
she’d grown up loving. She wasn’t a child who adapted well
to change, Sharon knew. But still, life isn’t static, and lives
rarely stay the same.

The year Vanessa left for college, when Jen was fourteen,
Sharon began commuting to Corpus Christi, where she took
a marketing job with the Caller-Times newspaper. Back
and forth from Bishop, she commuted more than an hour a
day. “It was hard,” Lauren remembers. “All of a sudden, our
mom wasn’t with us. We were doing for ourselves, watch-
ing over Clayton after school.”

Looking back, Clayton admits he was a challenge. “I was
a real handful for my sisters,” he says. “Lauren would get
so mad. Jennifer was the one who was always there for me.
She’d take me places, and we talked.”
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Still, Jen as well as Lauren resented the responsibility,
wanting their mother home with them as she’d always been.
They didn’t understand why Sharon was gone so often. “We
were angry, especially Jennifer,” Lauren remembers. “Both
of us felt it was unfair, when we were still just kids.”

The following year, 1999, four years after her divorce,
Sharon played matchmaker, trying to find a date for a girl-
friend. Sharon’s friend Harold Shockley, a Corpus Christi
banker, recommended she set the woman up with a friend of
his: Jim Sedwick, a lanky CPA with big blue eyes, a grav-
elly voice, and a determined gait that telegraphed a take-
charge attitude. Shockley thought Sharon’s friend and Jim
might hit it off. The two met, but neither Jim nor the woman
expressed interest in a second date.

A partner in a well-established Corpus Christi accounting
firm, Jim, like Sharon, had been born and raised in South
Texas. Divorced, he had two teenage daughters, Whitney
and Hailey, who fit in age between Sharon’s three girls.
Although Sharon liked Jim when Harold introduced them,
“I wasn’t looking for a man in my life. I had four kids to
raise.”

When Sharon and Jim went out to lunch a few weeks
later, it was business. As part of his practice, Jim handled
trusts and estates, and Sharon’s father had recently died. But
they had a great time together, talking and laughing, and
they felt a strong attraction. Before long, Sharon and Jim
were a couple.

On the one hand, life was looking up for her. When the
marriage with Charlie ended, Sharon swore that if she ever
fell in love again it would be with someone who respected
her. “I wanted my kids to see a healthy relationship,” she
says. “And I had that with Jim.”

Still, it was hard on the family. In addition to the long
hours commuting to and from work, she now carved out
what time she could to spend with Jim. There were crock-
pot meals and casseroles made ahead. “But I always knew
that the kids came first,” Jim says. Their first date was spent
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in the bleachers watching Jennifer and Lauren cheerlead
at a football game. Most nights, Sharon ran from work to
see Jim, and then rushed home to Bishop to be with Jenni-
fer, Lauren, and Clayton. In the end, Sharon would say she
spent “most of 2000 exhausted.”

That year Sharon turned forty, and the Cave sisters
thought it was the most romantic thing they’d ever en-
countered when Jim took their mother to New Orleans to
celebrate.

In fact, all Sharon’s children grew to love Jim. A calm,
solid presence, he moved easily into their lives, and he and
Jennifer formed a special bond. Jim took the family deer
hunting that fall. The furnace was out in the girls’ cabin, and
a blue norther blew in, an unusually chill wind coming in
from the north. Jen was the only one awake and ready to go
with Jim at five that morning. “I figure I might as well be
cold out in the deer blind,” she told him. They didn’t see any
deer, “but we had a great time,” he remembers.

As she began high school, Jennifer came of age. She was
still inordinately shy, but felt comfortable in Bishop, where
most of the town had watched her grow up. But then, what
must have felt like the inevitable happened. Sharon came
home and announced that they were moving to Corpus
Christi.

It was the logical thing to do. Living in Corpus, Sharon
could jettison the hour commute, and she and Jim could
live closer, to see where their relationship took them. “I
was ready to leave Bishop. I couldn’t wait,” says Lauren.
“But Jennifer didn’t want to go. She was really mad at our
mom.”

Moving from a small town into a city where her high
school had more than two thousand students terrified Jen-
nifer. Sharon promised that if it didn’t work out well, Jen
could return to Bishop to live with a friend and graduate
with her class. Only then did Jennifer agree. Sharon worried
about Clayton more than the girls; he struggled with epi-
lepsy, and there were all the temptations city life offered a
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young boy, so they made the difficult decision that he would
move in with Charlie in Sinton, a small farming town just
north of Corpus.

That summer, Sharon and the girls packed their posses-
sions into the moving van. Corpus Christi awaited them,
a warm and vibrant city. Yet for a young girl from a small
town like Bishop, it offered an excess not just of possibili-
ties, but also distractions. Before long, Jennifer would enter
a world from which she would never successfully separate.
“Vanessa never lured Jennifer into the drinking and party-
ing,” says Lauren. “It’s more like Jennifer caught a glimpse,
and it looked exciting. Jennifer wanted to be one of the cool
kids, and this was a way to fit in.”

On a bay off the Gulf of Mexico and at the mouth of the
Nueces River, Corpus Christi, the largest coastal city in
South Texas, lies two hundred miles south of Houston.
The first Europeans to explore the area were the Spanish in
the 1600s. An important center of Confederate commerce
during the Civil War, the city in 1919 was devastated by a
massive hurricane that killed nearly four hundred. By 2000,
more than 277,000 residents dwelled in the sprawling,
blue-collar city of palm trees, feathery pines, and one-story
houses. The main highway ran along a coastline lined with
refineries and into downtown Corpus, where high-rise con-
dominiums hugged the bay. From there, expressways fanned
out like fingers reaching into the suburbs. Jim lived south of
downtown, in a newer part of the city, and Sharon rented a
townhouse not far away.

Visitors to Corpus Christi’s Mary Carroll High School
were greeted by a fanciful mosaic of a pouncing tiger, the
school mascot. The school colors were navy blue and white,
and the motto was “We prepare our students for their fu-
tures.” Built in the fifties, Carroll was a large, rambling
place, busy with the confusion of thousands of teenagers
rushing to classes. For Jennifer, “it felt overwhelming,” says
Sharon.
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Lauren, a sophomore, integrated easily into the school,
making new friends and continuing where her days in
Bishop left off. But Jennifer’s shyness made that impossi-
ble. One year ahead of Lauren, Jennifer, a junior, struggled
with the lack of self-esteem that had plagued her from child-
hood. She remained that little girl in the closet, listening to
her father’s anger pulsate through the house, when all she
wanted was for everyone to be happy. Yet she had Lauren,
her little sister, her almost twin. Worried about how Jennifer
would fare, Lauren changed her entire class schedule to sit
with Jennifer at lunch.

Sharon, too, did what she could to ease the transition,
throwing a party to introduce the girls when they moved in.
She thought that perhaps all would go well, when on the first
day of school Jennifer and Lauren were invited by a group
of girls for breakfast tacos at Nano’s Taqueria, a popular
neighborhood spot. But whether or not the other teenagers
were ready to accept Jennifer, her own self-doubt under-
mined her and kept her from seeing herself as others did.

There wasn’t a single moment when Sharon realized her
middle daughter had grown up. But by the time she entered
Carroll, Jennifer had transformed into a striking young
woman. At five-foot-five, she weighed perhaps 120 pounds.
She still had her red hair and bright blue eyes, but she had
more than her physical beauty. At times, it was as if a light
shone inside Jennifer. “She had this amazing spirit,” says
her childhood friend Janna. “Jennifer could truly light up a
room.”

Heads began turning when the shy young girl from
Bishop entered a room, the same way they did for Vanessa.
“Jennifer had kind of grown into her face. We started look-
ing a lot alike,” says Vanessa. “She loved the attention, but
deep down inside, she was still the little freckle-faced girl
with big glasses.”

That Christmas, Jim’s daughters, Whitney and Hailey,
came to visit, and they easily melded with Sharon’s girls.
Sharon and Jim called them “our babies,” and loved the stir
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it caused when they walked into a restaurant with five at-
tractive young women. “The waiters tripped over each other
to take care of us,” Jim laughs. Under the tree for Jennifer
was her first cell phone, and she quickly became addicted to
it. “Jennifer’s just like you,” Jim teased Sharon. “She gets in
the car, starts the engine, and makes a call.”

That invisible yet uncut cord that tied the Cave women
together now included four or five cell phone calls a day.
Sometimes, Jim joked that Sharon spent half the day talking
to her girls about everything from what they wanted to wear
to school the next day to where they were going after the
dismissal bell.

When it came time for the holidays to end, Hailey de-
cided not to return to Oklahoma, where she lived with her
mom, Jim’s ex-wife, Susie. “I saw this noisy, chaotic, open
family, and I wanted to be part of it,” she says.

“And we were off,” Sharon says.

Although Sharon and the girls still lived in the rented
town home, the Sedwicks and Caves had already begun
thinking of themselves as a family. One friend compared
them to the Brady Bunch, busy, boisterous, and fun, with
a lot of strong personalities. They gave one another nick-
names. Jim became Buffalo; Hailey was Goat; Whitney had
the moniker Monkey; Sharon was Cat, because of her pen-
chant for leopard-print clothes; Lauren was Turtle; and Van-
essa was Deer for her big brown eyes. For his ability to “tear
things up,” Jim later said they should have renamed Clayton
Bull in China Shop. Jennifer, who loved the little amphib-
ians, was called Frog.

With her amazing memory, high school was easy for Jen-
nifer, and she rarely studied. She picked up part-time jobs,
her first at a small restaurant, and began mixing with a new
group at school. Her braces came off, gifting her with a per-
fect, wide smile. Jennifer wore flirty dresses and strappy
shoes, and her looks opened the door to the world of the cool
kids, the kids who partied on weekends in whichever house
was without parents. Still, she wasn’t by nature a joiner.
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Lauren would later believe that Jennifer started drinking to
fit in. What began as a few drinks quickly escalated. “The
drinks made Jennifer feel more at ease,” says Lauren. “She
could laugh and be fun, the life of the party.”

Before long, Jennifer had a status in the new school, one
that would, for the first time in their lives, split the younger
sisters apart. Lauren stayed with her own group, kids in-
volved in school projects, yearbook, and student council,
while Jennifer joined the party crowd. “We’d been like the
same person basically, we were so close,” Lauren says. “But
I was worried. I didn’t want to have that kind of reputation.
I had to separate from her, but that hurt. I think it hurt us
both.”

Always there was that connection between the mother
and three daughters. When something bad happened, Sharon
never really needed a telephone to know. Something else
warned her, an inner voice that whispered all wasn’t well.
The night Vanessa had a car accident, Sharon knew before
the phone rang. When Jennifer had her first auto accident,
Sharon was already pacing the floor.

“Looking back, I didn’t handle it well,” says Sharon. “I
wasn’t a loving mother that day.”

Jennifer didn’t come home, instead going to Jim’s. “Your
mother didn’t mean it,” Jim told her about the argument
they’d had.

“She hurt my feelings,” Jennifer replied.

Feelings were being hurt on both sides, fueled by anger
and resentment, and the tension in Sharon Cave’s small
townhouse built. By the spring of her senior year, Jennifer
was tired of school, and she argued with Sharon, not wanting
to go. To Sharon’s chagrin, Jennifer had a new boyfriend, a
dark-haired senior named Brent.

