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Read a complete chapter.

The House Before Dawn

This free sample contains a complete chapter from the edition sold on
True Crime America. Its source notes are included. The chapter text is
reproduced from that edition; this is not the complete book.

Explore the full edition

One purchase includes the complete PDF and EPUB. Visit the book
page for its contents, current price and availability.
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Chapter One: The House Before
Dawn

The reliable outline begins in Little Rock during 2008 through 2011.
News anchor Anne Pressly was found critically injured in her home and
died five days later. Investigators connected biological evidence from
the scene to evidence in an earlier Marianna assault, obtained a sample
from Vance, and recorded several changing accounts. The trial court
admitted the evidence after suppression litigation. A Pulaski County jury
convicted Vance, and the Arkansas Supreme Court reviewed the
seizure, statements, other-crimes evidence, and expert testimony before
affirming. The legal status checked through September 6, 2026 is
precise: Vance was convicted of capital murder, rape, burglary, and theft
and received life imprisonment without parole; the Arkansas Supreme
Court affirmed.

This chapter centers Anne Pressly. It names Curtis Lavell Vance
according to the posture of the record and does not expand an
allegation beyond the charge, plea, verdict, or official finding that
supports it. The core question is how a prosecution built from forensic
linkage and changing statements remains accountable to rules
governing consent, custody, and admissibility.
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The first record

The next question in The House Before Dawn is the first record. The
earliest reliable account fixes the basic event before memory and later
interpretation begin to accumulate. In The House Before Dawn, that
starting point is News anchor Anne Pressly was found critically injured in
her home and died five days later. Investigators connected biological
evidence from the scene to evidence in an earlier Marianna assault,
obtained a sample from Vance, and recorded several changing
accounts. The trial court admitted the evidence after suppression
litigation. A Pulaski County jury convicted Vance, and the Arkansas
Supreme Court reviewed the seizure, statements, other-crimes
evidence, and expert testimony before affirming. The account matters
because later filings usually assume the reader already knows the
foundation. Returning to it keeps the procedural history connected to
Anne Pressly, not merely to the name on the appeal. The difference
matters in Little Rock, where public memory and formal judgment do not
always move together.

People before posture

For the file concerning Anne Pressly, attention now turns to people
before posture. A court caption is built around the government and the
accused. It rarely places Anne Pressly in the title. That convention helps
courts administer a case, but it can distort a narrative written for general
readers. This file therefore treats the legal posture as essential without
allowing it to become the whole identity of the event. It keeps the
account anchored in Little Rock instead of in a conclusion supplied by
hindsight.
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Geography as evidence

The surviving account from Little Rock makes geography as evidence
visible on a local, human scale. The setting in Little Rock is not
decorative. Roads, neighboring homes, distances, jurisdictional
boundaries, and the location of records shaped what witnesses could
observe and which agency acted first. Geography also explains why this
case belongs in this regional volume even when later hearings occurred
elsewhere. In The House Before Dawn, precision does not weaken the
story. It is what allows the story to endure correction.

What investigators had to prove

Read in sequence, The House Before Dawn makes the importance of
what investigators had to prove difficult to miss. Investigators could not
begin with the conclusion eventually reached in court. They had to move
from report to scene, from scene to people, and from people to testable
evidence. Every link needed a documented source. The important
distinction is between a lead, which directs attention, and proof, which
must survive challenge. It is a modest discipline, but one that protects
the account from the distortions of repetition and hindsight.

Time and memory

The story of Anne Pressly next raises time and memory. The relevant
period, 2008 through 2011, created its own limits. Withess memory
changes, records are created for immediate institutional purposes, and
technology available later may not have existed at the scene. A careful
retelling does not judge earlier work solely by modern tools, but it also
does not excuse choices that the contemporary record itself identifies as
deficient. That is the standard owed to Anne Pressly and to every reader
asked to judge the record fairly.
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The prosecution account

Public memory can obscure the prosecution account in The House
Before Dawn. The state's theory organized many separate facts into an
allegation about responsibility. Its strength depended on corroboration,
not on narrative neatness. Prosecutors could argue reasonable
inferences, yet the burden remained proof beyond a reasonable doubt
for every charged element. The distinction is especially important in a
story that now feels inevitable only because the outcome is known. The
record becomes stronger when its limits are visible rather than filled with
confident invention.

The defense function

Within this record, the discussion of the defense function helps separate
what is known from what is assumed. Defense scrutiny is not an
obstacle placed between a victim and justice. It is the mechanism by
which the system tests identification, custody of evidence, expert
interpretation, witness reliability, and legal sufficiency. A ruling for the
defense on one issue does not endorse every defense claim. A ruling for
the state does not make every investigative choice exemplary. The
restraint may be quiet on the page, but it is part of telling the truth at full
size.

