Ke:rry Max Cook gets a hug from his mother, Evelyn, as he
i released on bond from the Smith County Jail on Tues-
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day morning in Tyler. He has insisted that he is innocent
of the mutilation slaying of a Tyler woman.

Cook released
on bond after

years 1n prison
He is scheduled for fourth

murder trial in 77 slaying

By Lee Hancock
East Texas Rureaw of The [aflas Morniog New

TYLER — Kerry Max Cook sa
vored the prospect of eating a pizza
with everything on it Tuesday. He
talked about driving a car again as
soon as he can replace his 20-year-
old driver’s license. He wanted to go
home to his mother.

He was a free man again Tuesday
afternoon after spending most of
the last two decades on Texas death
row. He was released on bond 1o
awalt & fourth capital murder Irisl
in the 1977 mutilation slaying of
Tyler secretary Linda Jo Edwards.

The release came almost a year
to the day after a Texas appeals
court overturned his conviction
and death sentence.

“It's an out-of-body expericnce,”
Mr. Cook told reporters as he
emerged from the Smith County
Jail, flanked by the lawyer and pri
vate investigator who have battled
for years to prove his innocence.

"There were a lot of doubts along

W Chronology of Cook case. 14A

the way. Every time the finish lne
was put in front of me, someone
came and put it farther down the
road,” he said. “I'm very grateful
This is 8 very — a long time com
ing.”

The lawyer, Paul Nugent af
Houston, declined to comment, ¢it-
ing a gag order that prohibits even
relatives of the victim or defendant
from publicly discussing the case
Mr. Nugent also instructed Mr
Cnok not to answer questions about
his impending and unprecedented
fourth prosecution.

Mr. Nugent has long argued that
Mr. Cook is an innocent man who
has been railroaded through sys
tematic prosecutorial misconduct,
including repeated instances of hid-
ing evidence that might exonerate
Mr. Cook.

The Texas appeals court’s deci-
sion to overturn Mr. Cook’s latest
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de_lgp sentence was based on prose-
cutars' use of statements from a key
witness who died after Mr. Cook's
first trial. The appeals court ruled
that the statement should not have
been used because defense attor-
neys were not told until 1992 that
the ..ydtness had made conflicting
mte:ments to a grand jury.

- Chief Smith County felony prose-
ctitor David Dobbs, who prosecuted
theilast two of Mr. Cook’s three pre-
vlous trials, entered the Smith
County Jail grim-faced just before
Mr;. .Cook walked out. He declined to
comiment on the case or Mr. Cook’s

'fﬁ'efore the gag order was issued

185t <Priday he and Smith County
District Attorney Jack Skeen de-
fénded thelr decision to prosecute
Mr..Cook a fourth time. They have
contended that any misconduct in
the case dates back to the 1978 trial
and . prosecutors who have long
since left the Smith County district
attorney’s office. They have said
they still have ample evidence to
support a death penalty conviction
against Mr. Cook.

Last-ditch effort

On Saturday, prosecutors mount-
ed a lastditch effort to keep Mr.
Cook in custody with a lengthy mo-
tlon arguing that the $100,000 bond
set last Friday by a visiting state
district judge was “woefully inade-
quate.” :

The nine-page motion demanded
a bond of at least $500,000 and ar-
gued that it was justified by the
viciousness of the Edwards slaying.

Ms. Edwards, 21, was beaten in
the head with a plaster statue and
then was stabbed a dozen tmes
with scissors and a knife. The killer
also sexually mutilated her body,
which was found the next day by
her’roommate in a south Tyler
apartment.

- The motion noted that Mr.
Cook’s fingerprint was found onh a
sliding glass door in Ms. Edwards’
apartment and Its location was such
that it could have only come from
someone inside the apartment.

The motion also clted Mr. Cook’s
criminal record, including flight to
avpid arrest, juvenile probation for
fnapping of a woman across state

es and & state prison sentence for

theft.
n%ﬁ}:;»of of the danger he posed
t 1f and others, prosecutors
also cited Mr. Cook’s history of men-

tal {llness, which included three
commitments and one escape from

‘I know he's an
innocent man. The truth
will come out. It has to
come out. The person or
persons that did this
horrendous ctime must
be really nervous right
now.”

— Evelyn Cook, mother
of Kerry Max Cook

a state mental hospital, and four
attempts to commit suicide by cas-
tration while on death row.