Once Brent brought Jen home after 2 A.Mm. Sharon waited
at the curb, yelling when they pulled up, ordering him not to
come back to the house again. The boy looked terrified, and
Jennifer was mortified. At times, Sharon caught her middle
daughter lying about where she’d been, which led to more



A Descent Into Hell 21

screaming matches. Then there was the night Jennifer and
a girlfriend were pulled over in a car. The police officer
found pot, and arrested both the girls. Sharon was beside
herself, until the friend admitted the drugs were hers, and
the charges against Jennifer were dropped.

The mother and daughter argued yet again, and Jim chas-
tised Sharon, telling her, “She’s not going to listen to you
when you’re angry like that.”

Yet by then he had his own concerns. His younger daugh-
ter, Hailey, had begun hanging out with Jennifer, going to
the same parties. For Hailey, it would turn out to be a brief
waylay, a little fun before she charted a straighter course.
As Vanessa had before her, Hailey wouldn’t need any help
realigning her life.

In Sharon’s darker moments, when she fretted over the
turn Jennifer’s life had taken, Vanessa’s and Hailey’s suc-
cesses reassured her. If they came around, why wouldn’t
Jennifer? The party scene would grow old, Sharon told
herself. Jennifer would move on. Yet as the months passed,
Jen continued to flip-flop between the shy, smart, sweet
girl she’d always been and the angry teenager who saw no
reason to listen to her mother.

If the alcohol helped, the pot’s fuzziness must have done
even more to camouflage Jennifer’s uncertainties. With
friends, there were two Jennifers. The first was the one
Sharon knew, the kind, intense, smart, and caring girl who’d
do whatever she could to help a friend. When Leah Cook
broke up with her boyfriend, Jennifer was the friend who
drove her to the beach, where they sat and talked, Jennifer
comforting Leah and reassuring her that life would go on.

Yet on the Carroll High School campus, Jennifer was
known as a “party chick.” After a spate of car accidents,
Jennifer’s friends began calling Lauren to pick up her sister
at parties. When Lauren arrived, teenagers milled around
outside the houses, smoking pot and talking. They were the
“chill” crowd, the low-key kids. Inside the house were the
partiers, throwing down shots and dancing. Jennifer was
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always among them, her hands up in the air, losing herself
to the heavy beat of the music reverberating through the
house.

The new Jennifer made Lauren uneasy, as if she instinc-
tively sensed this change in her sister would not end well.
On the nights Jennifer partied with friends, Lauren couldn’t
sleep. “I was always paranoid that something would happen
to her. I didn’t want to pick her up. I didn’t want to see what
she was doing. I didn’t want to know,” Lauren says. “People
talk. I dissed her on the way she was living her life, so I
knew others would gossip, too.”

When Lauren complained to Jennifer about the company
she kept, Jen snapped that it wasn’t her little sister’s busi-
ness. And when Sharon expressed alarm, Jennifer waved it
off, playing on the guilt her mother felt for uprooting her to
Corpus. “You moved me here, and this is what the kids are
like here,” she’d say.

Throughout that year, Jim and Sharon talked of merging
households, moving her possessions into his home, but they
held off. Forming a new family was hard enough without an
out-of-control teenager to contend with. “Jennifer wouldn’t
listen to me. She said she didn’t have to,” Sharon says. “We
shouted and screamed at each other, but it didn’t help. As
bad as things got, though, we never stopped telling each
other ‘I love you.””

Of them all, Jim was the one who seemed to understand
Jen the best. They both smoked, and at family gatherings,
they stood outside, enjoying a cigarette and dessert. Jim
started calling Jen his “pie-eating buddy,” after they once
finished off an entire chocolate pie with their coffee. He
talked with Jennifer about the course her life was taking, ca-
joling her to understand that there was a whole world ahead
of her, and that she had everything she needed, including
brains and good looks, to do whatever she wanted, but he
never felt as if he got through. “Deep down Jennifer didn’t
believe she was capable of succeeding,” Jim says. “She
always felt like something held her back.”
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Despite her disinterest in school, when Jennifer gradu-
ated from Carroll High School in May 2002, she was in the
top fifteen percent of her class. Jennifer’s graduation came
as a relief, and Sharon hoped the worst was over. Lauren
wrote in her sister’s yearbook, telling her “how important
she was to me, and how much I loved her.”

That summer, Jen worked for Sharon and Jim’s old
friend Harold Shockley, the tall, serious-looking banker
who’d become such a beloved part of the family that the
Cave and Sedwick kids referred to him as Uncle Harold.
Jennifer delighted in dressing up every day and going into
the office, circulating from department to department, work-
ing hard and doing whatever was needed. She always had a
warm smile, and when Harold saw her, he didn’t see self-
doubt or pain. He thought Jennifer Cave’s future couldn’t
look brighter.

There were big plans in the works that fall: college.

That August, Jennifer left for San Marcos, Texas, a small
city on a river, halfway between Austin and San Antonio,
to become one of Southwest Texas State University’s more
than twenty-seven thousand students. The school dated back
to 1899, and changed names nearly as often as freshmen
change majors, including the year after Jennifer arrived,
when it became Texas State University. In its picturesque
setting of green, rolling, tree-covered hills, the university’s
symbol was Old Main, a red-roofed, castlelike Victorian
structure that housed the school of communication. The uni-
versity’s most prominent grad was President Lyndon Baines
Johnson, who attended when it was still a small teachers’
college.

On her application, Jennifer designated her major as fi-
nance, and Jim and Sharon urged her to pledge a sorority, to
ensure she ran with a good group of friends. Sharon brought
Jennifer along with an overflowing car full of her belongings
to school that fall and moved her in, spending the night in
nearby San Antonio. “We had a great time,” Sharon says. “I
just felt so good about it, so positive for Jennifer’s future.”
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Although excited, Jennifer had mixed feelings. She had
no real goals. Unlike Lauren, who’d known since childhood
that she wanted to be a television news reporter, Jennifer
wasn’t sure where her future lay. She seemed to be floun-
dering, wondering where she wanted life to take her. “She
didn’t want to go to college, because she didn’t know what
it would do to help her,” says Lauren. “She just didn’t have
a goal.”

Sharon tried to reassure Jennifer, to tell her that as a
freshman she didn’t need set plans. In fact, Jen had at least
two years before declaring a firm major. But Jennifer’s un-
certainty was, as it had been throughout her young life, tem-
pered with a pervasive self-doubt. She wanted to please her
mother, her father, and Jim, but lurking behind her confident
exterior and her wide smile was that nagging lack of self-
confidence. Hailey, Jim’s youngest daughter, saw it. “I think
Jen was excited to get out of Corpus,” she says. “But she
was petrified out of her mind about college. She’d tell me, ‘I
can’t do it. I can’t make it work.””

Jennifer Cave’s stint at Southwest would be short. She
dropped out of sorority rush after just a few days, telling
Hailey, “It’s just not my thing.” Before long, Jen skipped
classes, and her grades suffered. When Sharon asked why,
her middle daughter always had an answer. “Your expec-
tations are too high for me,” Jennifer said. “I’'m not smart
enough. I’'m trying but I don’t get it.”

Sharon felt her exasperation building. Jennifer was the
brightest of her four children; how could she not realize that?

When things went wrong, Jennifer called Lauren, who
acted as intermediary in the building war between Jennifer
and their increasingly frustrated mother. It became Lauren’s
job to tell Sharon when Jennifer overdrew her bank ac-
count. “T told Mom and she started yelling at me,” Lauren
says. “I really started to resent Jennifer for putting me in the
middle.”

Then there was the day in late October when Lauren’s
cell phone rang and one of Jennifer’s friends whispered
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more bad news: Jennifer was in jail. Again Lauren reluc-
tantly delivered the message. Furious, Sharon called the
jail, and one of the officers explained that Jennifer had been
found in her dorm room with a boy who was smoking pot.
The woman advised her to hurry and bail Jennifer out.

“She’s just losing it in here,” the officer said.

Worried and angry, Sharon put Jennifer’s bond on her
credit card, and she was released. The matter ended as
Jennifer’s high school escapade had when the boy said the
pot was his, and the charges against Jennifer were dropped.
When the mother and daughter finally talked, it didn’t go
well. Sharon was livid and told Jennifer as much. “Why do
you keep picking up these strays?” she asked. “Why do you
hang out with people who aren’t good for you?”

Jennifer didn’t have an answer.

Despite the boy’s confession, the damage for Jennifer
had been done. Her counselor informed her that she’d be
allowed to finish the semester at Southwest, but having the
pot in her room had broken a campus rule, and she wouldn’t
be allowed to return for the spring semester.

Sharon was upset, yet Jennifer didn’t appear to be. “She
never really wanted to be there in the first place,” says
Lauren. “She never felt like she fit in.”

That December 2002, Jennifer packed her belongings for
yet another move. She had a boyfriend, Mark, tall and blond,
a good kid from a nice family, one Sharon thought well of.
He was leaving Southwest and moving to Austin to continue
his education at the University of Texas. Jennifer wanted to
move to Austin to be near him, to get her own apartment,
find a job, and attend Austin Community College.

Jim and Sharon were both in favor of the move, hope-
ful that Jennifer just needed time to maneuver through her
problems and consider her future.

By then, Sharon had moved in with Jim and blended
households, so they donated their excess furniture to Jen.
Charlie loaded it into a trailer and hooked it up to his weld-
ing truck, then drove to San Marcos in January 2003. They
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packed Jennifer’s few college possessions, mainly clothing,
and with Jennifer in the lead in her rundown car, they cara-
vanned on I-35 to Austin.

“Jennifer, slow down,” Charlie said on his cell phone
that day, as Jennifer wove in and out of traffic. The welding
truck and trailer couldn’t change lanes as easily as her little
Dodge Intrepid. “You’ll lose me, and I'll get lost.”

“Just follow me,” Jennifer said, with a laugh. “T’'ll get
you there.”

Despite all Jennifer put the family through, Char-
lie couldn’t help but be proud. Sure, Jennifer had her ups
and downs, but his little Fuffa had grown into a beautiful
woman. On the outside, she looked confident and excited
about her future, even if inside a shy little girl from Bishop
worried about being alone in a bustling metropolitan area
with a population of more than a million. The same girl
who’d once resisted moving from Bishop to Corpus Christi
now looked like she was ready to take on the world.

“It was just impossible not to love her,” Charlie says.
“Jennifer had a smile that could melt a heart.”

After Charlie left, Sharon arrived to help Jennifer dec-
orate her small apartment off Riverside Drive. It was just
around the corner from Austin Community College, where
Jen enrolled in classes for the spring semester. Jennifer was
approaching nineteen years old and brimming with excite-
ment. For the first time in her life, perhaps, she was in love.
Mark, the young man she’d followed from San Marcos, lived
nearby, and he’d already brought Jennifer home to meet his
mother, who found her to be “a really lovely young girl.”

As Sharon drove out of Austin a couple of days later, the
Texas state capitol’s graceful dome and the austere UT clock
tower stood out in the postcard-blue sky from the city’s
forest of hotels and office buildings. Thick-leaved live oaks
bordered downtown sidewalks in front of office buildings
and old storefronts, some dating back more than a century.
Any misgivings Sharon had as she settled Jennifer into her
new home weren’t enough to give her pause. “I thought Jen-
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nifer would find herself in Austin,” Sharon says. “T hoped it
was a good place for her. I wanted so much to see her grow
into the woman I knew she had the potential to become.”