Evidence and inference

The events in Little Rock show why the question of evidence and
inference cannot be treated as background. Evidence enters the record
through witnesses, exhibits, stipulations, and judicial notice. Inference is
the reasoning applied afterward. The two are related but not
interchangeable. This chapter uses attribution when the source itself
was contested and reserves unqualified language for facts established
by the disposition or conceded by the parties. A careful reader can then
see both the force of the evidence and the edges it never crossed.
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The work of cross examination

Looking past the headline in The House Before Dawn brings the work of
cross examination into focus. Cross examination exposes uncertainty by
testing perception, recollection, bias, method, and consistency. An
appellate opinion may summarize only the questions that later mattered
to a legal claim. Silence about another exchange does not mean it never
occurred. The surviving opinion is therefore a map of reviewed issues,
not a complete transcript. For Anne Pressly, that distinction determines
how much the surviving record can honestly carry.

Physical proof

For this case, the issue of physical proof marks a boundary the narrative
must respect. Objects and laboratory findings can appear more stable
than human memory, but they also require collection, labeling,
preservation, testing, and interpretation. A broken chain does not
automatically prove tampering. A complete chain does not answer what
the item means. The jury or judge must connect reliability to relevance.
The result is not emotional distance. It is a clearer view of where
responsibility was proved and where uncertainty remained.

Statements

The account of Anne Pressly changes when attention turns to
statements. Statements can range from a spontaneous remark to a
recorded interview, confession, denial, or account given under oath.
Each has a different legal setting. The questions include voluntariness,
warnings, context, corroboration, and whether the words were
introduced for their truth. Compression into a single dramatic quotation
often removes precisely what a court had to evaluate. That care keeps
Anne Pressly from disappearing behind the machinery of the case.
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Experts and limits

In The House Before Dawn, this part of the record concerns experts and
limits. Expert testimony assists a fact finder with specialized knowledge.
It does not transfer the verdict to the expert. Method, data, assumptions,
error, and the fit between an opinion and the disputed issue remain open
to challenge. Where science changed after 2008 through 2011, later
confidence must not be projected backward without explaining the new
basis. Nothing is gained by making the file sound more certain, or more
dramatic, than the evidence allows.

Charging choices

The next question in The House Before Dawn is charging choices. A
charge is a formal accusation selected under statutes in effect at the
time. It is not a biography of the event and not proof of guilt. Lesser
verdicts, amended counts, or a plea can change the legal description
without changing the fact that a person died or was harmed. The chapter
follows those changes rather than using the most severe label
throughout. The difference matters in Little Rock, where public memory
and formal judgment do not always move together.

The jury's task

For the file concerning Anne Pressly, attention now turns to the jury's
task. Jurors were asked to decide from evidence admitted in court,
under instructions that defined the elements and burden. They did not
receive every rumor, later article, or document now available online.
Reading the verdict fairly requires attention to the case they heard, while
appellate review asks whether the law governing that hearing was
followed. It keeps the account anchored in Little Rock instead of in a
conclusion supplied by hindsight.
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The meaning of the outcome

The surviving account from Little Rock makes the meaning of the
outcome visible on a local, human scale. At the cutoff, Vance was
convicted of capital murder, rape, burglary, and theft and received life
imprisonment without parole; the Arkansas Supreme Court affirmed.
That sentence states the result without claiming more. A conviction
establishes guilt under the judgment unless it is later set aside. A plea
waives trial and rests on its own record. An unresolved case permits no
equivalent conclusion. Procedural precision is part of respect for
everyone named. In The House Before Dawn, precision does not
weaken the story. It is what allows the story to endure correction.

Appeal is review

Read in sequence, The House Before Dawn makes the importance of
appeal is review difficult to miss. An appeal is not usually a second trial.
Appellate judges work from a record, written assignments of error,
standards of review, and rules about preservation. They may find a
mistake yet conclude it was harmless, or order a new proceeding
without deciding innocence. The disposition must be read together with
the question actually presented. It is a modest discipline, but one that
protects the account from the distortions of repetition and hindsight.

Publicity

The story of Anne Pressly next raises publicity. Public attention can
locate witnesses, raise resources, and keep a neglected name visible. It
can also harden an allegation before evidence is tested. The ethical task
is not to avoid publicity but to distinguish what attention accomplished
from what a court or investigation established. That is the standard owed
to Anne Pressly and to every reader asked to judge the record fairly.
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Family and aftermath

Public memory can obscure family and aftermath in The House Before
Dawn. A legal judgment addresses public responsibility and punishment.
It cannot restore routines, relationships, future plans, or the ordinary
privacy a violent death removes. Family members may disagree about
prosecution, publicity, or punishment. No single quotation should be
made to stand for every survivor or for every year after the event. The
record becomes stronger when its limits are visible rather than filled with
confident invention.

