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It wasn't until he walked through the door of Latrell's Family Restaurant that Christopher Clugston realized he was really free.

The doors shut quietly behind him. No clanging bars. As fast as he walked in, he walked out again. No one said he couldn't.

"We can walk in. We can walk out," he said, shaking his head. "I'm not used to this. It doesn't feel right."

With the last 11 years or so of his life tucked into a fish-net duffle bag, Clugston walked away from Madison Correctional Institution on Monday, leaving behind a life sentence for 
murder.

He touched his mother's cheek, placed a rosebud in her pocket and put his arms around her. "My baby," she cried.

Two carloads of family, including his brother, sister and father, huddled around him. Then he faced the television cameras and thanked the governor and others on the Board of 
Executive Clemency for supporting his claim that he was framed for a 1981 drive-by shooting in Hallandale.

The moment was bittersweet. At 34, he can spend the rest of his life with his family. But he says he was raped in prison, and after testing positive for the virus that causes AIDS, he 
feels he has been sentenced to die.

"I've not only lost 11 years, I've lost just about my whole life," he said. "I hope people will pay attention to this case because this can happen to you."

His case began in 1981, when 19-year-old Bryce Waldman was killed at the Agora Ballroom in a drive-by shooting. No witnesses could place Clugston at the scene. No physical 
evidence linked him to the crime. A motive was never explained. Yet, based on testimony of people who were involved in the crime, Clugston was convicted after three trials.

In 1986, the driver of the car came forward to clear his conscience, saying Clugston was not a part of the crime. The driver's wife also told authorities that they framed Clugston to help 
the actual gunman.

Meanwhile, a new witness surfaced to say that Clugston was not the man she saw in the car just before the shooting. And a composite portrait drawn at the time was never presented 
at trial. It showed a man with long hair and a mustache, unlike the clean-shaven Clugston.

All those things and other inconsistencies in the case and in testimony played a part in the clemency board's decision to set Clugston free.

As part of his release, he must never return to Florida, he cannot possess a gun and he must follow all laws. He will be under the supervision of the state of Maryland for three years. 
His clemency can be revoked at any time if he does not obey the rules.

The rules, he said, are simple. He has had enough of Florida. "I never want to step foot in this state again," he said.

It was a day of firsts for Clugston - the first time he had worn jeans in more than a decade, the first time he had ridden in the front seat of a car and the first time he would eat a steak 
and potato.

When Clugston went into prison in 1983, it was Ronald Reagan's first term as president. Bob Graham, now a U.S. senator, was governor, and MASH was still on TV. There was no 
information superhighway and few people talked on the phone in their cars.

On Monday, he was fascinated by little things, including his attorney's cellular phone. "What's that?" he asked.

"These weren't around when you went in," attorney Ken Kukec said. "It's a cellular phone."

"You know, like in Star Trek," his brother, Patrick Clugston, said, ribbing him.

Tears welled in his mother's eyes as she watched her two sons and daughter laughing together and sipping sodas at the restaurant.

"My family's complete now," Margaret Clugston said. "I never thought it would be. That empty chair at the dinner table's going to get a lot of use now."

But it was hard for all of them not to think of the time they had lost and the time they will never have.

"It's sad for him to have this victory but finally leave with so little time left," his mother said.

Clugston plans to spend a couple of weeks acclimating himself to life outside prison and then go into his family's construction business in Bethesda, Md. Meanwhile, as long as his 
health holds, there are fishing trips and bike rides planned. He wants to eat fresh vegetables and watermelon and check in with a doctor right away.

His fate has left him angry and frustrated. But, he said, he can't dwell on it. When asked if he is going to sue the state or fight back for the time lost, his attorney answered for him.

"Chris has paid enough dues with the system," Kukec said. "He doesn't need to spend his whole life fighting the system. He needs to lead a normal life for a while."

Kukec, a Boca Raton lawyer, took Clugston's case for free because it was, he said, the "single biggest legal tragedy" he had ever come across.

Even in light of the evidence cited by the clemency board, prosecutors maintained that they had the right man and that it was a travesty of justice to set Clugston free.

"In all this time, they would not even acknowledge the possibility that a mistake was made," Kukec said. "To me, that's unconscionable. . . . Though clemency is an act of mercy, the 
governor in his order made it clear this wasn't being done because of Chris' medical condition. It was for no reason other than the substantial evidence of Chris' innocence."

As the family headed home, they knew of only one definite stop. The state line.

They want a picture of Chris with the state of Florida behind him.
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Abstract (Document Summary)

With the last 11 years or so of his life tucked into a fish-net duffle bag, Clugston walked away from Madison Correctional Institution on Monday, leaving behind a life sentence for 
murder.

His case began in 1981, when 19-year-old Bryce Waldman was killed at the Agora Ballroom in a drive-by shooting. No witnesses could place Clugston at the scene. No physical 
evidence linked him to the crime. A motive was never explained. Yet, based on testimony of people who were involved in the crime, Clugston was convicted after three trials.

Meanwhile, a new witness surfaced to say that Clugston was not the man she saw in the car just before the shooting. And a composite portrait drawn at the time was never presented 
at trial. It showed a man with long hair and a mustache, unlike the clean-shaven Clugston.
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