There was, of course, much that Sharon couldn’t yet
know. She didn’t understand the powerful lure of Austin’s
wild side, its vibrant nightlife with its deeply entrenched
drug scene, and she hadn’t yet heard the name of the young
man who would fall in love with Jennifer and ensnare her in
his dangerous, delusional world: Colton Pitonyak.



Four

Despite her hopes, Sharon moved Jennifer to Austin with
some trepidation. She knew her middle daughter had dab-
bled in drugs, that Jen drank and had a history of befriend-
ing the wrong people. Yet she trusted in the other Jennifer,
the happy, charming young woman with the wide smile and
the big heart. Perhaps Sharon had no choice. Jennifer was
legally an adult and claiming her independence. All Sharon
could do was trust that the girl who tried so hard to please,
to make everyone around her happy, would learn to trust in
herself and find her way.

Eddie and Bridget Pitonyak, on the other hand, probably
had no such qualms about how their younger son would
tackle college and, following that, life. From his earliest
days, Colton Pitonyak was an exceptional student, remark-
ably intelligent and focused on the future, bright-eyed and
ready, the kind of young man any mother would want for a
son, the type of young man any mother would want a daugh-
ter to date. But there were two sides to Colton Pitonyak. Per-
haps his parents didn’t know the other Colton, the one with
the quick temper and the thirst that couldn’t be quenched.

The Pitonyaks came from rural beginnings. Bridget, a slight
woman with chin-length blond hair and an effervescent per-
sonality, grew up with the last name of Waddell in the small
farming town of Carlisle, Arkansas. In her 1978 senior
photo from Carlisle High School, she looked like the good
girl next door, wearing a modest sweater, her long, silky
brown hair held back in a barrette.
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Four years older than Bridget, Eddie was a bit of a fire-
plug, dark-haired, not tall in stature but well-built, with a
determined, bulldog face. He’d been raised on the rich, fer-
tile soil of a rice and soybean farm situated east of Little
Rock between Hazen and Stuttgart. Like his father and
grandfather before him, Eddie farmed in the early years of
his marriage. But when the farming market took a downturn
in 1984, he moved on. Those were hard years for America’s
farmers, and Eddie and Bridget had two young sons to build
a future for. Their older son, Dustin, was then three, and
Colton Aaron Pitonyak, just two, had been born on Septem-
ber 5, 1982.

“Farmers were going broke,” Eddie has said. “We had to
try something else.”

The something else was a move into the farm machin-
ery business. It would prove to be a good choice for Eddie,
whom friends describe as an intense and quiet man. After
leaving farming, Eddie started as a sales rep and manager
for an equipment company. Eight years later, when Colton
was ten, Eddie used his experience to start a wholesale farm
parts distributorship. It was obvious that Eddie Pitonyak was
a man on the move. After he sold the parts company to a
Dutch concern, in 1995, he moved the family to Chesapeake,
Virginia, peanut-farming country, to become president of
EDCOR, Inc., a spare-parts company that supplied dealers.
It was a short foray east, and a year later, the Pitonyaks were
living back in Arkansas, where Eddie founded Pitonyak Ma-
chinery Company, PMC, geared toward buying and selling
farm equipment. Eventually Eddie would expand, acquiring
a company that had a good name, one that had been around
since 1913: Brandt, a farm machinery company headquar-
tered in Bridget’s hometown of Carlisle.

Over the years, while Bridget sold real estate, Eddie nur-
tured the company. By 2006, he had twenty-five employ-
ees. At the PMC/Brandt plant surrounded by a chain-link
fence, steel panels came in through a bay door and left as
large-scale farm equipment, including grain carts that held
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one thousand bushels and levelers used to cultivate land for
planting.

Though the plant was in Carlisle, the Pitonyaks lived
thirty miles away in Little Rock, Arkansas’ largest city
and the state capital, situated on the banks of the Arkansas
River. Named after a stone outcropping that marks where
the Mississippi Delta merges with the foothills of the Oua-
chita Mountains, this part of Arkansas is a rugged land,
one that offers spectacular scenery: the wide river, the roll-
ing hills, the lush landscape that during fall deer-hunting
season turns brilliant gold and red. In this southern city of
more than six hundred thousand, locals enjoy their catfish
fried, their breakfast sausage smothered in gravy, and pie
a la mode.

“Little Rock is a big city with a small-town mentality,”
says someone who grew up there. “But it’s a divided city.
There’s the poor, and there’s the rich.”

Judged by most standards, the Pitonyaks were well off.
By the time the boys were teenagers, they lived in a large
English Tudor with a wood-shingle roof on a quiet West
Little Rock street. Named after the posh private country
club it surrounded, their subdivision, Pleasant Valley, was
considered one of the most affluent addresses in the city.
Even within Pleasant Valley, the Pitonyak homestead on
Valley Club Circle was impressive, a large, sprawling home
on a hill across the street from a golf course, with a long
driveway and an oversize lot covered with pines, magnolias,
and a Bradford pear tree. It was a congenial setting, a neigh-
borhood sightseers drive to ogle the houses. In Pleasant
Valley, the neighbors were affluent professionals, including
doctors, lawyers, and top executives. They lived well and
could afford to give to their children the best America had
to offer.

“We all had the same life,” says a friend of Colton’s. “We
lived in nice big houses and never wanted for anything.”

Among their Pleasant Valley neighbors, the Pitonyaks
were well thought of. “We’re talking about a wonderful
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family here,” says one. “These are good people, who did
their best for their children.”

So much so that one young man who grew up with the
Pitonyak boys would say, “If I could have picked different
parents, I would have picked Bridget and Eddie. They were
dedicated to Dustin and Colton. Especially Bridget’s world
revolved around the boys.”

Physically, both boys resembled Eddie, dark-haired and
medium height, compact but strong-looking. There was no
question that Dustin was like his father. Quiet and reserved,
they loved the outdoors, and Eddie and his oldest spent time
fishing and hunting. Those were two things Colton didn’t
care about. From the beginning he had other interests, from
skateboarding to playing the guitar. When Dustin and Eddie
won a fishing contest in Virginia in 1996, Colton wasn’t in
the photo. And when they went hunting, he stayed home.
“Colton told me he didn’t like firing a gun. He didn’t want
to kill anything,” says a grade school friend.

Once Colton went hunting with his father and brother,
and when they killed a deer and began gutting it, Colton
threw up. “Colton always had a weak stomach,” Eddie
would say.

“Bridget understood boys,” says one neighbor. “She
knew how to handle the boys.” And while Dustin seemed to
have more in common with his father, Colton was closer to
his mother. “Colton thought the world of her,” says a good
friend. “He talked about her all the time, about how his mom
had done this or that for him.”

Looking back, Bridget would describe her younger son
as an exception from the start. “He talked before he could
walk,” she said. By three, Colton was reading. When some-
one told him in second grade that Santa Claus didn’t exist,
Bridget asked, “What do you think?”

“There is no Santa,” Colton replied. Then he presented
her with a dictionary and pointed at the entry for Santa
Claus, where it defined the jolly man in the red suit as “an
imaginary figure.”
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The Pitonyaks were religious people. Eddie’s father,
Tommy, was a member of the Knights of Columbus in
Slovak, the town where his family attended the local Cath-
olic church. From the time Colton was in second grade,
with the exception of their brief time in Virginia, Eddie and
Bridget enrolled them in Catholic schools. In Little Rock,
they attended Christ the King Catholic school and church,
an imposing structure built in 1967 to serve the city’s afflu-
ent western suburbs.

“People assume that if you go to Christ the King, you’re
rich,” says one former student. “It’s the rich folks’ parish.”

At Christ the King, students attended morning Masses
and, along with math and English, memorized the Ten Com-
mandments and read the Bible. According to the school’s
Web site, “the purpose of Christ the King Catholic School is
to instill the spirit of the living Christ in all students so that
they may develop spiritually, physically, academically, and
socially into responsible, strong Christians.”

At least to outsiders, the Pitonyaks appeared to be a spe-
cial family. For the annual Medieval Festival at the school,
Bridget sewed a purple and green jester costume, first worn
by Dustin, then Colton. She paid attention to the details,
sewing bells on the hat and stuffing the curled toes of the
shoes. “That’s the kind of mom Bridget was,” says a mother
of one of the boys’ classmates. “She went the extra mile and
made sure her boys had one of the best costumes.”

At Christ the King, both of the Pitonyak boys made good
grades, but Colton was brilliant. He habitually made the all-
A honor roll. But he wasn’t what the other kids would label
“a nerd.” He played sports, including football and basket-
ball, and acted as a guard on safety patrol. “He was smart
but really outgoing,” says one of his classmates. “A lot of
fun to be around.”

In the classroom, Colton was a force to be reckoned
with. “He overwhelmed teachers at times. He had a strong
personality, and he was hyper, incredibly smart,” says one
friend. “Colton seemed bored at school. You’d think he
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wasn’t paying attention, but he’d be the one who always had
the A on his tests.”

As an altar boy, dressed in a pure white robe, Colton
assisted the priests during Mass and helped serve Com-
munion. Standing before the altar, lighting the candles,
Colton appeared virtuous. His dark hair carefully combed
to the side, he’d meticulously memorized every step. But
then Colton was that way with everything, focused and not
afraid to study hard to make sure he had it right. Bridget
would one day say that her younger son enjoyed serving at
the priest’s side so much that when others didn’t show up,
Colton volunteered.

“Colton excelled at everything he did,” says a childhood
friend. “He seemed to be able to do absolutely anything he
wanted to and do it well.”

Yet even at such a young age, there were indications that
Colton Pitonyak had another side.

Tim Lim, a year older than Colton, would long remem-
ber the day he first met Colton Pitonyak in piano class. The
piano instructor brought Colton into the room to introduce
him to Lim. “This boy’s from your school,” she said. In
front of their teacher, Colton was always on best behavior,
polite and calm. He practiced and advanced quickly, be-
coming quite good on the piano. But Lim saw something
else in him.

One day Lim remarked to Colton, “You're a good piano
player.”

“I know I am,” Colton snapped back.

If his classmate’s ego seemed inflated, something else
bothered Lim more: He grew to believe that Colton Pitonyak
was a racist. Christ the King was a nearly all-white school,
and Lim and his brother were the only Asian-American
students. “I was older than Colton, and usually there’s a
pecking order. The underclassmen in a private school don’t
hassle the older kids,” he says. “But Colton didn’t have any
respect for that.”

Instead, Colton poked fun at Lim, making derogatory re-
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marks about his Asian heritage. Frequently when Lim drank
out of a water fountain, Colton came up from behind and
pushed his face into the water, while he mimicked a Chinese
accent. When Lim looked up, Colton Pitonyak was walking
away laughing. “He was this punk kid,” says Lim, “But in
front of the teachers he put on this angelic show.”

Still, those close to him didn’t see anything particularly
duplicitous about young Colton. Was it more a case of a
boy just being a boy? “Colton was a nice funny kid. By the
time he’d grown up he seemed like any normal teenage boy
allowed to get just a little wild,” says a relative. “I never
thought of it as being too excessive.”