Institutional memory

Within this record, the discussion of institutional memory helps separate
what is known from what is assumed. Detectives retire, prosecutors
change, evidence rooms move, and databases improve. A durable file
depends on records that another person can understand years later.
That truth is most visible in old or reopened cases, but it also governs
current work. Documentation is not clerical background. It is what allows
later review to be meaningful. The restraint may be quiet on the page,
but it is part of telling the truth at full size.

Responsible uncertainty

The events in Little Rock show why the question of responsible
uncertainty cannot be treated as background. The central question here
is how a prosecution built from forensic linkage and changing
statements remains accountable to rules governing consent, custody,
and admissibility. The record supports some answers and leaves others
open. Responsible uncertainty names those limits directly. It avoids the
false suspense of withholding known facts and the false certainty of
filling gaps with intuition. A careful reader can then see both the force of
the evidence and the edges it never crossed.
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Language and dignity

Looking past the headline in The House Before Dawn brings language
and dignity into focus. The words used for violence determine where
attention rests. Necessary detail explains an element, an identification, a
medical conclusion, or a dispute. Excess detail turns suffering into
atmosphere. This account keeps enough to understand the case and
removes what would only ask the reader to stare. For Anne Pressly, that
distinction determines how much the surviving record can honestly
carry.

Correction as method

For this case, the issue of correction as method marks a boundary the
narrative must respect. True crime ages badly when early reports are
repeated after later records change them. Names, counts, verdicts, and
sentences were checked against the most authoritative available
source. If a later order changes Vance was convicted of capital murder,
rape, burglary, and theft and received life imprisonment without parole;
the Arkansas Supreme Court affirmed, the corrected status should
replace this account rather than be treated as a threat to the story. The
result is not emotional distance. It is a clearer view of where
responsibility was proved and where uncertainty remained.

What remains

The account of Anne Pressly changes when attention turns to what
remains. The file ends with a legal status, not with emotional completion.
The enduring record includes Anne Pressly, the work done in Little
Rock, the questions tested, and the limits exposed. That is enough for a
truthful chapter. Anything more would require evidence the archive does
not provide. That care keeps Anne Pressly from disappearing behind the
machinery of the case.
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The chronology beneath the headline

In The House Before Dawn, this part of the record concerns the
chronology beneath the headline. A familiar case is often remembered
as one dramatic instant, but the record in The House Before Dawn is
sequential. The reliable outline is News anchor Anne Pressly was found
critically injured in her home and died five days later. Investigators
connected biological evidence from the scene to evidence in an earlier
Marianna assault, obtained a sample from Vance, and recorded several
changing accounts. The trial court admitted the evidence after
suppression litigation. A Pulaski County jury convicted Vance, and the
Arkansas Supreme Court reviewed the seizure, statements,
other-crimes evidence, and expert testimony before affirming. Each
event changed what officials could reasonably know next. Reading the
sequence in order prevents evidence discovered late from being
projected backward into the first response. It also prevents later publicity
from becoming a substitute for the reports, exhibits, and rulings created
closer to the event. Nothing is gained by making the file sound more
certain, or more dramatic, than the evidence allows.

The first institutional response

The next question in The House Before Dawn is the first institutional
response. The response in Little Rock involved choices about safety,
medical aid, scene control, witnesses, and preservation. Those choices
were made before anyone knew whether the file would close quickly,
remain unresolved, or produce years of litigation. A later court record
usually preserves only the decisions connected to a disputed legal
issue. The absence of another detail from an opinion is therefore not
proof that it never occurred. It means the public account must stop at the
source available. The difference matters in Little Rock, where public
memory and formal judgment do not always move together.
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Corroboration across the file

For the file concerning Anne Pressly, attention now turns to
corroboration across the file. The strongest part of a case is rarely a
single dramatic item. Reliability grows when independent evidence
points in the same direction without simply repeating one original
source. In the record concerning Anne Pressly, corroboration could
involve timing, location, physical material, digital or documentary
records, a witness account, or conduct that the law permits a fact finder
to consider. The precise combination matters more than the number of
times a conclusion has been repeated in public. It keeps the account
anchored in Little Rock instead of in a conclusion supplied by hindsight.

Alternative explanations

The surviving account from Little Rock makes alternative explanations
visible on a local, human scale. An investigation becomes fairer when it
asks what else could explain the known evidence. The defense performs
that work formally at trial, but good investigators do it earlier by testing
alibis, competing timelines, contamination, mistaken perception,
innocent transfer, and unsupported assumptions. Not every alternative
is equally plausible. The burden still belongs to the government, which
must eliminate reasonable doubt through admissible proof rather than
through the emotional force of the event. In The House Before Dawn,
precision does not weaken the story. It is what allows the story to endure
correction.