But Mr. Nugent said the prosecu-
tion’s arguments were a rehash of
old allegations that the judge had
already considered.

An official with the Smith Coun-
ty District Clerk’s office said Tues-
day afternoon that the judge, Rob-
ert Jones of Austin, scheduled a
hearing on the prosecution motion
for later this month.

On Tuesday, the judge issued an
order prohibiting Mr. Cook [rom
taking drugs or alcohol while out
on bond. He also ordered twice-
monthly alcohol tests and random
drug tests as conditions of his re-
lease and barred Mr. Cook (rom
leave the state without permission.

Just before being reunited with
her son, Mr. Cook’s tnother, Evelyn,
told reporters that the last four days
had been among the toughest of her
family’s long ordeal. She said they
had been plagued by fears that
“something at the last minute"
might keep him in jail.

But she said his release con-
firmed her faith that he would ulti-
mately be exonerated.

“1 know he’'s an innocent man.
The truth will come out. It has to
come out. The person or persons
that dld this horrendous crime
must be really nervous right now,"
Ms. Cook said.

When Mr. Cook emerged (rom a
holding area wearing the same
brown pinstripe suit he has worn to
court in recent years, Ms, Cook wept
and shook visibly. The two locked
in a long embrace, surrounded by a
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smail knot of relatives, supporters
and media.

Outside the jail, Mr. Cook posed
for a photograph in front of the
dun-<olored jajl building with Mr.
Nugent and his longtime private in-
vestigator, Jim McCloskey of Centu-
rion Ministries. The New Jersey-
based ministry speclalizes in inves-
tigating allegations of wrongful im-
prisonment.

Mr. McCloskey said his organiza-
tion pald Mr. Cook's bond with
$100,000 in cash Tuesday after re-
celving donations from “some pri-
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vate, very generous benefactors.”
He declined to identify further the
sources of the bond money.

Nearly overcome

As he spoke with reporters, Mr.
Cook appeared at times to be nearty
overcome. He sald he had not slept
in the four days since the hearing
in which he was granted bond.
Asked about his experience on
death row, Mr. Cook's face clouded
visibly and he paused before an-
swering. A world within & world.
Very, very traumatic. Very, very
painful. It’s difficult to put into
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words,” he said. “A nightmare.”

But he aiso joked about his new
freedom. He laughed as he told re-
porters that he and his defense
team were carrying all he owned in
three small mesh bags and his only
set of clothing was the loose-fitting
pinstripe suit that his lawyer had
picked out for him.

Asked if he planned to buy new
clothes, he said, "I have to find out
my size. Ou death row, one size fits
all”

He said he has been offered a job
as a computer programmer and
again cracked a smile when asked
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“Therc were a lot of
doubts along the way.
Every time the finish
line was put in front of:
me, someone came and
put it father down the
road. I'm very grateful::
This is a very — a lo
time coming.”
— Kerry Max Cook £

whether his computer skills s‘gy d-
current in prison ‘1 know howg
write & lawyer,” he said. .

He then walked with his attor:
ney to a waiting car, joking abqut"
wanting to drive himsel{ home: t 1
Jacksonville. There, his mother.,
said, his family planned an all- night 4
reunjon Tuesday night with take-;:
out pizzas, homemade Chinese food, 4
John Weayne movies and vxdeompes'.'
of some of the family events Mr.
Cook has missed.

Ms. Cook told reporters that her
son has not decided where he will-
live while awaiting his next trial.-

But as he tries to reconstruct-a
life in the free world, Mr. Cook fac- -
es the prospect of another caplm!_'
murder trial. The trial has been set-
next September, and It has alreaéfy
attracted national media attentiqn:

A film crew from the ABC Ne%
program Turning Point was in Tyle}
to film Mr. Cook’s release and Wa¥,
headed to his mother’s home g‘g‘
Jacksonville on Tuesday night fja=
film his family reunton. Mr. C
also was visited several weeks ago-'f
at the Smith County Jail by a pro-
ducer for the CBS News show 6fi<
Minutes. : ;

When the initial attenton and*
celebration fades, Ms. Cook said;~
she worries that her son faces. g,
“terrible adjustment” to the frge .
world after 20 years behind bars,, -'

“For him to make a tmnsmon,
he's gonna have a tot of counseling:
Turning on a light switch or play-
ing a CD or a VCR — he'll be like a
child learning all this again,” shé
said. “He just wants to catch up oﬁu
what he’s lost.” y