Along with the piano, Colton played guitar, and he loved
music. In eighth grade, he performed with two friends in the
school talent show, playing the guitar while they sang Deep
Purple’s “Smoke on the Water.” “They were really good,”
says a childhood friend. “He seemed really passionate about
music.”

From Christ the King, the Pitonyak brothers moved on
to Little Rock’s Catholic High School for Boys, one of the
city’s more prestigious institutions. Nearby was Mount St.
Mary Academy, a private all-girls school. Both were con-
servative, disciplined, and focused on academics. Catholic
High reserved the right to turn down applicants not up to its
high standards. “We’re a college-preparatory school,” says
the school’s guidance counselor, Brother Richard Sanker, a
scholarly man with gentle sags under his eyes. “Nearly all
our boys go on to college, many top schools not just in Ar-
kansas and the Southwest, but the nation.”

The school, founded in the thirties, is far from impres-
sive on the outside, a low-slung building on a hill, hidden
by trees. Catholic High’s colors are purple and gold, and
the 640 boys who attend are expected to present the right
image: khakis, button-down shirts with ties, clean-cut with
no facial hair. The school boasted an exceptional curricu-
lum including classes in Latin, British literature, anatomy,
and physiology. It abstained from labeling any classes as



A Descent Into Hell 35

honors level, reluctant to foster an “intellectual elitism.” It’s
a school where an A requires at least a 93, and a B an 85.

Outside the main building, the United States, Arkansas,
and Catholic diocese flags fly over the school. Inside, visi-
tors are greeted by a statue of Christ with his arms extended
in welcome. Two days a week students attend Mass in the
school chapel, a solemn place with stained glass windows.
Each time he walked into the chapel during the four years he
attended classes at Catholic High, Colton Pitonyak passed
a plaque of the Ten Commandments that included “Thou
Shall Not Kill.”

“We’re not immune from the problems other schools
have,” says Brother Sanker. “But we try hard to instill Chris-
tian values, and we rarely have any kind of a problem at
the school. We can’t control what happens after the students
leave, however.”

For students who break the rules, the price is high: expul-
sion. “We don’t tolerate drugs or alcohol on the campus,”
says Sanker. “Rarely do we have a student who comes to the
school drunk or high.”

A gregarious teenager, Colton arrived at Catholic High
School a straight-A student, one year behind his brother.
Tommy Coy, a math teacher who would have both the Pi-
tonyak boys, found they were both good students, but
Colton was special. “Dustin wanted to go to the University
of Arkansas and have a good time. He wasn’t a trouble-
maker, he just seemed comfortable with himself,” says Coy.
But Colton “was brilliant and driven.”

At Catholic High, Colton signed up for and made the
football team. He took a class in moral theology and ran with
a crowd of mostly other Catholic High and Mount St. Mary
kids. He studied and made exceptional grades. “Colton had
this incredible ability to focus,” says a fellow student. “He
was whip-smart. We all copied from his chemistry home-
work. He was just outstanding at everything he did.”

But Colton’s dark side arrived at Catholic High as well.

Tim Lim wasn’t happy to see his fellow pianist walk
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through the high school’s doors. “It started all over again,
the name calling, the harassment,” says Lim. “I watched
Colton put on a facade in front of the teachers, and then
mock me. I grew to expect some kind of a slur from him.”
That Colton was bright “made it seem worse that he could
be filled with so much hatred.”

After school, the Pitonyak house was a busy place, the
boys’ friends coming and going, sometimes sitting on the
white brick wall that bordered the driveway, smoking and
talking. “Even though he was in prep school, Colton was
kind of a skater type . . . wearing baggy jeans and shorts,”
remembers a friend. “He would skateboard, and was good
at that, t0o.”

Bridget would later say that Colton had as many friends
who were girls as guys. One of them was Tracey Ryan, a
cute girl one year younger, who went to Mount St. Mary.
Years later, Tracey would describe Colton as a boy who’d
take his shirt off in the rain to give it to a girl without an um-
brella. On the weekends, sometimes Ryan’s girlfriends slept
over at her house, and boys from Catholic High knocked
on the window. Tracey let them in, and when it got loud,
her parents came to investigate. If Colton was among the
interlopers, Tracey’s mom never minded. “My mom always
loved Colton,” she says. “So long as he was there, I was not
in trouble. He was the responsible one.

“Colton was like a brother to a lot of people,” says
Tracey. “He always checked in with his parents when he
was out late, and if he had too much to drink, he walked
home instead of drove.” Sometimes the parties were at the
Pitonyaks’ house. On one such night a friend sat talking to
Colton, a junior that year. They drank beer and discussed the
normal things teenage boys are interested in: girls, school,
and sports. “Everyone drank,” remembers one girl. “Even
the smart kids.”

Looking back, the teenagers coming of age in Pleasant
Valley would see their upbringing as privileged. “There
was this thing about the rich kids. We all hung out together,
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kind of a rich-kids’ cult, a bunch of rich kids who would do
anything to cover up their mistakes,” says one of Colton’s
friends. “We had lots of money, and we thought we had im-
punity, we could do whatever we wanted and no one could
touch us.”

There was an undercurrent in Little Rock, a need for boys
to be tough, to stand by their word, and to grow into men’s
men. “There was a lot of testosterone floating around, and
on weekends, especially Friday nights after football games,
the kids wandered off into the woods. There were lots of
places to get lost with friends,” says a friend of Colton’s.
“The guys would find reasons to fight. Colton was kind of
a wimpy kid in some ways. He got in lots of fights, but he
never won. When he was drinking, he had a short temper.
And Colton drank a lot.”

Another of Colton’s classmates would later agree: “We
didn’t have anything to do but drink, do drugs, have sex, or
go to church. Colton wasn’t into hunting and such like most
Southern boys, but he did love to drink.”

There was little doubt that Colton Pitonyak had multiple
sides: the scholar and gentleman his teachers and Tracey
knew, the racist Tim Lim met, and the insolent drunk many
saw emerging. By his junior year, boys from Catholic High,
not unlike those across the nation, experimented with not
only drinking but drugs, mainly pot. Colton was among
them. “I saw him smoking pot a lot,” says one friend. “But
then, lots of kids did.” With Colton, however, it seemed to
have more than the usual effects. Mixed with alcohol, pot
made him mean.

One night at a party, high and drunk, Colton screamed
without reason at one of the Mount St. Mary girls, calling
her a slut and a whore. “My brother and my boyfriend were
there,” she remembers. “They beat him up, pretty bad. I
never liked talking to Colton after that, and he avoided talk-
ing to me, probably afraid of my brother.”

Colton’s fights became a regular occurrence. “If someone
called you out to fight and you didn’t, the others ganged up
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on you and beat your ass,” says a friend of Colton’s. “You
had to stand up and defend yourself. We were a bunch of
rich kids with too much time on our hands and a fascination
with being hard-core tough.”

One day relatives visited the Pitonyaks and noticed a car
with a window smashed. Bridget said they thought some
of the boys’ friends might be responsible. Whether or not
his parents were aware of it, Colton was building a reputa-
tion as someone who got into brawls. “Colton wanted to be
tough, because that was a way to be popular,” says a friend.
“And Colton cared about being popular.”

Louis Petit began at Catholic High in his sophomore year
and was seated alphabetically near Colton. They became fast
friends, hanging out together, going on summer and spring
break trips. Petit, tall and thin, is the son of a family that
owns a Little Rock restaurant, and in the summer of 2000,
he and Colton worked out together, lifting weights at Power-
house Gym. Perhaps Colton thought bulking up would help
him win a few of those fights in the woods, or perhaps he
was just trying to fulfill the expectation that the kids in Ar-
kansas had, that to be a real man he had to be strong.

Colton and Petit spent months learning poses and stances,
building muscle. One night at a party at the Pitonyaks’
house, no one could find Colton until a group discovered
him in his bedroom, putting on artificial tanner for a body-
building competition the next day. Colton and Petit tried out
for the Mr. Teen Arkansas title, but didn’t win. “It was really
funny,” says a friend of Colton’s. “He worked at the body-
building like he did everything else, really focused. Colton
never did anything halfway.”

By the fall of 2000, Dustin had graduated from Catholic
High and gone off to the University of Arkansas. That year,
Colton was a senior at Catholic High, wearing his class ring
and the purple, green, and gold school tie. His parents sold
the big house on Valley Club Circle and bought a smaller
house in the nearby St. Charles subdivision. At the end of a
cul-de-sac, with a lot and a price tag one-third smaller than
the old house, the new house, at least as neighbors saw it,
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was an indication that Eddie and Bridget were scaling back,
downsizing now that Dustin was gone and Colton was get-
ting ready to leave.

On September 19 of that year, the Arkansas Democrat-
Gazette ran a list of the 166 seniors in the state who were
National Merit Scholar finalists. There were seven at Catho-
lic High, including Colton Aaron Pitonyak.

Tommy Coy, Colton’s math teacher, had continued to be
awed by his brilliant young student, not only by Colton’s
intellectual capabilities but also by his determination. That
year, Colton presented a class project on the stock market.
Coy was so impressed that he asked the young man who’d
helped him.

“No one,” Colton said, and Coy didn’t doubt it.

“It was mind-boggling how much he knew about the
stock market,” says Coy. “Absolutely amazing.”

In Coy’s grade book, Colton scored nothing below a 98 in
calculus and ranked among the top five students in the class,
this at a school where many were high achievers. Coy never
saw a wrinkle in Colton Pitonyak’s demeanor. “I never even
saw him get angry,” the teacher says. When Colton asked,
Coy happily wrote letters to universities, urging them to
accept Colton.

His senior year, Colton had one goal in his sights: the
University of Texas in Austin’s blue-chip McCombs Busi-
ness School. It was difficult to get in, highly competitive,
even more so for out-of-state students, but Colton was de-
termined. To Coy and others, Colton talked like a young
Donald Trump or Dale Carnegie, a budding tycoon destined
to conquer the business world.

Catholic High legend would later have it that when
Colton showed up to take the ACT, the American College
Testing Program exam that universities use to judge whom
they admit, he was hung over from a party the night before.
If so, it didn’t hurt him. Colton scored a 32 on the exam,
only four points below a perfect score.

At graduation that spring, 2001, Colton was sixth in his
class and had a perfect 4.0 grade point. To do that he’d aver-
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aged 93 or above in every class he’d taken in his four years
at Catholic High. His stellar grades attracted $150,000 in
scholarship money. Colton had also applied to the Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania and New York University, but his par-
ents would later say they were pleased when he chose UT
because it was closer to home. Along with the acceptance
came a full academic scholarship.

There must have been celebrating in the Pitonyak house
the day Colton’s acceptance letter arrived from McCombs.
It was yet another honor in Colton’s fast-growing list of ac-
complishments. His teachers, family, and friends alike had
reason to believe there were more conquests ahead for the
young man, who in his high school graduation photo looked
like a perfect son, snappily dressed in a coat and tie, his dark
hair carefully trimmed and combed. Colton’s Catholic High
yearbook carried a testament from his family: “Colton, you
have made us very proud,” from Eddie, Bridget, and Dustin.

In July, Bridget took her son to UT’s orientation. Once
there, she was even more impressed. It turned out that
Colton was one of only twelve admitted from out of state
to McCombs that fall. At UT, he bought his grandmother a
present, a bumper sticker for her car. Beside the “My Grand-
son Goes to the University of Arkansas” banner for Dustin,
she now had one in honor of Colton that read, “My Grand-
son Goes to the University of Texas.”