FREE READING SAMPLE - J.R. STRANAHAN

13



The record that reached the jury

Read in sequence, The House Before Dawn makes the importance of
the record that reached the jury difficult to miss. Jurors in The House
Before Dawn could consider only material admitted under the governing
rules. They did not decide from every rumor, interview, documentary, or
later online claim. When there was no jury, that absence matters just as
much. A plea, agency attribution, civil verdict, dismissal, or unresolved
investigation answers a different legal question. This account identifies
that posture before drawing any lesson from the file. It is a modest
discipline, but one that protects the account from the distortions of
repetition and hindsight.

A result stated at full size

The story of Anne Pressly next raises a result stated at full size. The
verified outcome is that Vance was convicted of capital murder, rape,
burglary, and theft and received life imprisonment without parole; the
Arkansas Supreme Court affirmed. The sentence should neither be
softened nor enlarged. A lesser verdict is not a finding that the harm was
lesser. An acquittal is not permission to write guilt between the lines. A
conviction can remain valid while a collateral claim is pending. An official
cold-case attribution can provide an answer without supplying the
adversarial testing of a criminal trial. Precision gives the result its real
weight. That is the standard owed to Anne Pressly and to every reader
asked to judge the record fairly.
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What the surviving sources cannot show

Public memory can obscure what the surviving sources cannot show in
The House Before Dawn. Public records illuminate only part of what
happened to Anne Pressly. They are strongest when identifying official
acts, admitted evidence, rulings, and dated public statements. They are
weak guides to private thought and often incomplete about daily life
before violence. Rather than manufacture intimacy, the narrative
acknowledges that silence. The limits of an archive belong in the story
because they tell the reader where knowledge ends and interpretation
would begin. The record becomes stronger when its limits are visible
rather than filled with confident invention.

Community memory and legal proof

Within this record, the discussion of community memory and legal proof
helps separate what is known from what is assumed. People in Little
Rock may remember a case through vigils, protests, warning systems,
reforms, family advocacy, or a name attached to a location. Courts
remember it through captions and holdings. Both forms of memory
matter, but they are not interchangeable. Community action can expose
neglect or produce a useful lead. It cannot itself establish an element of
an offense. A legal judgment can impose punishment. It cannot contain
the whole social meaning of a loss. The restraint may be quiet on the
page, but it is part of telling the truth at full size.
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The passage of time

The events in Little Rock show why the question of the passage of time
cannot be treated as background. The period described as 2008 through
2011 affects every part of the file. Witnesses move or die, memories
change, laboratories gain new methods, statutes and precedents
develop, and institutional personnel turn over. Delay can reveal new
evidence, but it can also destroy opportunities that no later technique
restores. A responsible history describes both sides without assuming
that an old case was poorly investigated merely because it is old, or that
a new method is conclusive merely because it is new. A careful reader
can then see both the force of the evidence and the edges it never
crossed.

The dignity of exact language

Looking past the headline in The House Before Dawn brings the dignity
of exact language into focus. Violence does not need decorative
language to be understood. The essential details are those that explain
identity, cause, sequence, a disputed element, or the significance of
evidence. Everything else risks turning the experience of Anne Pressly
into atmosphere. Exact verbs carry much of the ethical work: police
reported, prosecutors alleged, a witness testified, jurors found, a court
held, or a file remained open. Those words tell the reader who
established each proposition and how. For Anne Pressly, that distinction
determines how much the surviving record can honestly carry.
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Reading the disposition forward

For this case, the issue of reading the disposition forward marks a
boundary the narrative must respect. The public often reads a case
backward from its outcome, making the first lead appear destined to
become the final judgment. Investigators and families lived it forward. At
every stage, several possibilities remained. Restoring that uncertainty
does not create artificial suspense. It explains why warrants required
affidavits, why experts faced challenge, why jurors received instructions,
and why appellate courts applied defined standards instead of simply
deciding which story felt right. The result is not emotional distance. Itis a
clearer view of where responsibility was proved and where uncertainty
remained.

What this file asks us to remember

The account of Anne Pressly changes when attention turns to what this
file asks us to remember. The controlling question is how a prosecution
built from forensic linkage and changing statements remains
accountable to rules governing consent, custody, and admissibility. It
arises from one case, yet it carries beyond one docket because the
same distinction can recur whenever institutions translate human harm
into evidence and judgment. The answer here remains tied to Anne
Pressly, to Little Rock, and to the exact legal status at the research
cutoff. That grounding prevents a general lesson from erasing the
individual lives that made the lesson necessary. That care keeps Anne
Pressly from disappearing behind the machinery of the case.

Sources for this file

* Vance v. State
* Little Rock Police Department
» Arkansas Judiciary case search

* Arkansas Supreme Court and Court of Appeals opinions
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