In the fall of 2001, Colton Pitonyak had the world spread
out before him like a sumptuous buffet. He had the advan-
tages many crave but so few have: a family who loved him,
loyal friends who supported him, and the money, creden-
tials, and intellect to aim as high as his imagination could
take him. He brought three of his favorite books to Austin
with him: The Three Musketeers, Robinson Crusoe, and The
Power of Positive Thinking. Tommy Coy expected to one
day see his former star pupil make his mark as a sage ven-
ture capitalist or Wall Street mogul.

“We all expected truly great things of Colton,” Coy says.
“He was that outstanding.”
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Just four years later, Colton would be in headlines across
the country, his face splashed on national television. But the
context would be very different from anything Tommy Coy
ever imagined. Instead of making his name as a financial
tycoon, Colton Pitonyak would be forever linked to the most
gruesome murder in the history of the University of Texas,
and family and friends in Arkansas would be left to wonder
how it happened, and why.



Five

On April 6, 2001, the spring Colton Pitonyak graduated
from Catholic High, Blow premiered, a movie starring
Johnny Depp as George Jung, who in the seventies part-
nered with the Medellin drug cartel to powder the noses of
Hollywood and then America. In real life, Jung made tens
of millions escalating U.S. drug habits, introducing first ce-
lebrities and later the general populace to cocaine. In the
movie, the young drug king lived the dream, even pairing
up with a woman portrayed by the stunning Penelope Cruz.
The movie was dark and moody, and in the end Jung lost his
money and his freedom.

In August when classes commenced at the University
of Texas in Austin, more than fifty-two thousand students
flooded the local shops and bookstores, where everything
possible was covered in UT burnt orange displaying the uni-
versity’s longhorn logo. But alongside the UT notebooks,
T-shirts, sweatpants, and key rings were Blow posters sold
to decorate apartments and dorm rooms. If Blow didn’t suit,
the bookstores stocked posters from HBO’s The Sopranos
and gangster and drug movies, including Goodfellas, The
Godfather, and the brutal Scarface.

The stores stocked the posters for a simple reason: They
sold.

“Scarface was our generation’s movie,” says one of
Colton’s friends, with a shrug. “We listened to gangster rap
and saw the rappers’ mansions on MTV. They showed off
their home theaters with their DVD collections. Scarface
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was always there. It’s all about the image. You may be a
white suburban kid, but you’ve gotta be tough.”

In Austin, the University of Texas comprises a city within
the city, covering 350 acres with 156 buildings, organized
into eighteen separate colleges. At Jester Hall, UT’s larg-
est dorm, so enormous that its thirty-three hundred residents
have their own zip code, kids from small towns and big cities
unpacked their computers and their clothes, perused their
class schedules to buy their books, and a healthy percentage
of the young men hung a gangster poster on the wall. For
most of them, it would be a brief fascination, an imaginary
armor perhaps to toughen them up for their first experience
away from home. The first time out from under parental su-
pervision, freshmen spread their metaphoric wings, setting
their own limits, and many paid as much attention to fitting
in as to classes and grades. Once settled and accepted, most
moved on, abandoning the need or the desire for a tough-
guy image: But not all.

While the masses moved into dorm rooms, Colton
Pitonyak took the path of the privileged. He pledged a
fraternity and moved into the Delta Tau Delta house, at
Twenty-eighth and San Jacinto, on the north side of campus, a
rambling stone building with the fraternity’s symbol proudly
displayed. Windows overlooked the street, and inside leather
couches and an Oriental rug formed a sitting area under soar-
ing ceilings, while the walls were lined with photo montages
of members dating back to when the chapter, Gamma Iota,
began in 1904. Residents’ rooms fanned out from the lobby,
past the cafeteria. Late-model sedans, SUVs, and pickup
trucks filled the parking lot, and the basketball courts off to
the side had a homemade wooden bar for parties.

On campus, jeans and UT shirts were ubiquitous attire,
proper for nearly any and all occasions. Colton arrived on
the campus looking much as he had in Little Rock, wear-
ing polo shirts, jeans, shorts, and tennis shoes. As the son
of well-to-do-parents, much of what he owned was marked
with the Polo logo, the designer Ralph Lauren’s pony-riding
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polo player. Yet one frat brother remembered Colton’s ex-
pensive shirts, jeans, and shorts all seemed oversize, and
that he wore his baseball cap backward, which seemed odd
for a prep school grad.

At the University of Texas, the Greek scene, a.k.a. frater-
nity and sorority life, was flourishing, one of the most active
in the nation. The Delts were known as an old-line, big-
name fraternity, with a comfortable house, overseen by the
stereotypical frat mom, a rather crusty, fiftyish woman who
looked out for her boys. “The fraternities talk about rais-
ing money for charity, but it’s all about the parties, and the
Delts had amazing parties,” says a student. Because the Delt
house is on the North Campus, not the West Campus where
most of the frats and sororities have impressive houses, it
tends to “fly under the radar,” another says. “They seem to
be able to get away with more.” One of UT’s most famous
Delts was the hard-partying actor Matthew McConaughey.

Some UT students would look at frats as a good place
to network, while one Delt would later look back and say
it felt more like “paying for friends.” Within the fraternity,
Colton quickly stood out as someone who was “different,”
says a frat brother. At the parties, Colton flirted with the
young sorority women. He could be charming and fun, at
times the life of the party, and they seemed drawn to him,
and he to them.

One evening, a frat member named Frank talked to two
young women he found rather pedestrian conversational-
ists and decided to exercise the tactic known as “the clas-
sic hand-off,” calling over an underclassman, introducing
the girls, and then excusing himself and walking away. The
pledge he called over was Colton, but before Frank could
extricate himself, Colton made an excuse and left. Frank
was dumbfounded, thinking this was a pledge who didn’t
understand the customary order of frat life. But then some-
thing else happened.

“I can’t believe Colton didn’t even remember my name,”
one of the girls said.



A Descent Into Hell 45

“Well, there are thousands of people at UT. It’s hard to
remember everyone you meet,” Frank said. “Don’t take it
personally.”

“You don’t understand,” she said, still peeved. “I slept
with him last week.”

That same Colton Pitonyak hosted his old friend from
Little Rock, Tracey Ryan, and her friend, inviting them to
stay with him in his room at the Delt house. When they did,
he was the perfect gentleman, including giving the two girls
his bed and sleeping on the floor.

In so many ways, Colton seemed such a contradiction.
Some of his new brothers noticed an apparent disconnect in
the new member, as the brilliant Catholic school kid from
suburban Little Rock slowly took on the mannerisms of
the inner-city kids in the rap videos. “He was always about
acting tough,” says one. “Colton talked about doing drugs,
bragging that in high school he went into the bad sections
in Little Rock to buy cocaine. We didn’t know whether to
believe him or not.”

For most, it didn’t matter. The drug scene was flourish-
ing in Austin, a laid-back city with a serious sense of funk,
which prides itself on being on the liberal edge. “This is
Austin,” says one Delt, as if the name of the city alone ex-
plained. “Even the studious kids smoke pot. It’s expected.”

Drugs, of course, weren’t unusual anywhere in America.
Cities from the Midwest to the East Coast to the West Coast
struggled with drugs smuggled in daily from across the bor-
ders. And partying was an obsession at most of the big col-
lege campuses. In Austin, however, it had been elevated to
nearly an art.

Evenings, students flocked en masse to “the drag,” seven
blocks on East Sixth Street, bordered by 1-35 on the east
and Congress Avenue on the west, a slice of hotels and res-
taurants, trendy nightclubs, and seedy neon-lit bars, taverns,
T-shirt and souvenir stores, tattoo and massage parlors,
many in rambling storefronts that date back to the 1800s
or early 1900s. On weekends, rock, hip-hop, rap, country-
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and-western, and jazz reverberated through open doors,
and the street was barricaded off, to protect the overflowing
crowds.

Rough-edged, with strippers in netting and feathers, di-
sheveled homeless men, even the occasional transvestite in
furs and paste jewels circulating among the crowds of stu-
dents, the drag offered an eclectic charm with a vaguely dan-
gerous undercurrent. As nights on the drag passed, clutches
of twentysomethings, many tripping-over-their-own-feet
drunk and/or high, spilled out onto the street, where they
congregated in small groups that ebbed and flowed, forming
and re-forming as they scattered from one circle to another,
from one bar to the next, hoping for a good time. Colton Pi-
tonyak was front and center. “He took to Sixth Street like a
convert to Communion,” says one friend. “On Sixth Street,
Pitonyak was in his element.”

On Sixth Street, Colton was as disorderly and abrasive as
he’d been in Little Rock. “He kept trying to get into fights,”
says the friend. “If he couldn’t get into one with a stranger
in a bar, he’d pick on a friend.”

Despite the distractions Austin offered, Colton initially
focused on why he was there, his drive to be a major force
in business. That first year, he earned As and Bs, a feat in
the highly competitive McCombs School. All seemed to be
going well, even if there were subtle changes in the way he
dressed and acted. After years of having his attire dictated
by parochial school dress codes, as the months passed at UT,
Colton’s polo shirts looked baggier, his beard and hair scruff-
ier. A few of his frat brothers began to wonder about him. A
rumor circulated that he tortured a cat in the frat parking lot,
and then there was the morning Colton was found asleep in
the alley behind the Delt house, passed out on garbage bags
filled with debris from the party the night before.

In Little Rock that year, Eddie Pitonyak expanded PMC,
Pitonyak Machinery Company, by putting together the deal
to buy the Brandt farm machinery company. In an indus-
try newsletter, Eddie cautioned Arkansas delta farmers, his
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main customers, about buying from companies without their
interests at heart, those headquartered in states where con-
gressmen weren’t pushing for farm subsidies. “If enough
people say something, these companies will call their con-
gressmen,” he said.

The following August 2002, his second in Austin, Colton
moved from the frat house to an apartment in a converted
house on Elmwood Place, across the street from the Delt
house’s parking lot. He hung with a group that included
Roel Escobar, a slightly built young man from Houston, and
Juan Montero, a bulkily built UT student Colton met during
freshman orientation. Montero and Pitonyak were kindred
souls, since the former also had as one of his goals “making
that all mighty dollar.” One of Montero’s favorite sayings
was Machiavelli’s “The end justifies the means.”

Like other UT students, Colton and his pals went to
football and basketball games, where they held down
their middle two fingers with their thumbs and flashed the
school’s hook-’em-horns sign, in support of Texas Long-
horn sports and the school mascot, Bevo, a longhorn steer.
At night, they migrated with thousands of other students to
Sixth Street and the bars.

Jared Smyth pledged the Delts that fall and met a chain-
smoking Colton sitting outside the frat house. A sophomore
finance major, Colton was still doing well in classes, and he
told Jared about his $150,000 in scholarship money. UT’s
business school was tough, and Jared was impressed, plus
Colton seemed like a good guy. Jared wondered why Colton
was such an outsider at the frat house.

When Smyth asked around, he heard the stories about
Pitonyak. Brother Pitonyak, he heard, often looked glassy-
eyed and high. When Colton showed up at parties, he
stayed until the empty beer keg floated in the barrel of ice
water, and the alcohol and drugs made him aggressive. At
the Delt house, Colton Pitonyak’s bad-boy act started to
worry the other members; some wondered if it had become
more than an act.
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When Colton went home to Little Rock, he and Tracey
Ryan again spent time together. To her, Colton was the same
great guy she’d grown up with. Still, one night when she was
supposed to see Colton, she ditched him in favor of a night
with her old girlfriends. That didn’t stop Colton, however,
from consoling Tracey after another group of friends didn’t
show up to go out with her as they’d said they would. Tracey
called Colton crying, then picked him up and brought him
to her house, where they spent the night watching movies
and talking. A gentlemanly Colton didn’t rebuke Tracey for
standing him up; he never even mentioned it.

Spring semester 2003, Colton earned an impressive 3.5
grade point average. That summer, he stayed in Austin,
picking up part-time jobs and taking classes. After his first
two years, Colton was on track to become yet another tri-
umph for McCombs, a school that educated more CEOs
of S&P 500 companies than any other. UT business grads
ran major companies across the nation, from ConocoPhil-
lips and American Airlines, to H. J. Heinz. Colton often
talked in more esoteric terms, expressing pure moneymak-
ing goals like becoming a venture capitalist. At other times,
he bragged about his future, saying that one day he’d eclipse
even billionaire Donald Trump, whose television show, The
Apprentice, was high in the ratings.

Yet that summer, Colton rarely made it to class and barely
squeaked through. By then another kind of talk surrounded
Colton; some suspected the drugs had become more than a
pastime. Word around the Delt house was that Pitonyak was
hooked on the drugs he’d been toying with ever since he ar-
rived in Austin. Some sized up the new Colton Pitonyak and
didn’t like what they saw.

More and more his frat brothers pulled away, and Colton
spent less and less time at the Delt house, rarely even show-
ing up for parties. Before long, Colton left North Campus
and moved into a rundown apartment complex on UT’s West
Campus, a long, narrow, Moorish-looking building called
the Camino Real apartments, constructed around an interior
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corridor with a swimming pool. When his old friends from
the frat ran into him, Colton laughed too loud, got too close
when he talked, smelled of alcohol, and cursed like a rapper
on steroids. And he talked about drugs. To close friends,
Colton bragged that he’d hooked up with a prime source,
one he called “the Asians,” a Vietnamese-American gang
with a connection for top-grade ecstasy, a club drug that
heightened sexual pleasure. The “Asians” sold to Pitonyak
at $3 a pill, and he bragged that because of their purity, he
could trade the pills at $10 apiece to other dealers for mari-
juana, cocaine, methamphetamines, heroin, and Xanax. On
the street, he sold the ecstasy pills for up to $15 each.

“I can get you anything you want. Absolutely, fucking
anything,” he told a frat brother one night. “If it’s a drug,
I’ve got a supplier.”

Cocaine was big on campus, along with pot and ecstasy.
Meth or methamphetamine was popular with the girls.
Cheaper than cocaine, it jazzed up their metabolisms, made
sleeping and eating inconsequential, and the weight dropped
off. In a society intent on body image, where magazines like
People and Us displayed emaciated starlets and pseudo ce-
lebrities on their covers, thin was the rage, and meth made
it easy. Never mind that melting the crystals, called “ice”
or “shards,” and inhaling the fumes burned up bodies and
minds so fast that at thirty, users looked fifty. Twentysome-
things considered themselves bulletproof, rarely worry-
ing about what might or might not happen decades in the
future.

Some of his college friends began buying from Colton
Pitonyak. It seemed safer than circulating through Sixth
Street looking for pot or coke or risking a trip into Austin’s
shadows to meet a dealer. Before long, he was approaching
students on the street, asking if they were in the market for
drugs.

If nothing else, Colton was a capitalist at heart. He had
a product with a high profit margin and in ready supply:
drugs. And he had buyers: his fellow students. What could
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have been easier? After all, he’d come to UT to make his
fortune, and selling drugs was a quick means to that end.
Word got out that Colton Pitonyak was dealing, and stu-
dents lined up to buy.

At times, friends would later say, Colton tried to quit
using and selling. “But once the word gets out on campus
that you’ve got a pipeline, your phone rings,” says one of
Colton’s friends. “He’d quit for a few days, and then he’d be
high again, and off to deliver more drugs. He was caught up
in it, the whole lifestyle.”

One of his old frat brothers, Smyth, had stayed in touch
and went out a few nights with Colton, but the drugs flowed
and the crowd Pitonyak hung with dressed like rappers. To
Smyth, his old frat brother seemed to be walking a tightrope.
Smyth guessed that it had to be coke that made Pitonyak
so tense. After a couple of parties, Smyth stopped return-
ing Colton’s phone calls and deleted his number from his
cell, in college life a symbol of excommunication. “I knew
no good was going to come from hanging out with Colton
Pitonyak,” says Smyth.

When Colton talked to another friend that fall, he ad-
mitted his grades had dropped. High much of the time, he
stayed in his apartment, rarely going to class. “But I'm
going to pull it together,” he told him. “T’'ve got to get my
grades up or my parents will pull me out of here, and I’ll
end up back in fucking Little Rock.”

As he had been with his friends in Little Rock, Colton
was dedicated to his tight group that included Montero, Es-
cobar, and Jason Mack, a muscular kid with arms covered
by tattoos who’d been in and out of trouble since his teen-
age years. “Bros before hos,” Colton said, expressing his
loyalty, raising his fist in the air.

At his one-bedroom apartment on Salado Street, Colton
lived a quiet life. It wasn’t good to attract attention, not when
the business transacted behind closed doors was illegal. At
night, he circulated to friends’ apartments. High on drugs
and drunk, he laughed, full of fun, the life of the party. One
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night he tore off his clothes and ran full speed into an out-
door pool at a friend’s apartment. A student who lived there
would later remember, “The pool was so small that no one
ever swam in it. We used it to throw our empty beer bottles
in, and the homeless people bathed in it.”

Later Colton would admit that by winter 2003, he was
high and drunk nearly every day. He rarely went to class and
was on a collision course with failure. Then, in December,
the brilliant honor student from Little Rock was jailed for
driving while under the influence. Bridget came to see her
younger son and realized that he had a problem. She packed
him up and took him home.

In Little Rock, Colton worked out and went to the gym
again, as he had with Louis Petit in high school. When his
old friends saw him, they barely recognized him. “He looked
like a drug addict,” says someone who ran into him at a store.
“I almost walked past him. When I turned around, realized
it was him, and said hello, but he looked at me and didn’t
have a clue who I was. He looked high, really out of it.”

Another old friend who ran into him looked at Colton
and wondered if his behavior could be explained by rebel-
lion against a lifetime of straitlaced schools. “I figured he
was finally free and decided to do it his way,” says the kid.

In January, Colton returned to Austin to start the spring
semester. There a frat brother ran into Colton at a party.
High, drunk, or both, Colton came up to him, got within
inches of his face, and said, “You ever been to County,
dog?”

The college kid realized Colton was talking about the
Travis County jail, not somewhere he particularly wanted to
spend a night. “No, all I’ve ever gotten is a speeding ticket,”
he said. Pitonyak laughed, as if that somehow defined the
other kid as not in his league. That night Colton seemed to
revel in his first experience on the wrong side of the law.

In the end, it wouldn’t be about guilt or innocence; it
would be about finding a way to make it all go away. Colton
Pitonyak had grown up believing that he was special. His
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boyhood circle of friends felt they had a right to do as they
wanted, without fearing the consequences. “We felt like we
had impunity,” says a Little Rock native, who grew up in
Colton’s circle. “We were rich kids, and when we got in
trouble, we covered it up.” Sometimes their parents helped.

This time, Colton’s offense would be negotiated down,
plea-bargained. He pleaded guilty to a misdemeanor: ob-
structing a highway passageway. The DUI charge disap-
peared, and all Colton had to do was pay a fine and go
in for counseling. The only serious repercussion: UT sus-
pended him.

In the spring, Colton, the former UT whiz kid and would-
be tycoon, signed up for classes at the same school Jennifer
Cave enrolled in when she arrived in the capital city: Austin
Community College. At least for now, he wasn’t welcome
at UT. A few months later, Colton met Jen, and events were
set in motion that led to the terrible night Sharon Cave stood
outside Colton Pitonyak’s condo, pounding on the door
and calling out her daughter’s name, praying she’d find her
alive.



Six

Jennifer had been in Austin for nearly a year in December
2003, the month Colton was arrested for the first time. She
was thin and had no real goals, and Sharon worried that her
middle daughter was taking drugs. She asked her, but Jen-
nifer insisted, “I’m okay.”

Mostly, Jennifer was Jennifer, flinty and shy, worldly and
innocent, self-assured and unsure. She’d become increas-
ingly comfortable with her good looks, wearing flirty little
dresses, and Sharon loved to take her shopping; what fun to
hit a sale at Dillard’s or Ann Taylor, combing through the
racks, looking for just the right dress to go with Jen’s beau-
tiful long red hair, something to bring out those remarkable
blue eyes.

That spring semester, school didn’t go well. Jennifer
talked as if she intended to study, but within weeks she lost
interest, rarely going to class, and eventually dropped most
of the classes. Still, she seemed happy. Jennifer was in love
with Mark; that Sharon was certain of. Jennifer talked of
him constantly, Mark this, Mark that. For Sharon, it was fun
to see Jennifer in the throes of her first real love.

Mark, blond and six feet tall, handsome, had grown up in
another small Texas town, and Sharon liked him. He studied
hard at UT and was doing well. Mark’s parents had taken
to Jennifer just as quickly. “Every time she visited, she was
good to have around,” said his mom with a soft chuckle.
“She was so intent on helping, not being a burden, that she’d
pull out the vacuum and start cleaning. We laughed and had
fun, and I thought Sharon had raised her well.”
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Along with her boyfriend, Jennifer had fallen in love
with Austin. She lived in her little apartment off Riverside,
with a black cat with green eyes she rescued off the street.
In the mornings, she frequented Little City, a bohemian
coffee shop on Congress Street, in view of the state capi-
tol. Evenings, she worked as a hostess at Sullivan’s, a posh
steakhouse with a 1940s boxing motif, in Austin’s trendy
Warehouse District. The place had a jazz and cigar bar and
catered to an upscale clientele. Jennifer loved dressing up and
going to work. Once there, she worked hard, always smiling
and happy to pitch in. One night when Jim and Sharon had
dinner at the restaurant, one of the managers mentioned,
“We all love Jennifer here. She’s doing a great job.”

If Sharon was disappointed about Jennifer’s lack of drive
when it came to college, she was mollified by the fact that
her middle daughter appeared to be prospering. Jim felt Jen-
nifer was faring well. “If she wants to work, let her work,” he
advised Sharon. “College will be there when she’s ready.”

Their lives were all going on, and they didn’t see a reason
to worry.

In Corpus, Jim bought and gutted a house three doors
away from his house. The new place, a single-story house
that wrapped around a courtyard and a swimming pool,
looked dark at first, but he and Sharon hired a contractor
who knocked down walls, opening it up. Along with the new
house, Sharon had started a new business, her own com-
pany, selling promotional items, everything from bill caps
and shirts with embroidered company logos to pens and
awards. It was exciting having something of her own, and
all the children were proud of her. “The kids knew Sharon
had rough times and she’d come through them,” says Jim.

That uncut Cave umbilical cord connected them all:
Sharon in Corpus; Vanessa in Dallas; Jennifer in Austin;
Lauren, who’d graduated from high school and moved to
Denton, Texas, to attend the University of North Texas; and
Clayton in Sinton. Their cell phones rang throughout the
day. Lauren and Jennifer, the almost twins, remained mildly
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estranged but dependent on each other. When Lauren con-
sidered Jennifer’s thinness, she worried. “She looked like
she was taking drugs,” says Lauren. “I asked her about it,
but she told me to live my own life.”

Still, when Jennifer drove to Denton that fall to see Lau-
ren’s school, the younger sister was glad to see her. “I was
so proud that she’d come all that way to be with me,” she
says. “It just meant the world.”

Two years after leaving Corpus, Jen still had that calm
shyness she’d had since childhood and a need to smooth
over the rough times for others. When a high school friend
moved to Austin, Jennifer took her on a tour of the city.
When the girl called again months later, crying because
she feared she was pregnant, Jennifer invited her over and
suggested she bring a pregnancy test. Then Jennifer stayed
with the girl, talking her through it while she took the test.
“She made me feel like everything would be okay,” says the
girl, whose test was negative. “She acted like it wasn’t a big
deal.”

Despite the ups and downs of her own life, Jennifer wor-
ried about her family. When Hailey told Jim and Sharon
one weekend that she was staying at Jennifer’s apartment in
Austin when she was really with friends, Sharon ordered Jen-
nifer to pick Jim’s youngest up. In the car, Jennifer chastised
Hailey, demanding, “What do you think you’re doing?”’

“What do I think I'm doing?” Hailey charged back.
“What are you doing, taking classes you never finish?”

“I'm excited about my job,” Jennifer said, dismissing
Hailey’s accusations.

Although Jennifer hadn’t done well in the spring semes-
ter, Sharon had great hope for that fall. One class in partic-
ular grabbed Jennifer’s interest, a political science course.
Intrigued with the ideas, Jennifer called Sharon off and on
throughout the week, saying, “We had this conversation in
class today . . .” Before long, Sharon began to hope that
maybe, just maybe, Jennifer had found her niche.

But then the bad news came: Charlie was in San Antonio
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working when a friend rushed him to the emergency room.
Jennifer’s father had suffered a series of strokes that left him
disabled. Worried about him, Jennifer rushed home. While
her classes continued on through the fall in Austin, Jenni-
fer commuted back and forth to Sinton, trying to help care
for her father. She became his rock, supervising his medi-
cal care. “When she went back to Austin, she called,” says
Charlie. “Jennifer was a good daughter.”

Sharon was pleased that Jennifer wanted to help her
father, but that semester, again, she fell behind and pulled
out of her courses, leaving her credits paid for but unearned.
“What happened with Charlie just seemed to derail Jennifer
again,” says Sharon.

When Jennifer came home for Christmas that year, 2003,
Sharon urged her to focus her life, go to class, and earn a
degree. It bothered her that a girl with Jennifer’s potential
wasn’t using it. But Jennifer insisted that college wasn’t im-
portant. “I’'m fine and I’m happy,” she said. “I’'m living the
way I want to.”

To get her point across that Jennifer was on the family
payroll only if she was moving ahead with her studies,
Sharon told her that from there on out, she was on her own.
She’d need to pay her own bills, including her rent, until she
proved that she was serious about school. It was time for
Jennifer to understand, Sharon decided, how hard it was to
make ends meet and how much a college degree could help.

After dinner, as always, Jim and Jennifer took plates of
pie and their cigarettes outside. They stood on the patio,
eating and talking, Jim trying to explain why Sharon pushed
so hard, that she wanted her children to be independent, to
live good, prosperous lives. Jennifer was angry and hurt.

“You have the desire and the ability to do well,” Jim
said. ““You have all the ingredients. You just need to apply
yourself.”

“I do know what I want to do,” Jennifer said.

“What is it?” Jim asked.

“I want to go back to school. I want to get a degree.”
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“Then do it, Jennifer,” he urged. “You’re the only one
standing in your way.”

“I will,” she said.

Jim knew that Jennifer craved their approval, and he
wanted to believe her, but he couldn’t. He’d seen her make
plans too many times and then not follow through. He won-
dered if this time Jennifer meant it or if she was just “blow-
ing smoke up my ass.”

Off and on, Clayton and Jennifer had some alone time to
talk. The brother and sister had always been close, and he
confided in her that he’d been to a high school party where
kids pushed him to drink and take drugs. “Don’t let anyone
talk you into anything. If you don’t want to, don’t do it,” she
said. Then she got quiet and intensely serious. “Once you
start, you may not be able to stop.”

With no money coming in from Sharon, Jennifer had
only a small monthly stipend from her grandparents’ trust
fund, which was supposed to pay for college. Worried about
money, Jennifer gave up her apartment and moved with a
friend, Kristina, into a less expensive one in Austin. Lauren
came to visit one weekend, and the two sisters stayed up all
night, sharing stories as they had when they were children.
“I always thought that if Jennifer knew I was there for her,
she’d clean up her act,” Lauren says. “But in the end, I guess
it wasn’t enough.”

The arrangement with Kristina lasted for a few months.
When Jennifer couldn’t pay her share of the bills, Kristina
kicked her out, keeping some of Jennifer’s possessions to
sell to pay the electric bill. Jennifer’s world was shaky,
but she hadn’t hit bottom. Soon something would happen
that would throw her life into chaos, and Sharon’s deepest
fears would come true, as Jennifer’s life spun further out of
control.

In the Cave family, 2004 would forever be known as Jen-
nifer’s “dark year.”



Seven

In Little Rock, the Pitonyaks moved that spring. They sold
the house on a cul-de-sac they’d purchased when Colton
was a senior and bought a more expensive home in their
old neighborhood, Pleasant Valley. It wasn’t as grand as the
house across from the golf course they’d sold three years
earlier, but it was a charming English Tudor with a wood
shingle roof.

In Corpus Christi, Jim and Sharon made changes as well,
finally selling Jim’s old house and moving into the remod-
eled home. Sharon had done an amazing job, and the thirty-
year-old house looked modern. The fireplace area in the
bedroom was perfect for a small sitting space, and nearly
every room had a view of the pool. The kitchen was bright
and airy, and the living room warm and cozy. Sharon deco-
rated the two extra bedrooms, one for her girls and one for
Jim’s. She hung a collage for each of the girls, filled with
photos and mementos, and in the Cave sisters’ bedroom,
she included a print of three women under hairdryers and
one Jen found of three stylish women wearing floppy hats.
Sharon was happy. She had a lot going right in her life, but
she worried about Jennifer.

It would turn out that Sharon had reason to be apprehen-
sive.

That spring in Austin, Mark ended his relationship with
Jennifer. Distraught, she didn’t show up for work at Sulli-
van’s, and then walked into the restaurant to report for duty
high on drugs. They fired her. “The breakup with Mark really
hit Jennifer hard. She went off the deep end, on a binge that
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lasted for days,” says Sharon. “We didn’t know what to do.
We were worried. I wanted her to go to a rehab.”

Sharon insisted that Jen needed help, in the form of an
inpatient rehab program. Jennifer claimed as staunchly that
she wasn’t an addict. Yes, she used drugs, she admitted, but
not a lot. The breakup hurt her, and she’d made bad deci-
sions. She understood that. But she wasn’t a drug addict.

“I’'m not there, Mom,” she said. “That’s not who I am.
I’m not that person.”

“You’re giving me every sign that you are, Jennifer,”
Sharon said. She could see that her middle daughter’s life
was in chaos. Jennifer wasn’t going to school, and now she
had no job and no money coming in. Still, Jennifer didn’t
look like a drug addict. She had the same bright-faced,
wholesome appearance she’d always had. Her daughter just
needed some tough love, Sharon decided, hard lessons to
convince her to straighten up. That was the approach she’d
taken with Vanessa, and it had worked. It would for Jenni-
fer, in time.

“Tell me why I shouldn’t send you to a hospital?” Sharon
demanded.

“You don’t need to,” Jennifer said, sobbing. “I’'m not
there yet.”

“If this keeps up, I will,” Sharon warned.

“Don’t do that,” Jennifer pleaded. “Please, those places
are bad. One of those places could really screw me up.”

Later Sharon would realize that something else happened
about that time. Jennifer met Colton Pitonyak.

By then, Colton was back at UT, taking classes, doing
well. He had all As going into spring break, but he gorged
on booze, cocaine, and Xanax over the vacation and never
went back. Colton found the classes easy but staying off the
drugs hard. At the end of the semester, he’d earned three
Fs and one C. Later, he’d say that wasn’t a report card he
phoned home to brag about.

If Sharon thought counseling could help Jennifer, Colton
had already gone through his first round, an alcohol pro-
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gram required as part of the plea bargain that wiped away
his DUI, and come away with an even bigger problem than
before. “It didn’t do any good,” he’d later say. “I just wanted
to get it over with.”

At any one time, Jennifer Cave had four or five friends who
thought of her as their best friend. Something about her ap-
pealed to people. Few could verbalize exactly what it was,
other than her broad smile and her way of making them feel
accepted. “She never judged anyone,” says Thornberry, her
old friend from Bishop. “In small towns, you grow up ac-
cepting everyone. Jennifer was that way to the extreme. She
never wanted anyone to feel bad, so she went out of her way
to make everyone comfortable.”

Perhaps that’s why Jennifer kept that tie with Charlie,
unlike Lauren, who had little use for their father after the
pain he’d caused in her childhood. Something else seemed
to come from those years with her father. “I think Jennifer
felt like she didn’t have to be afraid of people, that no one
would ever really hurt her,” says Lauren. “I think that came
from living with our dad. He’d yell and scream and threaten,
but he never physically hurt us. And Jennifer always felt like
she could handle our dad, and if she could handle our dad,
she could handle anyone. ”

Throughout her coming of age, Jennifer made it a habit
to pick the wrong friends. At times, that had gotten her in
trouble. Now, as she neared adulthood, she had another new
friend, Colton Pitonyak. Perhaps Jennifer didn’t see who he
really was. Or perhaps she thought she saw more in him than
others did. “Jennifer looked for the good in people,” says a
friend. “She was just that way. And on one side, Colton was
this tortured genius, this brilliant but troubled guy.”

Caring about Colton Pitonyak wouldn’t turn out to be a
good thing for most young women. No matter where their
lives were when they met, if they got too close, he pulled
them into his world, the seedy underside of Austin, a nether-
world fueled by drugs.
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So it would be for Jennifer, beginning that spring 2004,
when they met at a party. “There was an immediate attrac-
tion,” a friend of Colton’s would say. “He was drawn to her.”

Justin Walters met Colton that same spring. He was in-
troduced to him by a friend, as a potential connection for
drugs. Justin, an affable, bright, scrub-faced, preppy UT
student, looked like a someday lawyer, but he was hooked
on cocaine. He’d tried repeatedly to quit, but couldn’t. “The
drugs get in your soul. The first time I used cocaine, I went
on a three-day binge,” he says. “It grabs you and won’t let
you go.”

When he met with Colton at his apartment, the place
was in disarray, and Pitonyak was disheveled and dressed
like a rapper. He’d heard about the brilliant scholarship stu-
dent, but saw little of that in the kid with the ready supply
of drugs. “The National Merit Scholar ship had sailed,” says
Walters. “At that point, Colton Pitonyak was a thug.”

Still, Colton was funny and bright, and he and Walters
hit it off. From that point on, Walters sometimes hung with
Colton’s circle of friends. At times they talked, and Walters
saw a glint in Colton’s eye, an understanding about what the
drugs could do for him. “Colton had a real entrepreneurial
side,” says Walters. “The profit margin selling drugs was ri-
diculously high. By the time I knew him, Colton realized
how much money he could make and how it could pay for
things he wanted. Colton was in.”

That spring, Jennifer and Sharon talked two to three
times a day, as they always did. Sharon was still paying for
Jennifer’s cell phone and car, but not her apartment or ex-
penses. At first, Sharon thought little of the Colton refer-
ences Jen made. But then, one day, something caught her
off guard. “What did you say?”

“Colton went through one of those alcohol programs,
Mom,” Jennifer said. “It didn’t work for him. He just came
out worse than before.”

“Who’s this Colton?”
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“He’s a friend,” Jennifer replied. “He goes to UT.”

Sharon accepted Jennifer’s explanation, and thought little
more of it.

Amy Pack liked Colton, too. They met when she began
dating one of his friends, and Amy, reed-thin with long
blond hair, thought Colton was a rare kind of guy, the type
who could be friends with a girl and not want anything from
her. He let her borrow his car when hers was in repair. When
she didn’t want to go out, she called him and ended up at his
apartment, watching television and smoking pot. “Chilling,”
she says. “He was my boy.”

On those nights, Amy, who’d spent all twelve years
through high school in parochial schools, swapped stories
and laughed with Colton about the priests and teachers.
Some nights, they headed to Sixth Street. The music in the
clubs had a heavy hip-hop beat, and Colton loved to dance.

But there was that special thing about Colton, the thing
so many young women seemed to latch on to. “He listened
to me,” Amy says. “He didn’t turn me off.”

When she was stressed, Amy found she could go to
Colton to explain what was bothering her. “He didn’t just
say, ‘I don’t care,” and turn on a sports game,” she says. “He
talked to me, told me not to worry, that it would be all right.
He was reassuring.”

It was Colton who, at times, became the voice of reason
in the group, like the night Amy fell asleep in a bedroom
during a house party. A boy wandered in, didn’t know she
was there, and also fell asleep on the pile of coats. When
they woke up and realized they were in the bedroom to-
gether, they laughed, but Amy’s boyfriend was furious.
He wanted to beat the kid up, and enlisted his bros to help.
“Colton was the one who talked him out of it,” says Amy.

Another night, one of the group contemplated suicide.
It was Colton who talked him into living. “He stayed with
me,” says the guy. “He was a friend.”

Amy met Jennifer at Colton’s apartment, hanging out,
“talking bullshit, like we did all the time,” Amy says. At
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first, she didn’t like Colton’s friend Jen. The girl with the
long red hair seemed almost too friendly. “T’d met girls like
that, fake,” says Amy. “But then I started to realize that Jen-
nifer was just being herself. She really was that nice.”

Sometimes Amy wondered about Colton, thinking about
how he wasn’t really the way he appeared, a thuggish drug
dealer. Part of Colton was still the Ralph Lauren—dressed
kid from a well-to-do family with Wall Street dreams. He
had a gentle smile and a soft laugh, and “he was into being
true to his friends, not being stupid.”

One night, when they were “chilling,” Colton pulled out
an old VHS tape, from his bodybuilding days. He popped
it into the player, and Amy saw him pose in a competition,
muscles bulging, his body tanned and shaved. Bodybuild-
ing wasn’t something Amy thought particularly well of. It
seemed a bit smarmy to her, but Colton was so proud of
the way he looked, she started to think of it more in terms
of his dedication, the work it had taken to get in shape to
compete.

Of course, the Colton Amy knew looked markedly dif-
ferent. On the drugs, he’d become increasingly thin, his face
strained, anxious. It wasn’t just his looks that had changed
from the fresh-faced kid from Little Rock. High and drunk,
he screamed at others, even his friends, getting in their faces,
threatening. At times Pitonyak and a friend ended up wres-
tling until the others pulled them apart. There were nights
on Sixth Street when Colton’s temper flared and he picked
a fight with anyone available. “When he was messed up,
Colton could be really aggressive. He gave people things,
and wouldn’t remember. Then he’d accuse them of stealing.
Someone would have to hold him down,” says a friend.

To Amy, a UT student majoring in communications, Pi-
tonyak’s demeanor wasn’t unusual. “It was the typical post-
adolescence thing,” she says with a sardonic smile. “Sure
Colton got angry, but the other guys acted the same way.
None of it was a surprise. Mostly what they did was just
walk around talking bullshit.”
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The one part of Colton that remained a mystery to Amy
was Jennifer.

“I knew he adored her,” says Amy. “But I didn’t know if
she was his girlfriend or what. I couldn’t define their rela-
tionship. When I asked him, he didn’t want to talk about it.
All T knew was that he was crazy about her.”



Eight

“Tell me about your friend, Colton,” Sharon asked Jennifer
one day on the telephone, when her middle daughter was in
a particularly talkative mood.

“Well, he’s from Arkansas,” Jennifer said. “And he goes
to UT.”

“Is he a boyfriend?”” Sharon asked.

“He’d like to be, but he’s not,” Jennifer said. “I don’t
think of him that way.”

In hindsight, if Sharon had known what was truly going
on with Jennifer that summer 2004, she would have gotten
in the car, picked her up, and taken her somewhere to get
help. But living 217 miles away in Corpus Christi, she had
no way of judging for herself. Jennifer had all new friends,
most people Sharon hadn’t met, and a life separate from
Sharon and Jim. If Sharon had interceded, would it have
made a difference? Therapists and counselors say unless a
patient wants help, there’s little they can do. Jennifer was
twenty years old, and Sharon was in a quandary familiar to
tens of thousands of parents across America and the world
every year, powerless to make an adult child do what she
should.

On the phone, Jennifer sounded well, and when Sharon
saw her, except for being thin, Jen looked the same, a beau-
tiful, young girl without a care in the world. Sharon didn’t
know how the drugs were eating away at Jennifer, taking
over her life, and making things she never would have done
in the past seem all right.

That summer, Jennifer worked at Nordstrom’s junior de-
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partment as a clerk. She lived with Michaela Sloan, a friend
who worked in the misses dress department. Like so many
others, Michaela was drawn to Jennifer, and they quickly
became close friends.

Much of the time, Jennifer went to Colton’s apartment.
For most drug users, money controls how much they can
consume. Once Jennifer hooked up with Colton, she no
longer had that cap on her desires. “Jennifer would disap-
pear for days, over at Colton’s,” says Michaela. “I knew
Colton was using and selling. He was heavily into the drugs.
Once Jennifer got involved with him, he took her down with
him.”

Financed by his drug sales, Colton flashed a bankroll and
gave Jennifer all the drugs she wanted, bought her food, took
her out. They meshed well together. They both hungered
after good times, never missing the opportunity to party. Jen-
nifer enjoyed the frenzied and exciting Sixth Street scene and
Fourth Street, where Austin had a burgeoning, more sophis-
ticated bar scene. The Light Bar was one of her favorites.
At the trendy, minimalist bar with a wall-size waterfall, the
DJs played fusion or techno club music, layering recordings
on top of each other, matching beats, for a heavy, hypnotic
sound. She liked the lyrics strong, soulful, evoking emotions.
As she had in high school, Jennifer spent the nights on the
dance floor, her hands in the air, swaying her body, losing
herself to the music, her enjoyment fueled, at least in part,
by the drugs. Colton appeared to enjoy the club scene as
much as she did, and they danced, drank, and indulged in his
bounty of drugs. He took cocaine, Xanax, and a variety of
drugs, while Jennifer took ecstasy and meth.

More than a decade earlier, Jennifer had been a little
girl in love with The Wizard of Oz. Perhaps the drugs trans-
ported her to an Oz of sorts, much as the tornado had Doro-
thy. With the drugs, her nagging self-doubts were calmed,
the world was more beautiful, there was nothing to fear, no
one to disappoint, no future to fret over, only the immediate
moment to enjoy.
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Yet all wasn’t well. Jennifer and Michaela once went
to a house with Colton for a party. Drugs were scattered
throughout, and people sat all over shooting up and snort-
ing coke. “It was the scariest place. We couldn’t believe we
were there,” says Michaela. “When we went out with him,
Colton was touchy-feely with Jennifer. He rubbed her back
and they talked. They were close. At times, he seemed pos-
sessive of her.”

If Jennifer left, Colton got angry. He wanted to be with
her. “But she didn’t want to be with him, not that way,” says
Michaela. “If we went out together and didn’t include him,
he got upset because she was doing things with someone
else.”

“I don’t believe Colton,” Jennifer complained at such
times. Even when Colton grew petulant, Jennifer never
looked overly concerned, certainly not fearful.

“Jennifer was the type of girl who tried to look like she
could take on the world. She never let on if she was worried
or afraid,” says Michaela. “And she had this really big heart.
We’d fight, and she’d say, “You’re right. 'm sorry.” She
couldn’t tolerate it when people argued. She just couldn’t
fight or have anyone mad at her.”

When Jennifer came home to Corpus, she appeared to
be relatively well. She liked her job at Nordstrom’s, and she
talked about enrolling at the community college again in
the fall and getting back on track. She earned extra money
helping Sharon, and by the time Jennifer left, she’d worked
around the house, organizing Sharon’s closet, grouping the
clothing by season and color, and lining up all Sharon’s
shoes in boxes marked on the outside. Sharon worried
about Jen, but didn’t know what to do. She didn’t give her
money for rent, but Jen’s car was failing, with one break-
down after another. Not knowing about the drugs and the
parties, Sharon thought Jennifer seemed to be doing better.
So Sharon and Jim arranged for Jennifer to buy a new car, a
2003 black Saturn Ion. It was her first car in her name, her
first car loan, and Jennifer was proud.
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When Sharon took her shopping for clothes, Jen appeared
grateful and happy, and Sharon hoped yet again that perhaps
her middle daughter was finding her way. “Now, leave here
with that new car and your new clothes and do something,”
Sharon told her. “Prove to me that you’re serious, and I’ll
send you to any school you want to go to.”

“I will, Mom,” Jennifer said hugging her. “I love you. I’ll
make you proud.”

“I love you, too,” Sharon said. “And I am proud of you,
Jennifer. I always have been.”

Jennifer drove off in her new car bound for Austin, and
Sharon hoped her daughter meant it, that she’d refocus her
life. Sadly, as they had so many times before, Jennifer’s
good intentions evaporated in her self-doubts and now her
growing reliance on drugs. Before long, she’d lost the Nord-
strom’s job, and Sharon ended up making the payments on
the black Saturn Ion.

Along with Michaela, there were other like-minded girls
Jennifer met at parties and at clubs. Friends introduced
them, or they simply started talking and never stopped.
Eva Taylor spent much of the summer with Jennifer, doing
drugs, mainly meth, pot, ecstasy, coke, or mushroo